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Characteristics of Incivility

Felblinger (2009) considers incivility as having three characteristics:

• It is psychological in nature.

• Considered to be a form of low intensity, inconsiderate conduct.

• Associated with an ambiguous intent to harm or target (p.14).



Examples of Incivility

According to Felblinger(2009) examples of 
incivility include:
• Rude comments
• Verbal aggression
• Being disrespectful
• Lack of collaboration
• Ethnic jokes & Slurs
• Sexual comments
• Attacking a person’s integrity
• Blaming others
• Withholding important information (p. 

15)
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Characteristics of Bullying

According to Felblinger (2009), bullying is comprised of three 
characteristics:
• Repetitive behavior that occurs at least two times per week.

• Longer term behavior continuing for at least six months

• The behavior happens where the person, or people find it difficult 
to defend themselves , or stop the abuse (p.16).



Domains of Bullying

Ramsay et al. (2010) indicates bullying 
include:
• Abusive supervision
• Harm to reputation
• Threatening
• Intimidating
• Sabotage
• Isolation (p. 802)
• My be verbal or physical and are similar 

to domestic violence (Sawyer,2017)
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Responses to Workplace Aggression

Incivility is often viewed as lower intensity compared with bullying, but as 
a result of differences in peoples perception, the interpretation of the 
same act may elicit greater or lessor responses.

People may have different tolerance levels for incivility and bullying.  One 
person may be able to shrug off an act of mild aggression, where another 
may feel deeply injured by a similar act.

Work teams are powerful in that the team context can influence weather 
a member assess a behavior as negative, or having a motive(Paulin & 
Griffin, 2016).



Human Costs:

The human effects of aggressive behavior on employees erodes 
engagement and morale, team spirit disappears and creativity 
suffers (Porath & Pearson, 2013).

There is a decrease in job satisfaction, increase in burnout and less 
organizational commitment (Tre’Panier et al., 2013).

More damaging effects of bullying include Increased stress, sleep 
disturbance, anxiety, depression and psychosomatic symptoms 
(Rodriquez-Munoz et al., 2009).



Organizational Costs:

Surveys of employees have shown 98% of them have experienced 
incivility (Porath & Pearson, 2013).  

As many as 37% of employees have themselves been bullied (Sawyer, 
2017).

Porath & Pearson (2013) found in a poll of over 800 employees and 
managers who experienced workplace aggression, that 48% 
intentionally decreased their work effort.  



Organizational Costs Continued

• 38% decreased the quality of their work.
• 80% lost work time worrying about the  uncivil event.
• 63% lost work time by avoiding the person who was uncivil.
• 78% had a decline in organizational commitment.
• 12% said they left their job because of experiencing uncivil 

behavior.
• 25% report taking it out on their customers
• It was found to reduce creativity by 30% fewer ideas (p. 117).



University of Southern California(USC) Study

One study conducted by USC involved two groups of bank 
customers.  One group witnessed a bank manager reprimand an 
employee for not processing paperwork correctly.  The other group 
did not witness this uncivil behavior.  

It was found that only 20% of the customers who witnessed the 
reprimand would use the banks services in the future.  However, 
80% of the customers who had not witnessed the reprimand 
reported they would use the banks services again (Porath & Pearson, 
2013).   



Aggressive behavior in the healthcare 
arena is associated with problems such 
as high caseloads, turnover, 
productivity and absenteeism.  

While it is suggested that aggressive 
work behavior cost corporations an 
estimated 200 billion dollars (Sawyer, 
2017).
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Broad Strokes of Workplace Aggression

• Researcher's have done a fine job identifying aggression in the 
workplace, the severity, prevalence, cultural aspects and many other 
defining characteristics.

• The pain and suffering experienced by employees is clearly devesting. 
While the economic costs further add to organizations being 
dysfunctional, toxic and unhealthy.

• While understanding how causing harm is detrimental, aggression is so 
nuanced it is difficult to address.     



Nuances in Workplace Aggression

• Nuances can complicate addressing workplace aggression.

• People may believe aggression is part of a competitive team.

• Some may not realize their behavior constitutes as being aggressive.

• People think by ignoring the behavior it may go away on its own.

• The quest for generating profits can put strain on work relationships.

• Leadership may not have the depth of understanding to make addressing 
bullying and incivility a priority. 

• Supervisors may be conflict averse, or not have the skills to address the 
problems.



Think Differently about Workplace Aggression

• Whatever we use to try and 
reduce workplace aggression, 
must be accompanied by a 
component that will change 
human behavior.

• It takes a systems approach 
including education, behavioral 
change interventions, policy and 
accountability a to change and 
sustain such complex behaviors.
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Can People Change?

I only ask this question because there have been supervisors and managers 
alike who have said “I don’t believe John Doe can change”.

“You can’t teach an old dog new tricks”.

The human brain has high levels of neuroplasticity and the ability for our 
brains to form new connections, learn and change behavior at any age 
(Rock, 2009).

Since people can learn new content and change their behavior, then 
what’s really needed for people to make the effort?



Leadership holds the Key

• Leadership has the power to 
make organizational changes.
• 72% of bullies are supervisors 

(Sawyer, 2017).
• Coercive leadership style is 

aggressive, lowers morale and 
reduces employee motivation 
(Goleman, 2000).
• Authentic leadership is 

negatively associated with 
bullying (Nielson, 2013).
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Workplace Aggression, while   outcomes

Employee engagement is reached via a framework that creates high 
levels of value and motivation, which transforms work group culture 
from toxic and dysfunctional to healthy and thriving.

Employee engagement involves cognitive, emotional and behavioral 
dimensions and leads to satisfaction, motivation and increased 
profitability (Sharma & Kaur, 2014).

Harter found that organizations with high levels of engaged 
employees are 21% more profitable than their competitors (2018). 



Definition of Employee Engagement

A measurable degree of an employee’s positive, or negative
emotional attachment to their job, colleagues and organization,
which profoundly influences their willingness to learn and perform
at work (Sharma & Kaur, p. 41, 2014).



Employee Engagement Framework

• Employee engagement framework is comprised of elements (Rana 
et al.) such as:

• Job control
• Rewards
• Communication
• Workplace relationships (2014)
• Leadership style (Emery et al., 2007)



Supervisor’s Positive Behavior

Employee engagement is reliant upon the leader (direct supervisor), 
performing and sustaining positive behaviors and gesturers, related 
to each of the elements, toward his employees.
Mawritz et al. suggests that the effects of positive behavior trickle 
down to the group, who will then in turn, mimic similar behaviors to 
each other (2012). 
The synergy between these elements appears to potentiate its 
effects and increase motivation to rebuild trust between supervisors 
and employees, commit to the new positive behavior and improve 
organizational performance.



Employee Engagement Changes Culture

When supervisors consistently initiate engagement building behavior 
toward their employees, team culture becomes healthier and less 
aggressive over time.

Just as bullying and incivility can lead to a toxic work environment, 
implementing a framework for achieving high levels of engaged 
employees changes the work culture (i.e. values, beliefs, attitudes 
and behavior), to an environment that is thriving and performing 
highly.



Spectrum from Bullying to Engagement

Although changing human behavior is a non linier process, workplace aggression and 
engagement move from having increased dysfunction on the far left moving to high 
levels to the far right.

- behavior-----Bullying-----incivility-----neutral-----satisfied-----engaged-----Behavior+

Outcomes such as work quality, turnover, absenteeism and burnout may be easier to 
predict given where the group is along the spectrum.



Workplace Aggression and Engagement are 
Mirror Opposites of Each Other

Bullying & Incivility
• Low levels of trust
• Low psychological safety
• Increased turnover
• Higher operational costs
• Lower productivity
• Low organizational commitment
• Higher rates of depression
• Decreased satisfaction
• High Burnout

Employee Engagement
• High levels of trust
• High psychological safety
• High retention
• Lower operational costs
• Increased productivity
• High organizational commitment
• Increased wellbeing
• Increased job satisfaction
• Lower burnout



MSPB Study

Lavigna, found a federal MSPB study reviled higher levels of 
engagement correlated with:

• More success achieving strategic goals. 
• Higher employee retention rates.
• Less sick leave and lost time due to work related illness and 

injury.
• Fewer EEO complaints (p. 8, 2004).



Case Study: Employee Engagement

Changing a Toxic Culture Through Employee Engagement Consulting
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