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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation integrates theory and empirical findings on incivility, group 

processes, and leadership in an attempt to gain a better understanding of how uncivil 

leaders can affect the way that group members interact and ultimately perform.  This 

research focused on theoretical arguments about the tendency for uncivil behaviors to 

spread among group members, as suggested by Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) incivility 

spiral theory.  To serve as an initial investigation into this theory, this dissertation set out 

to answer two basic questions. 

First, this research explored whether uncivil behavior on the part of a leader affect 

two group processes: relationship conflict and collective efficacy.  If Andersson and 

Pearson’s (1999) theory was correct, group members could be expected to behave more 

rudely to one another, hence increasing reported relationship conflict.  Furthermore, if 

leader incivility expresses a leader’s displeasure with the group’s performance, the 

group’s collective efficacy would also be expected to be damaged by uncivil leadership 

behaviors. 

Second, this research explored whether a negative influence of incivility on 

group-level performance was mediated through these group process variables.  In other 

words, this dissertation sought to determine whether incivility affected performance 

through increased conflict and/or decreased collective efficacy. 
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Incivility, relationship conflict, and collective efficacy were measured among 

store clerks using a survey.  Group level performance was measured in two different 

ways.  First, the participating organization provided a metric reflecting the speed and 

accuracy with which store employees executed objectives on the sales floor and in the 

stockroom.  Second, the participating organization provided a metric reflecting the 

number of accidents that occur within the store.  

The current research identified a negative association between uncivil leader 

behaviors and relationship conflict, suggesting that as leaders exhibit more uncivil 

behaviors, employees reported less conflict among group members.  This finding 

contradicts Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) argument that uncivil behaviors from one 

group member prompts similarly uncivil behaviors from other group members.  

Collective efficacy, however, did not appear to be affected by uncivil leader behaviors.   

Structural equation modeling (SEM) also indicated no significant link between the 

mediating variables (relationship conflict and collective efficacy) and performance 

metrics.  Finally, analyses of indirect effects of incivility on performance suggested that 

the link between incivility and performance was not mediated by either conflict or 

collective efficacy. 

The empirical findings of this study contradict the theory of the incivility spiral; 

specifically, rude behavior on the part of the leader appears to be associated with less 
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conflict among group members.  This finding also suggests that leader incivility may 

have some positive effects on group processes.  The results of this study should be 

viewed with caution, however.  Response rates to the surveys were quite poor, and 

relationships that are typically large and robust in other studies were noticeably non-

significant in this study.  Furthermore, because there was low agreement among group 

members on ratings of incivility and collective efficacy, group means do not represent a 

reliable estimate of the construct.  Hence, replication of the findings is necessary.  Future 

research should continue to explore the effect incivility has on other types of group 

process and performance.  Additional research should also be conducted to clarify when 

incivility is beneficial and when it is detrimental to group processes and performance.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Research in the area of workplace aggression has flourished over the last few 

decades.  Both researchers and practitioners are recognizing the importance of 

understanding these types of behaviors, and how they affect employees’ quality of work 

life.  Only recently have researchers turned their attention to psychologically-based 

aggression—that is, aggression expressed through verbal and non-verbal cues.  A number 

of different types of psychologically aggressive behaviors have been identified by 

researchers, including abusive supervision, emotional abuse, social undermining, and 

incivility.  Although incivility shares a number of characteristics with other forms of 

psychological aggression, it has two unique aspects that make it a particularly noteworthy 

construct. 

First, incivility is a widespread phenomenon.  According to research by Cortina, 

Magley, Williams and Langhout (2001), 71% of survey respondents reported 

experiencing incivility in the workplace.  Furthermore, public opinion seems to indicate 

that most people recognize incivility as an important problem, and one that is getting 

worse over time (Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, & Collins, 2002).  Research has also indicated 

that for many people, incivility in the workplace is frequent and on-going (Cortina et al., 

2001). 
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Second, incivility is unique from other forms of psychological aggression in that 

it is typically characterized by behaviors that are low in intensity.  The subtle nature of 

incivility is part of what makes such behavior problematic; when an individual is 

confronted with behavior that is disrespectful, it becomes difficult for the target of the 

incivility to a) identify whether the rude behavior was intentional on the part of the 

instigator and b) to fight back against the disrespectful behavior effectively, as it is 

common for instigators of incivility to claim no malicious intent when confronted 

(Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

Although uncivil behaviors are subtle and not overtly malicious, they are 

nevertheless harmful; targets of uncivil behavior experience negative effects on their 

mood and psychological well-being (Pearson, Andersson & Wegner, 2001).  

Furthermore, targets’ work performance often suffers as they withdraw from the 

workplace or actively perpetrate counter-productive workplace behaviors (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999).  The target of incivility may also be more likely to enact his/her own rude 

behaviors, possibly toward other workgroup members. 

Researchers have not overlooked the potential for incivility to spread to others in 

the group.  In Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) theoretical work on the topic, the authors 

suggested that incivility may be spread directly (i.e. the target of incivility re-enacts the 

rude behavior towards someone else in the work group) or indirectly (i.e. an uninvolved 

observer sees the behavior and re-enacts it towards someone else in the workgroup).  



Leader Incivility 3 

 

Anecdotal evidence indicates that observers notice incivility and feel bothered by acts of 

incivility (Farkas, Johnson, Duffett, & Collins, 2002). 

Theory and research on social learning provides support for Andersson and 

Pearson’s expectations.   Social learning theory and related research (Bandura, 1986; 

Bandura, Ross & Ross, 1963) have demonstrated that negative behaviors can be learned 

and replicated in different situations.  This replication will be more likely when there is 

no negative consequence for the behavior, and when the observed behavior is enacted by 

a respected or powerful instigator. 

This finding also suggests that incivility on the part of a leader can be particularly 

problematic – because leaders hold special symbolic and practical value in the 

workgroup, their behaviors will be noticeable to subordinates, and may carry important 

implications about a) what behaviors are acceptable within the group, and b) how much 

confidence a leader has about group members’ (and consequently, the group’s) ability to 

perform successfully. 

Purpose 

The primary purpose of this study is to examine the impact of leader incivility on 

group effectiveness.  Specifically, I test the notion that leader incivility will have a 

negative effect on the groups’ social processes (i.e. conflict and efficacy) and ultimately 

decrease group performance.  Because there is little research addressing incivility 

specifically, I will integrate theory from a range of literatures (e.g. family systems, social 
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psychology) to support the proposition that uncivil behavior on the part of a leader can 

have meaningful effects on the way group members interact.  Furthermore, I expect that 

incivility increases relationship conflict and decreases collective efficacy, ultimately 

leading to poor group performance. 

To explore these questions, subordinate ratings of leader incivility, group conflict, 

and collective efficacy were collected via surveys within a large retail organization.  The 

organization also provided data about store performance within each retail store.  This 

field study was designed to examine real leaders and employees in an applied setting. 

Overview of Introduction Chapters 

Although other researchers have suggested that incivility may spread among 

group members, the theoretical underpinnings of this expectation have not been well 

explicated in the literature at this time.  Additionally, the majority of incivility literature 

has not explicitly addressed why and how leader incivility may be particularly 

detrimental.  As such, Chapter 2 will review the incivility, group process, and leadership 

literatures together.   

First, I will explore incivility as a construct and discuss how it is unique from 

other psychological aggression constructs.  I will also present theoretical and empirical 

evidence to support the expectation that incivility will affect group members outside of 

the instigator-target dyad.  Next, I will discuss leader influence, and how leader incivility 

can send cues to group members about the acceptability of disrespectful behaviors among 
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group members.  Finally, I will address why leader incivility is apt to lead to an increase 

in relationship conflict and a decrease in collective efficacy in the group. 

Following this review of the literature, I will integrate findings and present my 

specific research questions in Chapter 3.  Chapter 4 provides an overview of the measures 

and procedures used to gather data for this dissertation.  Chapter 4 also discusses issues 

of interrater reliability and the resultant selection of a subsample of the full sample 

provided by the organization.  Additionally, Chapter 4 provides a brief statement about 

the use of SEM to test the hypotheses in this study.  Chapter 5 presents the results of 

statistical analyses.  Finally, Chapter 6 offers a discussion of the findings, as well as 

implications, limitations, and ideas for future studies. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Incivility in the workplace is a topic that has generated recent attention from 

psychological researchers.  While the more general domain of workplace aggression is a 

well-researched area, scholars are recognizing the prevalence and impact of subtle, more 

psychologically-based aggressive behaviors.  In a sample of 1,180 court system 

employees, 71% of respondents reported directly experiencing incivility within the past 5 

years (Cortina, Magley, Williams and Langout, 2001).  Six to ten percent of those 

respondents also indicated that this incivility occurred on a regular and frequent basis.  

These statistics suggest that incivility is much more frequent in the workplace compared 

to more overt physical acts of aggression (which were reported by only 6% of the sample 

in a national study conducted by Schat, Frone and Kelloway, (2006)).  Employees seem 

to be aware of the frequency of incivility as well—73% of respondents in a recent survey 

believe people are ruder than they have been in the past, and 79% believe incivility is a 

serious problem in society (Farkas et al., 2002).   

 Despite these growing concerns about incivility, research focusing on this topic is 

still relatively thin – a keyword search on PsychInfo yields fewer than 100 articles, with 

only those published within the past decade focusing explicitly on incivility in the 

workplace.  Furthermore, a number of similar constructs have developed in tandem with 

incivility (e.g. abusive supervision).  Thus, in the following sections I will first discuss 
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what behaviors specifically constitute incivility, and how this construct is differentiated 

from other similar constructs. 

Incivility as a Construct 

 The term incivility, in lay terms, implies ―rude or discourteous behavior‖ (Flexner 

& Hauck, 1992).  As this term emerged into social and organizational psychology 

literatures, it took on a particularly nuanced meaning.  Recently, Pearson and colleagues, 

following a number of empirical and theoretical investigations, defined incivility as ―low-

intensity deviant (rude, discourteous) behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the target 

in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect‖ (Pearson, Andersson & Porath, 2005, 

p.179).  There are three key aspects of this definition that deserve further explanation. 

 First, incivility constitutes behavior that is deviant—that is, a behavior that 

violates important organizational norms and threatens the well-being of the organization, 

its members, or both (Robinson & Bennett, 1995).  Thus, in order to constitute incivility, 

a behavior must in some way harm the organization or its members, and violate generally 

recognized workplace norms.  Incivility is also limited to deviant behaviors that can be 

described as psychologically aggressive.  Psychological aggression consists of behaviors 

that are non-physical in nature, such as comments and body language.  Thus, behavior 

such as pushing or hitting would not be considered acts of incivility. 

 It is important to note that whether or not a behavior is uncivil is dependent upon 

the target recognizing it as such.  Individuals who tend to be resilient or difficult to 
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offend would be less likely to experience incivility because they are less likely to see a 

behavior as rude.  However, research has demonstrated that although perceptions of 

rudeness are influenced by individual differences, observers do agree with targets in their 

assessments of rude treatment, suggesting that reports of incivility are not entirely due to 

individual differences (O’Brien, 2007).   

In addition, the context in which a behavior is enacted also determines whether it 

will be perceived as uncivil.  What is considered deviant is not consistent between 

organizations, or even between teams within the same organization. Andersson and 

Pearson (1999) suggest that workplace norms consist of basic ethical and moral standards 

that arise both out of formal rules and procedures, as well as out of the group’s culture.  

Given that norms are not necessarily homogeneous across groups within the same 

organization (Parsons, 1956) some uncivil behaviors are not universal.  For example, 

Terrion and Ashforth (2002) note that some insults, which would likely be seen as 

inappropriate or rude in newly formed or formal groups, were considered acceptable and 

humorous among Canadian police officers taking part in executive development training.  

Over time, the group developed a norm where certain jokes were acceptable—at times, 

necessary – to signal that an individual wanted to affiliate with other group members.  

Hence, the identification of a behavior as uncivil depends on the context in which that 

behavior is enacted. 
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 Second, incivility is low in intensity.  Thus, whereas psychological aggression 

includes intense behaviors such as verbal threats, incivility is limited to less severe 

behaviors such as snide jokes or turning away when someone is speaking.  Andersson 

and Pearson (1999) suggest that this is one reason why incivility is so widespread and 

difficult to address.  Whereas most forms of aggression are immediately apparent to the 

instigator, target, and uninvolved observers, this is not the case for incivility.  

Furthermore, should the target challenge the instigator’s behavior, it is easy for the 

instigator to bury intent—by claiming ignorance, by suggesting the target lacks a sense of 

humor, or by accusing the target of misinterpreting benign comments.  The target, along 

with observers, is left to interpret the implications of an uncivil act. 

 Third, and related to the second point, incivility is behavior where intent
1
 to harm 

is ambiguous to the target.  Because of the low intensity of uncivil behaviors, it is often 

unclear whether the instigator is being intentionally malicious.  For example, in Pearson, 

Andersson and Porath (2000), one participant describes an experience where she is told 

by her boss that her work on her first project for the organization was ―crap.‖  The target 

may believe her boss was malicious, and made these comments for the sole purpose of 

demeaning her.  Alternatively, the target may believe her boss meant to give her helpful 

feedback but delivered it in a disrespectful way.  Thus, regardless of what the boss’ actual 

intent was, what matters in terms of categorizing this behavior as incivility is what the 
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target believes—that this behavior may not have been explicitly intended to be harmful, 

but caused harm nevertheless.   

 Researchers have often compared incivility to other forms of psychologically 

aggressive behavior, such as emotional abuse, abusive supervision, and social 

undermining.  While these behaviors share some characteristics with incivility 

(specifically, they violate workplace norms and potentially cause harm to the 

organization or its members) they are not redundant constructs, as Figure 1 demonstrates.  

Thus, in the next section I will describe each similar construct in turn, and explicate how 

these constructs are differentiated from incivility. 

Emotional Abuse  

One construct that is often compared to incivility is emotional abuse.  Keashly 

(1998) provided 7 defining features of emotional abuse.  First, like incivility, emotional 

abuse constitutes only verbal and nonverbal aggression, and excludes any aggressive 

physical contact.  Second, emotional abuse is unwelcome and unsolicited from the target.  

Third, emotional abuse violates standard appropriate conduct towards others.  Fourth, 

emotional abuse is repetitive or patterned.  Fifth, emotional abuse is intended to harm, or 

is controllable by the instigator.  Sixth, emotionally abusive behaviors are harmful, and 

cause psychological or physical injury toward the target. Seventh, emotional abuse 

involves exploiting position power of the instigator over the target. 
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From this list, it is apparent that incivility and emotional abuse occupy much of the 

same construct space.  Both constructs involve unpleasant acts of deviant psychological 

aggression.  Not all behavior that is uncivil can be considered emotionally abusive, nor 

vice versa.  In fact, there are two key differentiators between incivility and emotional 

abuse.  First, the definition for emotional abuse is narrower than the definition of 

incivility.  Specifically, emotional abuse must be enacted by a higher-status individual 

upon a lower status individual, and it must be repetitive.  The definition for incivility, 

meanwhile, does not specify the direction or repetitiveness of the rude behavior.   

Second, whereas incivility consists of behavior that is low-grade (e.g. rolling one’s 

eyes), emotional abuse is typically characterized by more intense mistreatment (e.g. 

cursing at someone or throwing objects).  Descriptions of emotionally abusive and 

uncivil behavior indicate there is some overlap between the constructs when intensity is 

moderate; for example, insults and gossip have both been considered uncivil (Cortina et 

al. 2001; Martin & Hines, 2005) as well as emotionally abusive (Keashly 1998).  

Meanwhile, behaviors at the lower end of the intensity spectrum are described as uncivil, 

while intense forms of mistreatment are described as abusive.  Closely linked with this 

point is the intent of the behavior—emotional abuse encompasses behaviors that are 

ambiguous in their intent to harm, as well as behaviors that are perceived as intentionally 

harmful.  Because emotional abuse is more intense, it is also easier to identify the 

behavior as purposefully malicious.  For example, when an employee is publicly 
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humiliated and demeaned in front of his or her peers, that individual may find it difficult 

to believe that such a behavior is well-intentioned. 

While this may seem like a subtle distinction, it is an important one.  A great deal of 

research has suggested that when a target perceives aggression as malicious, he or she is 

more likely to be aggressive in his or her response (see Homant & Kennedy, 2003; 

Orobio de Castro, Veerman, Koops, Bosch & Monshouwer, 2002).  Hence, the outcomes 

of emotional abuse are likely to be different from those of incivility. 

Abusive Supervision 

Abusive supervision is another construct that is frequently compared to incivility.  

Abusive supervision is defined as ―the sustained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal 

behaviors, excluding physical contact‖ toward subordinates in the workplace (Tepper, 

2000, p. 178).  Abusive supervision is a subset of emotional abuse (see Figure 1), and 

hence shares the same similarities and differences with incivility.  Abusive supervision is 

deviant, voluntary behavior.  However, abusive supervision also is enacted by more 

powerful individuals towards less powerful individuals; unlike emotional abuse, 

however, it typically describes abuse enacted by a superior with direct formal influence 

on a subordinate. 

Also similar to emotional abuse, abusive supervision describes behaviors that are 

high in intensity.  Hence, the relationship between incivility and abusive supervision is 

similar to the relationship between incivility and emotional abuse.  Some behaviors (e.g. 
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disallowing contact between employees) are intense enough that they could be considered 

abusive supervision but not incivility; other behaviors (e.g. rudeness) are moderate 

enough that they could reasonably be considered incivility as well.  As an additional 

illustration of this overlap, one item from Tepper’s (2000) measure of abusive 

supervision is ―Does not allow me to interact with my coworkers,‖ whereas a comparable 

item from Martin and Hine’s (2005) incivility measure is ―Interrupted you while you 

were speaking on the phone.‖  This example demonstrates that abusive supervision can 

be quite intense at times, while incivility is uniformly subtle and low in severity.  Thus, 

incivility and abusive supervision overlap when behaviors are moderate in intensity.  In 

terms of intent, the behavior is voluntary on the part of the supervisor and is likely 

enacted to accomplish a purpose (e.g. eliciting higher performance).  Tepper (2007) is 

careful to explain that this definition does not require that the supervisor intend to harm 

subordinates. 

Social Undermining 

 Finally, social undermining is a developing construct that shares some 

characteristics with incivility.  Social undermining is defined as ―behavior intended to 

hinder, over time, the ability to establish and maintain positive interpersonal 

relationships, work success, and favorable reputation‖ (Duffy, Ganster & Pagon, 2002, p. 

332).  Social undermining can be considered a subset of emotional abuse given the three 

characteristics the constructs share; both are psychologically aggressive, downward-
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directed, and repetitive behaviors in the workplace.  Likewise, although social 

undermining and incivility overlap, they are not redundant.  Whereas incivility is 

ambiguous with intent, social undermining is more clearly malevolent in intent.  Take, for 

example, an item from Duffy et al.’s (2002) undermining measure: ―How often has your 

supervisor intentionally belittled your ideas?‖ (emphasis added).  A comparable item 

from Cortina et al.’s (2001) incivility scale asks ―During the past five years, have you 

been in a situation where any of your superiors or coworkers put you down or was 

condescending to you?‖  If a target believes a condescending comment was clearly meant 

as demeaning, he or she may report the behavior on both the incivility and undermining 

questionnaires.  Meanwhile, if the target is unsure as to whether the condescending 

comment was unintentionally demeaning, he or she may identify it only on the incivility 

measure.  As a result, some behaviors fall under incivility only, some fall under 

undermining only, some may fit the definition for both categories of behavior, and all of 

this depends on how the target perceives the intent of the behavior. 

In sum, although incivility shares a number of conceptual similarities with other 

psychologically aggressive behaviors, it is unique in that it encompasses behaviors that 

are typically low-grade.  It also is less specific in terms of malicious intent and direction 

of mistreatment compared to other types of psychological aggression.   

Research has typically focused more heavily on more intense forms of 

psychological aggression.  As indicated by Cortina et al. (2001), low-grade, rude 
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behaviors are what most employees experience on a regular basis.  Given the frequency 

with which these behaviors occur in the workplace, it is important to understand how 

incivility affects worker attitudes and behaviors.  The next section will discuss the 

outcomes of incivility in more detail. 

Consequences of Incivility 

The effects of incivility can be unsettling to targets.  In fact, Farkas et al. (2002) note 

that 62% of their survey respondents indicated that simply witnessing an uncivil event 

bothers them, and 52% indicated that they find themselves ruminating about an uncivil 

event after it has occurred.  Research in general has indicated that rude behaviors can 

have meaningful effects on employee behavior and feelings.  Theoretical research has 

also proposed that negative effects are not limited to the target; observers of the event 

may also be influenced by incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).  Researchers have 

begun to explore empirical questions regarding how incivility affects groups.  Thus, the 

purpose of this section is to explore outcomes of incivility in two ways.  First, I will 

establish why and how targets are affected by incivility.  Second, I will review theory and 

empirical research examining how observers may be affected by incivility towards the 

target. 

Individual Consequences of Incivility 

The bulk of research on incivility has focused on how the target is affected by 

mistreatment.  Rude behavior can signal to the target that s/he is not respected by the 
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instigator, or that s/he has done something inappropriate.  Once the target recognizes a 

behavior as rude and potentially harmful, that act of incivility can serve as a stressor; for 

example, if an instigator says something rude to the target, the target may appraise this 

comment as a threat to her/his wellbeing.  As a result, the target may experience a) 

negative personal outcomes b) decreased task performance, and c) decreased social 

standing, which can make it difficult for the target to function as a helpful group member.  

I will explicate each of these effects in the next sections. 

Personal Outcomes 

 Incivility towards the target can signal the lack of respect the instigator has 

toward the target; this, in turn, can elicit feelings of inadequacy or isolation from the 

target.  Qualitative evidence suggests this is indeed what happens; targets of incivility 

report feeling ―ashamed and responsible,‖ and therefore feel isolated from the larger 

group (Pearson et al., 2001, p.1399).  This finding is also evident in quantitative research; 

Caza and Cortina (2007) report that incivility is significantly related (β=.34-.39) to 

perceived ostracism.  Hence, as the target feels excluded from the group, the target may 

experience negative feelings. 

 Incivility appears to have an effect on other mental health variables as well.  For 

example, Cortina et al. (2001) found that even after controlling for job stress, ratings of 

incivility predicted psychological well-being (β=-.10, p<.05) and psychological distress 

(β=.40, p<.001).  Martin and Hine (2005) replicated these findings with similar results.  
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Additional research by Lim, Cortina and Magley (2008) indicated that when an 

individual experiences incivility, there is a significant effect on overall mental health (β=-

.29, p<.05).  Incivility has also been linked to significantly lower ratings of life 

satisfaction (Lim & Cortina, 2005).  Although no empirical studies have explored the 

specific effect of incivility on ratings of self-esteem, research on other forms of 

psychological aggression have demonstrated a link between mistreatment and self-esteem 

(see Ashforth, 1997). 

 Incivility may also have negative health outcomes as well (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984; Lim et al., 2008).  Current research on the effects of incivility on physical health is 

sparse and inconclusive.  Although Cortina et al. (2001) failed to find a significant 

association between health and incivility, Lim et al. (2008) demonstrated that when an 

individual experiences incivility, it has a direct effect on physical complaints and illness 

(β=-.18, p<.05) as well as an indirect effect mediated by decreased mental health.  

Additional research also suggests that incivility can influence how targets feel about their 

health; Martin and Hine (2005), in a sample of 339 Australian employees, found that 

incivility significantly predicted health satisfaction over and above what was predicted by 

demographics and job stress (β=-.18, p<.05). 

 Epidemiological research suggests that one way incivility can affect health is 

through changes in healthful behaviors.  Richman and colleagues (1999) asked a sample 

of 2,492 participants about the extent to which they experienced disrespectful behavior.  
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Men who experienced incivility at work were 1.68 times more likely to binge drink, and 

1.52 times more likely to drink to intoxication.  Women, meanwhile, were 1.55 times 

more likely to report cigarette use if they reported incivility.  While this evidence is 

compelling, what is notably missing from these studies is any longitudinal research that 

would establish causality in the incivility-physical complaints relationship.  Continued 

research in this area would help clarify the causal relationship between incivility and 

physical effects. 

Decreased Task Performance 

 Aside from effects that impact the target on a personal level, research has also 

suggested that incivility can negatively affect the target’s task performance.  Research on 

stress in general has suggested that when individuals experience distressing events, they 

may ruminate about the event, diverting cognitive resources away from the task at hand.  

Given that targets of incivility report feeling bothered by the experience (Farkas et al., 

2002), incivility has the potential to devote attention away from tasks.  In fact, this is 

what empirical research suggests.  For example, Porath and Erez (2007) found in their lab 

investigation that incivility can negatively affect a target’s task performance (F(1,80) = 

18.43, p<.01), creativity (F(1,80) = 4.72, p<.05) and flexibility (F(1, 80) = 10.08, p<.01).  

The authors also found support for a mediation process; specifically, incivility inhibited 

the target’s memory, which in turn depressed task performance. 
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Decreased Social Standing 

 According to Tyler and colleagues’ work on social identity theory, the way a 

group member is treated by a leader can indicate that individual’s social standing in that 

group.  Hence, when a leader disregards the target’s feelings and/or opinions, the target 

may interpret the meaning of the disrespectful treatment in a variety of ways.  In some 

cases, incivility may be perceived as feedback that the target is behaving in an undesired 

way.  In this case, the target may attempt to adapt her/his behavior to better fit what s/he 

believes the instigator wants.  Alternatively, the target may believe that the leader is 

signaling that s/he is not a valued member of the group (Tyler & Lind, 1992).  The target 

may have many different reactions to this interpretation.  For example, the target may feel 

ostracized and choose to withdraw from the instigator and/or group.  An act of incivility 

may also be viewed as a violation of interpersonal justice – that is, a perception that s/he 

has been treated disrespectfully or unfairly by the instigator (Skarliki & Folger, 1997).  

This perception then creates negative affect and prompts the target to reciprocate the rude 

behavior (Bies & Tripp, 1998).  Research has demonstrated that individuals who report 

perceptions of interpersonal injustice can react by instigating counterproductive work 

behaviors in an attempt to regain a sense of equity (Greenberg, 1990). 

 Empirical research on incivility indicates that rude treatment certainly can damage 

how the target views the workplace.  Cortina et al. (2001) found that incivility has 

significant association with a target’s reported satisfaction with coworkers (β=-.34, 
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p<.001), supervisors (β=-.43, p<.001), pay and benefits (β=-.18, p<.001), promotions 

(β=-.26, p<.001) and the work itself (β=-.22, p<.001).  In fact, research suggests that 

targets of incivility find the experience so distasteful that they tend to respond by 

withdrawing from the workplace.  In a sample of 1,043 students, Caza and Cortina (2007) 

noted small but significant relationships between peer incivility and academic withdrawal 

(r=.05, p<.01), and between faculty/administrator incivility and academic incivility and 

withdrawal (r=.03, p<.05).  These withdrawal behaviors can ultimately lead the 

individual leaving the organization.  Pearson et al. (2000) report that approximately 12% 

of respondents who reported facing incivility indicated they eventually left the 

organization because of it.  Withdrawal in response to incivility is not always passive; it 

appears that individuals who experience higher levels of incivility in the workplace are 

more likely to actively avoid work-related tasks (Pearson et al., 2000). 

 Studies have also found targets of incivility engaging in counterproductive work 

behaviors as well, lending support to theories of interpersonal injustice (Bies & Tripp, 

1998; Greenberg, 1990).  Victims of incivility have reported intentionally decreasing 

their efforts, refusing to comply with the instigator, or stealing property from the 

instigator or the organization (Pearson et al. 2000).  Penney and Spector (2005) found 

that peer ratings of incivility were associated with target and peer ratings of 

counterproductive work behaviors on the part of the target (r=.17, p<.05 and r=.51, 

p<.01, respectively).  The link between negative behaviors is stronger for targets who are 
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high in negative affect (interaction effect β=.76, p<.01).  This suggests that individuals 

who are more likely to attach negative intent to the uncivil behavior will be more likely to 

attempt to retaliate or act negatively in the workplace.  While these findings indicate that 

individual differences likely play a role, research using observer ratings of uncivil 

treatment suggests that the association between perceived incivility and outcomes of 

incivility is not entirely due to individual differences.  

Group Consequences of Incivility 

Theorists in the incivility literature have not overlooked the potential for rude 

behaviors to affect group members outside of the instigator-target dyad.  Andersson and 

Pearson (1999) introduced the concept of the incivility spiral as a way incivility may 

proliferate between the instigator and the target.  The authors argued that when an 

instigator enacts a rude behavior toward a target, the target perceives this as incivility, 

experiences interpersonal injustice and hence, a desire to reciprocate the negative 

behavior (Skarliki & Folger, 1997; Bies & Tripp, 1998).  If the target chooses to treat the 

instigator uncivilly, the bad behavior can spiral and escalate between the target and 

instigator, potentially leading to physical violence (Luckenbill, 1977).  Pearson et al. 

(2000) expanded on this theory, suggesting that incivility may transfer to observers of the 

incident. 

First, incivility may be transferred through indirect displacement.  Here, an uncivil 

event between a target and an instigator may be viewed by an observer.  The observer, in 
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turn, may then behave uncivilly towards another individual or group.  Second, incivility 

may spread through groups via direct displacement (Pearson et al., 2000).  Direct 

displacement occurs when an instigator behaves rudely towards a target.  The target feels 

a need to retaliate, but instead of getting revenge against the instigator, the target redirects 

incivility towards a new, previously uninvolved target.  Third, uncivil events may pass 

through the organization through word-of-mouth.  Pearson and colleagues (2000) noted 

that 2 out of 3 targets shared information about the uncivil event with their colleagues, 

and 1 out of 5 targets discussed the event with their subordinates.  Thus, incivility need 

not be experienced or observed directly to affect others—targets of the behavior are 

willing to discuss the experience, and may spread the impact of the event across the 

group or organization.  The authors speak only generally about the psychological 

mechanisms at work in the incivility spiral.  Social learning theory provides one possible 

explanation for why uninvolved observers may be affected negatively by acts of 

incivility. 

Social learning theory, as outlined by Bandura (1986) suggests that individuals can 

learn vicariously by seeing others perform a behavior and experience the consequences of 

doing so.  In other words, an employee may view an uncivil exchange, and if the 

consequence is neutral or positive (for example, the target complies with the instigator’s 

request) the observer is more likely to adopt that behavior.  This reward or punishment 

need not be administered directly after the incident—observers attend to other cues, such 
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as power or status, to evaluate whether similar behaviors may have been rewarded in the 

past (Weiss, 1977). 

In fact, if uncivil behavior is enacted with some regularity in the workplace, 

observers may interpret this as an indication that rude behavior is accepted in the group.  

It is unlikely that organizations would intend for group members to engage in incivility.  

Even so, the unspoken, informal ways that group members treat one another can have a 

strong influence on individual behavior.  Even if an organization has standards against 

rude behavior, research demonstrates that group-level behaviors appear to be more 

important than organizational policies for shaping behaviors of members (Anderson & 

Thomas, 1996; Moreland & Levine, 2001).  Research has also demonstrated that informal 

group behaviors have more influence on individual behaviors than formal training does 

(Chatman, 1991; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1992). 

Empirical evidence provides support for the social learning of negative behaviors.  

Specifically, research shows that individuals who observe negative behaviors will be 

more likely to engage in negative behaviors.  In one of the initial investigations of learned 

aggressive behaviors, Bandura et al. (1986) found that children who viewed a model 

behaving aggressively and being rewarded for such behavior were more likely to imitate 

the aggressive behavior.  In one field investigation, Robinson and O’Leary-Kelly (1998) 

assessed participant aggressive behaviors.  Their analyses demonstrated participants’ 

behavior could be predicted (β = .29, p<.01) by the level of aggressive behaviors within 
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the group (excluding the participant).  Trevino (1992) also makes the argument that a 

lack of punishment for misbehavior sends an important message to observers: ―Failure to 

punish [misbehavior] leaves the group’s belief systems, norms, and values open to 

question and may be viewed as degrading to anyone who was hurt by the misconduct‖ (p. 

654).  Her argument was supported by the finding that participants who read about a 

scenario of deviant behavior rated a supervisor as more fair when he or she meted out 

moderate to severe punishment compared to when the supervisor did not punish the 

offender. 

Although these studies provide some evidence that aggressive behaviors can be 

learned and repeated, there are no organizational field studies that have examined the 

transmission of incivility specifically.  Family systems research, however, has provided 

some intriguing findings about how incivility can spread throughout the family unit and 

affect relationships.   

Theoretically, family systems share a number of similarities with organizations.  

Family systems are often conceptualized as hierarchical structures, where family 

subsystems (e.g. marital, sibling) are subsumed and influenced by the greater family unit, 

which is in turn influenced by larger groups such as the community (Cox & Paley, 1997).  

Also, the use of power and influence between family members is similar to what is 

demonstrated in workgroups—different members have different levels of power within 

the family, and power struggles are common.  For example, research demonstrates that 
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older siblings typically have a stronger influence on younger siblings, likely because the 

older sibling has more power and influence in the family structure (Erel, Margolin, & 

John, 1998; Stoneman & Brody, 1993). 

In fact, empirical results from this body of literature demonstrate the important ways 

disrespectful behavior can travel across groups.  First, in support of indirect 

displacement, family research shows that observation of disrespectful behavior can incite 

an individual to imitate those behaviors in a different relationship.  For example, in 

families where there is hostility between parents, older siblings are more likely (β =.10, 

p<.05) to act hostile towards younger siblings; these effects persist in stepfamilies, where 

shared genetics play less of a role (Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, & Golding, 1999).  

Younger siblings, meanwhile, are less likely to enact hostility within the family, 

presumably because of their low power and status; instead, young children may express 

their frustration by aggressing against non-family members, or by engaging in deviant 

behaviors or crime (Snyder, Bank, & Burraston, 2005). 

Disrespectful behaviors within the family also seem to travel through direct 

displacement.  Morgolin, Christensen and John (1996) studied how daily tensions 

(disagreements that resulted in disrespectful behaviors) affected family interactions.  

Among all groups of participants, tension between a parent and a child was more likely to 

lead to tension between siblings later.  Perhaps more interesting was the finding that in 

distressed families (that is, families reporting serious marital problems or child 
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misconduct) parental conflict related to parent-child conflict the next day (β =.38, p<.05), 

and parent-child conflict related to sibling conflict the day after (β =.16, p<.05).  Thus, it 

appears that rudeness between one pair of family members can trickle down and create 

mistreatment among other members.  Given this evidence, it is reasonable to expect that 

incivility may trickle down in a similar way from the more powerful to the less powerful. 

Leader Influence 

The concept that leaders have meaningful effects on followers is not new; indeed, 

the literature is replete with examples of how leader behaviors have strategic and 

symbolic value to followers (Ferris et al., 2002).  Theories about power, status, and social 

identity provide several reasons why leader behaviors can influence follower behaviors. 

Power, defined as an individual’s potential to influence others’ behaviors or 

attitudes, may be derived from a number of sources.  French and Raven (1959) argued for 

the existence of five bases of power: referent, coercive, reward, expert and legitimate.  

Each of these bases describe the source from which power comes from.  For example, 

legitimate power refers to the perception that an individual has the authority to control 

others by virtue of an organizational position.  Reward power, on the other hand, refers to 

the perception that an individual has the power to control others because that individual 

also controls valuable rewards.  This implies that if a less powerful individual disobeys or 

challenges a more powerful individual, there can be negative consequences.  With the 

above examples, there may be organizational sanctions for someone who disobeys an 
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individual with legitimate power; likewise, disobeying an individual with reward power 

may mean that the individual may withhold rewards from the instigator.  Hence, failing to 

respond to a leader (who has, at the very least, legitimate power) can imply serious 

negative consequences for a subordinate. 

Power, however, does not only influence whether a leader is allowed to control the 

behaviors of others—power also affects what a leader’s behavior means to others in the 

group.  Status, the position of an individual in a social network, is closely linked with 

power.  Status often defines a structure in which the use of power can acceptably be used 

(Sell, Lovaglia, Mannix, Samuelson, & Wilson, 2004).  Because low-status individuals 

are dependent upon high-status individuals for outcomes and resources (Fiske, 1993), 

they are more likely to attend to the ways high-status group members behave.  In fact, 

high-status and high-power individuals are often identified as in-group prototypes—that 

is, people who are representative of the shared social identity of the group (Turner & 

Haslam, 2001).  Indeed, social learning theory explicitly suggests that high-status 

individuals will serve as important models of behavior for others: 

It is not difficult to understand why signs of status and power enhance the cueing 

function of modeled conduct.  The behavior of models who have gained distinction 

is more likely to be successful, and hence to have greater functional value for 

observers…The effects of a model’s status tend to generalize from one area of 
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behavior to another, as when prominent athletes express preferences for breakfast 

cereals as though they were nutrition experts (Bandura, 1986, pp. 207-208). 

Research by Trevino and colleagues also emphasize the importance that leader 

behaviors have on followers.  In their investigation on ethical leadership, the researchers 

found that ethical leader behaviors positively influenced ethical follower behaviors, such 

as reporting problems (see Brown, Trevino, & Harrsion, 2005). 

Finally, leader behaviors also provide group members with information about 

his/her value to the group.  Social identity theory suggests that group members attend 

carefully to leader behaviors, as leader behaviors can signal a) whether the leader is 

trustworthy, b) whether a leader treats group members with appropriate levels of dignity 

and respect, and c) whether the target of a leader’s behavior is being treated in 

concordance with how an in-group member should be treated (Smith, Tyler, Huo, 2003).  

Thus, if a leader treats a group member disrespectfully, that leader is signaling that the 

target is unimportant, or is a marginal group member (Tyler & Lind, 1992).   

Similarly, when group members view a member being treated disrespectfully by a 

leader, they may recognize this treatment as punishment for misbehavior (Schnake, 

1986).  If the disrespect appears to be unprovoked, however, this may lead group 

members to doubt the trustworthiness of the leader or the value of the target.   
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Leader Influence and Incivility 

The concept that leader behaviors affect productivity and satisfaction among 

employees was an issue identified in some of the earliest leadership studies.  Early 

research focused heavily on behavioral components of leadership.  Specifically, early 

studies on the topic indicated that leaders typically engage in two major types of 

behaviors—initiating structure, which describes behaviors focused on getting tasks 

completed, and consideration, which describes behaviors focused on building 

interpersonal relationships.  Studies on the topic suggested that leaders high on initiating 

structure and low on consideration can be effective by setting clear expectations and 

enforcing sanctions while maintaining a sense of aloofness and psychological distance 

from employees (Blau & Scott, 1962; McGregor, 1960).  Meanwhile, leaders who are 

high on consideration and low on initiating structure tend to be more interested in 

affiliating with employees than accomplishing tasks (occasionally described as a ―country 

club manager‖ who is primarily interested in making others feel good at work; see Blake, 

Mouton & Bidwell, 1962). 

While this concept of consideration and initiating structure are still relevant and 

useful descriptors in current leadership theory (see Judge, Piccolo and Ilies, 2004), low 

consideration does not appear to be synonymous with incivility.  First, low consideration, 

in most definitions, appears to describe behavior that is detached or emotionally distant 

(Bass, 1990).  This is different from behavior that might be described as aggressive.  In 



Leader Incivility 30 

 

other words, low consideration might be used to describe a supervisor who is not 

interested in hearing about an employee’s personal difficulties.  This construct does not 

appear to be intended for describing behavior that may be intended to harm, such as if a 

supervisor begins to joke or gossip about an employee’s hardships. 

Second, emerging literature indicates that deviant behavior on the part of the leader 

tends to be quite nuanced in its antecedents, purposes, and consequences.  As noted by 

Vardi and Weitz (2004), leaders may have different opportunities to misbehave, greater 

autonomy, and different pressures and responsibilities than other organizational 

members.  As such, leaders may have a number of different antecedents, motivations, and 

goals when they behave uncivilly.  Although the construct of consideration is a useful 

and interesting set of leader behaviors, a narrower construct such as incivility may help to 

clarify how specific behaviors such as criticism and disrespect affect employees. 

As mentioned previously, although incivility shares a number of characteristics with 

other forms of psychological aggression, it is a distinct construct that occurs with greater 

frequency.  Hence, exploring how leaders use deviant behaviors to exert influence over 

subordinates and how this approach affects group members is useful.  At this time, 

research investigating the intersection of uncivil leader behaviors, power and status is still 

nascent.   

In a recent theoretical article, Porath, Overbeck, and Pearson (2008), argue that 

incivility can be considered an outward demonstration of status.  Thus, a leader may 
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engage in incivility to implicitly underscore his/her power and status within a group.  

Subordinates who experience incivility are unlikely to directly retaliate against the leader 

because of that leader’s ability to withhold resources or implement punishments against 

the target, further emphasizing his/her power.  Furthermore, because the target is of lower 

status than the leader, s/he is more likely to be concerned about punishments and 

therefore acquiesce to the uncivil treatment.  In fact, this was a consistent finding in 

several of Porath and colleagues’ studies—participants were much more likely to retaliate 

against peers and subordinates who display uncivil behaviors.  Rude behavior from 

higher-status individuals was either ignored, or led to avoidant behaviors Porath et al., 

2008)  

Finally, as time progresses and uncivil leader behaviors continue, followers are 

likely to recognize the consistent signals the leader is sending.    As suggested by Hulin, 

Fitzgerald and Drasgow (1996), habitual negative behaviors on the part of a leader 

sometimes are interpreted as a signal that such behaviors are acceptable (and perhaps 

even expected) within the group.  Thus, the leader may influence the culture itself (Van 

Fleet & Griffen, 2006). 

Uncivil Leadership and Group Processes and Performance 

Because leaders influence incivility norms within a group, it is possible that 

sustained rude behaviors from a leader are likely to affect the way group members relate 

to one another.  Furthermore, as group members begin to treat one another differently, 
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this may also affect the group’s performance on work-related tasks.  In this section, I will 

discuss a) how incivility will lead to greater conflict and hence decreased group 

performance, and b) how incivility will lead to lower collective efficacy, and hence 

decreased group performance. 

Incivility and Relationship Conflict 

In her early work on group processes, Jehn (1995; 1997) identified two basic 

types of conflict within groups.  Task conflict occurs when group members disagree about 

the content of tasks being performed; for example, when group members disagree about 

the best way to address a problem.  Relationship conflict occurs when interpersonal 

incompatibilities are shared by members of a group.   

It is unclear how incivility might affect task conflict; theory and empirical results, 

however, suggest that incivility on the part of a leader is likely to lead to higher levels of 

relationship conflict among group members.  There are reasons why leader incivility 

could lead to an increase in group relationship conflict.  First, leader incivility can lead to 

higher levels of stress for group members; as a result, group members may be more apt to 

behave rudely towards one another.  Second, social learning theory suggests that if group 

members observe a leader behaving rudely, they are likely to repeat that behavior 

themselves. 

As mentioned previously, individuals who are treated rudely experience a number 

of negative personal outcomes as a result, including feelings of distress (Cortina et al. 
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2001).  When an individual feels distress, he or she is likely to turn his/her attention 

inward, and thus be less attentive to politeness norms.  For example, if a supervisor treats 

an employee disrespectfully, that employee may ruminate about the uncivil exchange.  

Because that employee is preoccupied with thoughts of the exchange, she may not 

respond when another employee greets her.  As explained by Felson (1992): 

A central rule of social exchange prescribes polite and friendly exchange, with a 

show of mutual support.  Upset people may less competently perform this ritual.  

They may find it difficult to feign positive emotions, and their mood may reduce 

interest in showing deference, creating behavior others may consider 

inappropriate or even aggressive (p. 4). 

Felson (1992) provided initial support for his conjectures.  In a sample of high 

school students, both anxiety and anger related to subsequent acts of verbal aggression.  

This evidence also lends support to Pearson et al.’s (2000) concept of indirect 

displacement.  Thus, the target of incivility can unintentionally instigate his or her own 

acts of incivility towards others, spreading incivility through the group. 

Relationship conflict, according to theory and data, can be caused by aspects of 

the task, the social context, or behaviors in the workplace.  For example, relationship 

conflict tends to be lower in organizations where there is higher autonomy (Buchholtz, 

Amason & Rutherford, 2005), and more routine tasks (Pelled, Eisenhardt & Xin, 1999).  

Diversity can also increase relationship conflict (Jehn & Mannix, 2001).  Relationship 
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conflict is typically influenced by communication.  When communication is problematic 

or destructive, group members are more likely to experience personal incompatibility 

with peers (Baron 1988).  Explanations or excuses can help to decrease conflict (Shaw, 

Wild & Colquitt, 2003).  Of particular relevance to the current study, displays of 

aggression typically escalate conflict (Glomb & Liao, 2003; Jockin, Arvey & McGue, 

2001). 

These findings suggest that as members of the group begin to behave uncivilly 

towards one another, relationship conflict will increase.  In the previous example, if the 

target fails to greet another employee, that other employee may begin to experience 

feelings of annoyance or dislike towards the target.  If the employee acts upon these 

feelings of dislike, the target may respond by retaliating with similarly disrespectful 

behavior.  As a result, incivility on the part of a leader can ultimately lead to an exchange 

of disrespectful behaviors among the target and other employees, thus damaging 

relationships among group members. 

Social learning theory can also explain why leader incivility may affect group 

conflict.  Because leaders serve as models of behavior within a group, acts of incivility 

may signal to the group that uncivil behavior is acceptable. If group members observe no 

negative consequences for incivility, they are more likely to repeat the behavior 

themselves (Bandura, 1986).  For example, a group member may view a leader rolling 

her eyes when a target shares an idea during a meeting.  The observer may interpret this 
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as a cue that disparaging others’ ideas is acceptable within the group, and the observer 

may then repeat the behavior in different situations.  In other words, consistent rude 

behavior on the part of the leader may suggest to group members that this is how work is 

done within the group.  Thus, group members will start treating one another 

disrespectfully, potentially leading to heightened relationship conflict among members. 

 

Relationship Conflict and Performance 

Relationship conflict, then, may hold negative consequences for group 

performance.  Whereas task conflict can help groups devise more comprehensive 

solutions to problems, relationship conflict consistently decreases group performance (see 

Jehn, 1995).  In her initial investigation, Jehn (1995) suggested that relationship conflict 

would be problematic for performance for three basic reasons.  First, relationship conflict 

is uncomfortable for group members.  Antagonism among group members tends to lead 

to feelings of tension and anger, which can pull cognitive resources away from the task at 

hand (see Roseman, Wiest, & Swartz, 1994).  Second, dislike among members can make 

them less receptive to the ideas of others, hence making it more difficult for groups to 

come to an agreement about how to complete a task (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981).  

Third, groups experiencing high levels of interpersonal animosity will spend more time 

addressing the conflict, thus decreasing the amount of time spent on work tasks (see 

Pelled, 1996). 
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Research supports Jehn’s propositions.  For example, relationship conflict was 

negatively associated with perceptions of trust, respect, liking and cohesiveness between 

group members.  Relationship conflict also affects workplace attitudes, with high-conflict 

groups reporting lower satisfaction and higher turnover intentions.  Ultimately, it appears 

that these negative effects lead to performance difficulties.  According to a meta-analysis 

by De Dreu and Weingart (2003), relationship conflict has a moderate negative effect on 

performance (ρ=-.22).  Furthermore, relationship conflict tends to escalate, particularly in 

low-performing groups (Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Peterson & Behfar, 2003).  Arguably, as 

group members experience relationship conflict, the anxiety, stress, and negative 

emotions are more likely to exacerbate existing tensions between members (Yang & 

Mossholder, 2004).  

Incivility and Collective Efficacy 

Collective efficacy is a construct that has emerged from Bandura’s work in self-

efficacy and social learning (Bandura, 1986; 1997).  Bandura proposed that self-efficacy 

(i.e. one’s belief in his/her ability to do what is necessary to accomplish an objective) 

could be extended to apply to groups.  In other words, individuals within groups can 

observe and evaluate the behaviors of others and judge how likely it is that the group will 

be able to accomplish a relevant objective.  Collective efficacy, therefore, can be defined 

as ―a group’s shared belief in its conjoint capabilities to organize and execute the courses 

of action required to produce given levels of attainment‖ (Bandura, 1997, p. 477).  This 



Leader Incivility 37 

 

belief is based upon the abilities and skills that individuals bring to the group, but it also 

hinges upon group level issues, such as coordination, leadership, and cooperation (Seijts, 

Latham, & Whyte, 2000). 

Although the definition provided above seems straightforward, it is important to 

note that the theoretical development and measurement of collective efficacy is a 

complex issue, particularly with respect to levels of analysis.  One issue that has been 

heavily debated in the literature is the level of analysis at which collective efficacy 

functions.  That is, is group efficacy an individual assessment of the groups’ ability to 

perform, or is there a level of consensus among group members such that collective 

efficacy can be seen as a group-level construct?  For example, Zaccaro, Blair, Peterson 

and Zazanis (1995) argue that definitions and uses of collective efficacy in research make 

it unclear whether it is meant to represent individual perceptions of participants’ 

collective confidence, or a group-consensus-based construct.   

Researchers have explored the effect of item wording, as well as ways of 

achieving a single collective efficacy rating for a group.  First, as noted by Gully et al. 

(2002), collective efficacy is slightly different from a construct known as group potency.  

Specifically, group potency is more concerned about general abilities of the team, and 

items are written using the group as the subject (e.g. ―My group believes it can be very 

productive;‖ Gibson et al. 2000).  Collective efficacy, meanwhile, is more specific, and is 

written to reflect an individual person making an assessment of what the group can do 
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(e.g. ―I am confident my team will reach a high level of performance on future tasks;‖ 

Little & Madigan, 1997). 

There is also considerable debate over how best to take individual assessments of 

group capabilities and aggregate them to the group level.  There are several concerns that 

come along with this aggregation.  First, a group level variable must reflect the group as a 

whole, rather than individual members as separate entities.  Second, group members must 

agree with regard to the construct.  Third, the construct should discriminate between 

groups (Gibson, Randel & Earley. (2000). 

There are several methods of achieving a single score based on assessments of 

group members.   First, consensus on collective efficacy can be achieved through 

discussion; the group is presented with a rating scale, and members discuss what the 

appropriate rating should be.  This technique allows the variable to reflect the group as a 

whole, and it does allow for discrimination among different groups.  However, Gibson 

and colleagues note two specific problems with tis technique.  First, engaging in group 

discussions is time consuming, and for many research questions, having groups discuss 

and come to a consensus on collective efficacy is not practical.  Second, this technique 

does not allow researchers to quantify agreement.  If members of the group disagree with 

the rating but do not voice their perspective, the rating may not be an accurate assessment 

of how all members feel (Gibson et al., 2000) 
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Alternatively, a group-level estimate of collective efficacy may be calculated 

using the arithmetic mean of the ratings among members, as well as calculations of 

intramember agreement (e.g. intra-class correlations).  This technique again provides a 

group-level rather than individual-level measure and can allow for discrimination 

between groups.  Unlike the discussion technique, however, this method of aggregation 

allows for estimates of group member agreement. 

Gibson et al.’s (2000) investigation into these techniques suggested the group 

discussion method yielded higher predictive validity estimates.  However, the 

aggregation method demonstrated adequate divergent and convergent validity,  Gibson 

and colleagues did not provide data regarding the intramember agreement in this 

particular investigation; however, other researchers have indicated that agreement among 

members can range from poor to good (see Chen & Bliese, 2002, and Tasa, Taggar & 

Seijts, 2007 for examples).  Additional research has indicated that issues such as group 

interdependence and group tenure can affect agreement on collective efficacy.  Newly 

formed groups or groups that have not received feedback are apt to have less agreement 

among members in terms of collective efficacy; as members work together more 

consistently and gain a sense of their ability to perform together, their assessments of 

collective efficacy are more likely to converge.  These findings may indicate why some 

researchers have found high agreement about collective efficacy, while others have not. 
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Currently, researchers tend to use mathematical aggregation of results over 

discussion consensus.  As indicated by researchers concerned with level-of-analysis 

issues (Chan, 1993; Klein, Dansereau & Hall, 1994), estimates of member agreement can 

help provide evidence that a variable is operating at the level at which it was theorized.  

Put simply, providing estimates of group member agreement indicates whether a variable 

is more appropriately analyzed at the individual level versus the group level.  Hence, 

given this evidence and the greater practicality of aggregating data rather than seeking 

discussion and agreement, researchers typically use this technique when investigating 

collective efficacy. 

Despite the continuing debate about how best to assess collective efficacy, 

research has explored a number of antecedents of collective efficacy.  One important 

source of information for establishing collective efficacy is the leader, who knows 

information about group member abilities and performance, as well as information about 

the work tasks.  Thus, if a leader expresses doubts about the group’s ability to perform, 

this may serve as important information to group members, leading them to experience 

lower collective efficacy.  Empirical evidence supports this expectation.  Pescosolido 

(2001) found that leader confidence in the group has a moderate effect on the groups’ 

collective efficacy (β=.32, p<.01).  Watson, Chemers and Preiser (2001) reported similar 

findings in sports teams – in fact, the link between leader confidence and collective 

efficacy was moderated by success during the previous season, suggesting that leader 
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confidence is particularly important in new groups, or groups that are struggling with 

performance.   

Researchers suggest that leaders influence collective efficacy by empowering 

employees to behave autonomously and think independently.  Kark, Shamir and Chen 

(2003) found that transformational leadership was associated with higher collective 

efficacy (β=.35, p<.01); this relationship was mediated by social identification.  In other 

words, when leadership behaviors are supportive and encouraging, employees tend to 

more strongly identify with their workgroup, and will also judge their group as being 

more capable of accomplishing tasks successfully. 

A second important determinant of collective efficacy is previous performance.  

In Bandura’s (1986) initial theorizing about collective efficacy, he suggested that just as 

self-efficacy can be built through previously successful goal accomplishment, collective 

efficacy is likely bolstered by continued successful performance as a group.  Through 

processes such as modeling and social influence, group members will learn about the 

likely behaviors, priorities, and abilities of other group members.  This information helps 

group members calibrate their expectations about what the group can accomplish in the 

future.  Thus, if a group performs successfully, this leads group members to have greater 

confidence in the group’s future success.  Conversely, if the group fails at a task, group 

members may have less confidence of successful performance in subsequent tasks.  

Empirical findings are supportive of this proposition; groups that demonstrate high 
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collective efficacy tend to demonstrate higher performance, and higher performance leads 

to higher levels of subsequent collective efficacy (Seijts et al, 2000).  Other longitudinal 

investigations have also supported this finding (Tsa, Taggar, & Seijts, 2007; Watson, 

Chemers & Preiser, 2001) 

This recursive relationship between performance and collective efficacy suggests 

that incivility can be particularly detrimental to collective efficacy.  Incivility can convey 

a leader’s displeasure with the target or the target’s performance, thus incivility can be 

considered a form of feedback.  As noted by Kluger and Denisi (1996), feedback that 

threatens the target’s self esteem will not ultimately increase performance.  The target 

will focus on him or herself instead of the task at hand.  Thus, because of the 

disrespectful nature of incivility, the target of incivility is likely to focus on re-evaluating 

his/her goals, or think about the negative feelings s/he is experiencing, rather than focus 

on her/his tasks.  Similarly, if group members observe an uncivil exchange between the 

leader and the target, they may also experience doubts about the group’s ability to 

effectively work together.  Thus, incivility from a leader can make other members of the 

group re-evaluate their effectiveness in working together, and lead to decreased levels of 

collective efficacy. 

Collective Efficacy and Performance 

A decrease in collective efficacy can be problematic for group performance.  In 

Bandura’s initial theorizing about collective efficacy, he asserted that the when a group 
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feels confident about their ability to achieve, they will set higher goals and focus their 

efforts more effectively, thereby leading to higher performance (Bandura, 1986).  

Research has provided some support for the process by which collective efficacy 

influences performance.  For example, one experiment (Whitney, 1994) found that a) 

high-efficacy groups were more committed to difficult goals than moderate-efficacy 

groups, b) high-efficacy groups demonstrated higher performance than moderate-efficacy 

groups, regardless of whether they had an easy or difficult goal.   

Other research has indicated that higher collective efficacy in a group can lead to 

better shared mental models (that is, a shared understanding of requirements, roles, and 

procedures that group members share; see Cannon-Bowers, Salas & Converse, 1993).  

For example, in a longitudinal study by Peterson et al. (2000), teams that had a high 

degree of collective efficacy at the beginning of a class project tended to have more 

similar shared mental models later.  Peterson and colleagues also found that groups with 

higher collective efficacy were more likely to reach consensus, agree on contributions 

and assignments, and work together to find information. 

Regardless of the mechanism by which collective efficacy influences 

performance, quantitative findings have indicated that the association between the two 

constructs is fairly strong.  Lent, Schmidt and Schmidt (2006) found significant 

associations between collective efficacy and the groups’ self-rated performance (r=.70) 

and teacher rated performance (r=.44).  Finally, Gully, Incalcaterra, Joshi and Beaubein 
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(2002) found consistently positive associations between collective efficacy and 

performance.  According to their meta-analysis, collective efficacy was strongly 

associated with group performance (ρ=.41), and this relationship is stronger when the 

group is highly interdependent (ρ=.45). 

As previously mentioned, the relationship between collective efficacy and 

performance is recursive; collective efficacy is bolstered by continued successful 

performance as a group (see Bandura, 1986; 1997).  Through processes such as modeling 

and social influence, group members learn about the likely behaviors, priorities, and 

abilities of their other group members, ultimately using performance information to 

calibrate their expectations about what the group can accomplish in the future.  Hence, a 

decrement in collective efficacy can instigate a downward spiral whereby lowered 

collective efficacy leads to decreased performance, and that decreased performance can 

further damage collective efficacy.  Thus, over time, an initial decrease in collective 

efficacy can lead to a large negative decrease in performance. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Theoretical articles on incivility have suggested that incivility should have a 

detrimental effect on individuals as well as on groups (Pearson et al., 2000).  Empirical 

explorations of these proposed effects, however, have primarily focused on the effects 

upon individuals, and have left propositions regarding the effects of incivility on groups 

unaddressed.  The goal of this dissertation is to provide an initial investigation into how 

incivility on the part of a leader affects how members of a group work and perform 

together.  This chapter will more explicitly draw together previously outlined evidence to 

build an argument for specific hypotheses.  Figure 2 illustrates the hypothesized model 

for this study.  It should be noted that some of the relationships in this model 

(specifically, the link between relationship conflict and performance, and the link 

between collective efficacy and performance) have already been empirically supported.  

However, other relationships in this model have not been tested, and thus the model as a 

whole is a new contribution to research on incivility. 

Research on incivility at the individual level has demonstrated that rude treatment 

can ultimately lead to decreased performance (see Caza & Cortina, 2007).  Likewise, 

incivility may also lead to decreased group performance.  Hence, the central premise of 

this study is that leaders’ incivility will ultimately have a detrimental effect on group 
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performance.  A key question in this line of reasoning, however, is how incivility from a 

leader will hamper group performance.  As shown in Figure 2, group processes 

(relationship conflict and collective efficacy) are expected to mediate the relationship 

between leader incivility and group performance. 

Incivility theorists argue that acts of rudeness do not merely have effects within 

the instigator-target dyad; other members of the group likely witness or hear about an act 

of incivility, and thus may experience detrimental effects as well (Andersson & Pearson, 

1999; Pearson et al., 2000).  One relevant group process that may be affected by leader 

incivility is relationship conflict.  There are two reasons why leader incivility is apt to 

increase relationship conflict. 

  First, when a leader treats a group member disrespectfully, that group member 

experiences negative feelings (Cortina et al. 2000).  When this employee experiences 

these negative feelings, s/he will be likely to ruminate on the negative experience (Farkas 

et al., 2002).  Because the target is distracted by thoughts of the uncivil episode, s/he is 

less likely to attend to politeness cues, and in turn, s/he may respond to others in a rude 

way.  If the target behaves rudely toward other group members, this may elicit feelings of 

annoyance or animosity between members of the group. 

Second, when a leader treats a target disrespectfully, s/he is modeling aggressive 

behaviors for other group members.  Research has demonstrated that aggressive 

behaviors are associated with higher levels of conflict (Jockin et al., 2001).  When 
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employees observe an act of incivility, they will be more likely to behave aggressively 

towards others (Glomb & Liao, 2003), which can ultimately lead to feelings of 

interpersonal incompatibilities.  Thus, 

Hypothesis 1 

Leader incivility will be positively associated with relationship conflict among group 

members. 

 If group members begin to experience increased relationship conflict, it is 

reasonable to expect the group to also experience decreases in performance.  Because 

personal disputes between group members distract members from the task at hand, less 

time and attention is paid to accomplishing task-related goals.  This relationship has been 

well established in a number of studies, and DeDreu and Weinart’s (2003) meta-analysis 

has indicated a moderate negative association between relationship conflict and group 

performance. Thus, a similar association between conflict and performance is expected in 

this investigation. 

Hypothesis 2 

Relationship conflict will have a negative association with performance. 

This incivility-conflict-performance framework provides one explanation of how 

incivility affects group performance.  In other words, if Hypotheses 1 and 2 are 

supported, then relationship conflict mediates the relationship between leader incivility 

and group performance.  Group performance, however, is multifaceted and multiply 
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determined (see Guzzo & Dickson, 1996).  Thus, this mediating process is not expected 

to completely explain the variance in the incivility-group performance relationship.  

Other group processes outside the scope of this research are likely to also be affected by 

incivility.  Nevertheless, it is likely that an increase in group relationship conflict is an 

important determinant of performance, and thus this pathway is expected to explain a 

significant amount of variance in the incivility-performance relationship.  Therefore, 

Hypothesis 3 

The relationship between leader incivility and group performance will be partially 

mediated by relationship conflict. 

 Given the expectation that incivility is likely to affect how group members work 

together, it is also possible that incivility may also affect how group members’ feel about 

their ability to work together; in other words, incivility may also decrease collective 

efficacy in the group.  There are three main ways previous research supports this 

expectation. 

 First, Prussia and Kinicki (1996) demonstrated that leader confidence and 

feedback are important determinants of collective efficacy.  When a leader expresses a 

high degree of confidence that the group can accomplish its goals, group members report 

higher confidence in their abilities to work together.  Alternatively, when a leader 

provides negative feedback, this can damage collective efficacy among group members.  

When a leader behaves rudely towards one or more group members, the incivility can be 
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interpreted as negative feedback.  As a result, the indication that the group is performing 

poorly and that the leader has low confidence in their likelihood of success can ultimately 

lead to a decrease in collective efficacy. 

 Second, another important determinant of group collective efficacy is previous 

performance; successful performance bolsters or improves collective efficacy, while 

unsuccessful performance damages collective efficacy (Seijts et al., 2000).  If group 

members perceive incivility as negative feedback, this can also indicate to them that their 

previous efforts have been unsuccessful.  As a result, group members may feel less 

confident that they will be able to perform successfully in the future, leading to a 

decrease in collective efficacy.  The strength of this relationship may depend on the 

duration of uncivil leader behavior.  Longitudinal research suggests that the performance-

collective efficacy relationship is recursive; thus, over time the relationship between the 

variables can become quite strong with continued uncivil behavior (Tsa et al., 2007).  

 Third, according to social identity theory, leader behaviors can send important 

messages about a group member’s value to the group (Tyler & Lind, 1992).  If a leader 

treats a group member politely, that leader is communicating to others that the group 

member is a helpful and respected member of the group.  Likewise, when a leader treats a 

group member rudely, this can communicate to other group members that the member is 

a marginal group member.  Group members may then view that marginalized member as 
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a detriment to the group and its performance, thus damaging the group’s collective 

efficacy. 

Hypothesis 4 

Leader incivility is negatively related to collective efficacy. 

 The relationship between collective efficacy and group performance has already 

been well supported empirically.  Peterson et al.’s (2000) meta-analysis of collective 

efficacy and performance indicated a strong positive relationship between the two 

constructs (ρ=.41).  This link may be because group members who have confidence in 

their abilities are better able to establish helpful methods of communication.  As a result, 

groups with high collective efficacy have accurate shared mental models (Peterson et al., 

2000).  Without collective efficacy, the development of shared mental models is less 

likely to happen.  Furthermore, collective efficacy appears to be important for continued 

success—as groups experience success, their collective efficacy is enhanced, resulting in 

a higher probability of future success.  Conversely, if collective efficacy is disrupted, 

group members may feel less confident in their capabilities as a group, which can lead to 

cognitions or behaviors that are not goal-focused.  Consequently, group performance will 

suffer (Seijts et al., 2000).  Thus, the influence of collective efficacy on performance is 

expected to be similar to that found in previous research. 

Hypothesis 5 

Collective efficacy is positively associated with group performance. 
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Given that I expect Hypothesis 4 and 5 to be true, it logically follows that 

collective efficacy mediates the relationship between leader incivility and group 

performance.  Group performance is likely to suffer because of the damage to collective 

efficacy caused by a rude leader.  As was indicated with respect to Hypothesis 4, 

incivility may affect a number of group variables, leading to decreased performance.  

Thus, decrements in collective efficacy are not expected to explain all variance in the 

leader incivility-group performance relationship.  Given the important influence 

collective efficacy has in determining future performance, however, it is possible that it 

will serve as a partial mediator between leader incivility and group performance. 

Hypothesis 6 

The relationship between leader incivility and group performance will be partially 

mediated by collective efficacy. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHOD 

Participants 

 Participants in this study are store managers and clerks of a large retail 

organization in the Midwest.  Each store has one manager and approximately 20-30 

employees.  Stores included in this sample were identified by senior executives as high-

risk, and were included in this sample for one of the following reasons:  

1) The store has demonstrated poor financial performance 

2) Employee surveys have indicated particularly poor satisfaction/engagement 

3) There have been several complaints about lack of teamwork from the team, 

the supervisor, or the district manager 

4) There have been several customer complaints about the store 

Given the non-random nature of this sample, I was concerned that my sample 

would be affected by range restriction in the performance variables.  Specifically, 

because the subsample consisted of stores that were considered to be problematic by the 

organization, the stores with poor performance may be overrepresented in this sample—

in other words, the sample may have lower average performance scores compared to 

scores in stores not included.  Hence, to determine how representative this sample was of 

the entire organization, I compared the sample performance scores to performance scores 
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collected from all stores in the organization.  As demonstrated by the results presented in 

Table 2, mean store performance in included stores was significantly lower in the sample 

compared to mean store performance in excluded stores.  Additionally, the standard 

deviation for store performance is smaller in included stores compared to excluded stores.  

Mean safety performance was not significantly different between included and excluded 

stores.   

Predictor variables were collected using online surveys.  These surveys are part of 

an ongoing annual satisfaction survey.  Employees were sent an invitation to the survey 

via their company email.  Employees were not required to respond to the survey, 

although the organization encourages high response rates through reminders and 

promotions (e.g. candy bars advertising the satisfaction survey).  The response rate for 

these surveys often exceeds 70%.  Participants are promised anonymity in the reporting 

of results; only means are reported to organization executives.  Employee data was 

collected via two methods.  First, some performance components were assessed by 

supervisors.  Second, some performance components were recorded by devices used by 

store clerks, such as checkout scanners and computer-based stock records.  These 

components are compiled into a composite score (which is described in detail below) 

which is available to human resource employees.  Store managers receive updates of this 

composite score on a monthly basis. 
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Measures 

Leader Incivility.  Store clerks rated their managers’ incivility using a scale adapted from 

the Workplace Incivility Scale (WIS; Cortina et al., 2001).  The WIS is a 7-item measure 

that assesses how frequently an individual experiences uncivil behavior.  Participants are 

asked to rate how frequently, over the past year, they have been in a situation where the 

manager has performed several specific uncivil behaviors, such as ―[Store manager]
2
 

sometimes addresses me in unprofessional terms.‖  Participants responded using a scale 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  The WIS demonstrated good internal 

consistency ( =.91) in the current data.  

 Several minor changes were made to the incivility scale.  The original WIS asked 

respondents whether they experienced rude behavior over the last five years.  Because 

few participants in the study were employed by the organization for five years, 

participants were asked to consider their experiences over the past year.  This change is 

supported by Arvey and Cavanaugh’s (1995) argument that asking a participant to recall 

events outside of the past 12 months likely introduces bias.  Furthermore, Budd, Arvey 

and Lawless (1996) found that the effects of workplace aggression can be somewhat 

transient, and will quickly improve once the aggressor has been removed; thus, this 

alteration to the WIS allowed me to link leader incivility to outcomes over a relatively 

short period of time. 
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Second, due to limits placed by the organization on the number of items in the 

survey, two items were dropped.  I dropped these two items based on low factor loadings 

as measured by Cortina et al. (2001).  The first item, ―Made unwanted attempts to draw 

you into a discussion of personal matters‖ had a factor loading of only .58.  The second 

item I dropped, ―Doubted your judgment on a matter over which you had responsibility‖ 

had a factor loading of .71.  Furthermore, with respect to this second item, it would not 

have appropriately reflected incivility in this particular sample.  Within this organization, 

it is generally expected that sales clerks have limited responsibility, and it is appropriate 

and common for store managers to question or override the sales clerk’s decisions.  

Given that incivility is defined as behavior that is outside of group norms for respect, in 

this organization the item would not be viewed as incivility. 

I also made some alterations to better fit items to the culture of the organization.  

For example, one item refers to ―professional camaraderie,‖ and was not appropriate for 

the age and professional level, and instead the phrase was replaced with a more specific 

term used in the organization for team activities.  Items were also modified with the word 

―sometimes‖ in order to reduce respondent reactivity.  The altered items are presented in 

Appendix A.  The data obtained using this adapted measure demonstrated good reliability 

(α= .91). 

Collective Efficacy.  Participant perceptions of collective efficacy were measured with 5 

items from a measure designed by Sullivan (2006).  This scale includes 5 items, such as 
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―I am confident my team will reach high levels of performance on future tasks.‖  

Participants responded using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree).  Scale reliability for this measure was good (α=.89).  Items are provided 

in Appendix A. 

Conflict.  The extent to which participants experienced relationship conflict was assessed 

using Jehn’s (1995) 4-item measure.  A sample item is ―How much friction is there 

among members of your team?‖  Participants responded using a 5-point scale ranging 

from 1 (none) to 5 (a lot).  Internal reliability for this measure was adequate (α=.84).  

Items are provided in Appendix A. 

Group Performance.  The organization provided two measures of performance.  Each 

measure is assessed on a monthly basis, and the organization provided a year’s worth of 

data for calculating reliabilities.  First, the organization collected data on safety 

performance.  This metric is calculated by assessing how many store employees have 

been injured and sought medical treatment for every 200,000 hours of payroll worked.  

This value is then transformed into a score between 0 and 100, and expresses the 

probability of a store employee working without injury for an entire year.  In other words, 

a score of 90 indicates that the store employee has a 90% chance of working full time for 

one year without injury.  More injuries throughout the year lead to a lower score on this 

metric.  This measure is fairly stable, with one-month test-retest reliability of .91 

(p<.001) and three-month test-retest reliability of .75 (p<.001). 
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 Second, the organization collected data on store performance.  This metric is a 

weighted composite based on the following measures: 

1.  Cashier speed 

2. Percent of time displays are set up correctly and on time (recorded by a 

supervisor) 

3. Percent of display changes made on time (recorded by a supervisor) 

4. Percent of items correctly identified as being in stock 

5. Percent of assistance calls answered within 60 seconds by a clerk 

6. Percent of stockroom scans that do not indicate the misplacement of an item 

7. Percent of items that are correctly stored in the stockroom (i.e. not enough room 

on the sales floor for these items) 

8. Percent of items scanned into inventory within two hours 

9. Percent of items that are in stock when requested by a customer 

10. Percent of items pulled from stock from the entire number of items to be pulled 

that day 

11. Percent of price changes out of expected price changes 

These components were differentially weighted by the organization and summarized 

in a composite score ranging from 0 (poor performance) to 100 (perfect performance).  

This composite is considered by the organization to be the ultimate measure of how a 

store is functioning, as it includes aspects of performance on the sales floor (e.g. display 
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setups) and the stockroom (e.g. misplacement of items).  Test-retest reliability indicates 

these values are relatively stable; store performance at the time of the study was 

associated with performance one month earlier (r=.92, p,05), and performance three 

months earlier (r=.88, p,05). 

Data Analysis 

 Because incivility, conflict, and collective efficacy are measured at the individual 

level, and performance is measured at the group level, aggregation of the individual-level 

data is required.  Typically, intraclass correlations (ICC) values indicate whether 

aggregation is warranted.  First, as discussed by Bleise (2000), ICC(1) values indicate 

how much variance is explained by group membership.  In other words, ICC(1) values 

suggest the extent to which each store (and, consequently, each store manager) influences 

the attitudes of the store employees.  The ICC(1) values presented in Table 3 suggest that 

about 12% of the variance in incivility and 22% of the variance in conflict is explained by 

group membership;  these values are fairly high compared with other studies (see Castro, 

2002).  Collective efficacy appears to be less dependent on group membership, with only 

2% of the variance explained by group membership.  

 ICC(2) values, meanwhile, indicate the reliability of the group mean.   As noted 

by Castro (2002) and Bleise (2000), there are no clearly justified minimums for what 

ICC(2) should be for aggregation, although .70 is a commonly used criterion in 

leadership research, likely based upon the concept that ICC(2) values are analogous to 
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coefficient α (Castro, 2002).  Unfortunately, it is often difficult to achieve high enough 

agreement between raters to satisfy this standard, particularly in field samples where 

raters may have different opportunities to view work behaviors.  For this sample, 

calculation of ICC(1) and ICC(2) values indicated that for the full sample of 133 stores, 

ICC(2) scores were quite low (see Table 3).  Despite the lack of clear guidelines on 

appropriate minimum ICC(2) scores for aggregation, these values were much too low to 

justify aggregation; aggregating with such low ICC(2) values would lead to unreliable 

estimates of group means, thus making it difficult to find significant or meaningful 

effects.   

 Hence, to improve the reliability of the measures, I selected a subsample of stores 

from the full sample.  Overall, response rates were low despite reminders and incentives 

provided by the organization.  In fact, in about 24% of stores, the response rate was only 

one employee; such a small sample from these stores is unlikely to be representative.  

Hence, I eliminated any store that had three or fewer
3
 respondents.  The resultant 

subsample, thus, constituted a total of 461 employees in 82 stores; the average survey 

response rate across all subsample stores was about 16 percent. 

 As indicated by Table 4, both ICC(1) and ICC(2) values were higher in this 

subsample, indicating a) that variance on the individual-level variables was more strongly 

influenced by group membership, and b) that aggregating these groups’ responses 

provided a more reliable estimate of the groups’ attitudes compared to the full sample.  
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Table 4 provides means and standard deviations for the sample and the subsample.  Table 

4 also provides effect sizes and significance tests for comparisons between the sample 

and the subsample means.  As the table indicates, differences between the full sample and 

the subsample were small and non-significant.  Therefore, the subsample of stores (i.e. 

stores with at least 4 employees who responded to the survey) will be used in subsequent 

analyses.   

To determine whether particular items in each measure elicited lower agreement, I 

also calculated interclass correlations for each item.  These ICC values are presented in 

Table 5.  Incivility items have relatively similar agreement, although the item regarding 

interest in employees opinions and the item regarding exclusion from workplace 

activities both have slightly lower ICC(2) values (.54 and .45, respectively).  The conflict 

items also have generally good agreement among group members, with the exception of 

the item ―How much are personality conflicts evident in your team?‖ which is also 

somewhat lower than the ICC(2) values for other items.  Finally, the collective efficacy 

items are demonstrate consistently low ICC(2) values; however, the two reverse items 

have particularly poor ICC(2) values (.15 and .10).   

Addressing item-level ICC issues is not a standardized process; as noted by Bleise 

(2000), there is not a generally agreed upon value that serves as a clear cutoff point for 

what ICC values are adequate.  However, I argue that eliminating the two reversed items 

on the collective efficacy measure is justified in this case.  First, the fact that the reversed 
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items were particularly problematic suggests that survey respondents had some difficulty 

coming to agreement about the probability of failure within the group.  It is possible there 

is disagreement because although respondents may have felt some consensus on 

probabilities of success, they may have felt less sure about either the definition of or the 

probability of failing or struggling.  For example, perhaps some employees believe that 

failing denotes extremely poor performance, whereas other employees believe failing 

denotes minor problems with performance. 

Second, whereas the incivility and conflict measures are fairly close to the .70 

standard typically used with other measures of reliability, the collective efficacy ICC(2) 

is much lower, and therefore limits our ability to rely on the aggregate value as a stable 

estimate of the group’s attitude.  Hence, I elected to remove the reversed items for the 

remaining analyses.  Without these items, the collective efficacy scale still demonstrates 

good reliability (α=.92), and, as illustrated in Table 4, the ICC(1) and ICC(2) values are 

slightly higher. 

 Given the unreliability in the aggregated measures, structural equation modeling 

(SEM) is an appropriate alternative to a typical regression approach.  SEM allows for the 

incorporation of measurement error in the analysis.  In other words, SEM provides an 

examination of relationships at the construct level, which may be helpful for theory 

development.  Measurement error for store level variables was accounted for by 

multiplying the observed variance by one minus the reliability (specifically, the one-
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month test retest value).  The one-month test-retest value was used because this is 

typically the metric used to establish reliability for work performance variables; 

reliabilities typically degrade over time, as changes in the organization (e.g. turnover) 

lead to lower reliability estimates (Komaki & Minnich, 2001).  Measurement error for 

individual-level variables was accounted for by multiplying the observed variance by one 

minus the ICC(2) value (see Klein, 2005, p. 230-231).  It should be noted here that there 

is a great deal of debate regarding the use of reliability coefficients to correct for 

differences between raters (Murphy & DeShon, 2000; Schmidt, Viswesvaran & Ones, 

2000).  Part of the debate revolves around whether intrarater reliabilities (i.e. coefficient 

alpha) or interrater reliabilities (i.e. ICC(2) values) should be used to model this error.  

Viswesveran, Ones and Schmidt (1996) indicated that because intrarater reliabilities tend 

to be higher than interrater reliabilities, using coefficient alpha tends to be a more 

conservative correction than ICC(2) values.  Given the fact that, in this study, measures 

typically had quite high coefficient alpha values and lower ICC(2) values, it makes sense 

to use ICC(2) values for this correction.  Use of coefficient alpha values will likely 

undercorrect for unreliability in the measures, while ICC(2) values will help to correct for 

rater error (e.g. employees who are using the scale differently from one another). 

 To test the proposed hypotheses, two models will be examined for both the full 

sample and the subsample.  The first model (Model 1) assesses the fit of a model that 

includes a direct link between incivility and the performance variable.  I will examine this 
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model to determine whether the hypothesized relationships are significant.  The second 

model (Model 2) removes the direct link between incivility and performance to determine 

whether a fully mediated model, which is more parsimonious, provides an acceptable fit 

to the data.  This process was repeated for both performance measures.  Hence, a total of 

4 SEM analyses were conducted. 

 For these analyses, I used LISREL 8.80.  In accordance with Hu and Bentler’s 

(1995) recommendations, I have provided several fit statistics
4
.  I included chi-square, 

root-mean-square residual (RMSR), and the comparative fit index (CFI).  I chose to also 

include the root mean square of approximation (RMSEA) as an index of model 

misspecification.  Finally, I report the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), as this 

statistic is helpful for comparisons between models when one model is more 

parsimonious (Tanaka, 1993). 
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations 

Given the theoretical basis of the hypotheses, the individual-level data (incivility, 

relationship conflict and collective efficacy) were aggregated to the store level.  

Correlations between the aggregated variables and the store-level performance variables 

are provided in Table 6.  There are a number of important observations to report from the 

table with respect to the expected relationships between variables.  First, uncivil leader 

behaviors and conflict are significantly negatively correlated at the store level, suggesting 

that as individuals observe more uncivil behaviors from the leader, relationship conflict 

tends to be less prevalent.  This finding is in the opposite direction of Hypothesis 1, 

which predicted a significant positive relationship.  Second, relationship conflict is not 

significantly correlated with safety (r= .13, p=n.s.) nor is it significantly correlated with 

store performance (r=-.04, p=n.s.)  This is contrary to Hypothesis 2, which stated that 

relationship conflict would be significantly negatively associated with performance. 

Third, Hypothesis 4 indicated that incivility and collective efficacy would be 

negatively associated; as illustrated in Table 6, the data demonstrates no association 

between the two variables (r=.01, p=n.s.).  Collective efficacy, in turn, did not share any 

significant association with safety (r=.00, p=n.s.) or with store performance (r=.07, 
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p=n.s.).  This finding indicates the data does not support Hypothesis 5, which posited that 

there would be a significant positive association between collective efficacy and 

performance.  

SEM Results 

Analyses Using Store Performance as the Dependent Variable 

Results of SEM analyses using store performance as the dependent variable are 

presented in Figures 3 and 4.  Specifically, Figure 3 provides the path coefficients and fit 

statistics for the partial mediation model (Model 1), and Figure 4 provides the path 

coefficients and fit statistics for the full mediation model (Model 2).  The fit statistics for 

the partial mediation model – χ
2
 (1, N = 82) =.25, p=n.s.; root mean square residual 

(RMSR) = .01; comparative fit index (CFI) = 1.00, root mean square error for 

approximation (RMSEA) = .00 – show perfect fit to the data.     

As Figure 3 illustrates, there is a significant relationship between incivility and 

conflict; however, this association is in the opposite direction of the hypothesis.  

According to this model, as incivility on the part of the leader is higher, relationship 

conflict among group members is lower.  Hence, Hypothesis 1 is not supported.  

Hypothesis 2 posits that there will be a significant negative association between conflict 

and performance.  As indicated by Figure 3, although there is a negative association 

between the variables, this association is small and non-significant; therefore, the data do 

not support Hypothesis 2. 
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Hypothesis 3 suggested that the influence of incivility on performance was 

partially mediated through relationship conflict.  Table 7 provides the decomposed effects 

(i.e. direct, indirect, and total effects) of incivility on performance.  As illustrated by this 

table, the indirect effect of incivility to store performance is not significant.  Therefore, 

the data fail to provide support for Hypothesis 3. 

Hypothesis 4 suggested that incivility would be negatively related to collective 

efficacy.  Although the association is in the expected direction, it is quite small and fails 

to reach significance, indicating no support for this hypothesis.  Hypothesis 5 is also not 

supported; although the relationship between collective efficacy and store performance is 

moderate and positive as expected, it is not large enough to be significant. 

Finally, Hypothesis 6 suggested that the association between incivility and 

performance would be mediated through relationship conflict and collective efficacy, 

respectively.  As is evident from the decomposition of effects provided in Table 10, the 

indirect effect of incivility on store performance is quite small.  Hence, the data do not 

provide support for Hypotheses 6.   

Given the small direct influence incivility has on store performance, I also tested 

an alternative model (Model 2) with the direct path between incivility and store 

performance removed.  Figure 4 provides the path coefficients for this alternative model.  

Fit statistics still suggest the data fits the model well: χ
2
 (2, N = 82) = .38, p=n.s., RMSR 

= .05, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00.  Chi-square differences between the hypothesized and 
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the alternative model, Δχ
2
 (1, N = 82) = .13, p=n.s, indicate the alternative model, 

although more parsimonious, does not provide a significantly better fit to the data.  The 

difference in AIC values between Models 1 and 2 (ΔAIC=1.87, p=n.s.) also suggests the 

alternative model does not significantly improve fit. 

Analyses Using Safety as the Dependent Variable 

Figure 5 provides the hypothesized model (Model 1) for the data with safety as 

the dependent variable.  The fit indices–χ
2
 (1, N = 82) =.25, p=n.s., RMSR = .00, CFI = 

1.00, RMSEA = .00–again suggest a good fit to the data.  As with the previous model, 

Hypothesis 1 is not supported; the association between incivility and conflict is 

significant, but in the opposite direction than hypothesized.  Hypothesis 2 is also not 

supported.  As illustrated in Figure 5, conflict shares a non-significant positive 

relationship with performance, suggesting that as relationship conflict increases, so does 

performance.   

Hypothesis 3 suggested that the influence of incivility would be mediated by 

relationship conflict.  As illustrated by Table 7, the indirect path between incivility and 

safety was not significant, therefore failing to provide support for Hypothesis 3. 

Hypothesis 4 is also not supported.  As illustrated in Figure 5, incivility and 

collective efficacy are negatively related as expected, but this relationship fails to reach 

significance.  Hypothesis 5 is also not supported by the data.  Collective efficacy and 
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performance are positively related, as was expected.  However, this relationship is small 

and non-significant. 

Hypotheses 6 posited that the influence of incivility on performance is partially 

mediated through relationship conflict and collective efficacy.  Once again, the 

decomposed effects provided by Table 7 indicate that little variance is explained by the 

indirect link between incivility and safety, indicating no support for Hypotheses 6.   

This model suggested that incivility had little direct effect on safety; hence, I 

tested an alternative model (Model 2) to examine whether removing the direct link would 

improve the fit of the model.  Fit statistics indicate Model 2 fits the data well (χ
2
 (1, N = 

82) =.45, p=n.s., RMSR = .04, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00).  Chi-square differences (Δχ
2
 

(1, N = 82) = .20, p=n.s.) indicate the more parsimonious model does not provide a 

significantly better fit to the data.  Differences in the AIC statistic between Models 1 and 

2 (ΔAIC=1.80, p=n.s.) also support the notion that there are no significant differences in 

fit between Model 1 and Model 2. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this research was to examine how perceived leadership incivility 

affects group processes and, subsequently, performance.  Previous research has primarily 

focused on the effects of incivility on individual attitudes and behaviors.  Although 

researchers have proposed that incivility is likely to affect group attitudes and behavior, 

these expectations have remained untested in the literature.  Thus, the purpose of this 

dissertation was to provide a preliminary examination into how incivility affects how 

group members work together, and whether incivility in groups can ultimately predict 

performance outcomes.   

Hypothesis 1 proposed that uncivil leader behaviors would be positively 

associated with relationship conflict.  In other words, groups in which a leader is 

identified as uncivil would be more likely to experience higher levels of relationship 

conflict, as suggested by Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) incivility spiral.  In fact, the 

data indicates that the opposite is true; in groups where the leader is seen as uncivil, 

group members experience less relationship conflict.  While this result is unexpected 

giving previous theory and data on the topic (e.g. Bandura, 1986; Hulin et al., 1996; 

Margolin et al., 1996), there are several possible explanations for this finding.   

First, research on group behavior suggests that groups experiencing an external 

threat tend to become more cooperative and cohesive in an effort to pool resources 
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against the threat (see Ruscher, Fiske, Miki, & van Manen, 1991; Sherif, 2001).  Hence, 

in this study, it is possible that instead of being seen as a part of the group and a model to 

be emulated, uncivil leaders are instead considered to be an external threat.  The group, in 

response to this threat, may be more likely to put aside personal disputes in order to 

accomplish a task and protect the group against future sanctions from the leader. 

Second, it is possible that incivility on the part of the leader decreases relationship 

conflict because rather than aggress towards one another, as suggested by the incivility 

spiral, employees instead withdraw from the workplace (and hence, from one another).  

As noted by Caza and Cortina (2007) and Penney and Spector (2005), individuals who 

report being treated uncivilly also tend to exhibit withdrawal behaviors and poorer task 

performance.  Given the finding in the current study, it could be that there is less conflict 

in the group because group members are more likely to avoid one another or the 

workplace altogether.   

Third, perhaps empathy from group members towards individuals who are 

perceived as victimized may lead toward more lenient judgments, hence weakening the 

relationship between incivility and conflict.  Because research has demonstrated that 

observers can identify when someone is being treated rudely (O’Brien, 2007), and 

because observers may respond empathically when they recognize a sanction is unfair 

(Schnake, 1986), it is possible that even if a victimized employee is not performing well, 

other group members may be willing to compensate for that group member.  In fact, it is 
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possible that empathic responses from other group members may inhibit the spread of 

incivility among groups (Miller & Eisenberg, 1988); hence, more research should 

examine the incivility spiral, and what contextual factors promote or inhibit the spread of 

incivility in work groups. 

Additional research examining this apparent disconnect between existing research 

and the findings of this study would be helpful in explicating how incivility, individual 

performance, and relationship conflict interact.  For example, organizational 

characteristics (such as flatter hierarchical structures) or group characteristics (such as 

trust among group members) may influence whether employees are apt to view the leader 

as a common enemy and hence report higher relationship conflict when faced with 

incivility.  

Also, because this study was concerned with leader behaviors, it is unclear 

whether incivility from peers will have a similar effect.  As previously mentioned, if the 

leader is seen as an external threat, it is possible that employees will band together.  What 

is not clear is whether a fellow employee who is consistently rude will likewise be seen 

as a marginal group member and therefore will also be seen as an external threat, or if the 

individual will be viewed as part of the group and therefore more likely to cause 

disagreements among members.  Clearly, more research will help disentangle the 

possible causal mechanisms that drive the findings in this study, and help to resolve the 

apparent disconnect between the incivility spiral and other work on group cohesion. 
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It should be noted here that the finding of a beneficial outcome attached to leader 

incivility does not indicate that incivility should be promoted in an organization.  It does, 

however, suggest that leader incivility may play a beneficial role when used in some 

circumstances.  For example, Schnake (1986) suggests that when a leader punishes a 

problematic employee, other employees see this treatment and recognize that the rules of 

the organization are being upheld.  Therefore, even though an individual may report that 

a leader is behaving rudely, if this rude treatment is a response to punishable behavior, 

this may in fact cause group members to feel somewhat more secure that a leader will not 

allow problematic behaviors to continue.  It is likely that incivility can help to strengthen 

norms and mores in a group, therefore also helping to contribute to group processes such 

as trust, cohesion and the like.  Recent theory suggests that although the way incivility is 

currently defined implies ambiguous intent to harm, targets appear to make judgments 

about whether incivility was motivated by intent to accomplish work, or for another 

purpose (Berry, Brown, Ferris & Lian, 2009); additional research can help to clarify 

when uncivil behavior is helpful, and when it is harmful. 

Hypothesis 2 stated that relationship conflict would be negatively related to 

performance.  This hypothesis was not supported by the data in this study.  With respect 

to store performance, the relationship was in the expected direction, but was too small to 

be statistically or practically significant.  Meanwhile, with respect to safety, the 

relationship, while still non-significant, was in the opposite direction, such that more 
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conflict was associated with a better safety record.  The relationship conflict-performance 

link has been well-documented in the literature (DeDreu & Weingart, 2003), so this lack 

of a significant finding is surprising. 

There are several possible explanations for the lack of support for the second 

hypothesis.  First, with respect to the positive association between conflict and 

performance, the safety measure was calculated according to the number of accidents 

occurring in the store over a certain period of time.  Behaviors that generally lead to 

successful safety in the workplace typically are related to safety compliance, which is 

heavily influenced by culture and the supervisor’s safety behaviors (Simard & Marchand, 

1997).  If the leader and/or other members continue to model good safety behaviors 

despite having personal conflict with one another, safety behaviors may have been 

preserved.  The culture of the participating organization also focuses quite heavily on 

compliance with rules; hence, even in the face of personal disagreements in the 

workplace, it may be that the culture plays a much more important role in determining 

employees’ safety behaviors.  In fact, if employees in the store are experiencing 

interpersonal conflict, they may tend to withdraw from their coworkers, allowing them to 

focus more on safety behaviors because they are less distracted by non-work tasks, such 

as visiting with fellow employees. 

The non-significant negative relationship between conflict and store performance 

is worrisome.  There may be reasons why the relationship between conflict and store 



Leader Incivility 74 

 

performance are weak—for example, perhaps employees in high-conflict environments 

spend less time engaging in non-task behaviors and thus are free to respond to calls for 

assistance.  A more parsimonious explanation would simply be that a problem exists with 

the performance measure, or that there is a problem with the sample (those who 

responded are not representative of the population).  Given the unexpectedly poor 

response rate to the items on this survey, it is possible that those who did respond felt 

more strongly (in either the positive or negative direction) about the level of relationship 

conflict in their group compared to employees who did not respond. 

Hypothesis 4 suggested that leader incivility would be associated with lower 

ratings of collective efficacy.  Data failed to support this proposition.  In all models, there 

was a small, non-significant negative association between incivility and collective 

efficacy.  There are several possible explanations for this lack of relationship.   

First, I suggested that targets and observers of incivility might recognize it as 

negative performance feedback, whereby it would decrease collective efficacy.  It is 

possible that instead, targets and observers identify incivility as somewhat independent of 

performance; higher reports of incivility may occur primarily when the target believes 

criticism was unwarranted.  In this case, there may be a self-serving bias at work in the 

process.  When the target is faced with incivility, the target may attribute criticism to the 

temperament of the instigator, rather than seeing it as caused by his/her own poor 
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performance, (Goethals, Messick & Allison, 1991).  Hence, higher reports of leader 

incivility may therefore be unrelated to how the group assesses its own performance.   

Second, the assumption was made that the leader would be considered as a 

member of the group.  If, however, this assumption was incorrect, it is possible that the 

clerks do not see leader rudeness as an important signal of their performance.  

Alternatively, group members may recognize occasional bouts of incivility from the 

leader as normal behavior.  If a group member recognizes that s/he has done her or his 

work poorly, a response on the part of the leader may help to give that individual, as well 

as other observers, more confidence that performance is being managed correctly by the 

leader, and hence the group may feel more confident in their ability to perform.  In fact, it 

is possible that when a leader treats a poor performer rudely, group members feel more 

confident that performance is being appropriately managed by the leader; thus, although 

the leader is signaling that performance is not adequate, observers of an uncivil exchange 

may believe that performance will improve in the future because of the punishment the 

leader exacts on poor performers (Schnake, 1986).  Understanding the attributions 

observers and targets make about the purposes of incivility may help to explain these 

findings. 

Hypothesis 5 argued that, based on previous research, collective efficacy would 

be positively associated with performance.  With respect to store performance, there was 

a moderate positive association between efficacy and store performance; with respect to 
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safety, the relationship was much smaller.  It is not clear why this association tended to 

be rather small compared to other research that indicates the effect is typically strong 

(ρ=.41; Gully et al. 2002). Gully and colleagues noted that the association between 

collective efficacy and performance is strongest when teams are interdependent.  It is 

possible that the groups involved in this study were not highly interdependent, thus 

ameliorating the association between the two constructs.  In addition, some measures of 

performance in this study depended upon conditions beyond the employees’ control (e.g. 

workload, number of customers in the store) which may have also weakened the link 

between collective efficacy and performance.   

Hypotheses 3 and 6 proposed that the link between incivility and performance 

would be partially mediated by relationship conflict and collective efficacy, respectively.  

This expectation was not supported by the data; little variance was explained via the 

indirect paths between incivility and performance.  Previous research has suggested that 

individual reports of incivility are associated with decrements in individual performance 

(e.g. decreased task performance and increased counterproductive work behaviors; 

Cortina et al., 2001; Penny & Spector, 2005).  The finding that incivility is associated 

with lower safety performance suggests that rude behaviors on the part of the leader have 

little meaningful influence on whether employees as a group will comply with safety 

rules.  The non-significant positive relationship between incivility and store performance 

is more difficult to explain.  The fact that the data trends in the opposite direction than 
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would be expected may suggest an issue with the measurement of performance.  Again, 

store performance may be affected by external factors; hence, one possible explanation is 

that perhaps an additional, unmeasured variable affected both incivility and performance.  

For example, these variables were all measured during an economic downturn that 

negatively affected the participating organization.  Increased concern about job loss could 

have created more stress for store managers, leading to higher incivility.  At the same 

time, job security issues may have made employees more conscientious about their job 

performance, thus encouraging them to respond more quickly to customer request and 

ensure that displays were up correctly and on time. 

Alternatively, it may be possible that incivility decreases individual performance 

but improves group performance.  As mentioned, having a rude leader appears to be 

associated with less conflict among employees; hence, while an individual may feel 

negatively about being treated rudely and withdraw from the workplace, others in the 

group may be unaffected by this interaction, or may improve performance in response to 

seeing another group member punished (Schnake, 1986). 

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

There are a number of limitations to acknowledge in the current research.  First, 

the low response rate to the survey items is a cause for concern.  Although most 

employees in the organization respond to satisfaction surveys (approximately 70%), the 

sample used for this study had a very low response rate (16%).  The group level items 
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(leader incivility, relationship conflict, and collective efficacy) are not typically included 

in the satisfaction survey; thus, although the employees were not informed by the 

organization that they had been singled out by management as being problematic, the 

additional scores may have concerned some employees and discouraged them from 

responding.  Furthermore, participants who did respond may have chosen to respond 

because of a personal characteristic or attitude (e.g. higher conscientiousness or high 

commitment to the organization) that may have also influenced their responses to survey 

items.  In addition, items about leader incivility may also discourage employees from 

responding; although employees were repeatedly reassured that their results would not be 

shared, participants who were experiencing high levels of incivility may have been less 

apt to respond out of fear of punishment or retaliation. 

Second, given the relatively poor agreement between group members, it does not 

appear that incivility is necessarily perceived similarly by teammates.  Although other 

research has supported that others’ ratings of incivility explain variance above and 

beyond the individual’s own perception of uncivil treatment (O’Brien, 2007), this 

research suggests that individuals within a group do not experience similar amounts of 

incivility from the leader.  There are two possible reasons for this.      

First, the disagreement between group members about incivility suggests this may 

be a function of the group member’s relationship with that leader; as suggested by LMX 

theory, leaders have different quality relationships with subordinates.  It is possible that 
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leaders will be more likely to behave uncivilly towards employees with whom they have 

a low-quality relationship.  This study did not control for relationship quality, so this 

possibility cannot be explored.  Lab studies presenting participants with standardized 

uncivil behaviors (vignettes or videos of uncivil behaviors) could help to disentangle 

individual and contextual influences on the perceptions and reactions to incivility.   

Second, performance variables tended to be fairly broad measures for this study.  

The store performance measure was a composite of several metrics collected by the 

organization; however, the specific statistics that comprised the composite measure were 

unavailable.  Hence, the measures collected here describe general sets of behaviors 

enacted by employees.  It is therefore difficult to ascertain what specific behaviors or 

aspects of performance might be influenced by incivility on the part of the leader.   

Previous research has suggested that both relationship conflict and collective 

efficacy are strongly related to performance (De Dreu & Weingart, 2000; Gully et al,. 

2000), so the lack of significant associations in this study was a cause for concern.  It is 

possible that the way the organization operationalizes performance is problematic.  For 

example, perhaps even highly-able, highly motivated groups may have difficulty 

responding to assistance calls or stockroom requests effectively in stores where there is a 

high volume of customers.  This suggests that additional research would be useful to 

determine whether other measures of performance yield more fruitful results. 
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The performance measures used also did not include any indicator of financial 

performance.  Thus, although this study measured behaviors or statistics that are assumed 

by the organization to influence store financial performance, the lack of a specific 

financial measure prevents any clear indication of how incivility is apt to affect the 

bottom line of an organization. 

Third, although the sample for this study was collected from a number of different 

stores, all participants were working for one retail organization, and therefore these 

results may not generalize to other industries.  The culture of this particular organization 

strongly emphasizes cooperation and compliance; hence, it is possible that respondents 

were hesitant to report uncivil behaviors or teamwork problems, and hence may have 

tended to respond in a way that minimized problems within the group.  Given the low 

mean and small standard deviation of incivility in the sample, this is a plausible 

explanation.   

The sample also comprised of a specific subsample of stores in the organization.  

Because stores were selected on the basis of having problematic performance (e.g. 

customer complaints, poor financial performance) the leaders, employees, or store 

performance variables may be somewhat dissimilar to the average leader/employee/store 

in the overall organization.  For example, it is possible that the leaders in these stores 

were more (or less) uncivil compared to the typical leader.  Although there was evidence 

that, performance-wise, these stores were relatively similar to other stores in the 
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organization, several of the measures were assessed only within this sample of stores, and 

thus it is unclear whether this sample of stores differs meaningfully on the constructs 

under investigation.  

Additionally, the items used in this study were attached to a routine annual 

satisfaction survey.  Participants likely noted the new items, and thus may have suspected 

they were being singled out from other stores.  Thus, participants may have altered their 

ratings in response to this change, perhaps attempting to make themselves or their stores 

look more positive.  Although steps were taken to ensure participants’ confidentiality and 

anonymity, respondents may nevertheless have been concerned about how their 

responses might reflect on their own, their team’s, or their leader’s performance. 

Finally, this study explored only two types of team processes—relationship 

conflict and collective efficacy.  The finding that relationship conflict increases with 

uncivil leaders suggests that an exploration into additional group processes (e.g. trust, 

task conflict, cohesion) as well as different measures of group performance (e.g. 

cooperation, successful decision-making) may provide some interesting and helpful 

findings in the incivility domain. 

Conclusions 

This dissertation represents one of the first empirical tests of Andersson and 

Pearson’s (1999) incivility spiral.  One of the most notable and consistent findings in the 

data is that higher instances of leader incivility are associated with less relationship 
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conflict among group members.  This suggests that rather than replicating rude behavior, 

group members are more likely to experience lowered tension among group members in 

response to the leader’s rudeness.  The data in this study did not suggest that incivility 

leads to performance detriments (either directly or through mediation).  However, it is 

important to note that these findings must be viewed with caution, given the limitations 

of this study (e.g. poor response rates, lack of relationships that have been well-

documented in other studies).  Replication of these results in a different sample is 

necessary before drawing firm conclusions about how these findings might be applied to 

organizations. 

  Given the high incidence of incivility (Cortina et al. 2001), along with the 

notable negative effects it has on the individual (Cortina et al., 2001; Lim & Cortina, 

2005), continued efforts to understand how individuals in the workplace use incivility to 

the betterment or detriment of the group may have important implications for 

performance and quality of worklife.  Although the results in this study were not 

supportive of the incivility spiral, this does not rule out the possibility that rude behavior 

in the workplace may affect how groups work together.  Future studies should examine 

the instrumental versus ineffective effects incivility can have on both individual and 

group satisfaction and performance.  Practitioners should also recognize the potential for 

rude workplace behavior to communicate norms, influence group processes and 

performance, and affect the quality of the workplace. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1
 It should be noted here that incivility is perceived as intentional behavior; that is, 

incivility is perceived by the target as voluntary behavior, not something that occurs by 

accident.  O’Leary, Duffy and Griffin (2000) note that intent to enact a behavior and 

intent to harm are sometimes obfuscated in the literature.  Thus, a behavior that is 

recognized as accidental by the target—such as unintentionally hanging up a phone 

during a conversation—would not be considered uncivil. 

2
 The term used for store managers is specific to participating organization; hence, in 

order to protect the identity of the organization and its employees, the specific wording 

used on the incivility items are not reproduced here. 

3
I chose three employees as a cutoff because the average number of employees per store 

in the full sample was 35.  Therefore, three employees per store represents stores that had 

less than 10% response rates. 

4
 Standards for adequate fit differ between each fit statistic I have provided.  First, the 

chi-square statistic can be considered a badness-of-fit statistic, in that a large, significant 

value indicates poor fit.  Chi-square values are typically presented in SEM analysis; 

however, there are a number of problems with this value for assessing fit (see Kline, 

2005).  Hence, chi-square statistics are typically presented along with several other fit 

indices that are not vulnerable to the same problems as chi-square.  The root mean square 

residual (RMSR) is based on differences between observed and predicted covariances; 
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hence, lower values indicate better fit.  A value of zero indicates perfect fit, and values 

below .08 are typically considered adequate (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993).  The 

comparative fit index (CFI) statistic is an incremental fit model, where the hypothesized 

model is compared to an independence model (i.e. all covariances are fixed to zero).  This 

statistic is bound between .00 and 1.00, with higher values indicating a better fit.  A value 

greater than .90 indicates an adequate model fit (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993).  The root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) statistic is a parsimony-adjusted index, 

which means simpler models tend to be favored.  RMSEA is bound between .00 and 

1.00.  Lower values indicate good fit; hence, a model is considered to have adequate fit 

when RMSEA is less than .10.  Finally, the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) is not 

standardized to a scale like most other fit indices; the lower bound is zero, but there is no 

upper bound, making the AIC not particularly useful for interpreting the fit of a single 

model (La Du & Tanaka, 1995).  The AIC is, however, helpful for comparing different 

models—significantly smaller values signify better models (Tanaka, 1993).  
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Table 1.  Definitional Differences between Psychological Aggression Constructs 

Construct Definition Intensity Frequent or 

Ongoing 

Directed 

Downward 

Target Perceptions 

Incivility ―low-intensity deviant (rude, discourteous) 

behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the 

target in violation of workplace norms for 

mutual respect‖ Pearson et al. 2005, p.179)  

Low to 

Moderate 

Not 

Necessarily 

Not 

Necessarily 

Target is unsure whether 

behavior was meant to harm 

Emotional 

Abuse 

―hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors 

(excluding physical contact) directed by one 

or more persons toward another that are 

aimed at undermining the other to ensure 

compliance‖ (Keashly et al., 1994, p. 342). 

Moderate 

to High 

Yes Yes Target believes behavior was 

intended to harm or target 

believes behavior was 

intentional, but not intended 

to harm  

Abusive 

Supervision 

―the sustained display of hostile verbal and 

nonverbal behaviors, excluding physical 

contact‖ towards subordinates in the 

workplace (Tepper, 2000, p. 178) 

Moderate  

to High 

Yes Yes Target believes behavior was 

intended to harm or target 

believes behavior was 

intentional but not intended 

to harm 

Social 

Undermining 

―behavior intended to hinder, over time, the 

ability to establish and maintain positive 

interpersonal relationships, work-related 

success, and favorable reputation‖ (Duffy et 

al. 2002, p.332). 

Moderate 

to High 

Yes Yes Target believes behavior was 

intended to harm. 
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Table 2.  Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample Compared to Descriptive Statistics for Entire Organization 

 

Variable Sample Stores Non-Included Stores d t-value p-value 

 M SD M SD    

Safety 93.58 4.24 93.80 6.50 .03 .39 .70 

Store Performance 92.82 6.43 94.93 8.80 .03 2.70 .007 

Note.  A positive effect size indicates that the non-included stores are higher on that measure than the stores in the sample  

Sample Stores N = 133; Non-Included Stores N = 1,514. 

**p<.01.  ***p<.001



 

Leader Incivility 104 

 

 

Table 3.  Intraclass Correlations for Individual-Level Variables in the Full Sample and Subsample 

Variable Full Sample Subsample 

 ICC(1) ICC(2) ICC(1) ICC(2) 

Incivility .12 .46 .20 .62 

Conflict .23 .65 .22 .65 

Collective Efficacy
a
 .02 .12 .08 .37 

Collective Efficacy
b
 -- -- .10 .45 

 Note:  
a
 full collective efficacy scale 

 
b
 collective efficacy scale with reverse items removed 
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Table 4.  Intraclass Correlations for Survey Items in the Subsample 

Scale Item ICC(1) ICC(2) 

Incivility [Store manager] sometimes addresses me in unprofessional terms .22 .65 

[Store manager] sometimes does not show interest in my opinion .15 .54 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel demeaning toward me .23 .67 

Sometimes I feel excluded by [Store manager] from [team activity] .11 .45 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel condescending toward me .23 .67 

Conflict How much friction is there among members of your team? .18 .60 

How much are personality conflicts evident in your team? .08 .37 

How much emotional conflict is there among members of your team? .18 .59 

How much tension is there among members of your team? .22 .66 

Collective 

Efficacy 

I am confident that my team will do an outstanding job on future tasks .11 .45 

I am confident that my team will be much more capable of a successful performance 

on future tasks compared to other groups 

.09 .38 

I am confident that my team will reach a high level of performance on future tasks .09 .38 

I think it is highly likely that my team will fail at future tasks
a
 .03 .15 

I am sure that my team will struggle on future tasks
a
 .02 .10 

Note: 
a 
indicates a reverse item 
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Table 5.  Comparison of Means Between the Full Sample and the Subsample 

 

 

Variable Full Sample Mean Subsample Mean d t-value p-value 

Incivility 1.92 1.90 -.005 .193 .85 

Relationship Conflict 3.24 3.39 .02 -1.17 .24 

Collective Efficacy 3.51 3.53 .04 -.302 .76 

Store performance 91.95 93.35 .03 -1.22 .23 

Safety Performance 93.74 93.47 -.01 .357 .72 

Note. A positive effect size indicates that the subsample stores are higher on that measure than the stores in the full sample 

Full Sample N = 51; Subsample N = 82 
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Table 6.  Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Store-Level Variables 

 

 

Variable 
M SD 

1 2 3 4 5 

1. Incivility
a
 1.89 .58 -- -.53 .03 -.16 .08 

2. Conflict
a
 3.38 .66 -.29** -- .01 .16 -.06 

3. Collective 

Efficacy
a
 

3.50 .54 .01 .05 -- -.01 .15 

4. Safety 

Performance 
93.47 4.38 -.11 .13 .00 --  

5. Store 

performance 
93.35 6.36 .06 -.04 .07 -.01 -- 

Notes.  Correlations between measured variables are below the diagonal; correlations between latent variables are above the diagonal.  

N=82;  
a 
Aggregated to the group level 

*p<.05; ** p<.01 
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Table 7.  Decomposed Effects of Predictors on Performance Variables 

Causal Variable Performance Variable 

 Store Performance Safety 

 Unst. SE St. Unst. SE St. 

Incivility       

Direct Effect 1.31 3.87 .08 -1.02 2.28 -.09 

Indirect Effect .11 1.82 .00 -.66 1.13 -.06 

Total Effect 1.42 2.69 .08 -1.68 1.71 -.16 

Note. Unst., unstandardized path estimate; St., standardized path estimate; SE, standard error 

*p<.05 
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Figure 1.  Overlap between Incivility and other Psychological Aggression Constructs 
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Figure 2.  Proposed model of the influence of uncivil leaders on group processes and performance 
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Efficacy 
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χ
2
 (1, N = 82) =.25, p=n.s., RMSR = .01, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, AIC = 18.25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p<.05 

Figure 3.Standardized parameter estimates for Model 1 for using Store Performance as the Performance Measure 

Conflict 

Performance Incivility 

 

Efficacy 

Incivility Store 

Performance 

Conflict 

Collective 

Efficacy 

.70 

-.53* 

.57 

1.00 

-.02 

.11 -.01 

.08 

.78 

.51 .00 

.55 

.39 



 

Leader Incivility 112 

 

χ
2
 (2, N = 82) =.38, p=n.s., RMSR = .05, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, AIC = 16.38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p<.05 

Figure 4.  Standardized parameter estimates for Model 2 using Store Performance as the Performance Measure
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χ
2
 (1, N = 82) = .25, p=n.s., RMSR = .00, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, AIC = 18.25 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p<.05 

Figure 5.  Standardized parameter estimates for Model 1 using Safety Scores as the Performance Measure
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χ
2
 (1, N = 82) = .45, p=n.s., RMSR = .04, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00, AIC = 16.45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*p<.05 

Figure 6.  Standardized parameter estimates for Model 2 using Safety Scores as the Performance Measure 
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Appendix A: Survey Items 

The following survey was completed by store clerks who participated in the study. 

 

Incivility Items 

 

Using the provided scale, please rate your agreement with each statement about how your 

[store manager] has acted over the past year. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neither 

Disagree nor 

Agree 

Agree Strongly Agree 

 

_____[Store manager] sometimes addresses me in unprofessional terms 

_____[Store manager] sometimes does not show interest in my opinion 

_____[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel demeaning towards me 

_____Sometimes I feel excluded by [store manager] from [team activity] 

_____[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel condescending towards me 
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Conflict Items 

 

The following statements describe some characteristics of jobs.  Please read each item 

and indicate how true each is of your current job , using the scale below. 

1 2 3 4 5 

None  Some  A lot 

 

_____How much friction is there among members of your team? 

_____How much emotional conflict is there among members of your team? 

_____How much are personality conflicts evident in your team? 

_____How much tension is there among members of your team 
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Collective Efficacy Items 

The following statements describe some characteristics of jobs.  Please read each item 

and, using the scale below, indicate the extent to which you believe each item describes 

your current job. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree 

 

_____I am confident my team will do an outstanding job on future tasks 

 _____I am confident that my team will reach a high level of performance on future tasks 

_____I think it is likely that my team will fail at future tasks [reverse scored] 

_____I am sure that my team will struggle on future tasks [reverse scored] 

_____I am confident that my team will be more capable of a successful performance 

future tasks compared to other groups. 
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Appendix B: Item-Level Means and Standard Deviations 

Table B-1.  Means and Standard Deviations for Incivility Items in the Full Sample 

Item Mean SD 

[Store manager] sometimes addresses me in 

unprofessional terms 
1.85 1.01 

[Store manager] sometimes does not show interest in 

my opinion 
1.88 1.03 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel 

demeaning toward me 
1.80 .92 

Sometimes I feel excluded by [Store manager] from 

[team activity] 
1.91 1.04 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel 

condescending toward me 
1.97 1.10 
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Table B-2.  Means and Standard Deviations for Conflict Items in the Full Sample 

Item Mean SD 

How much friction is there among members of your 

team? 
3.32 1.25 

How much are personality conflicts evident in your 

team? 
3.28 1.00 

How much emotional conflict is there among members 

of your team? 
3.44 1.03 

How much tension is there among members of your 

team? 
3.22 1.06 
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Table B-3.  Means and Standard Deviations for Collective Efficacy Items in the 

Full Sample 

 

 

Item Mean SD 

I am confident that my team will do an outstanding job 

on future tasks 
3.48 1.06 

I am confident that my team will be much more capable 

of a successful performance on future tasks compared 

to other groups 

3.49 1.00 

I am confident that my team will reach a high level of 

performance on future tasks 
3.52 1.03 

I think it is highly likely that my team will fail at future 

tasks
a 2.25 1.14 

I am sure that my team will struggle on future tasks
a 

2.41 1.16 

Note. 
a 
indicates a reverse item 
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Table B-4.  Means and Standard Deviations for Incivility Items in the Subsample 

Item Mean SD 

[Store manager] sometimes addresses me in 

unprofessional terms 
1.82 .93 

[Store manager] sometimes does not show interest in 

my opinion 
1.84 .91 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel 

demeaning toward me 
1.77 .85 

Sometimes I feel excluded by [Store manager] from 

[team activity] 
1.90 .97 

[Store manager] sometimes makes remarks that feel 

condescending toward me 
1.95 1.01 
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Table B-5.  Means and Standard Deviations for Conflict Items in the Subsample 

Item Mean SD 

How much friction is there among members of your 

team? 
3.36 1.24 

How much are personality conflicts evident in your 

team? 
3.31 1.00 

How much emotional conflict is there among members 

of your team? 
3.47 1.00 

How much tension is there among members of your 

team? 
3.27 1.04 
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Table B-6.  Means and Standard Deviations for Collective Efficacy Items in the 

Subsample 

Item Mean SD 

I am confident that my team will do an outstanding job 

on future tasks 
3.51 .98 

I am confident that my team will be much more capable 

of a successful performance on future tasks compared 

to other groups 

3.53 .93 

I am confident that my team will reach a high level of 

performance on future tasks 
3.56 .95 

I think it is highly likely that my team will fail at future 

tasks
a 3.77 1.07 

I am sure that my team will struggle on future tasks
a 

3.63 1.11 

Note: 
a 
indicates a reverse item 
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Appendix C: Correlations Among Individual-Level Variables 

 

Table C-1.  Correlations, Means and Standard Deviations for Individual-Level 

Variables in the Full Sample 

 

N=687 

**p<.01 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 

1. Incivility 1.88 .93 --   

2.  Conflict 3.32 .96 -.32** --  

3. Collective 

Efficacy 
3.56 .93 -.05 .06 -- 
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Table C-2.  Correlations, Means and Standard Deviations for Individual-Level 

Variables in the Subsample 

N=461 

*p<.05; **p<.01 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 

1. Incivility 1.85 .84 --   

2.  Conflict 3.36 .94 -.28** --  

3. Collective 

Efficacy 
3.59 .86 -.12* .06 -- 
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Appendix D:  Correlations Among Variables for the Full Sample 

 

 Table D-1.  Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Store-Level 

Variables for the Full Sample 

 

 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 7 

1. Incivility 1.91 .56 --     

2. Conflict 3.33 .70 -.38** --    

3. Collective 

Efficacy 
3.54 .50 .03 .11 --   

4. Safety 

Performance 
93.58 4.23 -.10 .11 .07 --  

5. Store 

performance 
92.82 6.42 .05 -.02 .03 .07 -- 

N=133 

*p<.05; ** p<.01 


