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1. Executive Summary 
 

Workplace incivility, defined as low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm, 
has evolved from a peripheral annoyance into one of the most insidious systemic threats to 
modern organizations. This report synthesizes a robust body of empirical research to 
demonstrate that incivility is not merely a behavioral issue but a foundational stressor that 
erodes human capital, dilutes brand integrity, and threatens an organization's financial 
viability. Analysis of research from sources including SHRM, Forbes, and the Harvard Business 
Review confirms that this "mild" misconduct—ranging from eye-rolling and sarcasm to social 
exclusion—has significant and measurable downstream consequences that extend far beyond 
individual discomfort.1 

The findings reveal a clear and damaging causal chain. Incivility directly compromises 
employee psychological and physical health, leading to emotional exhaustion, burnout, and a 
chronic "fight-or-flight" stress response.4 This human cost is a primary driver of decreased 
job satisfaction, reduced productivity, and costly employee turnover.2 Furthermore, the 
internal effects of incivility create a "service dilution loop" where employee emotional 
exhaustion leaks into client-facing interactions, damaging customer relationships and overall 
brand perception.1 

Using the Activision Blizzard scandal as a definitive case study, this report illustrates how 
unchecked incivility can escalate into a public relations crisis, leading to multi-million dollar 
fines, shareholder lawsuits, and an irreparably damaged reputation.10 The analysis concludes 
that cultivating a culture of civility is not a "nice-to-have" but a non-negotiable business 
imperative and a core component of a sustainable competitive advantage. We outline a 
strategic framework for transformation centered on leadership accountability, clear policy, 



proactive training, and continuous measurement. 

 

2. Introduction: The Subtle Threat of the Modern 
Workplace 
 

 

2.1 Defining the Phenomenon and Its Nuances 
 

Workplace incivility is a deceptively simple yet profoundly damaging phenomenon. It is 
formally defined as "low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm".1 Unlike 
overt bullying or harassment, which are often characterized by a clear intent to harm and 
significant power imbalances, incivility's ambiguity and low-intensity nature are what make it 
particularly pervasive and difficult to address.9 It operates in a "gray area" of organizational 
behavior, manifesting in subtle acts such as ignoring colleagues, eye-rolling, social exclusion, 
or dismissive gossip.1 The research overwhelmingly supports the notion that incivility is a 
"gateway condition" to full-blown toxicity, as when left unaddressed, these seemingly minor 
acts of disrespect normalize bad behavior, creating a feedback loop where incivility becomes 
institutionalized.1 This phenomenon has been identified as a prevalent and crucial issue with 
detrimental effects on employees and organizational outcomes.15 

 

2.2 The Incivility-Civility Continuum 
 

To frame this analysis, it is useful to conceptualize workplace culture on a spectrum, ranging 
from a high-incivility environment to a civility-driven, pro-wellbeing culture. This continuum 
provides a framework for understanding incivility not as a set of isolated events but as a 
manifestation of a systemic cultural issue. The table below contrasts the characteristics of 
each end of this spectrum across key organizational dimensions. 

Table 1: The Incivility-Civility Continuum 

 

Dimension Toxic / High-Incivility Civility-Driven / 



Culture Pro-Wellbeing Culture 

Leadership Behavior Tolerates or models 
sarcasm, blame-shifting, or 
“tough love”; managers do 
not uphold core values.1 

Models respect, active 
listening, and early conflict 
resolution; leaders set the 
tone.1 

Communication Norms Informal, unchecked; 
gossip and sarcasm are 
commonplace; employees 
fear speaking up.1 

Clear protocols promoting 
respectful, inclusive, and 
assertive speech; open 
communication is 
encouraged.1 

Accountability Systems Lacks formal reporting or 
follow-up; "small stuff" is 
ignored; HR policies are 
vague or unenforced.1 

Robust reporting channels; 
microaggressions are 
treated seriously; 
accountability is expected 
from all levels.1 

Social Modeling & Peer 
Influence 

Incivility spreads through 
mimicry, especially among 
junior staff.1 

Civility is reinforced by 
recognition and peer 
reinforcement; 
high-functioning teams are 
built on trust.1 

Customer Interaction Disrespect leaks into client 
service; emotional 
dissonance from 
employees reduces 
customer orientation.1 

Professionalism is 
emphasized in all 
client-facing roles; 
employees are trained in 
conflict de-escalation.1 

Employee Morale & 
Health 

Higher burnout, 
absenteeism, and turnover; 
“emotional leakage” and 
chronic stress are 
prevalent.1 

Strong morale, lower 
stress; higher job 
satisfaction and trust; 
employees feel valued and 
respected.1 

Brand & Reputation Negative reviews, social 
media backlash, and 
employer brand damage 
make it hard to attract 
talent.1 

Positive brand sentiment, 
loyalty from clients and 
talent; word-of-mouth 
recommendations are 
common.1 



Policy Orientation No civility clause or vague 
anti-harassment policies 
only.1 

Explicit civility clause 
embedded in a code of 
conduct; policies are clear 
and well-defined.1 

HR & Management 
Training 

Rare training on 
interpersonal dynamics or 
bias awareness.1 

Mandatory civility and 
conflict resolution training 
for leaders and employees 
is provided.1 

Innovation and 
Collaboration 

Fear-driven silence, 
withholding ideas, passive 
resistance; people work in 
silos.1 

Psychological safety 
fosters creativity, feedback, 
and initiative; teams 
challenge ideas 
constructively.1 

This continuum is valuable because it provides a clear, actionable framework for 
understanding incivility not as a set of isolated events but as a manifestation of an entire 
cultural system.1 By visually contrasting the two poles, it helps leaders and practitioners 
diagnose their own organizational culture and identify specific areas for intervention. 

 

3. The Psychological, Physiological, and Financial Toll 
on Employees 
 

The effects of incivility are deeply personal and profoundly damaging. Exposure to uncivil 
behavior, whether as a victim or a witness, triggers a cascade of negative psychological and 
physiological responses that directly impact individual well-being and, by extension, 
organizational performance.7 

 

3.1 The Emotional and Cognitive Burden 
 

Research consistently links incivility to a range of negative emotional and cognitive states.1 
The most prominent psychological outcome is 

emotional exhaustion, which is described as a state of feeling "drained and worn out as a 



result of accumulated stress".5 This exhaustion is a core component of burnout, which is a key 
symptom of prolonged work-related stress.2 Exposure to uncivil behavior also contributes to 
increased stress, anxiety, and a host of other negative emotions.1 

The underlying mechanism for this depletion can be explained by two prominent 
psychological theories. Affective Events Theory (AET) posits that specific events in the 
work environment, such as uncivil acts, are proximal causes of affective reactions that, in turn, 
influence attitudes and behaviors.9 An uncivil interaction triggers negative emotions that 
consume emotional energy. Similarly, 

Conservation of Resources (COR) Theory suggests that individuals strive to acquire, 
maintain, and protect valued resources, including emotional energy, cognitive resources, and 
social relationships.23 Incivility is a social stressor that directly depletes these resources, and 
the stress experienced is a direct result of this resource loss, leading to a decrease in 
subjective well-being and a decline in job satisfaction.23 

When emotional resources are depleted, employees' ability to focus and perform is 
compromised.13 This cognitive distraction leads to higher error rates, reduced creativity, and a 
general decline in task performance.1 Research has found that being a witness to incivility can 
cause a decrease in performance of 30-40% for workers.16 

 

3.2 The Physiological Dimension 
 

The psychological toll of incivility has a direct physiological counterpart. Chronic exposure to 
rude or disrespectful behavior triggers a sustained "fight-or-flight" response, which keeps the 
sympathetic nervous system chronically activated.4 When this response is "chronically turned 
on," it leads to cognitive fatigue, impaired decision-making, memory loss, and can contribute 
to serious physical illnesses and mental health disorders like anxiety and depression.2 

A study on the physiological consequences of incivility explores how an individual's response 
affects stress physiology. It was found that retaliatory responses, such as being rude back to 
an offender, can make matters worse for one's stress physiology, even if it feels satisfying in 
the moment.4 This highlights that in workplaces where employees are expected to be 
competitive, a healthy response to incivility may not even be an option, further compounding 
the physiological and psychological harm.4 

 

3.3 Performance, Productivity, and the Cost of Attrition 



 

The impact of incivility on the bottom line is clear and quantifiable. Research indicates that 
teams exposed to incivility show 21–32% lower productivity and higher error rates.1 
Furthermore, incivility is a leading cause of 

absenteeism and presenteeism.7 Presenteeism—the act of showing up to work while 
disengaged or unwell—is a key symptom of a "never let them see you sweat" toxic culture and 
is just as costly as absenteeism.22 The collective daily loss to U.S. organizations due to 
reduced productivity and absenteeism resulting from incivility now surpasses $2.1 billion.24 
This staggering financial figure is the aggregated sum of thousands of individual stories of 
cognitive distraction, presenteeism, and absenteeism, all directly stemming from the 
physiological and psychological toll of incivility. This causal chain elevates incivility from a 
"cultural" problem to a direct, tangible business risk that affects profitability and shareholder 
value. 

The link between incivility and employee turnover is also well-established and costly. 
Research shows a strong, positive relationship between perceived incivility and turnover 
intention.2 Employees are more likely to leave organizations where they feel undervalued, 
disrespected, or where a toxic culture goes unchecked.7 Replacing an employee can cost 
anywhere from 50% to 200% of their annual salary 2, making this a significant and 
unnecessary financial burden. The costs incurred on recruitment and retention are a major 
point of worry for an organization.8 

Incivility’s impact on human capital and business outcomes can be illustrated through a clear 
chain of events. 

Table 2: Causal Pathways of Workplace Incivility: A Flow Diagram 
$ 
\text{Workplace Incivility} \xrightarrow{\text{Spillover Effect}} \text{Psychological Impact} 
\xrightarrow{\text{Resource Depletion}} \text{Physiological Impact} 
\xrightarrow{\text{Behavioral Outcomes}} \text{Negative Business Outcomes} 
$ 
●​ Workplace Incivility: Uncivil behaviors such as eye-rolling, sarcasm, and exclusion.1 

●​ Psychological Impact: Emotional exhaustion, stress, anxiety, and burnout.5 

●​ Physiological Impact: Chronic "fight-or-flight" response, cognitive fatigue, and physical 
illnesses.4 

●​ Behavioral Outcomes: Reduced job satisfaction, disengagement, presenteeism, 
absenteeism, and withdrawal behavior.7 

●​ Negative Business Outcomes: Lower productivity, higher error rates, increased 
turnover, and financial loss.1 

This table is essential for demonstrating the systemic nature of incivility’s impact. The effects 



are not confined to a single dimension but rather create a complex network of negative 
outcomes, reinforcing the position that incivility is a foundational threat to organizational 
health. A key finding is the "spillover effect" where rude behavior can affect not only the 
recipient but also those who witness the incivility.8 The result is that an initial act of incivility 
can degrade an entire team's performance and commitment.7 The antidote, therefore, cannot 
be a case-by-case intervention but must be a systemic, cultural transformation. 

It is also important to note that while incivility is widespread, its impact is not uniform. Several 
sources point to a critical, often-overlooked dimension: incivility disproportionately affects 
historically marginalized groups.4 One study found that "Men and white colored people face 
less incivility than women and people of colour".8 A key reason for this is that for these 
groups, the challenge of responding to incivility is compounded by a lack of social support 
from colleagues who may not share their lived experiences.4 This shows that incivility is not 
always a random occurrence; it can be an unconscious form of bias that reinforces existing 
power dynamics. This adds a critical diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) lens to the 
discussion, positioning incivility as a key obstacle to creating truly inclusive and 
psychologically safe workplaces.16 

 

4. The Domino Effect: From Employee Experience to 
Customer Interaction 
 

Workplace incivility does not remain an internal problem; it inevitably leaks into client-facing 
interactions. This is particularly pronounced in the service industry, where employees are the 
public face of the brand.1 

 

4.1 The Concept of Emotional Dissonance and "Surface Acting" 
 

Frontline employees are tasked with presenting a brand-aligned, positive persona to 
customers, regardless of their internal emotional state.9 When an employee experiences 
incivility from a coworker, supervisor, or even a customer, they are forced to perform what is 
known as "surface acting"—faking a positive emotion while internally experiencing a negative 
one.9 This act of emotional labor is a key mechanism through which incivility affects customer 
experience.5 

The causal pathway is clear and supported by research: 



$ 
\text{Customer or Coworker Incivility} \xrightarrow{} \text{Use of Surface Acting} 
\xrightarrow{} \text{Emotional Dissonance & Exhaustion} \xrightarrow{} \text{Reduced 
Customer Orientation} 
$ 
Studies have shown that this process fully and sequentially mediates the negative relationship 
between incivility and an employee's ability to be customer-oriented.9 In essence, when 
employees are emotionally drained from dealing with incivility, they lack the resources to 
deliver high-quality, customer-oriented service. This internal drain is reflected in external 
interactions, directly compromising the customer experience and the brand's reputation for 
service.1 
 

4.2 The Customer as a Source of Incivility 
 

The problem is bidirectional. Service employees not only experience incivility from within the 
organization but also from the customers they serve. In fact, one study found that employees 
are "twice as likely to experience incivility from customers than from their co-workers".13 
Psychology professor Alicia Grandey notes that customers often feel a "power imbalance" and 
have "no sense of accountability or negative repercussions" for their behavior.9 This creates a 
double-bind for frontline workers who are simultaneously victims of internal and external 
incivility, further amplifying their stress and emotional exhaustion.21 

This dynamic reveals a direct link between internal culture and external performance. The 
chain is: Internal incivility -> Employee emotional exhaustion -> Poor service delivery -> Brand 
dilution.1 This powerful connection demonstrates that a brand's promise is only as strong as 
the internal culture that supports it. A single episode of incivility from a frontline employee can 
turn away a loyal customer and lead to negative reviews, causing lasting reputational 
damage.1 This shows that a toxic culture can be an equally potent, if not more damaging, 
source of dilution than more commonly cited factors like product overextension or marketing 
inconsistency.25 

 

5. The Public Perception: Brand Dilution and 
Reputational Damage 
 

In the digital age, a company's internal culture is no longer a private matter. Employee review 
sites like Glassdoor and social media platforms have made organizational reputation 



inextricably linked to its treatment of employees.19 A toxic culture becomes a public liability, 
impacting talent acquisition, customer loyalty, and ultimately, corporate value. 

 

5.1 The High Cost of a Toxic Reputation 
 

A company with a reputation for incivility and toxicity will struggle to attract and retain top 
talent.16 Job seekers actively research an organization's culture before applying, and a high 
turnover rate is a major red flag.14 Conversely, companies that prioritize civility create a 
"competitive advantage" that helps them attract and retain top talent.3 The old adage that 
"people don't leave jobs, they leave toxic environments" rings truer than ever as a core driver 
of turnover.16 The internal and external perception of the organization is shaped by its 
commitment to civility.16 

 

5.2 Case Study: The Activision Blizzard Scandal 
 

The 2021 scandal at Activision Blizzard serves as a powerful and definitive case study, 
demonstrating the severe real-world consequences of an unchecked toxic culture. The 
California Department of Fair Employment and Housing (DFEH) lawsuit alleged a "frat boy 
culture" where female employees endured sexual harassment, gender discrimination, and 
retaliation.11 The allegations were not low-intensity but were rooted in a culture of incivility 
that had become institutionalized, including male employees delegating work to women and 
making lewd jokes.11 

The company’s initial dismissive response was met with swift and widespread public backlash. 
More than 2,600 of the company's 9,500 staff signed an open letter, and employees staged 
multiple walkouts, with the broader gaming community and industry calling for leadership 
change.10 The incident highlights a shift in power dynamics, where employees and the public 
now have the ability to hold corporations accountable for their internal cultures.28 

The scandal led to significant financial penalties and legal action beyond the initial DFEH 
lawsuit. Shareholder lawsuits were filed, alleging that the company failed to meet its fiduciary 
duties by withholding information that "irreparably damaged" its reputation.10 The company 
ultimately settled with the California Civil Rights Department (formerly DFEH) for 

$54 million.11 Furthermore, the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) fined 



Activision Blizzard 

$35 million for failing to maintain disclosure controls and procedures related to employee 
complaints of workplace misconduct.12 This is a critical point: the fine was not just for the 
misconduct itself, but for a systemic failure of corporate governance to track and report on it. 

This case proves a critical point: incivility and a toxic culture are not just soft HR issues; they 
are a material financial risk. The chain of events is clear: Unchecked Toxic Culture -> Public 
Lawsuits -> Shareholder Lawsuits & SEC Fines -> Multi-million Dollar Financial Fallout. The 
SEC fine, in particular, places the burden of responsibility on C-suite executives and highlights 
that a failure to monitor and disclose internal cultural risks is a corporate governance failure, 
not just a behavioral one. The Activision case demonstrates a new era of accountability where 
ignoring internal culture risks is no longer an option, as the consequences can now come from 
any number of external stakeholders who have a platform and a voice.10 

To synthesize the financial and human costs, the following table provides a clear business 
case for why incivility is a threat to the bottom line, thereby framing a cultural issue in the 
language of financial risk that all senior executives can understand. 

Table 3: The Financial and Human Cost of Incivility 

 

Cost 
Dimension 

Data & 
Description 

Financial 
Costs 

$2.1 billion 
daily loss 
to U.S. 
organizatio
ns due to 
reduced 
productivity 
and 
absenteeis
m.24 

 

$14,000 
per 
employee 
annual cost 
due to 
cognitive 
distraction 
from uncivil 
behavior.15 

 
50-200% 
of annual 
salary to 
replace an 
employee 
who leaves 
due to a 
toxic 
culture.2 

 
$54 million 
settlement 
in the 
Activision 
Blizzard 
lawsuit with 
the 
California 
Civil Rights 
Department
.11 

 
$35 million 
fine from 
the SEC for 
failing to 
report on 
employee 
misconduct
.12 

Human 
Costs 

Increased 
stress and 
irritability, 
with over 
half of 

 

Emotional 
exhaustion 
and 

 
Chronic 
"fight-or-fli
ght" 
response 

 
Physical 
illnesses 
and higher 
health care 

 
Decreased 
job 
satisfaction
, 



affected 
workers 
reporting 
negative 
effects on 
their mental 
health.2 

burnout, 
leading to a 
state of 
feeling 
emotionally 
drained and 
worn out.5 

that impairs 
cognitive 
function, 
memory, 
and 
decision-m
aking.4 

costs tied 
to chronic 
workplace 
stress.2 

engagemen
t, and 
organizatio
nal 
commitmen
t.7 

 

6. Pathways to Civility: Strategic Interventions and 
Culture Transformation 
 

Given the systemic and widespread impact of incivility, the solution cannot be piecemeal. It 
requires a multi-pronged, intentional strategy that addresses the core drivers of a toxic 
culture. A successful intervention requires a combination of leadership commitment, clear 
policy, training, and continuous measurement.18 

 

6.1 Leadership and Accountability 
 

The single most critical factor in a successful cultural transformation is leadership. Leaders 
set the "tone at the top" and must consistently model respectful and inclusive behaviors.1 
When leaders fail to intervene, they inadvertently "model tolerance for bullying" 1, and their 
authority is discredited.14 Research shows that managers who are attentive to team well-being 
can reduce turnover risk by as much as 

78%.13 The role of a leader, therefore, is not just to manage tasks but to actively cultivate a 
psychologically safe environment where employees feel respected, valued, and empowered to 
contribute fully.3 This is a fundamental prerequisite for high-performing, innovative teams.18 

 

6.2 Policy and Enforcement 
 

Formalizing a commitment to civility through explicit policy is essential. This includes 
developing a formal code of conduct or a "civility clause" that reduces ambiguity and clearly 



defines acceptable and unacceptable behaviors.1 While anti-harassment policies address 
illegal conduct, incivility clauses provide a framework for addressing the "gray area" of 
low-intensity behavior.1 Case studies of successful transformations, such as the one in a 
California hospital's emergency department, demonstrate that policies must be paired with 
visible consequences for repeat offenders and a clear process for conflict resolution.29 

Organizations must also navigate this carefully, as recent legal decisions have introduced 
complexity, sanctioning employers for maintaining civility policies that could "chill employees' 
exercise of their Section 7 rights" (protected concerted activity).31 A sound approach is to 
create policies that establish a "shared baseline of respect" rather than a tool to stifle dissent 
or free speech.16 

 

6.3 Training and Development 
 

Training is a crucial component of any civility initiative. Effective programs move beyond 
simple politeness to cultivate a deeper understanding of respectful behavior.20 Key training 
areas include: 

●​ Emotional Intelligence and Self-Awareness: Helping employees recognize their own 
feelings and understand how their behavior is perceived by others, a key area as research 
shows only 10-15% of people are truly self-aware.13 

●​ Active Listening and Assertive Communication: Providing tools for respectful 
disagreement, giving constructive feedback, and de-escalating conflicts without 
personal attacks.1 

●​ Bystander Intervention: Training employees to intervene on behalf of colleagues and 
providing them with a "solid emergency plan" to address threatening situations, 
especially in high-stress sectors like healthcare.17 

 

6.4 Proactive Measurement and Auditing 
 

A foundational element of a successful strategy is the ability to continuously measure and 
audit the culture. This includes: 

●​ Culture Audits and 360° Feedback: Using these tools to get an honest and transparent 
view of the organization's climate, as internal perceptions can be a shock to leadership.1 

●​ Anonymous Surveys and Feedback Channels: Providing safe channels for employees 
to voice concerns without fear of retaliation.3 A whistleblower hotline or an ethics 



reporting system can help resolve issues before they escalate.6 

●​ Visible Consequence Systems: Ensuring that employees see that their feedback is 
acted upon and that issues are addressed promptly and fairly.1 

The research reveals a crucial distinction: incivility is not just a problem of "bad people" but of 
"bad systems".6 While individual techniques for handling incivility are useful 17, they are 
insufficient on their own. The Activision Blizzard case highlights a systemic failure of 
leadership and accountability that enabled the bad behavior.11 This demonstrates that for any 
solution to be effective, it must address the root causes—poor leadership, a lack of clear 
values, and inadequate accountability systems.6 The ultimate solution is a holistic, top-down 
and bottom-up transformation. 

 

7. Conclusion: The Foundational Imperative of Civility 
 

This report has systematically demonstrated that workplace incivility is not a trivial behavioral 
issue but a pervasive and expensive threat to the modern organization. The research 
overwhelmingly supports a central, unifying conclusion: unchecked incivility is a gateway to a 
toxic culture that diminishes human potential, erodes customer trust, and creates significant 
financial and reputational risk. 

From the emotional exhaustion and physical stress on employees, to the degradation of 
customer service quality, and the high-stakes public relations disasters that can unfold in the 
digital age, the ripple effects are far-reaching and undeniable. 

Organizations that prioritize respectful communication, strong leadership, and a clear 
framework for civility are not just creating more pleasant workplaces; they are building a 
foundational competitive advantage. The data shows a powerful causal link where explicit 
civility norms lead to reduced fear of ridicule, which in turn fosters psychological safety, 
increased risk-taking, and innovation.16 This reframes civility as the bedrock upon which all 
other advanced collaborative behaviors are built. By investing in the human side of their 
business—by making civility a core value and a measurable performance metric—they foster 
an environment that directly translates into superior business outcomes. Civility is not just an 
ideal; it is a business imperative for sustainable success in the 21st century. 
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