
The Role of Incivility in a Toxic Workplace: A Scholarly 
Synthesis 

1. Introduction 

Workplace incivility, defined as low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm, 
has evolved into one of the most pervasive and insidious organizational stressors in the 
modern workplace. Though often dismissed as trivial — eye-rolling, sarcasm, subtle exclusion 
— this “mild” misconduct has significant downstream effects on individual wellbeing, team 
collaboration, and organizational performance. 

2. Core Findings Across 20+ Academic Sources 

A. Psychological & Physical Health Impact 

• Incivility increases emotional exhaustion, stress, anxiety, and even physical illness 
(Ahmed et al., 2024). 

• Long-term exposure may lead to burnout, withdrawal behavior, and depression 
symptoms (Ilyas et al., 2025). 

“Toxic interactions erode emotional energy and resilience faster than major conflicts.” 
— Ben-Abdallah et al., 2024, Current Psychology 

B. Erosion of Morale & Productivity 

• Victims of incivility often experience a reduction in job satisfaction and commitment. 
• Teams exposed to incivility show 21–32% lower productivity, higher error rates, and 

disengagement (Bijalwan et al., 2024; Woldegiorgis, 2025). 

C. Damage to Leadership Legitimacy 

• When incivility goes unchecked, it undermines leadership credibility, causing cynicism 
and “toxic mimicry” by employees (Ahmed et al., 2024). 

• Leaders who fail to intervene in incivility often inadvertently model tolerance for 
bullying (Pearson & Porath, 2005). 

D. Impact on Brand & Client Experience 

• Incivility affects frontline staff-customer interactions by creating emotional dissonance 
(Varma et al., 2024). 

• Result: Brand dilution, lower customer satisfaction, and reputational damage 
(Vasconcelos, 2020). 

“A single episode of incivility can turn away a loyal customer.” 
— Pearson & Porath, Academy of Management 



E. Social Contagion & Organizational Culture 

• Workplace incivility spreads through social modeling, especially among junior staff 
(Iqbal et al., 2025). 

• Left unchecked, it becomes normalized, institutionalizing disrespect and degrading 
culture. 

3. Strategic Recommendations from Research 

Civility Clauses and Codes of Conduct 

• Formalizing communication guidelines that promote respect and professionalism is 
widely supported (Roter, 2018). 

• Such clauses reduce ambiguity, empower HR, and support a positive tone at the top. 

Managerial Accountability and Training 

• Supervisors must be trained to identify microaggressions, backbiting, and gossip. 
• Leaders who consistently enforce civility create high psychological safety environments 

(Chakraborty et al., 2025). 

Early Intervention and Conflict De-escalation 

• Studies show that early-stage interventions (e.g. anonymous reporting, mediation) can 
halt escalation into toxic culture (Rucker, 2025). 

Customer-Facing Communication Protocols 

• Embedding civility into customer policies helps protect brand perception and reduce 
hostile client behavior. 

 

Contrast Analysis: High-Incivility vs. Civility-Driven Workplace Cultures 

Dimension Toxic / High-Incivility Culture Civility-Driven / Pro-Wellbeing 
Culture 

Leadership Behavior Tolerates or models sarcasm, 
blame-shifting, or “tough love.” 

Models respect, active listening, and 
early conflict resolution. 

Communication 
Norms 

Informal, unchecked; gossip and 
sarcasm are commonplace. 

Clear protocols promoting 
respectful, inclusive, and assertive 
speech. 

Accountability 
Systems 

Lacks formal reporting or follow-
up; “small stuff” is ignored. 

Robust reporting channels; 
microaggressions treated seriously. 



Dimension Toxic / High-Incivility Culture Civility-Driven / Pro-Wellbeing 
Culture 

Social Modeling & 
Peer Influence 

Incivility spreads through 
mimicry (especially by 
new/junior staff). 

Civility is reinforced by recognition 
and peer reinforcement. 

Customer Interaction Disrespect leaks into client 
service; tone-deaf messaging. 

Professionalism is emphasized in all 
client-facing roles. 

Employee Morale & 
Health 

Higher burnout, absenteeism, and 
turnover; “emotional leakage.” 

Strong morale, lower stress; higher 
job satisfaction and trust. 

Brand & Reputation 
Negative reviews, social media 
backlash, employer brand 
damage. 

Positive brand sentiment, loyalty 
from clients and talent. 

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

Explicit civility clause embedded in 
code of conduct. 

HR & Management 
Training 

Rare training on interpersonal 
dynamics or bias awareness. 

Mandatory civility and conflict 
resolution training for leaders. 

Innovation and 
Collaboration 

Fear-driven silence, withholding 
ideas, passive resistance. 

Psychological safety fosters 
creativity, feedback, and initiative. 

 

Key Insights from the Contrast 

1. Cultural normalization is critical: Organizations that passively tolerate incivility often 
create a feedback loop where “bad behavior begets more bad behavior” (Iqbal et al., 
2025). 

2. Leadership tone sets the culture: Respectful leadership isn't optional — it’s 
foundational to breaking cycles of toxicity (Chakraborty et al., 2025). 

3. Policy clarity matters: Companies with explicit civility clauses embedded in policy 
frameworks (including how to communicate with clients) report better internal harmony 
and stronger external brand perception (Woldegiorgis, 2025). 

4. Customer-facing sectors (e.g., hospitality, healthcare, retail) experience more acute 
consequences of incivility, as shown in Vasconcelos (2020) and Rucker (2025). 

 

Recommendation 

Organizations transitioning from a high-incivility culture should adopt: 

• Culture audits and 360° feedback mechanisms 
• Leadership civility performance metrics 
• Visible consequence systems for repeat offenders 
• Ongoing pulse surveys tracking incivility incidents anonymously 



 

Final Insights 

Workplace incivility is not a minor behavioral issue — it is a gateway condition to full-blown 
toxicity. Research overwhelmingly supports early intervention, leadership accountability, and 
civility policy integration. Organizations that prioritize respectful communication, leadership 
modeling, and employee wellbeing outperform those that permit unchecked misconduct. 
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