
UNDERSTAND AND
RECOVER SIGNIFICANT
COSTS OF WORKPLACE
INCIVILITY



Research shows that dollars literally fly out the door
because of incivility and destructive leadership behaviors
that operate under the radar of harassment and are not
accounted for in the profit and loss statements. It’s this
invisibility that causes organizations to be puzzled at what
is dragging productivity, employee engagement and
customer satisfaction. Uncivil behaviors at work can have
major, negative impacts on wellbeing, creativity, and
productivity and this has become worse with the cascade
of human crises in today’s workplace environment.

Incivility is a top pain point in the post-coronavirus
workplace and the impact on the bottom line is significant.

The good news is, there are solutions to restore civility
and to foster a productive and engaging climate which
generate a positive ripple to both customers, employee
families and community dialogue.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
“Incivility chips

away at people and
performance…

hijacks focus and
robs people of
their potential,

even if they're just
working around it.

Civility l ifts
people. You will

get people to give
more and function

at their best, if
you're civil.  You'll

also build a culture
that helps make

the world better.”

Christ ine Porath,
associate professor

at Georgetown
University’s

McDonough School
of Business
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“Be civil to all…sociable to many…familiar 
with a few…friends to some…and an enemy 

to none.”– Benjamin Franklin

For more information about how to estimate 
the significant financial and cultural impact 
of incivility in your organization, ask about 

your Generative Wholeness Index Calculator.
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COST

CAUSE
Negative organizational climate fosters egoistic
protective and competitive mindset. It surfaces as
uncivil behavior.

CURE

To treat the workforce with respect and generate a healthy
workplace climate requires a specific set of interpersonal
communication skills. Those listed below are part of the
inviteCHANGE program, Invite Generative Conversation to
support any level of the workforce to produce a positive circle
of civility.

Research and potential solutions are described in detail in the balance of this paper.

ranslate engagement into workplace focus and purpose-driven contribution.
eplace costly workplace drama with direct, accountable team interactions.
levate workplace trust between every person and team.
ccelerate outcomes by being a positive influence on team morale.
ap into workforce potential through compelling invitations to initiate and innovate.

T
R
E
A
T

In 2016, 62% people in the workplace experienced 
incivility. 60% of those affected had lower 
productivity due to emotional stress.
The management cost for damage control alone 
exceeded 200K/Year.
Customers leave the businesses that fosters or 
tolerates incivility.2

Leaders’ character correlates with financial return (as much as 
5x). iii
66% of Customers felt negative about the businesses that foster or 
tolerates incivility. 
How leaders treat their employees dictates the sustainability and 
effectiveness of the organization. vii 
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THE GROWTH OF
INCIVILITY

Uncivil behaviors are characteristically rude and discourteous, displaying a
lack of regard for others.  Incivility is the opposite of age old general
courtesy in human interactions every society follows in some shape or form.
Naturally, it varies from culture to culture and across generations.

                             
the target.
Incivility definition:

The scope of examples of uncivil behavior in organizations operating in the modern
economies is vast with a small sample provided below:

                                   – Disrespectful gesture, insensitivity, deprecating humor towards others
including but not limited to women, minorities and employees coming from diverse
backgrounds, setting another up for failure, belittling another person’s effort, leaving a mess
for others to pick up, paying little attention or interest in another person’s opinion, taking
resources that someone else needs.

                                      – Discourage or interrupt others sharing a different or diverse
opinion, taking credit from someone else’s work, passing blame for our mistakes,
sending bad news by email to avoid recipient, talking down to others, not listening, not
saying “Please” and “Thank you”, being late or leaving a meeting without explanation,
shutting someone out of a network or team.

                                   – Gossiping, spreading rumors about colleagues, poorly
managing one’s disappointment/anger, leaving a meeting early with no explanation,
leaving “snippy” voicemail messages, making demeaning or derogatory remarks
publicly, acting irritated when someone asks for a favor, throwing temper tantrums.

                                                                 – Using rude words, hiding behind email when
talking is more appropriate, answering the phone or checking email during a
conversation.

Undermining others

Disrespectful relating

Fostering negativity

Poor digital communication etiquette

iv

i

 
Low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm



@inviteCHANGE 2022

How attentive we are.
How we process information.
How we use information to problem solve.

Incivility steals cognitive resources and disrupts attention whether someone is the direct
subject or just a bystander. Incivility interferes with information processing and recall and
impacts the ability to make decisions. In an experiment, subjects who merely witnessed
an uncivil act were 50% less effective on word problems and 28% less creative on
brainstorming tasks.

Research reveals that incivility directly impacts three different stages of the cognitive
system:

1.
2.
3.

Robert Sutton was one of the first leadership
experts to draw attention to the prevalence of
abusive bosses. In business and sports, it is
assumed if you are a big winner, you can get away
with being a jerk. Sutton’s research identified that
such bosses and cultures affect the bottom line
through increased turnover, absenteeism, and
decreased commitment and performance. Time
spent counseling or appeasing these people,
consoling victimized employees, reorganizing
departments or teams and arranging transfers
produce significant hidden costs for the company.
Sutton also warns organizations realize that “this
behavior is contagious” and causes costs to
multiply well beyond the source.



Figure 1. Increasing Trend in Incivility
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THE COST OF INCIVILITY

Incivility is NOT typically recognized at the same threat level of litigiousness – as that
of harassment or discrimination. It’s rarely screened for in interviewees, trained for in
new hires, reported on and managed in existing employees; and its numerous
‘sharply- tongued’ paper cuts can slowly and quietly lead into well-covered personal
and company-centered animosity, which impacts productivity and bottom lines results.

So how common is workplace incivility?



Figure 2. How Incivility Adversely Affects Everything
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Porath and colleague Carol Pearson in their Harvard Business Review (HBR) article,
“The Price of Incivility” stated that the cost of incivility shows up in many ways and chips
away the bottom line.  They ran a poll among 800 managers and employees in 17
industries and revealed how incivility affects Employees, Leaders/Managers, and
Customers (See Figure 2).

ii
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Another study in Fortune1000 companies showed that managers spend an average of
seven weeks in damage control due to each incident of incivility. In perspective, if an
average manager earns an annual salary of $150,000 the cost to the organization is at
least $20,000 per year for each manager involved in the process (shown in figure 3
below). This estimate doesn’t consider the invisible, emotional toll on the manager, nor
the contagious effect on bystanders who witness the process, which would make the
costs substantially higher.

Porath and Pearson’s research is further supported by McGregor and Doshi. According to
their HBR article on Nov 2015, emotional pressure starts a chain reaction in attitude,
thoughts and frame of reference that escalates to economic insecurity and ultimately inertia,
this last state including actively disengaged, and seeking alternative employment. These
contagious behaviors result in performance degradation by all involved employees that
ultimately impacts the bottom line including, but not limited to the reduction in revenue and
customer satisfaction. 

Managers Involved in Damage Control
Total Cost ($) Per Year

10
30
50

200K
600K
1 M

Figure 3. Total Damage Control Cost In Terms of Managers’ Time
(Assumption: Average Manager Salary $150K/Year). Does Not Consider
Emotional Cost, Nor Contagion Factor

vii



Porath found that there could be various factors contributing to the growing incivility and
one of them could be attributed to the diminishing human interactions among the
employees. The difference in norms across generations, cultures and over reliance of
written digital communications (emails, texts, and chats) compound the dysfunction. “On a
deeper level, organizations that neglect values, role model inappropriate behavior, fail to
instill meaning at work, or don’t take collaboration seriously will be fertile soil for problem
behavior”, she argued.

Very often a tunnel vision towards short term financial gain aka “winning”, encourages high
performing leaders to get away with incivility. People have a natural bias for charismatic
leaders over humble leaders   , this often creates a breeding ground for incivility.

Leadership must be more vigilant about uncivil behavior and should set the direction by
role modeling, and by intervening when any uncivil behaviors are witnessed and/or
experienced. While stricter rules against incivility and mandatory training could seem to be
a quick solution, it will stall authentic communication and will backfire ultimately.
Promoting a positive organizational climate more broadly is the best way to address this
issue. Instilling a coaching mindset and skills capability offers a strategy that addresses the
hidden costs of incivility while also optimizing potential in the workforce discovered
through genuine curiosity and care between leaders and the workforce.
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THE ROOT CAUSE OF
INCIVILITY IN THE
WORKPLACE & POTENTIAL
SOLUTIONS

viii



Pam Boney, a former senior executive in the hospitality industry and the founder of Tilt
365  , has spent more than two decades on this subject. She noticed that despite
intelligence, drive and functional competencies, leaders can still create a negative team
climate. A negative team climate triggers protective and competitive behaviors, which
eventually drive good people away.
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Figure 4.

Return on Character
Research by KRW

International showed
CEO’s with higher

character rating had
five times more ROA
than those with lower

character rating.

According to the 2014 article, “The Quadruple Bottom Line: Its Time Has Come”, by
University of Southern California professor Edward E. Lawler III, there has been growing
support for holding organizations accountable for the important outcomes on top of their
financial gain. He argues, for better sustainability, organizations need to be held to
quadruple bottom line performance standards. They need to perform well financially,
environmentally, socially and in how they treat their employees.  

As one can imagine, this fourth standard is tightly coupled with the organizational culture
which is largely shaped by its leaders’ character. The good news is character is not just
a touchy-feely element. Research showed that it strongly correlates with the financial
gain. According to a 2015 study by KRW International, a Minneapolis-based leadership
consultancy firm, CEOs rated high for their character had an average return on assets of
9.35% over a two-year period. That’s nearly five times as much as what those with low
character ratings had; their ROA (Return on Assets) averaged only 1.93%.

ix
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CONCLUSION

Organizations today cannot afford to ignore the hidden costs of incivility without risking
their viability. We believe incivility is a symptom of a deeper problem. Holistically building
a healthier climate by promoting whole person character development and coaching
capability as the preferred interpersonal strategy changes the game for cascading
positivity.
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