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Abstract

This study is an exploratory look at workplace incivility by following the concepts of medium and
face-negotiation theories. With the increased use of communication mediums in an organizational
environment in recent years, research was conducted to determine if workplace incivility is on the rise.
Through the high use of mediums, these devices create a blurred line between appropriate and what is
not appropriate text when sent through digital platforms—allowing for a lack of accountability when
sending negative and hostile comments. Mediums discussed include email and instant messaging, which
are referred to as e-communications. Medium communication is compared to the traditional face-to-face
communication that would typically occur in the workplace, especially between coworkers. The study
examines if personality traits, such as aggressiveness, assertiveness, and high ego, contribute to
workplace incivility. When workplace incivility occurs, the use of self-face may be put into practice to
protect one’s reputation and correct the wrongful treatment of a coworker. Interview sessions were
conducted with six volunteers from a high-volume production firm to discuss their experiences with e-
communication practices versus face-to-face communication. The volunteers were a diverse group of

men and women of varying age groups working in different firm divisions and hierarchies of the firm.
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License to Misbehave: Is E-Communication Blurring the Line on Workplace Incivility?

Communication mediums have significantly increased in recent years with a higher use of emails
and instant messaging, referred to as e-communications, for communicating with coworkers in the
workplace. As an organization turns to these mediums to keep communication flowing between
coworkers, which provides easier accessibility, face-to-face communication opportunities are declining.
As a result, e-communication platforms have significantly blurred the lines on workplace incivility,
possibly leading to a rise in negative and hostile content. This shift in e-communication is in stark
contrast to more traditional face-to-face or voice communications, often guided by facial expressions,
body language, and tone of voice. The increased reliance on e-communication in the workplace raises
the question of whether there has been a surge in workplace incivility among coworkers, a trend that
should be a cause for concern.

Because of the decline in face-to-face communication in the workplace, concern is rising about
workplace incivility as mediums allow for a lack of accountability associated with e-communications. The
proper attention is not given to the tone used while an individual is typing text, possibly due to the lack
of time, pressure to meet deadlines or attempt to manage too many tasks simultaneously. There is also a
significant risk of the receiver misinterpreting the text delivered through the digital form. With e-
communication, there is a lack of body language, facial expression, and tone of voice that otherwise
would be construed through face-to-face communication. Regardless of intentional or accidental, hostile
and negative communication can place an emotional strain, significantly impacting the receivers well-
being and job performance.

This study takes things a step further, utilizing the concepts of face-negotiation theory, where
personality traits are also introduced as a possibility for negative and hostile comments that can be
included in both work communication mediums and face-to-face communications, due to self-face and

ego personality traits. Both, which can be cause for alarm concerning workplace incivility, are highly
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discussed in the literature review section of this study as “self-face” is a term used to describe as
someone protecting their reputation and is “particularly important in contexts where there is some risk
of embarrassment or conflict.” (Lun et al., 2023, p. 259)
Work Communication Medium vs. Face-to-Face Communication

The Entrepreneur/Salesperson

Research indicates that personality traits and characteristics significantly influence how
communication is given and received. Entrepreneurs and salespeople, for example, have specific
personality traits known to be aggressive at times and to demonstrate assertive behavior, which is how
they conduct themselves during the negotiation process, according to Artinger et al. (2015). The nature
of the business dictates that multiple forms of communication are required during the negotiation
process. They are face-to-face, e-communication, and voice. Because of the nature of entrepreneurialism
and salesmenship, a high level of negotiation tactics is needed for an individual to be successful. An
entrepreneur will often use "emotions and arguments as means of persuasion," (Artinger et al., 2015, p.
737) which can come across as assertive, especially when the form of communication used is e-
communication, where there is a lack of emotional cues for the receiver to understand. The
entrepreneur/salesperson may not realize that an assertive tone is present in the text. However, for an
entrepreneur/salesperson to succeed, Artinger et al. (2015) demonstrate that a high volume of emotion
is needed to close a deal.
Accountability

The rise of workplace incivility through the use of a medium may result from the lack of
accountability associated with e-communications. Bleize et al. (2022) have shed light on the pressing
need for more accountability in e-communications, especially in messaging applications. The current lack
of accountability often results in the inclusion of aggressive content, including derogatory, offensive, or

harmful material for the receiver. As demonstrated by the study by Bleize et al. (2022), when more than
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two individuals are involved in an e-communication thread, there is a tendency for others to follow suit
and conform to the aggressors' behavior. This underscores the urgent need for a shift in medium
communication norms towards more accountability.

Personality Traits

Organizations whose business model is structured around sales require a significant number of
salespeople or contracted entrepreneurs on staff for the business to be profitable. The personality traits
of these individuals are known to be aggressive and assertive and can impact the psychological well-
being of other employees within the organization. Through the research conducted by Buca et al. (2016),
the HEXACO model of personality was studied, which demonstrated a relationship between employees'
overall well-being in the workplace and their personality traits. The HEXACO model consists of seven
factors: honesty, modesty, emotionality, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness.
Through this study, Buca et al. (2016) stated that extraversion, agreeableness, and openness are the
most vital personality traits for psychological well-being in the workplace. The honesty factor had no
bearing on an employee's psychological well-being as they "do not contribute to employee happiness at
work." (Buca et al., 2016, p. 34)

In addition to the aggressive and assertive personality traits associated with salespeople and due
to the nature of how they conduct their business, salespeople often experience what is known as trait
anger. Trait anger is described as "the general tendency of individuals to experience and express anger,"
sometimes allowing a situation to "affect the cognitive process" and "trigger aggression." (Ding et al.,
2024, p. 501) Unfortunately, because of the stress associated with the nature of the sales industry, anger
can sometimes be inappropriately directed at an organization's employee, leaving the employee
experiencing embarrassment and finding themselves the victim of workplace incivility. Hashemi &

Shrivastava (2024) states that the humiliation the employee experiences causes harm to their self-
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esteem and creates a toxic work environment for the individual, ultimately impacting their job
performance.
Organization’s Role

Organizations have a responsibility to their employees to offer a safe and toxic-free work
environment. Hashemi & Shrivastava (2024) examines how when an organization fails to provide a safe
and toxic-free work environment, and the incivility employees experience is left unchecked, the lack of
job performance will impact the organization's bottom line. Over time, employees may become
disengaged from the organization, express a decreased commitment to the organization, and experience
increased work burnout. Over time, if management fails to address any incivility occurring in the
workplace, the organization will eventually experience an employee turnover as workers seek other
opportunities.
Workplace Incivility

Workplace incivility can be defined as "a low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to
harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect, which is assumed to be
discourteous and careless." (Jelavic, 2022, p. 575) According to the study, those who carry out workplace
incivility are known to have type-A personalities and high egos. With the extensive use of
communication mediums such as email and instant messaging, uncivil treatment can be quickly
delivered through e-communication due to its constant accessibility. Often, face-to-face communication
still occurs, and with both forms of communication, it is not always clear as to whether the intent is
genuinely meant to be hostile, as workplace incivility is a low-intensity form of abuse. Often, the intent
of the communication is left up to the receiver's interpretation.

Kroencke et al. (2023) examine how communication can be defined as three different modes:
face-to-face, computer-mediated (for the purpose of this study, the term e-communication will be used),

and mixed episodes, which is a combination of face-to-face and computer-mediated. All three modes are
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commonly used today for work-related contexts and social interactions. As demonstrated in the study,
when used positively, these forms of communication are suitable for a person's overall well-being, with
face-to-face communication having the highest impact. While research is still needed to understand e-
communications' impact on well-being, one positive is the "unlimited opportunities to communicate
with others anytime and anywhere" (Kroencke et al., 2023, p. 438) offers. However, this form of
communication could be less significant than face-to-face because of the limitations surrounding e-
communication, i.e., lack of visible cues that include body language and facial expressions.

Through visual and vocal cues, face-to-face communication allows a better understanding of
what the other person is trying to convey according to Lun et al. (2023). Individuals concerned with
saving face or self-face, terms used to describe a person’s concerns for protecting their reputation and
image, will pay close attention and be aware of how they present themselves to another party. The
study shows that self-face is higher in the workplace than in personal life, as protecting one’s reputation
plays a massive role in a person’s success. This underscores the importance of maintaining a positive self-
face in the professional sphere, as it can significantly impact one's career trajectory. Often, hierarchy
within an organization will drive an individual’s awareness of their demeanor, including body language
and vocal tone, while communicating face-to-face with an individual of higher status.

Mehmood et al. (2024) examined how hostile or adverse events occurring in the workplace can
cause psychological problems for an employee, impacting their overall well-being and job performance.
Hostile behaviors include "mistreatment, ill mannerism, nasty comments, and disrespectful behaviors."
(Mehmood et al., 2024, p. 2) This hostile form of workplace incivility, which happens through both verbal
and nonverbal mediums, creates a toxic work environment for the employee and leaves them
dissatisfied with their working conditions, often resulting in disengagement. The employee is no longer
committed to the organization, and if the matter is reported to management and left unchecked, the

employee will often seek employment elsewhere. In addition to lack of commitment and willingness to
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quit, research on workplace incivility also shows that employees experience "low productivity, low job
commitment, low organizational loyalty, self-blaming, badley effected psychological and physical well-
being." (Mehmood et al., 2024, p. 4)

Significant research has focused on determining the possible causes of workplace incivility, how
to prevent becoming uncivil to others, and coping mechanisms for dealing with being the victim of
incivility. Indicators of causes of uncivil behavior include aggressive triggers, lack of sleep, and a failure to
consider outcomes. Osgood et al. (2016) conducted a study on self-control, where it was determined
whether counting to ten aids in acting uncivil. The argument is that self-control and counting to ten may
help suppress the urge to react negatively when triggered and that "training self-control decreases
aggression over time." (Osgood & Muraven, 2016, p.105) Another study conducted by Osgood et al.
(2021) argued that sleep deprivation is also a trigger for workplace incivility through the ego-depletion
effect, "[e]go-depletion theory posits that one's ability and/or motivation to use self-control diminishes
after a significant exertion." (Osgood & Muraven, 2021, p. 81) However, there is still a great deal of study
needed on this theory.

Osgood et al. (2021) describes anger as a set of feelings that often result in a desire to hurt
another and can often produce aggressive behavior. When this aggressive behavior is conducted in the
workplace, workplace incivility is present, impacting relationships among coworkers and "undermining
team cohesion and performance." (Osgood et al., 2021, p. 81) The team dynamic is then compromised,
and the organization suffers. Sleep deprivation is a significant trigger for anger and poor self-control.

Workplace Incivility, a prevalent issue, is a deviant for decreasing employee performance.
Shockingly, research reveals that "98% of employees experience incivility in the workplace," (Turek,
2023, p. 107), leading to a reduction in job performance and an estimated financial revenue loss of
"$14,000 per employee annually." (Turek, 2023, p. 107) The ways in which coworkers demonstrate

workplace incivility, such as "taking credit for someone else's work, spreading rumors, demonstrating
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ostracism or biased criticism of other people's work, and omitting select individuals when giving
information" (Turek, 2023, p. 109) are alarming. When workplace incivility occurs, it is crucial for
organizational leaders to take the initiative to improve the work environment, demonstrate support for
the targeted employee, and bring work production back to peak performance.

Ostracism, a particularly damaging form of workplace incivility, can occur through e-
communication, face-to-face communication, or both and triggers an emotional stressor that is
"considered as critical since it leads to emotional responses and instigation of counterproductive work
behaviors" (Zeeshan et al., 2024, p. 55) for the victim. The study conducted by Zeeshan et al. (2024)
highlights ego and sense of entitlement as personality traits of the aggressor who targets an individual
for intentional ostracism. Therefore, the organizational culture and environment plays a pivotal role in
preventing ostracism from occurring in the workplace.

Zhang et al. (2019) examines face-negotiation theory, referencing face-to-face communication
which can significantly impact an organization's culture and environment. When workplace incivility
occurs through e-communication and is then followed by face-to-face communication, and if called for,
apologies are easily exchanged. Face-to-face communication is described as "provid[ing] a
comprehensive organizaning framework for expounding cultural, individual, and situational influences on
facework and conflict behavior," (Zhang et al., 2019, p. 505) because of the visual and verbal cues
provided during the face-to-face communication processes. With the emotional indicators displayed,
face-to-face communication can often influence forgiveness.

In another study conducted by Zhang et al., (2014) the face is described as "an individual's
claimed sense of favorable image in the context of social and relational networks, and facework refers to
the behavior that people use to enact self-face." (Zhang et al., 2014, p. 373) The study further examines
how emotions significantly impact face-to-face communication, culture, and environment. According to

the study, "Americans are found to experience more ego-focused emotions." (Zhang et al., 2014, p. 377)



BLURRING THE LINE ON WORKPLACE INCIVILITY 10

Theoretical Framework

Defining Work Communication Medium

Work communication medium is used to describe "all types of social interactions that occur
through the use of technological devices such as computers or phones." (Kroencke et al., 2023, p. 438)
For this study, the mediums of communication are email and instant messaging and are referred to as e-
communication. Work communication mediums provide "unlimited opportunities to communicate with
others anytime and anywhere" (Kroencke et al., 2023, p. 438), giving coworkers unlimited access to their
colleagues. With the use of communication mediums, two opportunities present themselves for
workplace incivility to occur.
1. The sender may not take the time to check their text for tone and come across as hostile and
negative to the receiver. This unintentional hostility may cause emotional stress for the
receiver.
2. The sender may intentionally send hostile and negative text, knowing there is no concern for
accountability present in the workplace and disregard the potential impact on the receiver. This
intentional hostility can have a significant negative impact on the receiver, underscoring the
urgency of addressing workplace incivility.
Defining Face-to-Face Communication

Face-to-face communication is "social interaction" (Kroencke et al., 2023, p. 438) between two
or more individuals. Expression and meaning are delivered more precisely during face-to-face
communication, as visible emotions are present and easily observed. With face-to-face communication,
both parties are highly aware of the other's presence at that moment. Concepts of face-negotiation
theory were used to discuss personality traits such as self-face and ego and the role these traits may

have on a sender's ability to send hostile and negative comments through communication mediums.
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Face-negotiation theory "provides a sound explanatory framework for explicating cultural, individual,
and situational influences on facework behavior and conflict styles." (Zhang et al., 2014, p. 373)

The concepts of medium and face-negotiation theories provide a framework for studying the
potential surge in workplace incivility with an estimated 98% of employees claiming to have experienced
incivility in the workplace during some point of their career (Turek, 2023, p. 107). With the increasing
reliance on e-communication in the workplace, it is crucial to address whether this trend has led to a
surge in workplace incivility, a concern that should motivate organizations to take appropriate action to
prevent incivility with the working environment. When lines about what is intentional and what can be
claimed as accidental are blurred, an organization's culture becomes lost, and the workplace
environment becomes toxic.

Method

The method used to conduct research for this study was an individual interview process with a
sample of six individuals from a commercial real estate services firm—the interviewees were a diverse
group of men and women. The men and women were pulled from the four different departments of the
firm, which include brokerage, project management, property management, and research. The
interviewees were selected from ages 21 to 70 and ages were divided into 10-year increments. The
sample size also included individuals within different hierarchies of the firm.

Each interviewee was contacted via e-communication and asked if they would be interested in
participating in the study. It was explained at the front end that the interview would take at least 30
minutes and that there was a list of 11 questions. It was explained to each interviewee why the interview
request was being made and the subject matter involving concepts of theories on medium and face-to-
face communications. After receiving approval to participate in the interview, a 30-minute meeting was

scheduled to fit the interviewee's schedule. Management’s approval was received prior to conducting
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the interviews, considering the interviews would take place at the office and during regular business
hours.
Results

Interviews were conducted with a sample of six individuals from a commercial real estate
services firm. The sample was diverse, using both men and women from different age groups. The age
groups were a collection of people ranging from 21 to 70 and ages were broken down into 10-year
increments. The interviewees were pulled from the four divisions of the firm, including brokerage,
project management, property management, and research and from different hierarchies. Table 1
provides a breakdown of the interviewee profiles.
Table 1

Interviewee Profiles

Gender Age Groups Divisions

Male: 2 21-30: 0 Brokerage: 2

Female: 4 31-40: 3 Project Management: 1
41-50: 1 Property Management: 1
51-60: 1 Research: 1
61-70: 1 C-Suite: 1

Provided is a breakdown of each interviewee’s responses and thoughts on their experiences with
work communication mediums and face-to-face communication. In answering the 11 questions, some
had very similar responses, while there were only a couple whose answers differed. The first question
asked the interviewees to gauge their use of work communication mediums versus their face-to-face
communications in an average 40-hour work week. Followed by questions on negative and positive
comments received through mediums and e-communication versus face-to-face interactions. Table 2
provides a complete overview of answers, and a list of the questions asked is included in the appendix

section at the end of this study.
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Table 2

Interview Results

13

overall experience with work communication mediums.

Questions Results
20% 40% 60% 80%
How often would you say you use e-communication mediums, i.e. 0 1 2 3
email or instant messaging in a 40-hour work week?
Yes No Depends

Received negative or hostile comments through work 6 0
communication mediums?
Received positive comments through work communication 6 0
mediums?
Witnessed negative or hostile comments through work 5 1
communication mediums?
Witnessed positive comments through work communication 5 1
mediums?
Sent negative or hostile comments through work communication 1 5
mediums?
Sent positive comments through work communication mediums? 6 0
Experienced face-to-face communication within the same workday 4 2
after receiving negative comments from that same person?
Does communication mediums result in better outcomes? 0 3 3

1 2 3 4
On a scale of 1to 5, 1 being negative and 5 being positive, rate your 0 0 2 2

Interviewee 1

This interviewee stated that they use work communication mediums 60% of the time compared

to face-to-face communication and expressed having received hostile comments from a coworker
through e-communication. They recalled experiencing feelings of being undervalued, insulted, and

disrespected. When asked to describe the next face-to-face interaction with the sender of the hostile

comments, they explained how they were still emotionally distraught and uncomfortable. However, the

sender’s demeanor was as if nothing had ever happened. They also shared that they witnessed hostility

in a group e-communication thread, which made them consider the content unnecessary and

unprofessional. Overall, they would instead use face-to-face communication but expressed that e-

communication adds another communication layer for collaboration.
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Interviewee 2

Interviewee 2 uses work communication mediums 80% of the time during a standard 40-hour
work week. This interviewee expressed having received hostile comments in both e-communication and
face-to-face communication. They expressed feelings of being belittled and small. They also expressed
feelings of anger when receiving hostile comments through e-communication. During the face-to-face
communication with the same sender, they stated how the sender was aggressive at first but then
calmed down. The aggressive demeanor of the sender made the interviewee feel uncomfortable, but
they knew the conversation had to be held. They shared that the sender later came around and
apologized. The interviewee also witnessed hostile comments in a group e-communication thread, which
made them want to jump to the receiver’s defense.
Interviewee 3

This interviewee stated that a safe estimate of work communication medium use is up to roughly
60%, compared to lesser use in previous years. They also stated that they have received hostile
comments through e-communications. However, these comments were not received from an individual
inside the organization, and they never saw the individual face-to-face. They also shared that they
witnessed hostile comments in a group e-communication thread but could not recall the situation's
specifics or the comments.
Interviewee 4

Interviewee 4 stated a high volume of work communication medium use at roughly 80%. Like
Interviewee 3, they also experienced hostile comments through e-communication but were received by
someone outside the organization. The interviewee shared witnessing hostile comments in a group
communication thread, stating that the comments were from someone in a leadership role and felt as
though the conversation should have been discontinued from the group thread and discussed in person

behind closed doors. They also shared that they preferred face-to-face communication over the use of a
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medium as it presents the opportunity to read body language and facial expressions and listen to tone of
voice. They stated that using a communication medium allows messaging to get easily misinterpreted.
Interviewee 5

This interviewee expressed the lowest use of work communication mediums, with roughly 40%
use. They shared that they have received hostile comments and stated that the comments are usually
sent through e-communication. When hostile comments are received, they pursue the sender and insist
that the conversation be continued through face-to-face communication. The interviewee stated that
they always prefer having the opportunity to observe physical and facial expressions and to listen to tone
of voice, especially when dealing with conflict. Face-to-face results in a better-resolved outcome, as e-
communication allows for a conflict to drag out and go without achieving a complete resolution. Things
can get lost in the weeds of digital platforms.
Interviewee 6

Interview 6 shared that a high volume of work communication mediums is used at 80%. While
the interviewee expressed having received hostile comments through e-communication, they also stated
that the sender was someone outside the firm. They expressed how, when reading the comments, they
were in disbelief that someone would send these negative comments to someone else. They recalled
experiencing emotions of not feeling good. They also experienced face-to-face communication with the
sender shortly after receiving the hostile comments and sensed the uneasiness. The interviewee stated
how there was an overwhelming presence of having and used the term "elephant in the room." They
also said the issue at hand needed to be resolved despite the emotions they were feeling at the time.
Above all else, the interviewee prefers face-to-face communication.

Conclusion
Interviews conducted for the research of this study demonstrate that workplace incivility is

present when using work communication mediums within organizations. All six interviewees
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acknowledged experiencing hostile or negative comments through e-communications. The results are
not surprising, considering an overwhelming 98% of American employees reported experiencing
incivility in the workplace at some point during their careers, according to Turek (2023). Three of the six
interviewees expressed the emotional strain the hostile comments took on them, while the other three
did not express having been phased by the hostile comments they received. Four interviewees shared
that they had a face-to-face conversation with the sender of the hostile comments shortly after receiving
them. These four interviewees had common feedback that while they may have experienced emotions,
they knew the conversations needed to be held. Personality traits such as self-face and ego did not come
into play regarding the hostile comments. However, specific questions regarding personality were not
asked. Therefore, regardless of having received hostile comments through e-communication, all six
interviewees expressed happiness with using communication mediums for work, acknowledging neutral
to positive experiences. Half said that it depends on the situation or project as to whether they prefer

communicating through mediums versus face-to-face communication.

Recommendations

Further research is needed to determine if workplace incivility is rising due to the increased use
of work communication mediums. Due to this study's small sample size, more evidence is needed to
arrive at a sound conclusion to this theory. While the study provides evidence indicating incivility is
present in the workplace, whether it is on the rise is still being determined. It also needs to be clarified
whether the increased use of communication mediums and lack of accountability associated with using
these mediums is the cause. The nature and environment of the business where the interviews were
conducted could be the reason behind the presence of workplace incivility, as it was clear that all six
interviewees had experienced hostile comments, both through e-communication and face-to-face, at
some point during their career with the organization. It is recommended that using a larger sample size

from various types of organizations be used to conduct additional research on this theory.
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Appendix

Interview Questions

Basic Information:

1) Gender — Male or Female

2) Agerange —21-30; 31-40; 41-50; 51-60; 61-70

3) Division — C-Suite; Brokerage; Project Management; Property Management; Research

Questions:

1) How often would you say you use communication mediums, i.e., email or instant messaging, for
work versus face-to-face or voice communications in a standard 40-hour work week? 20%, 40%,
60% or 80%

2) Have you ever received negative or hostile comments through work communication mediums?
Yes or No. Who were the comments from, coworker, client, or manager? What were the
circumstances surrounding the comments? How did it make you feel?

3) Have you ever received positive comments through work communication mediums? Yes or No.
Who were the comments from, coworker, client, or manager? What were the circumstances
surrounding the comments? How did it make you feel?

4) As a participant in a group communication thread via work communication mediums, have you
witnessed negative or hostile communication occur between two other individuals on the
thread? What were your thoughts while you were watching these events?

5) Same question as 4 but for positive communication?

6) Have you ever intentionally sent negative or hostile comments to another person via work
communication mediums? Why did you send the comments? How did it make you feel after? Did
you regret sending the email?

7) Same question as 6 but for positive communications?
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8) Have you ever experienced a face-to-face conversation within the same workday after receiving
negative or hostile comments through work communication mediums? Yes or No. In your
opinion, what was the person’s demeanor towards you? Were you comfortable or uncomfortable
during the face-to-face conversation?

9) How would you rate your overall experience with work communication mediums, 1 being
negative and 5 being positive?

10) Would you say that work communication mediums receive better outcomes when it comes to
work-related projects than the more traditional face-to-face communication?

11) Would you like to elaborate or add any additional comments on your overall experiences with

work communication mediums?



