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Statement of the problem: In their early publication, Andersson and Pearson (1999) brought attention to workplace incivility, and how the phenomenon can function as a social process within an organization. It was theorised to work as a negative spiral of escalating interpersonal conflict. However, little attention has been focused on the consequences of witnessed behaviour. The present study set out to approach incivility as a social process, aiming to explore its components and outcomes on both behaviour and psychosocial factors of the work environment. The relationships between experienced as well as witnessed incivility and instigated uncivil behaviour were in focus, as well as the negative effects of such behaviour. It was hypothesized that experienced and witnessed workplace incivility, from supervisor or coworkers is related to acting uncivil in the workplace. It was also hypothesized that experienced and witnessed workplace incivility, from supervisor or coworker, is related to employees’ well-being, job satisfaction and turnover intentions.

Procedures: An online survey was administered to members of the Swedish Hotel and Restaurant Workers union, which rendered a sample of 2871 respondents. Out of the sample, 2058 were females, and 813 male. Participants ages ranged from 16 to 72, with a mean age of 36.6 years (SD = 12.3). Service personnel such as waiters, waitresses and receptionists comprised the majority of the sample (41.4%), followed by kitchen personnel (37.5%), facility workers (12%), and other categories of staff (9.2%). A modified version of the Workplace Incivility Scale (Cortina et al., 2001), was used in order to measure experienced, witnessed and instigated workplace incivility over the last year. The Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (Pejtersen, Kristensen, Borg & Bjorner, 2010) was used to measure psychosocial factors such as job demands, social support from colleague and supervisor, job influence, job satisfaction and turnover intentions. Well-being was measured through the WHO-5 Well Being Index (Bech, Olsen, Kjoller & Rasmussen, 2003).

Analyses and results: Structural equation modelling (SEM) analyses were performed on the data. The results only partly supported the first hypothesis showing a strong relationship between witnessing co-worker incivility and instigating uncivilized acts. A relationship was also found between being targeted by incivility from a supervisor and instigating uncivil behaviour. In addition several interactions between workplace incivility, social support and control were revealed. The second hypothesis was supported to some extent. The most important finding was that being targeted by the supervisor was related to deleterious effects indirectly via perceived low control, high demands and low social support from the supervisor. The findings were supportive of the incivility spiral proposed by Andersson and Pearson (1999).

Practical implications: This research carries practical implications for the hotel and restaurant sector, employees and managers in the development and communal effort for a healthy and sustainable work environment. It also adds to the literature of workplace incivility, specifically from a Scandinavian viewpoint, as well as contributes to the combating of deteriorating work climates. 

Conclusions: To conclude, witnessing the behaviour of colleagues plays a part in instigating uncivilized behaviour in the workplace, whereas being targeted by uncivilized behaviour from both a superior or co-worker likewise affects the instigation of acts of a similar nature, supporting the notion of workplace incivility manifesting as a social process in the organization. 
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