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ABSTRACT 

Supervisor instigated workplace incivility is discourteous behavior from a supervisor that is 

targeted at a subordinate, is usually low intensity, and has ambiguous intent to harm. This 

deviant and rude behavior from supervisors is associated with negative personal and 

organizational costs. However, it is not clear why some employees are more vulnerable to 

experiencing supervisor instigated incivility than other employees. Drawing on the 

criminology based theories of precipitated victimization and target vulnerability, we examine 

the role of target personality on vulnerability to supervisor instigated incivility and we assess 

submissive response to incivility as a behavioral mechanism for why certain employees are at 

higher risk for incivility from their supervisors. To do this, we utilize multi-source survey 

data from employees and their coworkers (N = 179 employee-coworker pairs) collected from 

delegated sampling methods for employees who work at least 30 hours a week. Our results 

suggest that target neuroticism and agreeableness are significant predictors of supervisor 

instigated incivility and are related to incivility indirectly through their influence on target 

submissive response to experiencing incivility. These findings sheds light on how target 

personality and behavioral factors are related to increased supervisor instigated incivility 

vulnerability to help organizations provide targeted interventions for at risk employees.  
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Chapter 1 

Supervisor instigated workplace incivility and aggression are associated with negative 

psychological, wellbeing, affective, cognitive, and behavioral outcomes for the target of 

incivility (e.g, Herschovis & Barling, 2010). Although these costs of supervisor instigated 

incivility are well known, it is still unclear why some employees experience high supervisor 

incivility, whereas others are relatively unscathed. Using precipitation and vulnerability 

models of victimization from the criminology literature domain, we assess if there are trait 

based antecedents, and associated behavior based mechanisms, of incivility from supervisors 

that can help identify employees at the highest risk of experiencing supervisor instigated 

incivility. Based on this, the goals of the current study are twofold: (1) identify which 

employees are most likely to be targets of supervisor instigated incivility and (2)  identify a 

behavioral mechanism that helps explain why personality can increase employee supervisor 

instigated incivility vulnerability. Practically, by examining personality profiles and 

behavioral patterns associated with increased risk for supervisor instigated incivility, 

organizations can help identify which employees are most vulnerable to incivility from their 

supervisor and can build targeted interventions to help at risk employees, human resources 

management, and first line supervisors minimize supervisor incivility occurrences. 

Theoretically, we add to the research on incivility by extending our understanding of 

individual difference based vulnerability through (a) specifically examining supervisor 

instigated incivility and (b) integrating the management-based empirical findings on target 

behavior with the target vulnerability and victimization theories from the criminology 

domains to provide a theoretically grounded mechanism for why personality can make 

employees more vulnerable to supervisor instigated incivility.  
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Supervisor Instigated Workplace Incivility  

Although workplace incivility can come from anyone within an organization, we focus 

on incivility from a supervisor because research suggests that incivility from the supervisor 

may be associated more strongly with negative outcomes (Herschovis & Barling, 2010) and 

that negative supervisor behaviors may be more amenable to interventions (Laschinger, 

Leiter, Day, & Oore, 2012; Leiter, Laschinger, Day, Oore, 2011) than incivility from other 

organizational roles. Due to the potential influence of power dynamics, resource allocation 

decisions, and recurring interactions between supervisors and their subordinates, negative 

behavior from authority figures and supervisors can negatively impact employees 

differentially than incivility from coworkers, customers, and other organizational outsiders 

(Caza & Cortina, 2007; Oore, Leblanc, Day, Leiter, Laschinger, Price, & Latimer, 2010). For 

example, incivility from a supervisor may be more damaging to employees than incivility 

from other organizational roles because the power dynamics of the supervisor-subordinate 

relationship, and the associated required repeated interactions between supervisors and their 

subordinates, leave employees unable retaliate against nor evade the perpetrator of the 

incivility (e.g., Herschovis & Barling, 2010; Lian, Ferris, & Brown, 2012). 

 In line with this, although incivility from the supervisor, similar to incivility from all 

organization sources, has been found to be associated with decreased job satisfaction and 

affective commitment and increased turnover intention and deviant behavior (Lim & Teo, 

2009), Oore and colleagues found that incivility from coworkers and supervisors were 

associated with different patterns of employee stressor-strain relationships, with incivility 

from the supervisor strengthening the relationship between workload and decreased physical 

health (Oore et al., 2010). Because of the potential for increased harm, it is important for 
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organizational intervention development that we identify which employees are at greatest 

risk of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility as well as identify the behavioral 

mechanism for why their personality makes them more vulnerable. Although it is clear that 

supervisor instigated incivility is harmful for employees and organizations, relatively little is 

known regarding the predictors of incivility from the supervisor – particularly individual 

difference and behavioral predictors. We directly address this gap by examining the role of 

neuroticism, agreeableness, and submissive response patterns on supervisor instigated 

incivility vulnerability.   

Supervisor instigated workplace incivility is defined as a “low intensity deviant 

behavior” from the supervisor that is targeted at a subordinate, “with ambiguous intent to 

harm the target”, is “in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect” and is 

“characteristically rude and discourteous, displaying a lack of regard for others” (Andersson 

& Pearson; 1999, p. 457). Unlike other forms of supervisor aggression or abuse, supervisor 

instigated incivility is unique in that the intent to harm is ambiguous. For example, frequently 

getting interrupted in meetings by your supervisor or being yelled at by your supervisor for 

things that are not important are instances of incivility from your supervisor (Burnfield, 

Clark, Devendorf, & Jex, 2004). In line with research on daily hassles (e.g., Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984), even mild workplace aggression, such as supervisor instigated incivility, has 

been consistently documented to be associated with negative outcomes including 

psychological distress, emotional exhaustion, and counterproductive workplace behaviors 

(Aquino & Thau, 2009; Cortina, Magley, Williams, & Langhout, 2001; Schilpzand, De Pater, 

& Erez, 2014). Although subtle, these deviant behaviors are not trivial and have implications 

in employee and organizational success and well-being.  
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Although supervisor instigated incivility falls within the larger umbrella of workplace 

victimization and workplace aggression, unlike other forms of workplace aggression and 

abuse, supervisor instigated incivility is perpetrator specific, low intensity (versus bullying or 

harassment which are more severe), does not include physical violence or aggression, and 

has intent to harm that is less transparent (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Herschovis, 2011; 

Aquinos & Thau, 2009). Furthermore, Aquino and Thau (2009) distinguish workplace 

incivility from other forms of victimization as something that includes both direct and 

indirect victimizing behaviors and harms psychological needs, but does not influence 

physiological needs. Due to these distinctions, supervisor instigated incivility is conceptually 

differentiated from other victimization constructs that are likely associated with experiential 

differences in target experiences (Hershcovis, 2011).  

As recommended by Schilpzand, De Pater, and Erez (2016), we build on both the 

research differentiating incivility from the supervisor and other sources and the research on 

the individual difference predictors of incivility from a generalized source by exploring the 

antecedents of incivility from the supervisor. Although much of the incivility literature has 

focused on incivility in general, from a multitude of sources, there is support that incivility 

from a single perpetrator is associated with negative affective and well-being responses and 

that there are increased feelings of embarrassment for the target when the perpetrator is in a 

powerful position, such as a supervisory role (Hershcovis, Ogunfowora, Reich, & Christie, 

2017). Group value models (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 1989) suggest that how employees 

are treated by supervisors can influence group value inferences and access to organizational 

resources. In line with this, a recent meta-analysis by Herschovis and Barling (2010) found 

the highest negative attitudinal and behavioral consequences for incivility from supervisors. 
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Furthermore, Beattie and Griffin (2014), in a diary study of daily experienced incivility, 

found that supervisor support helped buffer the negative effects of incivility. This buffer is 

not available when supervisors are the source of incivility.  

Although prior research suggests a relationship between target individual differences and 

experienced incivility by all organization members, only a few studies examine these 

relationships with a single perpetrator. This leaves us with a limited understanding of why 

certain employees experience more supervisor instigated incivility than others. Examining 

incivility originating solely from the supervisor will help us gain a better understanding of 

how target individual differences and behavioral patterns influence incivility vulnerability 

from a more powerful organizational member and will provide increased support for the role 

of individual differences for single perpetrator incivility experiences.  

Target Precipitation and Congruence Theories of Victimization 

 The negative personal and organizational outcomes of supervisor instigated incivility 

highlight the need for theory that can help organizations identify why certain employees are 

more vulnerable to this incivility than others. Unfortunately, within the organizational 

behavior and management fields, there is little theoretical discussion to address the individual 

difference and behavior-based predictors of supervisor instigated supervision. We therefore 

take an interdisciplinary perspective and draw on target vulnerability and precipitation 

theories of victimization from the criminology field to help understand why some employees 

are at higher risk for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. Studying the antecedents 

of criminal violence, victimization, and aggression, research within the criminology field has 

identified victim behavior as an influential component in victimization vulnerability (Amir, 

1967; Felson & Steadman, 1983). Within this area of research, there are two overlapping 
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theories – precipitated victimization theory and target congruence theory – that can be 

applied to the more subtle forms of deviance, such as workplace incivility, to help us 

understand why certain employees are more susceptible to workplace victimization from 

their supervisors.  

 The first of these, precipitated victimization, asserts that the behaviors of a potential 

victim are interpreted by the perpetrator as conveying that the target is unlikely to resist or 

retaliate against them (Amir, 1967; Curtis, 1974). These behaviors are distinct from 

behaviors which provoke the perpetrator, but instead are more subtle suggestions that the 

target is likely to react passively to victimization. Research on childhood bullying, for 

example, suggests that behaviors that portray the target as anxious, insecure, or defenseless 

increase the risk that the target will be victimized (Olweus, 1978). In relation to workplace 

victimization, research in line with this theory suggests that employees with high negative 

affectivity expression are at increased likelihood of victimization (Aquino, 2000; Tepper, 

Duffy, Henle, & Lambert, 2006). Applying this theory to the current study, we assess if 

target personality is associated with increased vulnerability for experiencing incivility when 

the behavior signals decreased resistance to aggression.  

 Similar to precipitation theories, target congruence theory of victimization (Finkelhor 

& Asdigian, 1996) within the criminology domain helps to explain why target characteristics 

can increase vulnerability to aggression. Target congruence theory of victimization suggests 

that personal characteristics can increase vulnerability to victimization because “these 

characteristics have some congruence with the needs, motives or reactivities of offenders” 

(Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996; p. 6). Within this theory, there are three ways that risk for 

victimization is increased: target vulnerability (i.e., target is viewed as having a decreased 
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capacity to resist), target gratifiability (i.e., the target has a skill, possession, or attribute that 

is of value to the perpetrator), and target antagonism (i.e., the target arouses anger or jealousy 

in the perpetrator).  

Within the workplace, it is less likely that supervisor instigated incivility is 

perpetrated to satisfy target gratifiability needs because of the subtleness and vague 

intentions (versus theft or violence) associated with supervisor instigated incivility and 

because supervisors are in a higher position in the organizational structure, and thus often 

have access to increased resources. Working within this congruence framework then, it is 

likely that supervisor instigated workplace incivility is perpetrated largely due to target 

vulnerability or target antagonism. In line with this, Milam and colleagues (2009) found that 

employee neuroticism was related to increased experience of general workplace incivility 

because highly neurotic employees were more likely to be viewed by their coworkers as a 

provocative victim. This finding is in line with the target antagonism component of the target 

congruence theory. However, different personality profiles are associated with different 

behavioral patterns (Barrack & Mount, 1991; Barrack, Mount, & Judge, 2001) which likely 

influence the type of target congruence behavior displayed. For example, someone who is 

behaviorally submissive or unlikely to resist is less likely to antagonize the perpetrator and 

more likely to be viewed as vulnerable. Although empirical evidence suggests a strong link 

between neuroticism and increased experience of workplace incivility, we argue that the 

mechanism for this relationship varies depending on the levels of other personality traits, 

which can influence whether the target behavioral patterns are viewed as provocative (target 

antagonism) or submissive (target vulnerability).  
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Specifically, consistent with precipitation theories, we focus the current paper on the 

target vulnerability component of target congruence as a mechanism to help understand how 

target agreeableness interacts with target neuroticism to influence risk of supervisor 

instigated incivility. Due to the inherent desire to be well-liked and accommodating to others 

that is associated with agreeableness (Barrack & Mount, 1991; Barrack, Mount, & Judge, 

2001), employees high in agreeableness are less likely to behave in ways that antagonize 

their supervisors. However, agreeable employees are still targets of workplace victimization 

(Coyne, Craig, & Chong, 2004), suggesting that a different mechanism might be involved 

when employees are highly agreeable. We therefore focus on target vulnerability as the 

mechanism through which employee neuroticism and agreeableness interact to increase risk 

of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. From the target vulnerability perspective, 

personality and behavior that conveys to the perpetrator that they are an easy target or that 

they are less likely to be able to resist victimization is associated with increased vulnerability 

to victimization. Within the realm of supervisor instigated incivility, this suggests that 

employees whose personality and behavior convey that they might be easy targets are more 

likely to experience incivility from their supervisor.  

 Bringing these two criminology theories together and applying them to workplace 

incivility, we anticipate that certain subordinate personality traits and behaviors can increase 

employee vulnerability for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility when they convey to 

the supervisor weakness or a decreased likelihood of resistance to incivility. Because of the 

hierarchy of a supervisor-subordinate relationship, subordinates are inherently less likely to 

be able to retaliate or resist incivility from their supervisor. Based on this, subordinate 

characteristics and behaviors that increase the perception of submissiveness and being an 
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easy target are likely to lead to a stronger increase in vulnerability to incivility when the 

perpetrator is the supervisor. To identify these employees at greatest risk for experiencing 

this incivility, we need to identify individual difference and the related behavioral factors that 

make employees more or less likely to be viewed by their supervisor as weak targets that are 

unlikely to retaliate. To do this, we (a) assess the role of neuroticism and agreeableness as 

personality traits that can increase vulnerability to incivility and (b) assess, based on the 

tenets of victim precipitation and target congruence theories, if these personality traits are 

associated with increased vulnerability because they are related to increased behavior that 

conveys target submissiveness.  

Individual Difference Antecedents  

In line with the precipitation and congruence theories of victimization, recent reviews and 

meta-analyses support that individual difference factors can contribute to the susceptibility of 

becoming a target of incivility (e.g., Aquino & Thao, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; 

Schilpzand, De Pater, & Erez, 2014). We focus the current study on these individual 

difference predictors of the target to help identify employees that are at greatest risk for 

experiencing supervisor instigated incivility and identify a behavioral mediator that could be 

modified through directed interventions to help prevent high risk employees from becoming 

targets of incivility from their supervisor.  

Neuroticism  

In their review of workplace incivility, Schilpzand, De Pater, and Erez (2014) identify 

target dispositional neuroticism (positively related) and agreeableness (negatively related) as 

antecedents of incivility. Individuals who are high in neuroticism are characterized as being 

anxious, insecure, hostile, depressed, and emotional (Barrack & Mount, 1991; Barrack, 
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Mount, & Judge, 2001). Tendency towards experiencing negative affect, a component of 

neuroticism, is consistently related to workplace victimization (Aquino & Thau, 2009; 

Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Bowling, Beehr, Bennett, & Watson, 2010). In line with this, 

Coyne, Seigne, & Randall (2000) found that less stable, less independent employees were 

more likely to be targets of incivility; Milam, Spitzmueller, and Penney (2009) found that 

even co-worker ratings of neuroticism were associated with increased experience of 

incivility.  

Behavioral concordance models of personality (Moskowitz & Côté, 1995) suggest that 

employee personality ratings align with behavior patterns because engaging in behavior that 

is in concordance with your personality traits is associated with positive affective experiences 

(Côté & Moskowitz, 1998). Employees’ anxious, insecure, and emotional intrapersonal 

experiences that are associated with high neuroticism likely manifest as behavior. This 

behavior, in turn, is more likely to be seen as submissive or vulnerable, thus placing the 

employee at increased risk of experiencing incivility from their supervisor (Aquino & Thau, 

2009; Milam, Spitzmueller, & Penney, 2009).  

Drawing from the theories of target precipitation and target vulnerability, employees are 

at increased risk of experiencing incivility from their supervisors when they behave in ways 

that indicates they are an easy target that is unlikely to retaliate. As personality informs the 

types of behaviors that employees engage in, it is likely that the behaviors associated with 

neuroticism can convey vulnerability to victimization and thus increase susceptibility for 

supervisor instigated incivility. Specifically, the behaviors enacted by the target, associated 

with their high levels of neuroticism, can convey that the target is inferior to the perpetrator 

or suggest that they are an easy target of abuse that is unlikely to retaliate – both of which are 



  11 

 

associated with increased perpetration of deviant interpersonal behavior (e.g., Amir, 1967; 

Felson & Steadman, 1983; Glomb, 2002). Hence, target neuroticism should be related to 

victimization.  

Due to the empirical and theoretical support for the relationship between neuroticism and 

general incivility as well as the implications of the target precipitation and congruence 

theories on victimization which suggest that behaviors associated with neuroticism might 

increase incivility occurrence due to their conveyance of vulnerability to victimization, we 

aim to replicate and extend prior findings on target neuroticism by examining if neuroticism 

is associated with increased target vulnerability to experiencing supervisor instigated 

incivility:  

Hypothesis 1: Target neuroticism is positively related to experiencing incivility 

perpetrated by the supervisor.  

Agreeableness 

Because incivility is inherently relational – representing a social exchange between the 

target and perpetrator – target agreeableness is an important individual difference in 

predicting experiences of incivility. Employees who are high in agreeableness are 

characterized as being flexible, trusting, compliant, forgiving, soft-hearted, and tolerant 

(Barrack & Mount, 1991; Barrack, Mount, & Judge, 2001). Research on agreeableness and 

incivility, although sparse, suggests that low target agreeableness is a risk factor for 

experienced incivility (Milam, et al., 2009; Schilpzand, De Pater, & Erez, 2016). As with 

neuroticism, agreeableness likely influences experience of supervisor instigated incivility by 

contributing to the behaviors that the employee engages in and influencing target 

vulnerability perceptions.  
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Through the behavioral concordance model of personality, high agreeableness is related 

to increased behaviors that are in alignment with the associated compliant, trusting, and 

flexible characteristics (Côté & Moskowitz, 1998; Moskowitz & Côté, 1995). Someone high 

in agreeableness, unlike high neuroticism, likely expresses behaviors that are not in violation 

of organizational norms and are not threatening to others. The target precipitation and target 

congruence theories of victimization suggest that employees are least likely to be targets of 

supervisor instigated incivility when they do not antagonize their supervisor or when they do 

not convey that they are vulnerable to victimization. From this, when viewed independently, 

behaviors associated with agreeableness are likely associated with decreased workplace 

incivility (Neuman & Baron, 1997) because they are less likely to convey to the supervisor 

that they are an easy target for victimization. However, research on these relationships is 

limited and has not examined the influence on incivility with the supervisor as the 

perpetrator. Therefore, when looking solely at target agreeableness, we test the following 

hypotheses to better understand if this individual difference-incivility relationship holds 

when the incivility is perpetrated by the supervisor so that we can to assess if agreeable 

employees are at decreased risk of experiencing incivility from their supervisor. 

Hypothesis 2: Target agreeableness is negatively related to experiencing incivility 

perpetrated by the supervisor. 

The Interaction of Neuroticism and Agreeableness 

Moving beyond the direct effects of personality, we extend the prior research on 

individual differences and experienced supervisor instigated incivility by examining the 

interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness. Neuroticism and agreeableness have 

been individually identified as predictors of becoming a target of incivility (Milam et al., 
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2009); however, it is not clear how these personality characteristics can interact with each 

other to influence supervisor instigated incivility susceptibility. Within an individual, 

personality is complex and consists of a multitude of possible patterns across the Five-Factor 

Model personality characteristics. Although neuroticism and agreeableness tend to be 

negatively correlated (e.g., Milam et al., 2009; Tepper, Duffy, & Shaw, 2001), someone who 

is high in neuroticism, for example, could be low in agreeableness, high in agreeableness, or 

anywhere in between. It is possible that particular combinations of personality characteristics 

are associated with differential behavioral patterns that may put individuals at increased risk 

for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility.  

Although individuals high in neuroticism may always be at a higher risk for 

experiencing supervisor instigated incivility, the strength of the risk and the behavioral 

mechanisms responsible for this risk may differ depending on the co-occurring levels of 

other personality characteristics. However, this interaction of personality characteristics has 

yet to be examined, particularly when looking at the behavioral mechanisms for why 

personality is associated with increased risk of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. 

We aim to remedy this gap by investigating the interaction between neuroticism and 

agreeableness and its relationship with at-risk behavioral patterns and, ultimately, 

experienced incivility from their supervisor. By doing this, we build on previous work on 

individual difference antecedents and examine personality as a complex and interrelated 

predictor. 

Contrary to the common conception that targets of incivility are more likely to be anti-

social, socially withdrawn, and disagreeable (an idea which is primarily supported by the 

research on the relationship between neuroticism and negative affect on being targets of 
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incivility), there is evidence that social and agreeable employees are also targets of 

workplace victimization (Coyne, Craig, & Chong, 2004). Recent research on the “dark side” 

of agreeableness (McCord, Joseph, & Grijalva, 2014) has suggested that, at high levels, 

individuals high in agreeableness can display increased gullibility and submissiveness and be 

perceived as ingratiating and as pushovers (Samuel & Gore, 2012). Similarly, these 

individuals may be more likely to avoid conflict (Suls, Martin, & David, 1998) and be lenient 

in regard to the transgressions of others (Bernadin, Cooke, & Villanova, 2000). 

When combined with the characteristics of neuroticism, such as being anxious and 

emotional, employees high in both agreeableness and neuroticism may be more likely to be 

viewed as “pushovers” or easy targets for victimization by their supervisors. Although 

Milam, Spitzmueller, and Penney (2009) discuss agreeableness and neuroticism as predictors 

of incivility, they do not examine how these factors interact with one another. We propose 

that when looking at the complex personality dynamics of the interaction between 

neuroticism and agreeableness on incivility from the supervisor, different patterns of 

susceptibility and behavioral tendencies will emerge. Specifically, we propose that 

employees at highest risk for incivility are those who are high in both neuroticism and 

agreeableness.  

The combination of high negative affect (neuroticism) and high willingness to please 

others (agreeableness) likely leads employees to enact behaviors that are simultaneously 

emotional and high in negative affect but also unassertive and passive. The combination of 

these personality traits can place employees at increased risk of experiencing incivility from 

their supervisor because they likely convey a decreased capacity to resist or avoid 

victimization.  
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Target precipitation and target vulnerability models of victimization assert that 

employees viewed as vulnerable or easy targets will experience more victimization (Amir, 

1967; Curtis, 1974; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Due to the associated characteristics of 

neuroticism and agreeable personalities, the interaction between high neuroticism and high 

agreeableness likely increases behavioral patterns that make these employees more likely to 

be viewed as vulnerable. Based on the target congruence model of victimization, this can 

make the employee an easier and more likely target of supervisor instigated incivility 

(Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). To test if this interaction between neuroticism and 

agreeableness increases vulnerability in regard to experiencing supervisor instigated 

incivility, we propose the following moderation hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between target neuroticism and supervisor instigated 

incivility is moderated by target agreeableness such that the vulnerability of 

experiencing supervisor instigated incivility for employees high in neuroticism is 

highest when employees are high in agreeableness and lowest when employees are 

low in agreeableness.  

Behavioral Mechanism: Submissive Response to Incivility  

Despite the support for individual difference predictors of supervisor instigated incivility 

and the theoretical support for these relationships, few studies empirically examine why 

target personality is associated with incivility. Milam, Spitzmueller, and Penney (2009) take 

a first step at understanding these mechanisms by looking at one half of Aquino and 

Lamertz’s (2004) victim role types: provocative target behaviors. However, alternative role 

types, such as submissive roles, have not yet been studied in relation to target personality 

and, to our knowledge, these behavioral mechanisms have not yet been examined for 
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supervisor instigated incivility.  The power differential inherent in supervisor-subordinate 

relationships may make submissive responses to incivility a stronger risk factor for 

supervisor instigated incivility because subordinates are already less likely to be able to 

retaliate against, resist, or avoid their supervisor. Although it is helpful to understand the 

personality predictors of becoming a target of supervisor instigated incivility, in order to 

build effective interventions, we need to identify why certain personality profiles increase the 

likelihood of experiencing incivility. We aim to remedy this dearth by assessing the role of 

submissive responses to incivility, through the lens of the vulnerability and precipitation 

models of victimization, on employee supervisor instigated incivility vulnerability.  

One explanation for why personality influences incivility is that personality influences 

the types of behavioral roles that employees engage in (Coté, S., & Moskowitz, 1998; 

Moskowitz, & Coté, 1995). In line with this, there are two primary workplace victimization 

role types that have been identified: provocative targets and submissive targets (Aquino & 

Lamertz 2004; Olweus, 1978). Building off of the research by Milam, Spitzmueller, and 

Penney (2009), we investigate submissive target response to incivility – associated with the 

second victim role type based on Aquino and Lamertz’s model (2004) – as an alternative 

behavioral mediator to help explain another way through which personality profiles, such as 

the interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness, could influence supervisor instigated 

incivility susceptibility.  

 Milam et al. (2009) found, looking only at the main effects, that individuals high in 

neuroticism or low in agreeableness were more likely to be viewed as provocative targets, 

which was then related to increased generalized incivility (not target specific). Inversely, they 

found that individuals high in agreeableness were less likely to be viewed as provocative 
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targets. However, whereas the main effect of agreeableness has demonstrated to have an 

overall a negative relationship with incivility, individuals exhibiting agreeableness behaviors 

(Coyne, Craig, & Chong, 2004) continue to be targets of incivility and can exhibit negative 

behaviors such as being gullible and submissive. It is possible that when examined in 

conjunction with neuroticism, the interaction between high neuroticism and high 

agreeableness is associated with a different behavioral pattern that still puts the individual at 

risk for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility.  

According to Aquino and Lamertz (2004), employees enacting submissive response roles 

can be characterized as being “passive, insecure, frequently rejected by peers, and unwilling 

to defend against attack” (p. 1025). These submissive target behavioral patterns and low 

assertiveness are associated with increased workplace victimization (Aquino & Lamertz, 

2004; Coyne et al., 2000). Examining the behavioral predictors of incivility, research 

suggests that overly accommodating and submissive conflict management styles are one of 

the target behavioral patterns associated with increased victimization (Aquino, 2000; Aquino 

& Thau, 2009). Specifically, Aquino (2000) found that when targets had an obliging conflict 

management style – characterized by yielding to the demands of the perpetrator – they were 

more likely to experience workplace victimization, particularly when the targets were of 

lower hierarchical status in the organization.  

Theoretically, the target precipitation and target congruence models of victimization 

suggest that individuals that display vulnerability, weakness, or low likelihood of retaliation 

are more likely to experience victimization (Amir, 1967; Curtis, 1974; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 

1996). We operationalize this vulnerability in the current study as submissive response to 

general incivility. Submissive responses to incivility are likely associated with increased 
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experience of workplace incivility from the supervisor because submissive responses to 

incivility can signal that the target is of low social position, has a deficiency of social allies to 

help defend them, and are unlikely to resist the perpetrator (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; 

Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996; Amir, 1967). In addition, low assertiveness and high 

neuroticism might function to make the risk of reporting or retaliating against uncivil 

behavior appear diminished, making them an easier target for deviant workplace treatment 

(Aquino & Lamertz, 2004; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996).  

In line with the provocative and submissive target types identified by Aquino and 

Lamertz (2004), the target congruence theory of victimization suggests that, within the 

workplace, incivility can occur due to target antagonism (provocative behavior) or target 

vulnerability (submissive behavior) (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Due to the traits and 

behaviors associated with high agreeableness, employees who are high on both neuroticism 

and agreeableness are unlikely to provoke or anger their supervisors (target antagonism). 

Rather, it is likely that the interaction of high neuroticism and high agreeableness is 

associated more with “pushover” style behavioral patterns that are associated with being an 

easy and submissive target (target vulnerability). Based on theories of precipitation and target 

congruence, this diminished likelihood of resisting victimization can increase the 

vulnerability of these employees in regards to experiencing supervisor instigated incivility 

(Amir, 1967; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Although Aquino and Lamertz (2004) discuss 

this personality influence on these behavioral patterns, they do not directly measure it; the 

relationships between personality and submissive target responses to incivility remain 

unclear. We contribute to the research in this area by testing the proposition that, in line with 

the victimization theories, the interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness is related to 
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increased likelihood of enacting behavior associated with being viewed as a submissive 

target, which ultimately leads to increased vulnerability to supervisor instigated incivility 

(see Figure 1 for the full conceptual model).  

Hypothesis 4: The degree to which the target displays submissive responses to 

general incivility is positively related to incivility perpetrated by supervisors. 

Hypothesis 5: The interaction between target neuroticism and agreeableness is 

related to incivility perpetrated by the supervisor indirectly through the degree to 

which target is viewed as displaying submissive responses to incivility.  

Chapter II 

Method 

Procedure 

 Participants are comprised of target employees, who are full-time employees enrolled 

in college courses, and their coworkers. To qualify for inclusion, target employees worked at 

least 35 hours per week in paid employment. Each target employee completed a paper survey 

and was instructed to have one of their coworkers complete a second paper survey. The target 

employee responded about their personality (neuroticism & agreeableness) and 

demographics; the coworker responded about the target employee’s submissive response to 

incivility and the target employee’s experience of supervisor instigated incivility. Surveys 

were collected from a total of 179 target employee – coworker pairs.  

To strengthen the contributions of our study, we examine target personality 

antecedents and mechanisms of supervisor specific incivility using multisource data from 

both the target and a coworker. This multi-source perspective allows us to examine the 

observable behavioral mechanism for why target personality is related to incivility and 
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examine this relationship using co-worker rated incivility by the supervisor towards the target 

to help distinguish the impact of personality on observable incivility experiences without the 

influence of target personality on the appraisal and recall of their own experiences. One 

common explanation given for the relationship between individual differences, such as 

negative affect and neuroticism, and increased reporting of incivility is that these individual 

differences influence recall, attribution, and vigilance surrounding experiences of incivility 

(e.g., Aquino & Thau, 2009; Blaney, 1986), rather than influencing the actual, objective 

occurrence of incivility. By looking at co-worker ratings of incivility that the target employee 

experiences, the current study is able to hone in on the relationship between the victim’s 

personality and the witnessed incivility that is occurring, without the confounding influence 

of the victim’s personality on the reporting and sensitivity to incivility. By doing this, we add 

to the current research on individual differences by testing if the established relationships 

hold when the outcome is observed incivility by co-workers and not self-report from the 

target.  

Participants 

Target Employees 

On average, target employees (N = 179) were female (82.1%), aged 25.38 (SD = 

7.15), reported attending some college (.6% some high school, 6.7% high school diploma or 

GED, 63.7% some college, 19% associates degree, 9.5% bachelor’s degree, and .6% 

graduate degree), and had been with their organization for an average of 37.39 months (SD = 

41.50). These participants were racially diverse (35.8% Hispanic, 29.1% White, 17.9% 

African American, 16.2% Asian, and 1.1% other) and worked in a variety of industries (e.g., 

food service, healthcare, education, retail, and finance).  
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Coworkers 

On average, coworkers (N = 179) were female (65.4%), aged 29.94 (SD = 9.85), 

reported having attended some college as their highest educational achievement (1.1% some 

high school, 13.5% high school diploma or GED, 44.9% some college, 10.7% associates 

degree, 24.2% bachelor’s degree, and 5.6% graduate degree), and had been with their 

organization for an average of 53.68 months (SD = 57.64). These participants were also 

racially diverse (36.2% White, 25.4% Hispanic, 19.8% African American, 14.1% Asian, 1.1 

% Native American, and 3.4% other). In addition, the coworkers reported knowing the target 

employee for an average of 33.78 months (SD = 49.32).  

Measures 

Unless otherwise stated, all items were assessed using a 5-point Likert-style scale 

where respondents and co-workers were asked to indicate their agreement with statements 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  

Target employee self-rated survey 

The target employee completed survey items about their demographics, neuroticism, 

and agreeableness. 

Covariates. Based on their potential influence in the relationships under study, the 

following variables were assessed as covariates: target employee age, target employee 

gender, and target employee tenure with the organization (in months).  

Neuroticism. Self-rated neuroticism was assessing using the 10-item neuroticism 

scale (α = .84) from the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Goldberg, 1999). Sample 

items read: “I have frequent mood swings,” “I often feel blue” and “I am not easily bothered 

by things (reverse coded).”  
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Agreeableness. Self-rated agreeableness was assessed using the 10-item 

agreeableness scale (α = .84) from the IPIP (Goldberg, 1999). Sample items read: “I make 

people feel at ease,” “I have a good word for everyone,” and “I believe that others have good 

intentions.” 

Coworker rated survey 

The responding coworker completed survey items about their own demographics, 

their perception of the target employee as a submissive target, and the supervisor based 

incivility that the target employee experiences.  

Target Submissive Response to Incivility. Coworker perceptions of the target 

employee as a responding submissively to general experiences to incivility were submissive 

assessed using a 2-item scale (α = .73) developed specifically for this study.  Coworkers were 

asked to indicate their agreement to the following statements about the target employee: 

“He/she rarely sticks up for him/herself when others put him/her down” and “People at work 

are rude to him/her because he/she is an easy target.” 

Supervisor instigated incivility towards the target employee. Coworkers rated the 

incivility the target employee experiences from their supervisor using six items (α = .87) 

from Burnfield, Clark, Devendorf, and Jex’s (2004) incivility questionnaire. These items 

were selected from the original 29-item scale to reflect only items where incivility with the 

supervisor was the indicated as the source of the incivility. Items were further adapted so that 

the target employee was the referent (e.g., “His/her supervisor…”) instead of answering the 

items about themselves (e.g., “My supervisor”). Co-workers were asked to indicate their 

level of agreement with statements about the incivility that the target employee may be 

experiencing. Sample items include: “His/her boss yells at him or her about matters that are 
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not important,” “His/her supervisor is verbally abusive to him or her,” and “He/She 

frequently gets interrupted in meetings by supervisors.”  

Chapter III 

Results 

Means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations among study variables are reported 

in Table 1. Zero-order bivariate correlations indicated that neuroticism (r = .24, p = .002), 

agreeableness (r = -.18, p = .02), and submissive target behavior (r = .52, p <.001) correlated 

significantly with supervisor instigated incivility. All significant correlations were in the 

expected direction based on hypotheses 1, 2 and 4.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

The main effects of neuroticism (Hypothesis 1) and agreeableness (Hypothesis 2) and 

the interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness (Hypothesis 3) on supervisor based 

incivility were assessed through a three-step hierarchical linear regression (Aiken & West, 

1996). In the first step, the covariates (target age, tenure, and gender) were entered into the 

regression model. Second, neuroticism and agreeableness were be entered into the regression 

model. The interaction term, created using grand mean centered predictors, between 

neuroticism and agreeableness was entered into the final step of the model. Results from this 

analysis are presented in Table 2.  In support of Hypotheses 1 and 2, neuroticism was 

positively related to supervisor instigated incivility, β = .20, p = .01, 95%CI [.07, .54], and 

agreeableness was negatively related to supervisor instigated incivility, β = -.17, p = .02, 

95%CI [-.55, -.04]. In support of Hypothesis 3, the interaction between neuroticism and 
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agreeableness was significantly related to supervisor instigated incivility, β = .19, p = .01, 

95%CI [.15, 1.11], such that with low agreeableness, the target experiences higher levels of 

supervisor instigated incivility regardless of their level of neuroticism and with high 

agreeableness the target experiences more incivility if they are high in neuroticism and less 

incivility if they are low in neuroticism (See Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses support this: 

the slope for the relationship when agreeableness is high is significant and positive (B = .54 

(.18), t = 3.10, p = .002); the slope for the relationship between neuroticism and supervisor 

instigated incivility when agreeableness is low is not significantly different from zero (B = 

.02 (.16), t = .13, p = .90). 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 2 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

 The role of submissive target response to incivility as a predictor of supervisor 

instigated incivility (Hypothesis 4) and the indirect relationship between the neuroticism x 

agreeableness interaction on supervisor instigated incivility through submissive target 

response to incivility (Hypothesis 5) were assessed through the PROCESS Macro (Hayes, 

2012; 2013; Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007). This analysis allows for the calculation of 

direct, indirect, and conditional effects through a series of linear regression models and 

bootstrapping methodologies. The results support Hypothesis 4 (see Table 3): submissive 

target response to incivility was positively associated with supervisor instigated incivility, B 
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= .46 (.06), p < .001, 95%CI [.3328, 5794].  In support of Hypothesis 5 (see Table 4), 

neuroticism was indirectly related to supervisor instigated incivility through submissive 

target response to incivility and this indirect effect was moderated by target agreeableness 

(index of moderated mediation: B = .24 (.07), 95%CI [.1095, .4102]).  

 ------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 3 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 4 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

These results suggest (see Figure 3) that when an employee is low on agreeableness, their 

level of neuroticism is not related to their levels of submissive response to incivility (simple 

slopes analyses: B = .007 (.06), t = .04, p = .97). But, when they are high on agreeableness, 

they are only viewed as engaging in submissive responses to incivility when they are also 

high in neuroticism (simple slopes analyses: B = .61 (.19), t = 3.19, p = .002).    

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 3 about here 

------------------------------------------- 

Chapter IV 

Discussion 

The current study adds to our understanding of workplace victimization by examining the 

complex dispositional predictors and behavioral mechanisms associated with supervisor 

instigated incivility. Incorporating a theoretical basis for the individual difference predictors 
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of incivility, we test the vulnerability components of the criminology based precipitation and 

target congruence theories of victimization (Amir, 1967; Curtis, 1974; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 

1996) to understand why employees are at differential risk for experiencing supervisor 

instigated incivility.  Due to the high productivity and employee health related costs 

associated with incivility and workplace victimization (Herschovis & Barling, 2010), the 

purpose of the current study was to identify not only who is at highest vulnerability for 

supervisor instigated incivility but also to begin to understand why these employees are more 

vulnerable than other employees. Through this, we are able to (1) identify employees that are 

at greatest risk for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility, an experience that is linked 

with negative personal and organizational costs (Herschovis & Barling, 2010), and (2) 

identify a theoretically grounded behavioral mechanism that helps explain these relationships 

by integrating the management-based empirical findings regarding target behavior with the 

target vulnerability and victimization theories from the criminology domains. By 

understanding who is at greatest risk and why, organizations can provide support to at risk 

employees and use this information, in conjunction with the research on perpetrator and 

organizational predictors of incivility, to help build a climate of civility for all employees.  

Previous research on the antecedents of generalized workplace incivility have 

identified target neuroticism and agreeableness as viable individual difference predictors of 

experienced incivility (Milam, Spitzmueller, & Penney, 2009); how these personality traits 

interact, however, to influence vulnerability to supervisor instigated incivility was not clear. 

We address this gap by examining the moderated relationship of neuroticism and 

agreeableness with supervisor instigated incivility. In addition to this extension of the 

literature, we also help explain why these employees may be vulnerable to experiencing 
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supervisor instigated incivility by examining the role of a behavioral mechanism (submissive 

response to incivility). Using multisource employee data, our results support our hypotheses: 

target neuroticism and agreeableness are significant predictors of supervisor incivility and are 

related to incivility indirectly through their influence on target submissive response to 

experiencing incivility. Specifically, neuroticism and agreeableness were shown to interact 

with each other such that employees that are high in both agreeableness and neuroticism are 

at the highest vulnerability for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility, partially because 

this combination of personality traits is associated with increased likelihood of displaying 

submissive response patterns. Building off of these prior findings, the results from the current 

study address these gaps and extend this research in three important ways.  

First, although agreeableness and neuroticism have each been demonstrated as 

predictors of incivility (Schilpzand, De Pater, & Erez, 2016; Milam et al., 2009), these 

personality predictors were only looked at individually and the relationship of moderating 

influence of agreeableness on the neuroticism related incivility vulnerability was still unclear. 

We directly address this gap by examining how the relationship between agreeableness and 

incivility changes as a function of target neuroticism. Although under certain circumstances 

agreeableness can be protective for employees, our findings suggest that this is not always 

the case. When looked at individually, agreeableness has been shown to be negatively related 

to incivility vulnerability (Milam et al., 2009). However, by looking at agreeableness in 

conjunction with neuroticism, we find that the risk of experiencing supervisor instigated 

incivility varies depending on the employee’s level of neuroticism. By looking at the 

moderating effects of personality variables instead of solely examining main effects, we are 

able to better understand the boundary conditions of individual difference risk factors and 
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help better identify when personality traits are most likely to increase vulnerability to 

incivility.  

Second, we contribute to the workplace incivility and victimization research by 

focusing specifically on incivility that is perpetrated by supervisors. Although there is a 

wealth of research on workplace incivility in general, the research on incivility perpetrated by 

a specific source, particularly by the supervisor, is still limited. Due to the additional 

affective and behavioral burden associated with supervisor based incivility (Herschovis & 

Barling, 2010), it is necessary that the risk factors for experiencing incivility from this 

particular source be identified. We directly contribute to this by identifying target 

neuroticism and agreeableness as predictors of supervisor instigated incivility. Similarly, 

although submissive behavior has been discussed as a risk factor for general incivility 

experiences (Aquino & Lamertz, 2004), this assertion was not empirically assessed in 

relation to either workplace incivility or incivility occurring specifically from the supervisor. 

As the inherent hierarchical nature of the supervisor-subordinate relationship can make 

resistance, reporting, or retaliation more difficult (Herschovis & Barling, 2010; Lian, Ferris, 

& Brown, 2012), it was important to assess the role of submissive responses to incivility 

because submissive responses to incivility may particularly increase vulnerability when the 

instigator is in this higher status role. Our findings support this: submissive response to 

generalized incivility was a significant predictor of supervisor instigated incivility, and this 

submissive response partially explains why personality traits are associated with differential 

vulnerability to incivility from the supervisor. We therefore build on the current incivility 

research by extending our understanding of predictors and mechanisms to focus specifically 

on incivility that is instigated by the supervisor.  
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Finally, findings from our study advance both the workplace victimization research 

and criminology based theory by using an interdisciplinary perspective to integrate a 

theoretical undergird for understanding vulnerability to supervisor instigated incivility. We 

bridge the occupational health psychology and criminology domains to provide a 

theoretically grounded mechanism for why individual difference factors are related to 

increased incivility risk. The precipitation and target congruence theories (Amir, 1967; 

Curtis, 1974; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996) purport that employees are more likely to be 

targets of incivility if they are viewed as likely to react passively to incivility. We provide a 

direct test of this theory, as applied to supervisor instigated incivility, by assessing the 

mediating role of submissive target response to generalized incivility in the relationship 

between personality and supervisor instigated incivility. Our results support the assertions of 

these victimization theories and provide evidence for the generalizability of these theories to 

more subtle and workplace linked forms of deviance. In addition, we add to the empirical 

research on workplace victimization by suggesting target congruence and precipitation 

theories as a viable theoretical perspective to understand target vulnerability to incivility.  

Theoretical Implications and Future Directions 

Theoretically, our results suggest that target congruence and precipitation theories of 

victimization (Amir, 1967; Curtis, 1974; Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996) are viable theories for 

the occupational victimization domain that can help us identify target-based risk factors for 

incivility experiences. By applying these theories to management and occupational health 

psychology research, we can better integrate the wealth of empirical research on target 

predictors. Through these theories, and in line with our current findings, traits and behaviors 

that convey that the target is less likely to retaliate or report an offense are associated with 
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increased vulnerability for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. Using these theories 

to help us understand these vulnerabilities can aid in identifying ways to stop incivility from 

occurring and help individuals cope with incivility that does occur.  

Focusing on supervisor instigated incivility allows us to expand the scope of these 

theories beyond where they were originally conceptualized (childhood bullying and violent 

crime) to include more subtle deviance within the occupational health psychology domain. 

Our results support the tenants of the vulnerability component of these theories within the 

realm of workplace incivility: submissive response to incivility (a measure of vulnerability) 

is associated with increased risk of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. This 

suggests that the target congruence and precipitation theories are applicable to a wider range 

of deviant behavior than originally designed for and can help us in understanding workplace 

deviance. It is likely, based on our results, that these theories can help us to understand other 

forms of workplace deviance such as interpersonal counter-productive workplace behaviors 

or theft. Examining these deviant behaviors within the lens of precipitation and congruence 

theories could help expand our understanding of workplace deviance as well as expand 

victimization theory to include deviance within the complex workplace environment. 

Theoretically, our results provide initial support for the use of the precipitation and 

target congruence victimization theories in understanding workplace victimization and 

deviance. However, additional research identifying the perpetrator, climate, and 

organizational boundaries for the target congruence and precipitation theories of 

victimization will help us to better flesh out when particular employees are more or less 

likely to be targets of supervisor instigated incivility. Certain organizational policies, norms, 

or climates, for example, may help protect employees that would typically be at increased 
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vulnerability from experiencing supervisor instigated incivility. To expand on these theories 

within the occupational health psychology domain, we need to better understand these 

boundary conditions and identify when vulnerability perceptions are a risk factor and under 

what circumstances these traits/behaviors are more or less likely to be viewed as 

vulnerabilities.  

We assessed the vulnerability component of these victimization models, wherein 

employees are at increased risk for experiencing supervisor instigated incivility when they 

are displaying submissive response behaviors. However, while the target congruence theory 

suggests that targets are at highest risk for victimization when their behavior is congruent 

with the needs/motives of the perpetrator, we only assess the behaviors of the target and have 

not examined the needs/motives of the perpetrator. As such, taking a more dyadic approach 

to applying this theory could help us could help us to more comprehensively understand the 

contexts and relationships where target vulnerability is most important in predicting 

incivility. For instance, future research could assess both the target’s vulnerable behavior 

patterns as well as the needs/motives of the perpetrator.  Similarly, while we identify 

submissive response behavior as the vulnerability component of the target congruence 

theory, there may be additional behaviors or traits that fall within the vulnerability domain 

and increase target risk. To fully understand what makes certain employees more vulnerable, 

future research should examine additional characteristics and behaviors that are associated 

with vulnerability assessments.  

Similarly, while we focus in the current study on the vulnerability component of these 

theories due to the importance of vulnerability in hierarchical relationships (Finkelhor & 

Asdigian, 1996), the other components of the target congruence theory (gratifiability and 
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antagonism) remain understudied in the context of workplace incivility and supervisor 

instigated incivility. In alignment with the target congruence theory, Aquino and Thau (2009) 

suggest that both submissive and provocative behaviors are risk factors for workplace 

incivility experiences and Milam and colleagues (2009) identify provocative behaviors as 

risk factors for incivility. However, the influence of gratifiability motives has not yet been 

well examined within the workplace and the influence of provocative behaviors on incivility 

specifically from the supervisor has not been assessed. While antagonism and/or gratifiability 

related behaviors on the part of the subordinate may be associated with increased supervisor 

incivility, due to the hierarchical nature of the subordinate-supervisor relationship, it is 

possible that these types of behaviors lead to corrective behaviors, punishment, or re-

assignment rather than simply incivility. To more fully understand the role of these motives 

in workplace incivility, future research should examine the role of these additional risk 

factors identified in the target congruence model for supervisor instigated incivility as well as 

look at differences in the importance of each of these risk factors across different incivility 

sources.  

Practical Implications and Future Directions 

We identify these target based antecedents of supervisor instigated incivility not only 

to expand victimization theory but also to help inform the creation and implementation of 

targeted workplace interventions designed to decrease the experience of and strain from 

supervisor instigated incivility. Our results suggest that employees that are both high in 

neuroticism and agreeableness are at increased vulnerability to experiencing this incivility. 

Furthermore, our results indicate that when employees are high on both of these traits, their 

behavioral patterns are more likely to be submissive, which can further increase their risk for 
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becoming targets of incivility from their supervisor. Looking independently at neuroticism, 

Milam and colleagues (Milam et al., 2009) found that neuroticism was associated with 

increased generalized incivility experiences at work because the employee was more likely to 

behave in ways that were viewed as provocative.  Our results suggest that when neuroticism 

is paired with high agreeableness, there is a different behavioral mechanism that helps 

explain why they are at increased risk for incivility: employees high in both neuroticism and 

agreeableness are more likely to be viewed as displaying submissive responses to incivility.  

Based on the target congruence theory of victimization, two of the target based 

mechanisms for increased victimization risk are (1) displaying vulnerability or (2) provoking 

the perpetrator (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996). Taken in tandem with Milam et al.’s (2009) 

findings, the results from the current study imply that the behavioral mechanisms for why 

some employees are at increased risk for experiencing workplace incivility may differ 

depending on the personality profile of the target employee. Looking at high neuroticism 

alone, provocative behavior may be why target personality is related to incivility 

vulnerability; looking at high neuroticism combined with high agreeableness, submissive 

responses to incivility may be why target personality is related to incivility vulnerability. 

Interventions designed to provide support, avoidance techniques, behavioral coaching, etc. 

for employees that are experiencing supervisor based incivility need to take these different 

behavioral risk factors into account. An intervention designed to help highly neurotic 

employees decrease their risk of experiencing recurring incivility, for example, would need 

to have a different approach if the employee behavioral patterns were provocative than if 

they were submissive. Our results help inform when employees high in neuroticism are more 
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likely to engage in behavior that is viewed as submissive, placing them at increased risk of 

experiencing supervisor based incivility.  

The purpose of the current study was to identify which employees were at greatest 

risk for supervisor instigated incivility. Providing targeted support and resources to these at 

risk employees may help them build strategies to decrease their experiences of incivility or 

decrease the associated strain of experiencing repeated supervisor instigated incivility. 

Although we focus here on target characteristics, there are strong perpetrator-, climate-, and 

organizational-based predictors of incivility that have been identified in the workplace 

victimization literature (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Schilpzand, De 

Pater, & Erez, 2016). For incivility interventions to best stop incivility occurrences and build 

a climate of civility, addressing target based predictors, and identifying at risk employees, 

should be only one component of the intervention – interventions need to address the 

organizational and social antecedents of incivility that are making supervisors feel that it is 

okay to continue to be rude to their subordinates.  

By identifying target-based risk factors, we are simply identifying employees at risk. 

Because they are at increased vulnerability for experiencing incivility from their supervisor, 

these employees may require additional support and may benefit from human resource and 

other organizational support systems. Supervisor instigated incivility is inherently perpetrated 

by someone who is of higher status in the organization. This may lead the targeted employee 

to feel like they are unable to report the incivility or unable to avoid interactions with the 

perpetrator. Because of this, it is essential that employees have an outlet for safely reporting 

incidents and have organizational support systems that are beyond their supervisor. Our 

research suggests that employees high in neuroticism and high in agreeableness might be at 
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increased need for these types of support because they are likely at increased risk for 

experiencing incivility from their supervisor.  

Taking a fair employment and legal perspective to the findings of the current study, 

our results suggest that although there are (based on prior empirical research) organizational 

and supervisor factors that are responsible for incivility occurrences (Aquino & Thau, 2009; 

Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Schilpzand, De Pater, & Erez, 2016), there are also individual 

difference target characteristics and behaviors that can increase vulnerability to experiencing 

these negative workplace interpersonal interactions. This suggests the possibility that while 

there are still strong general organizational climate (e.g., workgroup norms for civility) and 

supervisor (e.g., dominating conflict management style) predictors of incivility (Schilpzand, 

De Pater, & Erez, 2016), some of the burden can be placed on how organizational actors and 

policies serve particular employees known to be at higher risk. Organizations and supervisors 

can use this vulnerability information to help provide additional resources or support to high 

risk employees. These can include, for example, access to an ombudsman or conflict 

resolution/coping trainings for at risk employees. Furthermore, understanding these risk 

factors and behavioral mechanisms for this type of workplace deviance can help 

organizations to better provide a safe and ethical working environment to all employees by 

identifying employees that are at greatest risk for experiencing workplace incivility from 

their supervisor.   

For leaders, our results suggest that personality traits and behaviors of their 

subordinates may be influential in how they treat them. Building awareness of the potential 

for being uncivil to particular subordinates may be an important step in reducing supervisor 

instigated incivility. Previous research has found that negative workplace behavior 
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interventions designed specifically for supervisors was more effective at reducing incivility 

than incivility interventions for other organizational groups (Laschinger, Leiter, Day, & 

Oore, 2012; Leiter, Laschinger, Day, Oore, 2011). Implementing an intervention that helps 

supervisors create a way for employees to let them know when they feel they are 

experiencing incivility and building awareness of the differential vulnerabilities of employees 

based on personality and behavior may be a way to decrease the occurrence of supervisor 

instigated incivility. In addition, future research should expand on our findings to examine 

how dyadic relationship characteristics and quality (e.g., leader-member exchange) influence 

the supervisor’s perception of the employee as a submissive target as well as the occurrence 

of this supervisor instigated incivility. For example, in supervisor-subordinate relationships 

where there is a high frequency of interaction, the degree to which personality or behavior 

relate to target vulnerability perceptions may be different than when there is a low frequency 

of interaction. Examining these relationship and leadership based factors will help to build a 

more comprehensive understanding of the nuanced process of how employee individual 

differences relate to supervisor behaviors.  

The behavioral mechanism results of our study also have implications for how 

organizations and individuals can help cope with supervisor instigated incivility. There is 

evidence that suggests, unfortunately, that neurotic people are not only more likely to be 

targets of incivility but also more likely to have increased detrimental effects from 

experiencing incivility (Zhou, Yan, Che, & Meier, 2014). This highlights the need to develop 

targeted interventions to help these employees cope with negative workplace experiences. 

Drawing from the coping literature, Hershcovis, Cameron, Gervais, and Bozeman (2017) 

found that emotion focused coping is ineffective at preventing a reoccurrence of incivility. 
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Because of the inherent inability for most employees to remove themselves from the 

presence of their supervisor, behavior based coping strategies, namely removal strategies, for 

supervisor instigated incivility will not be able to be relied on. Instead, our research suggests 

that for employees high in neuroticism and agreeableness, focusing on altering behavioral 

patterns that can be viewed as submissive may be a way to help employees avoid continued 

incivility experiences. For example, submissive employees may be viewed as less likely to 

stand up for themselves or report the incivility; so, providing safe outlets for reporting 

incivility or building strategies for how they can productively confront their supervisor about 

the negative behavior may be beneficial for these employees.  

Although we identify neuroticism and agreeableness as important individual 

difference factors related to vulnerability to supervisor instigated incivility, there are 

additional personality and demographic variables that could also contribute to this 

vulnerability. Expanding on our findings, future research should assess a wider array of 

personality profiles and demographic based characteristics to better understand what types of 

employees are at increased vulnerability. For example, there are gender differences that have 

been examined in incivility experiences (Aquino & Thau, 2009; Bowling & Beehr, 2006). 

Integrating the role of gender and gender stereotypes into the current findings about 

personality and submissive behavior could provide us with more nuanced understanding of 

who is likely to experience gender based incivility.  

Finally, we have identified neuroticism, agreeableness, and submissive response to 

incivility as important target-based predictors of supervisor instigated incivility. However, 

this is only one aspect of predicting incivility. Building off of the current research, future 

incivility research should incorporate target, organization, and perpetrator predictors of 
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supervisor instigated incivility. Understanding how these predictors from different sources 

influence incivility and interact with each other will help us to more fully understand, using a 

systems perspective, how the environment, supervisor, and subordinate characteristics and 

behaviors work together to place some employees at increased risk of experiencing 

supervisor instigated incivility. For example, looking at the moderating influence of 

perpetrator personality on the target personality – incivility vulnerability relationship or 

examining the congruence between target and perpetrator characteristics may provide 

information on the types of leader-follower combinations that are most likely to result in 

incivility experiences. Similarly, organizational policies regarding bystander reporting and 

co-workers reporting of the witnessed supervisor instigated incivility may help provide a 

buffer to these at risk employees.  

Limitations  

As with any empirical study on incivility, there are a few limitations to this current 

study that should be addressed through future research. First, for the current study, the 

sample predominantly consisted of young adults in civilian jobs. While this population 

comprises an essential portion of the workforce and was from a diverse set of industries and 

job types, it is important for us to understand how these relationships hold up with different 

employee populations. Understanding whether these findings extend to military or 

government settings, for example, should be examined because supervisors may have 

different roles and different power differentials within these settings.  

One of the strengths of our study is that we use multi-source employee data from 

employees and their co-workers. This allowed us to examine the relationship between 

personality and incivility experiences without the confounding influence of personality on 
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the reporting of or sensitivity to incivility. But, by using co-worker report of supervisor 

instigated incivility, it is possible that we are only able to capture more overt and observable 

occurrences of incivility and are only measuring incivility occurrences if the co-worker is 

present when the supervisor incivility interaction occurs. Similarly, co-workers may perceive 

something as uncivil behavior that the target employee did not notice or did not consider 

rude. Research on observing incivility, however, suggests that observed incivility has 

negative impact on the observer, even if the incivility is not directed towards them (e.g., 

Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Reich & Herschovis, 2015). This suggests that, even if there are 

differences in target and co-worker ratings of incivility, understanding the risk factors for 

experiencing incivility that is observable to co-workers is still an important component of 

understanding workplace victimization. However, to build on the current study, future 

research should delve deeper into the relationships and interactions between the target 

employee and their co-workers – for example, looking at the frequency of interaction with 

the target employee or co-worker and target employee dyadic relationship behaviors (e.g., 

does the target complain to the co-worker about the incivility they are experiencing).  

In the current study, we focus on the target-based antecedents of supervisor instigated 

incivility. Although we assess a mechanism and moderator to better understand target 

neuroticism as it relates to incivility, we do not examine the role organizational, situational, 

or perpetrator factors may play in these relationships. For example, supervisor-subordinate 

relationship characteristics or history may play a role in whether or not these target 

personality profiles place the employee at risk. To build a comprehensive theoretical 

understanding of workplace supervisor incivility and best implement interventions, it is 

necessary that the findings from the current study are integrated within a system based 
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perspective that examines the incivility risk factors that are external to the target employee. 

Many organizations, for example, are implementing anti-bullying rules and practices. It 

would be interesting to examine if employees high on neuroticism and agreeableness are still 

at increased risk for supervisor instigated incivility when they are embedded within these 

organizational climates that are actively working to reduce negative interpersonal 

interactions.  

Although our predictors are personality traits, which tend to be more stable over time, 

adding additional time points in future studies will help us better understand the temporal 

relationship between personality, behavior, and incivility. Even though the research in the 

personality domain suggests that personality influences behavioral patterns (Moskowitz & 

Côté, 1995) and the research in the criminology domain suggests that behavioral patterns 

increase vulnerability to incivility (Finkelhor & Asdigian, 1996), it is possible that the 

reverse can also occur: consistent experience of incivility could be associated with employee 

behavior that is more and more submissive in nature which may lead them to identify with 

different personality characteristics over time. Building off of the current study, it is 

important that we look at these relationships across time as well as examine how these 

relationships play out over repeated incivility interactions. It would be interesting, for 

example, to examine if the relationship between submissive responses to incivility and 

supervisor instigated incivility becomes stronger over time as the supervisor has more 

experiences with targets who are not retaliating against or reporting on the incivility.  

Conclusion 

Due to the ethical and legal obligations for organizations to provide safe work 

environments, it is imperative that we better understand what characteristics and behavioral 



  41 

 

patterns place employees at risk for becoming targets of incivility from their supervisor. In 

this study we identify neuroticism and agreeableness as target characteristics that can 

increase employee vulnerability to experiencing this supervisor instigated incivility. We 

further suggest that the target related behavioral mechanism for this vulnerability is that 

employees high in both neuroticism and agreeableness are more likely to engage in behavior 

that is viewed as submissive. Taken together, this suggests that some employees are at 

differential risk of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility based on their personality 

characteristics and behavioral patterns. Interventions designed to improve organizational 

civility and help employees cope with workplace victimization should focus on helping these 

employees at greatest risk of experiencing supervisor instigated incivility.  
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations among Study Variables. 

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Age 25.38 7.15 -      

2. Tenure (months) 37.39 41.50 .48** -     

3. Gender - - .14 -.01 -    

4. Neuroticism 2.49 .64 -.17* -.09 -.15 -   

5. Agreeableness 3.72 .61 .08 .02 .003 -.37** -  

6. Submissive Response 

to Incivility  
1.76 .88 .02 .04 .06 .16* .02 - 

7. Supervisor Instigated 

Incivility 
1.92 .84 .05 .10 .001 .24** -.18* .52** 

Note. N = 179. For gender, 1 = male, 0 = female. 

*p < .05, **p < .001. 
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Table 2. 

Linear Regression Analysis Results 

 Model 1  

Β 

Model 2 

 β 

Model 3  

β 

Age .01 .05 .05 

Tenure .10 .08 .07 

Gender .001 .02 .05 

Neuroticism - .18* .20* 

Agreeableness - -.16* -.17* 

Neuroticism x Agreeableness - - .19* 

R2 .01 .08 .12 

Adjusted R2 -.007 .05 .08 

ΔR2 - .07* .04* 

Note. N = 179. * p < .05 
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Table 3 

Direct and Indirect Effect Regression Analysis Results 

 Submissive Response to 

Incivility 

Supervisor Instigated 

Incivility  

 B SE B SE 

Age .002 .01 .006 .01 

Tenure .001 .002 .001 .001 

Gender .29 .17 .02 .14 

Neuroticism -1.63* .61 -.80 .51 

Agreeableness -1.19* .43 -.87* .36 

Neuroticism x Agreeableness .53* .17 .26† .14 

Submissive Response to 

Incivility  

- - .46** .06 

Note. N = 179. For gender, 1 = male, 0 = female. †p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .001. 
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Table 4  

Conditional Direct and Indirect Effects  

Level of Moderator (Agreeableness) B SE Lower Bound 

95% CI 

Upper Bound 

95% CI 

Conditional Direct effects 

Low agreeableness .02 .11 -.1969 .2431 

Average agreeableness .18 .09 -.0002 .3670 

High Agreeableness  .34 .14 .0674 .6201 

Conditional Indirect Effects 

Low agreeableness .01 .06 -.1020 .1420 

Average agreeableness .16 .06 .0702 .2880 

High Agreeableness  .31 .08 .1711 .4841 

Note. N = 179 
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Figure 1. Conceptual model  
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Figure 2. Interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness on supervisor instigated 

incivility. 

Note. The thin lines represent standard error bars. These were created using the standard error 

for the slopes (Aiken & West, 1991) 
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Figure 3. Interaction between neuroticism and agreeableness on target submissive response 

to incivility  

Note. The thin lines represent standard error bars. These were created using the standard error 

for the slopes (Aiken & West, 1991) 
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Appendix A 

Target Employee Survey Items 

Agreeableness (Goldberg 1999) 

1. I have a good word for everyone 

2. I believe that others have good intentions 

3. I respect others 

4. I accept people as they are 

5. I make people feel at ease 

6. I have a sharp tongue (R) 

7. I cut others to pieces (R) 

8. I insult people (R) 

9. I suspect hidden motives in others (R) 

10. I get back at others (R) 

Neuroticism (Goldberg, 1999) 

1. I often feel blue 

2. I dislike myself 

3. I am often down in the dumps 

4. I have frequent mood swings 

5. I panic easily 

6. I rarely get irritated (R) 

7. I seldom feel blue (R) 

8. I feel comfortable with myself (R) 

9. I am not easily bothered by things (R) 

10. I am very pleased with myself (R)  
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Appendix B 

Coworker Survey Items 

Incivility from the supervisor, directed at the Target (adapted from Burnfield, 2004) 

1. When making personnel decisions about him/her, his/her boss takes into account 

gossip and personal information 

2. His/her boss yells at him or her about matters that are not important 

3. His/her boss shouts or yells at him or her for making mistakes 

4. His/her supervisor is verbally abusive to him or her 

5. His/her boss takes his or her feelings out on my coworker (e.g., "blows off 

steam") 

6. He/she frequently gets interrupted in meetings by supervisors 

Target Submissive Behavior  

1. He/she rarely sticks up for him/herself when others put him/her down 

2. People at work are rude to him/her because he/she is an easy target 

 


