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Stop Workplace Incivility
By: Halelly Azulay, February 5, 2007

Statistics show that more and more employees are dissatisfied with the level of rudeness in the workplace and that this can indirectly and directly affect workplace productivity and loyalty. This week's guest columnist, Halelly Azulay, addresses the major causes of workplace incivility and offers small steps to create a more positive work environment right now.
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Stop Workplace Incivility
Have you ever…

• Taken someone else’s food, beverage, or condiments from the shared refrigerator without permission?
• Purposely not greeted or acknowledged someone at the office?
• Started an email message without first including a salutation?
• Took the last cup of coffee without making more?
• Stood over a co-worker who was on the phone or typing on the computer?
• Not given credit publicly to a colleague on a project they completed or helped you with?

If you answered “Yes” to any of the above questions, the good news is you are not alone. The bad news is that there is a documented steady increase of workplace behavior, similar to these examples, that is deemed as rude or uncivil by employees. As we all set goals for a great year in 2007, let’s consider increasing our business civility. 

Workplace Incivility is on the Rise
According to Aggravating Circumstances: a Status Report on Rudeness in America, a nationwide study by the nonprofit organization Public Agenda, six out of ten respondents believe lack of courtesy is getting worse and 41 percent admit they too are sometimes a part of the problem. And, while we have many major problems contending for our attention at work and in general, 79 percent of Americans still thought that lack of respect and courtesy should be regarded as a serious national problem. In other words, this is not just ‘fluff’ stuff.

Rudeness at Work Affects Productivity, Satisfaction, and Results
Rude office behavior has lingering after-effects that continue to bother people for quite some time. Studies in Organizational Dynamics and The Journal of Occupational Health Psychology reported that employees who were subjects of uncivil treatment by coworkers and/or bosses had lower job satisfaction, repeated tardiness and absenteeism, and did not work as hard as before. Consider some of these sobering statistics:

• 94% described the rude encounter to someone else (at work or outside)
• 53% lost work time worrying about the incident or future interactions
• 46% contemplated changing jobs to avoid the instigator
• 37% reduced their commitments to the organization
• 28% lost work time avoiding the instigator
• 22% decreased their effort at work
• 12% actually changed jobs to avoid the instigator
• 10% decreased the amount of time they spent at work

As a target of incivility, you may experience added stress, lowered morale, and possibly negative health implications. But even as a bystander – a witness of rudeness – you can be negatively affected. When the targets of office incivility react by working less, caring less, and possibly even leave their jobs, the bystanders are directly affected by having to pick up the slack of extra work created by this decreased morale and performance.

What Constitutes Office Incivility?
Examples of rude behavior can include: 

- sending nasty and demeaning notes or emails 
- treating others like children
- accusing someone of lack of knowledge 
undermining another colleague’s credibility in front of others
- calling names/using profanity
- rebuking people for actions they did not actually do
- procrastinating on work that then causes others to lose time or have to work extra hard to make up for lost time
- excluding employees from relevant meetings
- making unreasonable requests
- giving someone the silent treatment
- shouting and yelling
- talking about someone behind their back
- disrupting meetings
- entering another colleague’s workspace uninvited or staying in their workspace even when they are in the middle of something or on the phone
- playing music or carrying on personal conversations loudly enough for office mates to hear
- not giving credit where credit is due

Rudeness is in the Eyes (or Ears) of the Beholder
What one person may think is business-like, direct behavior might come off to another as curt, rude, or disrespectful. For example, one person considers it extremely rude to send an email with no salutation and has a hard time respecting senders who omit this polite opener. Obviously, the problems can begin when the senders never intended any disrespect when they launched into the ‘meat’ of their message without including a simple “Hi Marci.” And even while you don’t personally take offense if you find the coffee pot empty, many others may feel like it adds to their already growing list of office disrespect examples, thereby lowering their morale.

And we haven’t even considered the immense cultural differences in social norms – often, what constitutes acceptable behavior in one culture can be seen as very rude in another culture. With a diverse workforce, the business etiquette equation becomes trickier to solve.

Rudeness Reduction Resolutions 

What can we do to reduce or combat this growing phenomenon of incivility in the American workplace to curb lost time, strained business relationships, low morale and decreased performance? 

1. Check yourself. The most important thing to do is to look in the mirror and assess your own behavior. Ask yourself, “Am I doing all that I can to be more civil at work?”

The data confirms that we have all been instigators as well as targets of rudeness at work, so we need to be extra careful to ensure that we are not adding to the problem. The nice thing is that civility and kindness tend to be contagious – so often when you treat others more respectfully you can elicit an in-kind response. 

2. Follow the Platinum Rule (which should replace the Golden Rule): “Do unto others as they would wish unto themselves.” In other words, don’t use your own preferences as the only barometer for what is polite and appropriate. Rather, make an attempt to consider how others would perceive your actions or words and choose the most successful message, medium, or behavior based on those parameters as well.

3. Heighten awareness to reduce incidence. Just by becoming more aware of the pervasiveness and prevalence of the problem, we can become more sensitive and conscious of the potential ramifications of our behavior at work. Consider having team meetings to discuss what ways your team or office can make the workplace more polite and civil. Discuss the top pet peeves and craft some ‘common courtesy’ guidelines for your group that everyone can live by.

4. Finally, don’t turn the other cheek – deal with office rudeness directly to help raise awareness and to promote a civil workplace. But remain sensitive to the possibility of miscommunication or unclear intentions. Don’t publicly demean the person who is being uncivil lest you become a rudeness instigator yourself. Speak to the colleague in private, describing the problem with their behavior instead of blaming the person. 

Although many of these suggestions may seem like common sense, the facts are unmistakable: office incivility is a problem that afflicts many of our workplaces and is perpetrated by ‘common’ people just like us. If the issue was really that straightforward, we wouldn’t have the statistics mentioned above. The good news is that each of us can do something to help curb this escalation of workplace rudeness by following a few simple but important steps. After all, we have to go to work every day—so shouldn’t we make the experience be as pleasant and respectful as possible for ourselves and others?



Halelly Azulay is a professional performance improvement practitioner specializing in guiding people and organizations of all types and sizes to peak performance. She is the President of TalentGrow (www.talentgrow.com), helping leaders and their teams achieve their goals by improving their leadership and interpersonal communication skills and practices.
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