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Introduction



After delivering a talk at the Department of Labor about overcoming incivility and creating a thriving environment, I stepped into an elevator with some senior executives from the office of the secretary of labor and a few others. One woman standing next to me introduced herself; she had attended my talk and wanted to tell me about an extremely unpleasant problem she was having with an uncivil boss. I listened as she described the situation. She was careful not to name names, but it became increasingly obvious that the uncivil offender was a leader in the organization, someone in the chain between her and the deputy. All other conversation in the elevator had stopped; those around us awkwardly stared off into space or kept their eyes glued to the floor, but they all were listening.


“What should I do?” this woman asked. “I’m at wits’ end. How do I handle this uncivil person I have to work with?”


Then, the elevator door opened, and as we all got out, this woman stuck by my side. Stress was eating away at her; I could see it. As we walked down the hallway to the deputy’s office, I offered some general recommendations, telling her to focus on taking care of herself, that ultimately it wasn’t worth being pulled off track by him. I suggested she spend time with people and activities that would inspire or elevate her. This woman nodded, but she was clearly unsatisfied with my advice. “Look,” she said by way of good-bye as I turned to walk into a meeting, “I’m totally stuck. I don’t want to leave my job; I have so much invested here. I work hard and I want better, not just for me but for everyone. I just don’t know how to get it.”


I felt this woman’s pain, because I had been there myself. At the beginning of my career, I scored what I thought was my dream job, helping a global athletic brand launch a sports academy. As I soon discovered, I had walked into an uncivil work culture where bullying, rudeness, and other forms of incivility ran rampant. The actions of a narcissistic, dictatorial boss trickled down through the ranks. Employees felt disconnected and disengaged. Some intentionally sabotaged the organization, stealing supplies and equipment, padding their time cards with hours they hadn’t worked and charging personal items to their expense accounts. Many took out their frustrations on others, barking orders at colleagues, making snide remarks to customers, and failing to pitch in like good teammates do. Many talented people left, with some joining competing businesses. I was one of them.


I’d like to say the experience left me unscathed, but that wouldn’t be true. I was a strong person (or so I thought); after all, I was a two-sport college athlete at a Division I school. My colleagues were resilient as well—not the type of people who would wilt easily when challenged. Yet many of us were depleted after just a few months of working in a hostile environment. We quickly became husks of our former selves.


After this experience, and watching as my loved ones faced uncivil behaviors over the years, I decided to dedicate my professional life to studying incivility in the workplace and to helping build more positive cultures where people can thrive. Wanting to demonstrate to the world that the way people treat one another at work matters, I set out to show what leaders and organizations lose financially when they allow rudeness to run rampant. I believed there was a moral element to it—people should treat one another better—but I also knew that for most organizations, money talks, and I wanted to show that incivility hits bottom lines hard. Given how much time we spend at work, and how closely we connect our identities and happiness to our careers, I thought that we could do better—that we had to do better. I wanted to show how creating positive, civil workplaces would be good for people, organizations, and society.


Over the past twenty years, I’ve researched the experiences of tens of thousands of people across six continents in nearly every industry and type of organization, including start-ups, Fortune 500 giants, nonprofits, and government agencies. I’ve consulted with scores of companies around the world of every size and variety. And I’ve discovered that one question defines our professional success more than any other. Just one.

Who do you want to be?


Whether you know it or not, you’re answering this question every day through your actions. Consider the following scenarios:




Scenario 1


Kate has no energy because she doesn’t feel valued. She isn’t motivated because she feels like she’s set up to fail. She’s frustrated because she wants to succeed, but she feels she can’t. She’s nasty to her coworkers because she doesn’t feel respected. She gives less because she’s being held down.






Scenario 2


Kate is energized because she feels valued by others. She’s inspired because she feels empowered. She’s happy because she feels good about what she’s accomplishing. She sparks ideas in others because she’s a part of a culture that values sharing. She’s proud of her work because she’s recognized and rewarded for it. She gives more because she’s being lifted up.





The question here is not “Which Kate do you want to be?” That’s obvious. The question is “Will you lift Kate up or hold her down?” Whether you’re a leader trying to achieve results and enhance a work environment or a professional dealing with bad behavior in your workplace, you can succeed by being someone who gets others to give more. How you treat people means everything—whether they will trust you, build relationships with you, follow you, support you, and work hard for you, or not.


Many leaders know that incivility is costly, but they don’t always recognize just how much civility pays or how to make it happen. This book will help. It’s a practical guide for leaders seeking to build civil workplaces and for anyone trying to become more effective and influential at work. Just because you’re not leading an organization doesn’t mean you can’t still make it better for everyone. In fact, my research confirms that your kindness, consideration, and respect can have a potent effect, creating a positive dynamic of civility that others will respond to and build on.


Besides my own work, this book presents groundbreaking studies from many of my colleagues as well as examples of civility’s power inside and outside the workplace. The book is divided into four parts. In part 1, I’ll describe incivility and what I’ve learned about its costs. I’ll detail what civility is and just how much it pays. In part 2, I’ll ask, “How are you treating others, and what can you do to increase your influence and effectiveness?” In part 3, I’ll present a four-step approach to making your organization more civil. In part 4, I’ll conclude by offering the advice that the unfortunate woman in the elevator was seeking: what to do if you’re a target of incivility.


After twenty years working in the field, I’m disappointed to report that the incivility problem still hasn’t been solved. In fact, it’s gotten much worse. All of us desperately need to change this reality, for the sake of people and organizations. That’s why this isn’t just a how-to book; it’s a manifesto. Mustering the latest science, I hope to convince and inspire you to work just a little harder to be just a little kinder. I want us all to stop sidestepping or resisting civility and to start contributing to it.


As you read this book, I hope you will ask yourself who you want to be. And don’t do it just once while you’re reading; do it several times a day as you react to all the challenges and victories and surprises and tensions you encounter. How do you want to affect people? What impact do you want to have? Take the advice and science in this book to answer these questions, and make your team, organization, and society just a little bit better.















PART I



The Stakes:
The High Costs of Incivility and the Potential Gains of Civility


The next four chapters describe the costs of incivility and the surprising benefits of civility. They also show just how rapidly incivility and civility can spread. How we treat others may seem insignificant, but it has important effects on the people around us and the organizations in which we work.















CHAPTER 1



Clueless




Every action done in company ought to be with some sign of respect to those that are present.


—George Washington




Mike, an executive vice president of an entertainment company, flew to New York to help lay off several people with the general manager (GM) of a firm Mike’s company had recently acquired. As Mike broke the difficult news to a loyal employee, he was shocked to see the GM sitting with his feet propped up on the conference table, pecking away on his computer. The GM didn’t even bother to glance up from his computer screen, let alone thank his direct report or express his sympathy.


Thoughtless actions such as these leave many of us feeling disrespected at work, creating problems that are getting worse by the year. A quarter of the people surveyed by Christine Pearson, a professor at Thunderbird School of Global Management, and me back in 1998 reported that they were treated rudely at least once a week. When I performed the survey again in 2005, that number had risen to nearly half, and when I repeated it again in 2011, it was more than half. In the Civility in America 2016 survey, almost all respondents—95 percent—believed we have a civility problem in America; 74 percent believed it was worse now than it had been a few years ago; and 70 percent believed incivility has reached crisis proportions.1 By all accounts, incivility has only gotten worse.


As you can probably attest, rude behaviors range widely—from ignoring people, as the GM did, to not listening to intentionally undermining others. One boss said, “If I wanted to know what you thought, I’d ask you”; another told a rookie, “This assignment is crap,” in response to his first project. A leader screamed, “You made a mistake!” after an employee overlooked a minor typo in an internal memo. A vice president, upset about the lack of financial information that was not yet available, said over the speakerphone in her car, with other people in it, that “this was kindergarten work.”


Other common examples of incivility include walking out of a conversation due to lack of interest or answering calls in the middle of meetings. Some leaders behave uncivilly by




• publicly mocking and belittling people;


• reminding subordinates of their “roles” and lesser titles in the organization;


• teasing direct reports in ways that sting; or


• taking credit for wins, but pointing the finger at others when difficulties arise.




In any of these instances, what matters is not whether people actually were disrespected or treated insensitively but whether they felt disrespected. Incivility is in the eyes of the recipient. It varies not just by individual but also by culture, generation, gender, industry, and organization. What you consider uncivil may not be the same thing your boss considers uncivil. And guess what. What you think matters most!



Interpreting the Trends


So why is incivility getting worse? One factor is globalization—colleagues from one culture sometimes unknowingly behave or speak in ways that colleagues from other cultures find rude. When taking the subway in Japan, for example, it’s polite to stand on the platform to the side of a train’s doors, patiently waiting as travelers disembark, before moving to the center and stepping onto the train. In China, everybody races for the doors all at once—and it’s not considered impolite.


Or consider the experience of my mentor, Ed Lawler, director of the Center for Effective Organizations at the University of Southern California. Years ago, he gave a talk to a group of students in a large auditorium in South Africa. He couldn’t figure out why he was putting everyone to sleep. All the students had their heads down the entire time. No eye contact, no friendly nods, no smiles—nothing. Only later did he learn that this gesture—the bowing of the head—signified deference and an immense respect for him.


Another factor is generation. Research conducted by Jean Twenge, professor at San Diego State University, reveals that students are about 30 percent more narcissistic than the average students were twenty-five years ago.2 If you’re excessively focused on yourself, you’re going to be that much less concerned about the effects of your behavior on others.


But incivility’s causes are more complicated than that. We can also tie our epidemic of rudeness to a general fraying of workplace relationships. Part of this stems from different work arrangements since fewer people work at the office. Even if people choose to work from home, they feel the effects of a bubble. Those who work at a distance report feeling more isolated and less respected at their organization.3 Books like Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone and Marc Dunkelman’s The Vanishing Neighbor have chronicled the dissolution of communal and civic ties,4 and based on the work I do, I’d extend that to organizations. In a study I did of twenty thousand mostly white-collar employees across companies and industries, more than half felt stressed and overloaded. In a separate survey, I directly asked respondents why they behave uncivilly. More than half claimed it was because they are overloaded, and more than 40 percent said they had “no time to be nice.”5 A quarter said they were rude because their leaders were disrespectful. Another quarter reported that their companies lacked guidelines or training about how to treat people.


Technology is also straining workplace relationships. The average professional spends about six hours a day on e-mail, not counting time spent surfing the net, monitoring social media, or shopping online.6 While electronic communication can bring us together in remarkable ways, it can lead to misunderstandings or gaps in communication, and it often liberates us to voice our frustrations, hurl insults, and take people down a notch from a safe distance. In addition, we spend so much time on computers that we often lose sight of how to connect with people face-to-face. We forget that others, like us, are human beings with needs and feelings.


Surveying these causes brings me to a crucial point, one of my biggest takeaways over the past couple of decades: Incivility usually arises not from malice but from ignorance. I started my research thinking that jerks out there were intentionally ruining workplaces; I now see that most bad behavior reflects a lack of self-awareness. We don’t want to hurt others, but we do. A surgeon told me that until he’d received feedback, he had no idea that residents, nurses, and staff didn’t like his harsh, directive style. Like the general manager at the start of this chapter, we’re oblivious—and behaving in ways we’d never want to be treated.


Whether it’s globalization, generational differences, workplace pressures, the fraying of workplace relationships, or technology, we seem to be more focused on ourselves and less on others. And to the extent that this is causing us to treat one another disrespectfully, it’s costing us. In the next chapter, we’ll take a closer look at the enormous toll incivility is taking on individuals, organizations, and society. As I think you’ll agree, it’s far from pretty.




KEY POINTS


[image: image] Incivility is in the eyes of the recipient. It’s how people feel they are treated.


[image: image] Incivility is prevalent globally and has increased in the last two decades.


[image: image] We recognize the importance of connecting with others, yet we’re choosing not to do so.

















CHAPTER 2



Sidelined




I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.


—Maya Angelou




Twenty-one years ago on Father’s Day weekend, I walked into a warm, stuffy hospital room outside Cleveland, Ohio, to find my strong, vivacious dad lying helpless with electrodes strapped onto his bare chest. It turned out that Dad had suffered a heart attack scare. What caused it? No one knows, but since he was a generally healthy guy, I have a pretty good idea that it was job-related stress. For over a decade, my father had endured not one but two extremely uncivil bosses. It was ten years before he would talk about it, but when he did, he told me that his boss had made a habit of exploding in people’s faces. He insulted employees, dismissed them, degraded their efforts, and blamed them for things over which they had no control. He was even uncivil to clients. During a visit to a client’s store, my dad heard his boss tell the owner, “I see you’re carrying on your father’s tradition. This store looked like shit then, and it looks like shit in your hands.”


For years, Dad put up with this, and it took a silent toll. Dad had never been the type to complain—at least not to us. He was more concerned with providing for our family. He had four kids and wanted to send us all to college, which wouldn’t be easy. So he sucked it up. When times were tough, he explained how he was extremely grateful—to be born in America, where he had freedom, and also for his faith and his family. He felt very lucky to have met and married my mom.


Eventually, though, he just couldn’t take it anymore. Worried about the effects his toxic boss was having on the organization, Dad mustered up the courage to talk to his corporate boss. He knew it was risky and told my mom, “If they don’t fire him, I’m done.” Within weeks, the bad boss was named District Manager of the Year. Days later, Dad was in the hospital.


When I entered the hospital room that day, Dad put on a brave face, even forcing a half smile, as if to convey to us that he was fine and we shouldn’t worry. I could tell he was self-conscious and embarrassed—he didn’t want us to see him like this. I didn’t want to see him like this. Up until this point, he had seemed invincible. But incivility has a way of catching up with people. And with organizations too.


Stress: Deadlier than We Think


Modern science has a lot to tell us about the health impacts rudeness can have. Robert Sapolsky, author of Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers, explains that when people experience intermittent stressors like incivility for too long or too often, they also experience significant health problems.1 Incivility can deplete your immune system, causing cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes, and ulcers. For example, a 2012 study by the Harvard School of Public Health, which tracked women for ten years, concluded that stressful jobs were just as bad for women’s health as smoking and obesity.2


Studies have found that “psychosocial” factors, such as work-related stress, are the most important variables in determining the length of a life.3 While genes and associated risks matter, stress can be an even more significant factor. Arie Shirom at Tel Aviv University, and his colleagues, tracked eight hundred twenty adults who worked in various professions (from finance to manufacturing to healthcare) for twenty years. They interviewed these adults repeatedly about conditions at their jobs, the behavior of their managers, and the collegiality of their workmates—all while closely monitoring the participants’ health. It wasn’t the hours spent at work or other factors like workload, decision authority, or discretion that affected longevity. It was the positive support of coworkers. In fact, the presence of less-kind colleagues was associated with a much higher risk of dying.4 Middle-aged employees with little or no “peer social support” in the workplace were 2.4 times more likely to die during the study.5


Research also shows that working in a group where incivility is present affects people’s mental health, even after accounting for general stress and the incivility an individual personally experienced.6 People tend to take the stress of incivility home with them, unleashing it on family members, who in turn carry the stress into their workplaces.7 Conversely, another study found links between family incivility and stress and poor performance at work.8


A Hefty Toll


All of this costs organizations a ton of money, to put it mildly. The American Psychological Association estimates that workplace stress costs the US economy $500 billion a year.9 A stunning 550 billion workdays are lost each year due to stress on the job, 60 to 80 percent of workplace accidents occur because of stress, and more than 80 percent of doctor visits are stress related. The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health reports that workers who feel stressed incur healthcare costs that are 46 percent higher than their less-stressed counterparts.10 One of the greatest causes of stress—accounting for about half of it—is relationship difficulties at work.11


But higher healthcare costs and sick-day usage are just a few of the ways incivility hurts organizations. In a poll of eight hundred managers and employees across seventeen industries that I conducted with my colleague Christine Pearson, I learned that among workers who have been on the receiving end of incivility,




• 48 percent intentionally decreased their work effort,


• 47 percent intentionally decreased the time spent at work,


• 38 percent intentionally decreased the quality of their work,


• 80 percent lost work time worrying about the incident,


• 63 percent lost work time avoiding the offender,


• 66 percent said their performance declined,


• 78 percent said their commitment to the organization declined,


• 12 percent said they had left their job because of the uncivil treatment, and


• 25 percent admitted to taking their frustration out on customers.12




If organizations lose profits and employees thanks to incivility, much of this loss goes undetected. Employees who decide to quit based on an experience of bad behavior typically don’t ever tell their employers why. Turnover costs add up quickly: four times an employee’s annual salary in the case of high-level employees.13


And consider how much incivility drains managers’ time. According to a study conducted by Accountemps and reported in Fortune, managers and executives of Fortune 1000 firms spend 13 percent of their time at work—the equivalent of seven weeks a year—mending employee relationships and dealing with the aftermath of incivility.14 That’s time not spent on core activities, like coming up with new strategies, getting close to customers, or mentoring employees. Costs soar even higher when companies bring in consultants or attorneys to help settle a situation.


Lost sales represent another area in which incivility can exact a large, hidden toll. Marketing professors Debbie MacInnis and Valerie Folkes and I have documented something most of us intuitively know: Customers don’t like incivility.15 In one of our experiments, we told participants that a marketing professor was helping a bank with an alumni credit card program.16 Two members of our research team presented themselves as bank representatives, explaining that they were gathering opinions about possible new logos and alternative finance options. During the experiment, half the participants witnessed incivility between the two bank representatives (one reprimanded the other for not presenting credit card mock-ups in the right sequence). The other group witnessed no incivility.


We wondered whether consumers would change perceptions of an organization or its brand if they saw employees treating one another poorly. Boy, did they ever. The vast majority—almost 80 percent—of customers who hadn’t seen the employees treat one another poorly said they would use the firm’s products and services in the future. But only 20 percent of consumers who had witnessed the incivility said they would. And nearly two-thirds of participants who had witnessed the incivility said they would feel anxious dealing with any employee of this company. “I wouldn’t go near that place again if they paid me!” one participant said.


I was surprised at how much customers disliked seeing rude behavior. I thought at least a few customers might have seen an employee do something wrong and, upon witnessing his or her colleague deliver a reprimand, think Let her have it! But we failed to find any incidents in which customers gave rude employees a pass. It didn’t matter if the employee receiving the reprimand was incompetent or did something egregious (like parking in a handicapped spot). Witnesses simply did not approve of rudeness, regardless of the circumstances.


We theorized that maybe customers disliked incivility because it ruined their experience. When you go out for a nice meal at a restaurant, the last thing you want to see is someone being treated poorly, right? Actually, customers were just as upset about incivility that was taking place behind closed doors. Participants perceived incivility as morally wrong, and they didn’t believe any person deserved to be treated badly.17


Plummeting Performance


As monumental as losses due to incivility are to companies, my colleagues and I suspected that incivility was exacting an even deeper toll because of the subtle ways in which it affected people’s thinking skills. Amir Erez, a management professor at the University of Florida, and I decided to find out. We gathered together a group of college students and divided them into two groups. Members of one group experienced an instance of rudeness (a disparaging remark about college students generally). Members of the other group didn’t (no remark was made about college students).


In each group, respondents were placed in situations in which they received identical treatment—the same person in the same context delivered the same basic form of neutral treatment or incivility. What varied were the occasions for the behavior. In one experiment, the experimenter was rude to participants for being late; in another, a complete stranger treated participants rudely; and in a third, we asked participants to simply think about how they would react to various types of uncivil encounters.


In each manipulated situation, we measured the participants’ performance, creativity, and helping behaviors. To measure performance, we asked participants to complete anagram tasks (word scrambles). To measure creativity, we asked participants to brainstorm uses for common objects (like what to do with a brick) and we then rated the creativity and variety of their ideas. To measure helping behaviors, we provided opportunities for participants to help the experimenter (for instance, by picking up pencils that had been knocked over) and noted whether participants helped.


We found that even with one-time, low-intensity incidents, participants who had been treated uncivilly were not able to concentrate well—in effect, they were distracted from their work.18 In the first part of the research, in which an experimenter belittled college students as a group (not participants personally), participants performed 33 percent worse on anagram tasks and came up with 39 percent fewer creative ideas during a brainstorming task we gave them. In the second experiment, in which on the way to the experiment participants encountered a stranger who behaved rudely (by admonishing them for bothering a busy professor), their performance was 61 percent worse on the anagram tasks, and they produced fewer than half as many ideas in the brainstorming task as those who had not been treated rudely. And those who merely witnessed incivility performed 20 percent worse on the anagrams and produced nearly 30 percent fewer ideas in the brainstorming task.19


As all of these experiments show, incivility robs you of your cognitive resources, hijacks your performance and creativity, and sidelines you from your work. Even if you want to perform at your best, you can’t, because you’re bothered and preoccupied by the rudeness. Chances are, you’ve experienced this firsthand. I know I have.


A powerful professor at my current university once cornered me at a holiday party and exclaimed, for all to hear, what a “f**ing stupid title” my book had. I said nothing in response, but I was mortified. Over the months that followed, I couldn’t concentrate on my work; my mind often drifted to that interaction. Had I done something to provoke it? Would this professor’s opinion affect my career? Should I have stuck up for myself? What should I do the next time I encountered this man? I spent too much time obsessing. It wasn’t pleasant, and it certainly wasn’t productive.


The Storm Inside Your Brain


Perhaps you’re thinking I was too sensitive in that encounter with the professor, that I should have “gotten over it.” But is it possible for people to just “get over” rudeness? My colleagues and I wondered that too, so we did an experiment.20 First, we gave people combinations of words to use to make a sentence (we gave them five words to create a four-word sentence). Half the participants received words on their lists that could trigger or evoke rudeness—words like “aggressively,” “bold,” “bother,” “obnoxious,” “annoying,” and “interrupt.” A sample five-word combination of “they her bother see usually” could be unscrambled to read “they usually bother her.” The other half of our participants received the same task, but the list of words contained no rude triggers, just neutral words like “send,” “watches,” and “rapidly.” A five-word combination here would have been “they her send see usually,” unscrambled as “they usually see her.”


We wanted to know whether the mere presence of incivility in a person’s mind disrupts attention and causes that person to “miss” critical information altogether, so we borrowed from the famous “invisible gorilla” manipulation devised by psychologists Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris.21 After participants completed the unscrambling exercise, we asked them to watch a video of a group of people playing basketball and to count the number of basketball passes made. Midway through the video, a person in a gorilla suit walked across the screen. Once the video concluded, participants wrote down how many passes they’d seen. Those who had seen the uncivil words during the unscrambling task were nearly five times more likely not to notice the gorilla. In other words, you can’t “get over” incivility by sheer force of will. Rudeness affects your mind in ways you might not even be aware of, disrupting your ability to pay attention.


We also wondered if additional breakdowns occurred further along the cognitive process, disrupting executive control—the part of our cognitive systems responsible for planning, initiating activities, making decisions, and filtering out unnecessary information. We conducted another experiment, asking participants to remember a series of letters that flashed on a computer screen. Then we gave them math problems to complete and asked them to recall the letters—in order—that had been presented to them earlier. We found that those whom we had primed with uncivil words during the word scrambling task had a much more difficult time processing and recalling information. They recalled 17 percent less, performed 86 percent worse on the verbal tasks, and made 43 percent more mathematical errors than those who had not been primed with rude words.


Not spotting a gorilla or making mistakes on math is one thing, but being preoccupied with incivility in a hospital might be fatal. A doctor detailed to me how on one occasion a supervising doctor had belittled a medical team on duty. Soon after, the team accidentally administered the wrong treatment to a patient, ignoring vital information that had been right there on the chart. As a result, the patient died. A simple coincidence? Not quite. In a study of 4,500 doctors and nurses, 71 percent tied disruptive behavior (defined as “abusive personal conduct,” including condescending, insulting, or rude behavior) to medical errors they knew of and 27 percent tied bad behavior to the deaths of their patients.22 In another study of more than 800 physician executives, more than 70 percent said that disruptive behavior occurred in their hospitals at least once a month and almost everyone—99 percent—believed that bad behavior in their hospitals negatively affected their patients’ care.23


Researchers have actually documented that incivility diminishes performance in medical settings. Twenty-four medical teams from four neonatal intensive care units in Israel were invited to a training workshop designed to improve quality of care. As part of the training, the teams needed to treat a premature infant whose condition suddenly deteriorated due to a serious intestinal illness (this was only a simulation; no infant’s health was endangered). Staff had to identify and diagnose the condition and administer proper treatment, including CPR. Teams were told that an expert from the United States would be watching them remotely (via video) and would occasionally comment and advise them. That “expert” was a member of the research team. Half the teams received messages from a neutral expert, who spoke about the importance of training and practice using simulations but did not comment on their work quality. The other half received insulting messages about their performance and the “poor quality” of Israeli medical care.


Researchers filmed these simulations and had objective judges evaluate them. The teams exposed to rudeness displayed lower capabilities in all diagnostic and procedural performance metrics, markedly diminishing the infant’s chances of survival. This was mainly because teams exposed to rudeness didn’t share information as readily, and because they also stopped seeking help from their teammates.24


I frequently see this happening in my research: Lacking a sense of psychological safety, people shut down, often without realizing it. They are less likely to seek or accept feedback and also less likely to experiment, to discuss errors, and to speak up about potential or actual problems.25 Even without an intimidator in the room with them, they work in a cloud of negativity and are unable to do their best.


Once incivility occurs, it’s easy for negative thoughts to seep into people’s heads and to stay there, translating into negative behavior. In experiments I’ve done, I’ve found that once people are exposed to rudeness, they are three times less likely to help others and their willingness to share drops by more than half.26 It makes sense: When someone behaves poorly or offensively, bad feelings spread and behaviors escalate, sometimes even becoming aggressive. I see this happening at the companies with which I consult. At a large manufacturing company, an external consulting team was presenting their recommendations in a dismissive tone, setting off one of the company’s executives. Verbal exchanges grew more heated and personal. “Let’s take this outside!” an executive shouted. Like an episode from The Office, the room full of suits marched to the parking lot. Eventually, someone with a cooler head stepped in, preventing a fistfight. Can you imagine trying to focus after that incident?


Researchers have directly documented the negativity and outright aggression that incivility sparks in people’s minds.


Here’s an exercise for you: What word can you unscramble from these letters?




remdue = __ __ __ __ __ __





The correct answer is “demure.” Did “murder” cross your mind? Our research has shown that if you witness incivility prior to this task, you’re eight times more likely to provide that answer.27


Can Your Organization Afford These Losses?


People confronted with rudeness often behave like my dad did: They suck it up, thinking they’re resilient and capable of rising above ridiculous circumstances. Yet, as we’ve seen, incivility has a way of pulling people off track and preventing them from doing their best. I’ve found this to be true in every study I’ve conducted. Even witnesses working around incivility take a hit. Incivility sucks something out of all of us. It takes us on an emotional roller-coaster ride. It siphons cognitive resources. It even eats away at physical health. Ultimately, we become a fraction of ourselves. We don’t show up to the same extent.


If you’re experiencing incivility, don’t brush it off. Seemingly minor words and deeds have an impact—not just on individuals but also on teams. It’s time for us all to take it more seriously. Otherwise, the harm we cause or experience will likely build and perhaps, one day, become devastating.




KEY POINTS


[image: image] The human and business costs of incivility are much greater than you think.


[image: image] People experiencing incivility may struggle to get off the sidelines and back into the game.


[image: image] Customers punish organizations harshly for incivility, even if they don’t witness it.


[image: image] Incivility impairs thinking. People miss information right in front of them.


[image: image] Those simply around incivility are more likely to have dysfunctional or aggressive thoughts, although they may be unaware of the connection.
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“The right book at the right time. It is a must read for every leader in every field.”
—DANIEL H. PINK,
New York Times bestselling author of Drive and To Sell Is Human
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