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ABSTRACT
Using two diverse cross-sectional samples (n = 361, 579), the
authors investigated measurement impediments in current
behavioural methods of operationalising workplace mistreatment
by examining perceived intensity and intention attributions.
Results indicated that bullying and incivility, assessed using
common measures and analytical techniques, have moderate
negative effects on employees that are not significantly different
in effect size from one another, which is consistent with prior
research. Using a separate measure of workplace aggression,
participants were categorised using latent class clustering into
groups reporting: 1. no mistreatment over the prior month
(representing no mistreatment), 2. low intensity and low
intentional mistreatment (representing incivility), and 3. high
intensity and high intentional mistreatment (representing
bullying). One-way ANOVAs with Tukey post-hoc tests indicated
that those who experience bullying consistently reported more
strain than the other two groups across both samples. Those
reporting incivility reported significantly different turnover
intentions from the other groups, but did not differ with regard
to affective commitment and psychological strain. These results
highlight the need for more attention to be paid to construct
validity and advanced analytic techniques in mistreatment
research, particularly with regard to incivility. Implications for the
measurement of mistreatment constructs are discussed.
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Workplace mistreatment, or behaviour that causes or threatens to cause harm to others at
work (e.g. Loeber & Hay, 1997), is a prominent job stressor that has received increasing
attention over the past 25 years in the work and organisational health psychology litera-
ture due to both its frequency (Gerberich et al., 2004; NIOSH, 2009) and its particularly
harmful impact on employees (Nixon et al., 2011; Schwartz & Stone, 1993). Researchers
have identified distinct attributes of mistreatment experiences that impact how the
targets of mistreatment respond, defined new constructs, and established new scales
with which to measure these constructs. Consequently, the constructs examined under
the broad umbrella of workplace mistreatment have multiplied rapidly, including con-
cepts as bullying (e.g. Einarsen, 2000; Rayner, 1997), incivility (e.g. Andersson &
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Pearson, 1999), emotional abuse (e.g. Keashly et al., 1997), social undermining (e.g. Duffy
et al., 2002), mobbing (e.g. Leymann, 1990), and victimisation (e.g. Aquino et al., 1999).

The constructs of incivility and bullying are often used to highlight several challenges
that impact measurement in the workplace mistreatment field, including the use of
measures that may not capture the distinctive elements that make the construct
unique (e.g. Spector & Fox, 2005) and contain substantial item overlap (Hershcovis,
2011; Tepper & Henle, 2011). This measurement overlap is concerning given that each
scale is purported to assess a distinctive and identifiable construct, and such overlap
may inhibit detailed assessment and understanding of unique constructs as well as con-
tribute to construct propagation. These challenges, which affect many workplace mis-
treatment scales, impede conclusions from being drawn regarding the distinct nuances
of mistreatment experiences and workplace mistreatment more generally. Accordingly,
researchers have called for unification within the field and measures that ensure the
assessment of distinct nuances captured in related construct definitions (Spector &
Fox, 2005; Hershcovis, 2011; Raver, 2008; Tepper & Henle, 2011). Although the work-
place mistreatment continuum is likely anchored by violence at its most extreme end,
incivility and bullying are often thought to represent contrasting ends of the psychologi-
cal workplace mistreatment continuum, particularly with regard to intensity of mistreat-
ment and intention attributions concerning aggressive acts (Cortina et al., 2017;
Hershcovis, 2011). Given their unique nature, differences in measurement of these con-
structs and their associations with employee outcomes would be expected. However, the
measures for these constructs include considerable content overlap, and their respective
relationships with associated outcomes are almost indistinguishable (Hershcovis, 2011).
The purpose of this study was to investigate methodological limitations and empirical
distinctions between incivility and bullying by explicitly assessing two distinct character-
istics that are identified as relevant for both of these constructs: intensity and intention
attributions. Specifically, we investigated whether workplace mistreatment measures that
capture these two distinguishing features of bullying and incivility do a better job of dis-
tinguishing these two forms of mistreatment than existing measures of incivility and bul-
lying, as seen in significantly different relationships with employee outcomes of
psychological strain, affective commitment, and turnover intentions.

Theoretical background

Incivility

In their seminal article, Andersson and Pearson (1999) introduced the construct of work-
place incivility as “low-intensity deviant behaviour with ambiguous intent to harm the
target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect” (p. 457). Uncivil behaviours
are those that are rude, discourteous and show a lack of respect for other individuals in
the workplace. Examples of such behaviours are failing to say thank you to a coworker or
having a loud personal conversation on the telephone at work (Andersson & Pearson,
1999). Table 1 summarizes distinguishing characteristics of incivility and bullying con-
structs. A key defining feature of workplace incivility is its low-intensity nature; incivility
is more passive, subtle, and indirect than other high-intensity forms of workplace mis-
treatment, such as workplace violence (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Another important
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distinction in the incivility construct is that it involves an ambiguous intent to harm (in
the eyes of the instigator, the target, and/or the observer) (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).
Thus, the same uncivil behaviour (e.g. neglecting to say thank you to a coworker) may be
the result of conscious intent, oversight, or ignorance.

Incivility can occur within the context of any social encounter at work (Andersson &
Pearson, 1999). Thus, workplace incivility can be perpetrated by both organisational insi-
ders (e.g. coworkers or supervisors) and organisational outsiders (e.g. customers or
patients) (Leiter et al., 2012; Sakurai & Jex, 2012; Wilson & Holmvall, 2013). A
number of primary studies have linked workplace incivility to poorer job attitudes and
well-being (e.g. Cortina et al., 2001); these findings are supplemented by meta-analytic
evidence (Hershcovis, 2011). Incivility has also been linked to reduced job performance
(Sliter et al., 2012), counterproductive work behaviours (Sakurai & Jex, 2012), and turn-
over (Porath & Pearson, 2010).

Bullying

Bullying occurs in situations in which an individual is repeatedly exposed to negative
acts, ranging from subtle to overt, over a period of time by one or more other individuals
(Einarsen, 2000). The sustained nature of workplace bullying distinguishes it from other

Table 1. Comparison of incivility and bullying constructs and distinguishing characteristics.
Incivility Bullying

Definition Low intensity deviant acts, such as rude and
discourteous verbal and nonverbal behaviours
enacted towards another organisational
member with ambiguous intent to harm.a

Situations where a person repeatedly and over a
period of time is exposed to negative acts (i.e.
constant abuse, offensive remarks or teasing,
ridicule or social exclusion) on the part of co-
workers, supervisors or subordinates.

Intensity Lowad High. Scholars have argued that the intensity
increases over time.bg

Intention
attributions

Ambiguous intent to harmad Intentional. Some scholars argue that we should
not consider perpetrators’ intent to classify
“objective” bullying, but most agree that intent
is key to understanding the experience of
bullying and its outcomes.c

Directness Indirect and subtle direct actsa Indirect and direct acts that range and increase in
intensityb

Duration Unspecified. An isolated event may constitute
incivility. However, the “incivility spiral”
suggests that uncivil acts may escalate into
more intense aggression over time.a

Sustained; debate about the precise time frame.
Some researchers argue that the pattern of
behaviour must be sustained over a 6 month-
period; others argue that it must be simply
ongoing.bf

Frequency None specified, could be low or highd High. Most scholars agree that bully involves
repetitive and constant acts.bd

Power
imbalance

None specified, could be low or highd Involves a power imbalance between the
perpetrator and victim that makes it difficult for
victims to defend themselves. The precise
nature of the power imbalance remains a matter
of debate and has been mostly excluded from
empirical work.bde

Perpetrators Organisational insiders (e.g. coworkers,
supervisors) and organisational outsiders (e.g.
customers, patients)ad

Most scholars agree that bullying is confined to
organisational insiders. However, some have
suggested that clients or customers can
perpetrate bullying.bg

Key Sources: aAndersson and Pearson (1999); bEinarsen (2000); cEinarsen et al. (2011); dHershcovis (2011); eKeashly and
Jagatic (2011); fZapf & Gross (2001); gZapf et al. (2011).
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workplace mistreatment constructs: an isolated negative event does not constitute bully-
ing (Einarsen, 2000; Hershcovis, 2011; Notelaers et al., 2019). The duration necessary to
qualify bullying behaviours as “sustained” has varied in the literature, with some sources
specifying specific duration (Einarsen et al., 2011) and others merely noting that negative
acts must simply be repetitive and ongoing (e.g. Einarsen, 2000).

Through its sustained nature, bullying is proposed to follow a process of escalation in
which the negative acts become increasingly severe and intense over time (Einarsen,
2000; Zapf & Gross, 2001). As such, a key feature of the bullying construct is that it is
high in intensity (Hershcovis, 2011). The sustained duration and pattern of escalation
aspects of bullying are more likely to be operationalised in European-based research,
rather than North American (Keashly & Jagatic, 2011). Bullying is also frequently dis-
cussed as entailing a power imbalance, formal or informal, between perpetrator(s) and
victim(s) (Einarsen, 2000; Hershcovis, 2011). This aspect of bullying often remains con-
ceptual, rather than empirical (Keashly & Jagatic, 2011). Indeed, the most frequently used
measure of bullying, the NAQ-R (Einarsen et al., 2009), does not explicitly assess a power
imbalance. Rather, its authors argue that disempowerment is inherent in the bullying
process given the duration of its hostile behaviours.

While bullying may or may not be motivated by intent to harm the victim (e.g. Nielsen
et al., 2015; Zapf & Gross, 2001), intention seems to be critical when concerned with how
victims interpret and experience bullying, as “there is little doubt that perception of
intent may determine whether an individual decides to label their experience as bullying
or not” (Einarsen et al., 2011, p. 20). Indeed, scholars have noted that the behaviours
associated with bullying are “used with the aim or at least the effect of persistently humi-
liating, intimidating, frightening or punishing the victim” (Einarsen, 2000, p. 8, emphasis
added). Thus, perceived intent seems to play an important role in explaining victims’ per-
ceptions that they have experienced bullying, and subsequent strain. Studies have found
that individuals who label themselves as victims report experiencing more strain (e.g.
Hewett et al., 2018; Vie et al., 2011).

Finally, although some have suggested that clients or customers can perpetrate bully-
ing (e.g. Einarsen, 2000), there appears to be a broad consensus among researchers that
the instigators of workplace bullying are restricted to those that are “inside” the organ-
isation (namely, coworkers and supervisors) (Hershcovis, 2011; Zapf et al., 2011). Like
workplace incivility, there is a substantial literature linking workplace bullying to nega-
tive individual and organisational outcomes. Meta-analytic evidence has found signifi-
cant relationships between workplace bullying and negative job attitudes, physical and
psychological well-being (Hershcovis, 2011), and absenteeism (Nielsen & Einarsen,
2012).

Measurement impediments

In terms of construct development, both incivility and bullying capture distinct charac-
teristics or nuances of a target’s experience of workplace mistreatment. However, it is
unclear whether behavioural measures, which are the dominant method of operationa-
lising mistreatment (Hershcovis & Reich, 2013), capture these nuances. For instance,
scales assessing incivility do not include elements that gauge the target’s perceptions of
intensity or intention attributions (Raver & Barling, 2008). Typical assessments for
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incivility (e.g. Cortina et al., 2001) instead include an inventory of behaviours that could
potentially be seen as low intensity and with ambiguous intent to harm. Sample items
assess behaviours such as being put down or condescended to, being addressed in unpro-
fessional terms, and showing interest in one’s opinions, without assessing how targets
actually perceive these behaviours. In a similar vein, behavioural assessments for bullying
(e.g. NAQ; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997) include items such as devaluing of work and
opinions while referring to one’s age and repeated reminders of blunders; these scales
also do not capture targets’ perceptions about the intensity and intention of these
behaviours.

Furthermore, while the incivility and bullying/NAQ scales should assess unique con-
structs, they include items assessing analogous behaviours. For example, items from an
incivility scale state, “showed little interest in your opinion” and “excluded you from pro-
fessional camaraderie,” whereas items from a bullying scale include, “Neglect of your
opinions or views” and “social exclusion from co-workers or work group activities.”
Indeed, the use of analogous behaviours was to some extent intentional; Cortina et al.
(2001) noted that the behaviours assessed via the incivility scale were consistent with
common forms of workplace mistreatment identified by Einarsen and Raknes (1997).
This item overlap alone does not necessarily invalidate construct measures (e.g.
Tepper & Henle, 2011). It is possible, for instance, that the same behaviour considered
incivility in one context might be considered bullying in another. Still, given the distinct
nature of the underlying constructs, it does give rise to questions regarding the extent to
which these measures adequately capture the unique nuances associated with incivility
and bullying, as opposed to a more general construct of workplace mistreatment (i.e.
behaviours on both ends of the continuum of mistreatment severity).

It is important to note that there have been numerous attempts at measurement
refinement in the literature for specific workplace mistreatment constructs, particularly
bullying.1 In the bullying literature, one stream of research has examined how behav-
ioural measures should be used to assess bullying the most accurately, particularly in
terms of who qualifies as a victim. For instance, Notelaers and Einarsen (2013) argue
for two cut-off scores or thresholds for the NAQ-R in order to distinguish non-
victims, occasional victims, and victims. A recent study by Rosander and Blomberg
(2019) refines their work by arguing for six categories instead, such as “at-risk” and
“extreme” victims. However, a growing body of studies suggest that latent class analysis
(LCA) affords superior construct validity than the threshold, self-labelling, or continuous
approaches. For instance, Notelaers et al. (2006) compared the traditional operational
classification method used by the NAQ to a latent class clustering (LCC) approach
with six distinct of groups of employees, including non-victims, victims, occasional
victims, and those exposed to only specific types of bullying behaviours (e.g. work-
related bullying). They found evidence that the LCC method was superior to the tra-
ditional operational classification method used by the NAQ (which uses frequency of
various acts to sort employees into victims and nonvictims only) in both construct
and predictive validity. Other studies using LCC/LCA have corroborated these results
(e.g. Notelaers et al., 2019). Another study of note is Notelaers et al. (2018), who
found that bullying, as measured via LCC, was distinct from workplace aggression and
conflict, and had distinct relationships with strain and well-being outcomes. Despite
these important attempts at measurement refinement, a vast majority of behavioural
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bullying research has utilised basic linear regression techniques (Notelaers et al., 2018).
The statistical validity of this approach is hampered by its assumption that all behaviours
are equal in interpretation and severity, among other concerns (Notelaers et al., 2018); yet
it remains the convention in the field.

Attempts at measurement refinement are rarer in the incivility literature. One excep-
tion is Matthews and Ritter (2016), who recently provided validity evidence for a shor-
tened measure of Cortina et al.’s (2001) workplace incivility scale. The authors retained
items that minimised gender invariance and had modest ratings on intention to harm
(i.e. intention attributions) and potential to harm (i.e. intensity), consistent with the
low-intensity, more ambiguous nature of incivility.

Although these attempts at measurement refinement are important steps forward in
the workplace mistreatment literature, a key issue remains concerning the role of
employee perceptions and appraisals in their experience of workplace mistreatment
(e.g. Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). This is a critical omission, as both bullying and incivility
are inherently psychological constructs. Indeed, research suggest that we may be over- or
under-estimating employees’ experiences of specific forms of workplace mistreatment by
relying solely on a priori, researcher-defined categories of behaviours (Nielsen et al.,
2010; Salin, 2001). Accordingly, relying on sample averages to define specific acts as con-
stituting incidents of bullying or incivility may obscure important differences that drive
employee perceptions of whether or not an incident represents a form of workplace mis-
treatment. For instance, employees may be more or less predisposed to perceive an act as
hostile based on individual differences (e.g. negative affectivity). Contextual or relational
factors could also play a role: for example, an employee who has a long history working in
close proximity with a disagreeable coworker may be unlikely to interpret that coworker’s
behaviours towards them as uncivil, as they have grown used to the treatment (or perhaps
may see that it is directed at all other members in the office equally). Clearly these types of
nuances are not adequately captured by traditional measures in which a given incident
(e.g. being interrupted) is assumed to be perceived uniformly as uncivil across all
employees. It is only by explicitly measuring employee perceptions regarding potentially
negative acts at work that we can adequately capture the psychological dimensions that
reflect the distinct theoretical underpinnings of different workplace mistreatment
constructs.

Empirical relationships between these constructs and strain outcomes lend credence
to the argument that these measures may be confounded with general workplace mis-
treatment experiences, failing to capture the constructs’ distinct characteristics. Given
the conceptual definitions of incivility and bullying, bullying is theoretically expected
to be more strongly related to employee strain than incivility. However, this pattern
has not been supported in meta-analysis (e.g. Hershcovis, 2011). Given the limitations
in traditional measures of these constructs, conclusions could not be drawn concerning
whether or not incivility is as detrimental as bullying for targets, whether the incivility
behaviours assessed were perceived as low intensity and of ambiguous intent whereas
the bullying behaviours assessed were perceived as intense and intentional, or whether
the pattern of results were driven by other moderators. Nixon and Spector (2015)
recently reported that, when intensity and intention attributions are explicitly measured,
these attributes of workplace mistreatment experiences were associated with increased
strain, as would be theoretically expected. However, this study did not attempt to
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assess whether the current measures of these constructs capture their distinct definitional
elements. As such, there is still a need for research that assesses common measures of
incivility and bullying in tandem with directly evaluating each constructs’ nuances.

Current study

In the present study, we aimed to evaluate whether distinct characteristics of work-
place mistreatment are captured in common behavioural measures of incivility and
bullying by explicitly assessing perceptions of intensity and intention attributions.
We draw on established and frequently used measures of incivility (Cortina et al.,
2001) and bullying (NAQ; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997) as well as a recently developed
measure of workplace mistreatment that assesses prominent moderators of the target’s
experience of mistreatment. Specifically, we assess the targets’ perceptions of work-
place mistreatment intensity as well as their attributions about whether the perpetrator
intended to cause them harm with their behaviour. By explicitly examining the
characteristics on which these variables differ, firmer conclusions can be drawn
with regard to both construct and methodological limitations. First, as previously
reviewed, both incivility and bullying have been found to relate to a variety of
employee strains (Hershcovis, 2011). Incivility at work has been associated with
increased psychological strain and turnover intentions (Cortina et al., 2001; Lim
et al., 2008), as well as decreased affective commitment (Porath & Pearson, 2010).
Likewise, bullying has been associated with increased psychological strain in cross-sec-
tional (Agervold & Mikkelsen, 2004) and longitudinal analyses (Sprigg et al., 2019) as
well as increased turnover intentions (McCormack et al., 2009; Salin & Notelaers,
2017). Bullying has also been negatively associated with affective commitment
(McCormack et al., 2009). We therefore hypothesise that incivility and bullying, as
assessed by common measures and analysed using conventional statistical techniques,
will relate to well-being and attitudinal strains.

Hypothesis 1: Incivility will be positively associated with (a) psychological strain and (b)
turnover intentions and negatively associated with (c) affective commitment.

Hypothesis 2: Bullying will be positively associated with (a) psychological strain and (b)
turnover intentions and negatively associated with (c) affective commitment.

Next, we assessed distinct characteristics of workplace mistreatment. Intensity of mis-
treatment refers to the level of perceived severity the target of mistreatment attributes to
that behaviour (e.g. Barling, 1996). Theoretically, intensity is expected to impact the
relationships between workplace mistreatment and strain such that exposure to higher
intensity mistreatment will lead to greater strain (Hershcovis, 2011), and some evidence
supports this contention (Nixon & Spector, 2015). Bullying is often conceptualised as
severe workplace mistreatment (e.g. Einarsen, 2000; Zapf & Gross, 2001); thus, bullying
is likely to be associated with mistreatment targets’ perceptions of intensity and well as
increased strain response. On the other hand, incivility is defined as a low-intensity
form of mistreatment, thus a measure of incivility should more strongly relate to low
(versus high) intensity mistreatment. Incivility researchers maintain that low-intensity
uncivil behaviours still have a detrimental effect on the targets (e.g. Pearson et al.,
2001), and it is important to explicitly test this assumption.
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With regard to intention attributions, it is theoretically expected that if a target of mis-
treatment attributes intentionality on the behalf of the perpetrator, he or she will have a
more negative reaction to the act (Neuman & Baron, 2005). Some evidence supports this
relationship as well (Nixon & Spector, 2015). When intentions of the perpetrator enga-
ging in mistreatment are ambiguous, such as would be expected with incivility, targets
are expected to attribute less intentionality to the behaviour (e.g. Matthews & Ritter,
2016). As such, a measure of incivility should theoretically relate more strongly to
lower intention attributions than a measure of bullying. Given the severe and sustained
nature of bullying, on the other hand, this form of mistreatment is likely to be perceived
as intentional (Hershcovis, 2011). Accordingly, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 3: Perceived (a) intensity and (b) intention attributions will be higher with bul-
lying than with incivility.

Hypothesis 4: Perceived intensity associated with workplace mistreatment incidents will be
positively associated with (a) psychological strain and (b) turnover intentions and negatively
associated with (c) affective commitment.

Hypothesis 5: Intention attributions associated with workplace mistreatment incidents will
be positively associated with (a) psychological strain and (b) turnover intentions and nega-
tively associated with (c) affective commitment.

Further, to test the assumptions underlying the constructs of incivility and bullying,
intensity and intention attribution must be examined in tandem, allowing some con-
clusions to be drawn about the extent to which common incivility and bullying
measures capture the distinct conceptual elements of the constructs. In line with
the North American tradition, we adapt a simple definition of bullying that consists
of two dimensions: intensity and perceived intentions to harm, as these dimensions
are defining features shared between both the bullying and incivility constructs. We
focus exclusively on these two dimensions in order to obtain a direct comparison
of the extent to which certain features of bullying and incivility correspond to the
expected levels of various strain outcomes. Indeed, numerous reviews on incivility
use high (versus low) intensity and high (versus low) ambiguity as the two primary
dimensions that distinguish the incivility and bullying constructs (Cortina et al.,
2017; Schilpzand et al., 2016). Recent qualitative data collected across 13 countries /
regions corroborates the importance of these two dimensions in understanding
what employees consider bullying behaviours; of the 10 criteria identified, the
degree of negative effects on the victim (intensity) and intention to harm were two
of the top three (Salin et al., 2019). Still, it is important to note that our operationa-
lisation of bullying does not include every conceptual feature of bullying.

Based on the literature review provided above, we expect that employees experiencing
incivility would report more strain than employees who do not experience any workplace
mistreatment. Further, we would expect employees experiencing bullying to report more
strain that employees experiencing incivility. That is, the combined influence of low
intensity perceptions and low intention attributions on employee strain must be com-
pared to: (1) individuals who experience no incidents of workplace mistreatment, to
ensure that incivility is a stressor that relates to employee strain; and (2) individuals
who report high intensity perceptions and high intention attributions, to ensure that

WORK & STRESS 405



the construct of incivility is distinct from that of bullying. Accordingly, we propose the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 6: Individuals reporting low intensity perceptions and low intention attribu-
tions made about mistreatment incidents (incivility) will experience (a) higher psychological
strain, (b) higher turnover intentions, and lower (c) affective commitment than individuals
who do not experience workplace mistreatment (no mistreatment).

Hypothesis 7: Individuals reporting high intensity perceptions and high intention attribu-
tions made about mistreatment incidents (bullying) will experience (a) higher psychological
strain, (b) higher turnover intentions, and (c) lower affective commitment than individuals
reporting low intensity and low perceived intention (incivility).

Method

Participants

Data for this study were drawn from two samples that were analysed separately.
Sample 1. Participants in Sample 1 consisted of 361 employed individuals from a

variety of industries and organisations throughout an urban southeastern area of the
U.S.; they were also enrolled in courses at a large university. Participants ranged from
18 to 60 years of age, with an average of 22 years (SD = 4.20) of age. Of the total
sample, 289 participants were female (78%) and 82 participants were male (22%).
They were all part- or full-time employees, with hours worked per week ranging
from 8 to 45, with a mean of 24 (SD = 8.78). Additionally, the participants’ tenure
ranged from 2 months to 20 years, with an average of 2 years and 5 months (SD =
20 months).

Sample 2. Participants for Sample 2 were 579 nurses employed at a large, private, not-
for-profit hospital in an urban southeastern area of the U.S. who responded to an emailed
invitation sent to approximately 900 nurses (64% response rate). Nurses were chosen as
the study population due to the high occurrence rate of mistreatment they generally
experience (Elliott, 1997; Ramsay et al., 2006). Participants in this sample were mostly
female (90%) and 40 years old on average (SD = 11.92), with a range of 19–69. These par-
ticipants worked an average of 38 h per week (SD = 7.39) and reported working at their
current organisations for an average of 6 years and 7 months (SD = 6 years), with a range
of 1 month to 40 years. Data from this sample were previously published in Nixon and
Spector (2015), but both the unique outcome variables and data analytic approach dis-
tinguish the current report.

Procedures

Participants in Sample 1 were recruited via an online participant portal hosted by the uni-
versity in which they were enrolled. Participants in Sample 2 received an email invitation
to participate via their organisational email. All participants completed an electronic
questionnaire posted on a web-based service, with informed consent information
explained on the first page of the survey. They were offered incentives to participate in
the form of class credit for Sample 1 and an $8.00 Starbucks gift certificate for Sample
2. These were the only benefits for individuals participating in this study.
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Measures

Demographic information was collected regarding the participants’ age, gender, job
tenure, and number of weekly work hours through self-report at the beginning of the
survey. Instructions requested that all measures should be considered over the past 30
days, with the exception of the NAQ, which instructed participants to consider the
past six months. Coefficient alphas are reported below.

Workplace mistreatment
Experience of workplace mistreatment was assessed as the frequency of 7 types of aggres-
sive behaviour over the previous month, including verbal aggression, intimidation, social
exclusion, undermining, rude behaviour, interpersonal conflict, and physical aggression.
Workplace mistreatment was measured using a 6-point frequency response scale,
ranging from “Not at all” to “5 or more times.” Scores were averaged across all items,
and a higher number indicates more frequent exposure to workplace mistreatment.
Additional details of reliability and evidence for validity have been published elsewhere
(e.g. Nixon, 2012; Nixon & Spector, 2015).

Intensity
Perceived intensity was assessed in response to experienced mistreatment for each of the
seven forms of workplace mistreatment assessed via the workplace mistreatment
measure. For example, participants were asked, “In general, how much do these acts
of verbal aggression upset you?” Responses were measured with a 6-point response
scales ranging from “not at all” to “greatly.” Scores were averaged across all items
rated, with higher scores indicating higher perceived intensity. Additional details of
reliability and evidence for validity have been published elsewhere (e.g. Nixon, 2012;
Nixon & Spector, 2015).

Intention attributions
As with intensity, intention attributions were assessed in response to experienced mis-
treatment for each of the seven forms of workplace mistreatment assessed via the work-
place mistreatment measure. A sample item was, “In general, you feel these acts of
exclusion were intended to harm you.” Responses were measured with a 6-point response
scare ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Scores were averaged across
all items, with higher scores indicating higher attributions of intention. Additional details
of reliability and evidence for validity have been published elsewhere (e.g. Nixon, 2012;
Nixon & Spector, 2015).

Workplace bullying
The Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ; Einarsen & Raknes, 1997) was used only in
Sample 1 to measure bullying in the workplace. This scale contains 18 items to which
respondents used a 5-point frequency response scale, ranging from “Never” to “Every
day.” A sample item from this scale was “Neglect of your opinions or views.” A higher
score indicates more frequent experience of bullying at work. The coefficient alpha for
this scale was .94 in this study for Sample 1. We confirmed that 5% of our sample had
an average score above 2.5 on this scale (between the “occasionally” and “monthly”
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scale points), thus meeting Notelaers et al.’s (2019) criteria of at least 4.56% of employees
in a given sample to exceed this threshold on a behavioural measure of bullying in order
to confirm some exposure.

Incivility
Incivility was measured only in Sample 1 using the 7-item scale developed by Cortina
et al. (2001). The 5-point response options for this scale range from “Never” to
“Daily.” Participants were asked to focus on their supervisors or co-workers’ behaviour.
A sample item from this scale was “Put you down in a condescending way.” A higher
score indicates more frequent experience of incivility at work. The coefficient alpha for
this scale was .91 in this study for Sample 1.

Psychological strain
The 3-item irritation subscale from the Brief Symptom Inventory 18 (Derogatis, 2003)
was used to measure psychological well-being. A sample item from this scale was “I
get aggravated.” Five response choices ranged from “Never or a little at a time” to
“Most of the time.” Higher scores indicate higher psychological strain. The coefficient
alphas for this scale were .88 for Sample 1 and .91 for Sample 2.

Affective commitment
The shortened 6-item affective commitment scale was used for Sample 1, and the shor-
tened 4-item scale was used for Sample 2 (Allen & Meyer, 1996). This scale is measured
on a 6-point Likert-type response format, ranging from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly dis-
agree.” A sample item from this scale is “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my
career with this organization.” Higher scores indicate higher commitment. The coeffi-
cient alpha for this scale was .80 for Sample 1 and .83 for Sample 2.

Turnover intentions
For Sample 1, turnover intentions were measured with a single item from Spector et al.
(1988): “How often have you seriously considered quitting your job?” Response choices
were on a 5-point scale, ranging from “Never” to “Extremely often.” Higher scores indi-
cate higher intention to turnover. For Sample 2, turnover intentions were assessed by the
3-item turnover intentions scale from the Michigan Organizational Assessment Ques-
tionnaire (Cammann et al., 1979). The 6 response choices range from “Strongly disagree”
to “Strongly agree.” An example item is “Recently, I often think of changing the current
job.”Higher scores indicate higher turnover intention. The coefficient alpha for this scale
was .92 for Sample 2.

Statistical analysis

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and latent class analysis (LCA) were performed using
Mplus version 7.4 (Muthen & Muthen, 2015). The CFA used full maximum likelihood
estimation. The LCA was used to identify classes of individuals based on their responses
to the intensity and intention attribution scales. Sequential LCA models were evaluated,
including 2, 3, 4 and 5 cluster solutions. The optimal number of classes was identified
based on the Bayesian Information Criteria (BIC), sample-size adjusted BIC (lower
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values indicate an improved fit), and bootstrap likelihood ratio tests (BLRT) (Nylund
et al., 2007). The size, nature, and distinctiveness of each latent class were considered
to ensure a parsimonious and meaningful solution. Z-tests for dependent correlations
were performed using Lee and Preacher’s (2013) calculator. Other analyses were con-
ducted using SPSS 22 software (IBM Corp. Armonk, NY). Tukey post-hoc tests were
used in conjunction with ANOVAs to control the overall significance level while
probing difference between the means examined.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlations between all study variables are
presented in Table 2. In Samples 1 and 2, most participants reported experiencing mul-
tiple types of workplace mistreatment in the prior month. Seventy-five (75) and 46 par-
ticipants, or 21% of Sample 1 and 8% of Sample 2, reported that they had not experienced
any workplace mistreatment during the prior month. The difference in the proportions
of participants from each sample reporting no experience of workplace mistreatment are
reasonable given that nurses are 16 times more likely to experience workplace mistreat-
ment than workers in general (Elliott, 1997). General workplace mistreatment was associ-
ated with employee strain in the expected direction across both samples, with effect sizes
ranging from r = .29 to .43.

The specific incivility and bullying measures showed limited evidence of discrimin-
ability in Sample 1. The two measures were highly correlated with one another
(Pearson correlation = .83, latent factor correlation = .89). However, a confirmatory
factor analysis with one independent factor demonstrated marginal fit, with certain
indices failing to meet commonly accepted criteria (see Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline,
2005): χ2(272) = 628.27, p = .01; CFI = .88; TLI = .87: root mean square error of approxi-
mation (RMSEA) = .06; standardised root mean square residual (SRMR) = .05. A two-
factor model demonstrated incremental improvement in fit χ2(271) = 568.79.27, p
= .01; CFI = .90; TLI = .89; RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .05. Both the incivility and bullying
measures were significantly related to employee strain in the expected directions, sup-
porting Hypotheses 1a–1c and 2a–2c. T-tests for dependent correlations confirmed
that the magnitudes of the respective relationships between incivility and bullying did
not vary significantly for employee psychological strain (t-test = 0, p = .50), affective

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and Pearson correlations between all study variables.
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Mean 2.20 3.03 3.28 – – 2.44 4.01 2.76
SD 1.06 1.18 1.29 – – .95 1.15 1.61

1. Workplace Mistreatment 1.82 .78 .32* .49* – – .38* −.31* .42*
2. Intensity 2.33 .94 .43* .43* – – .30* −.22* .21*
3. Intention Attributions 2.19 .98 .46* .45* – .23* −.27* .29*
4. Bullying 1.38 .55 .67* .35* .39* – – –
5. Incivility 1.58 .72 .68* .40* .40* .83* – –
6. Psychological Strain 1.67 .64 .43* .30* .44* .41* .41* −.23* .32*
7. Affective Commitment 2.91 .85 −.29* −.17* −.13* −.25* −.26* −.15* −.52*
8. Turnover Intentions 2.58 1.47 .43* .25* .24* .41* .43* .25* −.58*
Note: *p < .01, Sample 1 n = 361; Sample 2 n = 579. Values below the main diagonal are from Sample 1; values above the
main diagonal are from Sample 2.
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commitment (t-test = .34, p = .37), or turnover intentions (t-test =−.72, p = .24), consist-
ent with prior research.

Further, incivility and bullying were strongly and almost equivalently related to
general workplace mistreatment (r = .68, .67, respectively), and had moderate relation-
ships with intensity (r = .40, .35, respectively) and intention attributions (r = .40, .39,
respectively). T-tests for dependent correlations confirmed that the magnitudes of the
relationships between incivility and bullying with intensity (t-test =−1.76, p = .08) and
intention attributions (t-test =−.36, p = .72) were not significantly different. Regression
analyses revealed that the intercepts for incivility were higher than or equivalent to
those for bullying with intensity (B = 1.34, 1.24, respectively) and intention attributions
(B = 1.50) (see Table 3). These results fail to support Hypothesis 3a or 3b, and are counter
to what would be theoretically expected given the construct definitions of incivility and
bullying. Taken together, these results suggest that one or both of the measures may
reflect a broader underlying mistreatment construct that captures behaviours ranging
from low to high severity (i.e. behaviours typically associated with incivility and
bullying).

Supporting Hypothesis 4a–4c, intensity was significantly and positively associated
with psychological strain (r = .30, .30, respectively) and turnover intentions (r = .25,
.21, respectively) and negatively associated with affective commitment (r =−.17, −.22,
respectively) across both Sample 1 and Sample 2. Intention attributions was significantly
and positively associated with psychological strain (r = .44, .23, respectively) and turn-
over intentions (r = .24, .29, respectively) and negatively associated with affective com-
mitment (r =−.13, −.27, respectively) across both Sample 1 and Sample 2. These
results provide support for Hypotheses 5a–5c.

Based on LCA results for both samples (see Table 4), the four-class model provided a
better model fit compared to the alternative models. For Sample 2, the fit of the five-class
model was significantly better than the four-class model. However, the improvement of
fit for the fifth class was small and the new class represented a subdivision of a class ident-
ified in the four-class model that was not distinctive and did not add any conceptual
clarity. This, along with the clear model fit indictors from Sample 1, indicated that the
four-class solution was optimal.

Across Sample 1 and Sample 2, the first class best aligned with incivility, with employ-
ees reporting experienced mistreatment that was both low perceived intensity (M = 1.39,
2.05, respectively) and intention attributions (M = 1.36, 1.86, respectively). The second
class represented a bullying-like variable, with employees reporting experienced mis-
treatment that was both high perceived intensity (M = 3.47, 4.67, respectively) and inten-
tion attributions (M = 3.48, 4.55, respectively). The third and fourth classes (see Table 5)

Table 3. Unstandardised regression coefficients.
Intensity Intention Attributions

R B SE R B SE

Intercept .39 1.24 .13 .35 1.51 .13
Bullying .86 .09 .58 .09
Intercept .40 1.34 .12 .40 1.50 .12
Incivility .53 .07 .51 .07

Note: B represents the unstandardised regression coefficient; SE = standard error; All coefficients are significant at p < .01.
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included employees reporting experienced mistreatment that was moderate on perceived
intensity and intention attributions compared to the first and second classes, with all
means falling between those of the first two classes. Given the aim and hypotheses of
this study, classes 1 (incivility) and 2 (bullying) were examined, along with those employ-
ees who reported experiencing no mistreatment.

Based on one-way ANOVAs, all of the outcome variables differed significantly across
the three levels of mistreatment exposure in both Sample 1 and Sample 2 (see Table 6).
Based on the adjusted R2, differences among these three categories –incivility, bullying,
and no mistreatment - accounted for 20% of the variance in psychological strain for
Sample 1, and 15% in Sample 2. For affective commitment, differences among the
three categories accounted for 13% and 14% of the variance in Sample 1 and 2, respect-
ively. Finally, for turnover intentions, 23% and 19% of the variance was accounted for in
Sample 1 and 2, respectively.

Tukey post-hoc comparisons presented in Table 7 indicate that, at p < .05, employees
experiencing bullying reported a significantly higher amount of psychological strain
across Samples 1 and 2 (M = 2.11, SD = 0.66; M = 2.90, SD = 0.99, respectively) than

Table 4. Model fit indices for the latent class analysis.

Classes

Sample 1 Sample 2

BIC Adjusted BIC BLRT p value BIC Adjusted BIC BLRT p value

2 1797.70 1775.49 – 3541.72 3519.50 –
3 1779.26 1747.54 <.001 3516.95 3485.21 <.001
4 1742.59 1701.36 <.001 3475.92 3434.65 <.001
5 1788.43 1737.68 1.00 3474.96 3424.17 <.001

Table 5. Class descriptions.

Class

Sample 1 Sample 2

N Percent
Intensity
Mean

Intention Attribution
Mean N Percent

Intensity
Mean

Intention Attribution
Mean

1 107 32.2 1.39 1.36 156 28.9 2.05 1.86
2 63 19.0 3.47 3.48 112 20.7 4.67 4.55
3 99 29.8 1.76 2.93 177 32.8 2.77 3.52
4 63 19.0 2.92 1.88 95 18.0 4.58 2.23

Table 6. Oneway ANOVA results for Sample 1 and Sample 2.
Sample 1 Sample 2

SS df Mean Square F Adj. R2 SS df Mean Square F Adj. R2

Psychological Strain
Between 16.98 2 8.49 23.90* .20 44.21 2 21.61 25.98* .15
Within 76.38 215 .36 237.88 286 .83
Total 93.36 217 281.09 288

Affective Commitment
Between 10.72 2 8.20 8.20* .13 56.67 2 28.33 24.12* .14
Within 140.52 215 .65 339.51 289 1.18
Total 151.24 217 396.17 291

Turnover Intention
Between 75.79 2 37.90 20.88* .23 151.98 2 75.99 35.27* .19
Within 375.73 207 1.82 622.63 289 2.15
Total 451.52 209 774.61 291

Note: *p < .001.
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those experiencing incivility (M = 1.53, SD = 0.64; M = 2.16, SD = 0.82, respectively) or
reporting no mistreatment (M = 1.44, SD = 0.60; M = 1.94, SD = 0.93, respectively); the
latter two groups did not vary significantly from one other. These results support
Hypothesis 7a, but fail to support Hypothesis 6a. Individuals experiencing incivility in
both Samples 1 and 2 reported significantly higher turnover intentions (M = 2.30, SD
= 1.42; M = 2.40, SD = 1.33, respectively) than those reporting no mistreatment (M =
1.77, SD = 1.20; M = 1.76, SD = 0.98, respectively), supporting Hypothesis 6b. Those
experiencing bullying reported a significantly higher amount of turnover intentions
than either other group across Sample 1 (M = 3.30, SD = 1.43) and Sample 2 (M = 3.55,
SD = 1.80), supporting Hypothesis 7b. Finally, those experiencing bullying (M = 2.75,
SD = 0.80) and incivility (M = 2.99, SD = 0.78) reported a significantly lower amount of
affective commitment in Sample 1 than those experiencing no mistreatment (M = 3.31,
SD = 0.84). Affective commitment did not differ significantly for those experiencing bul-
lying and incivility, although these effects were approaching significance in the expected
direction. In Sample 2, those experiencing bullying (M = 3.44, SD = 1.23) reported a sig-
nificantly lower amount of affective commitment than those experiencing incivility (M =
4.30, SD = 1.00) or no mistreatment (M = 4.49, SD = 0.97), which did not significantly
vary from one other. These results provide partial support Hypotheses 6c and 7c, sup-
porting the idea that individuals who reported bullying experienced a higher level of
strain, and providing some evidence that those reporting incivility experienced higher
levels of strain.

Finally, ANCOVA post-hoc analyses controlling for the frequency of mistreatment
experiences revealed minimal changes in the results. For Sample 1, relationships
remained the same for psychological strain and affective commitment, although turnover
intention did not vary significantly across groups (F = 1.95, p = .14). Frequency was a sig-
nificant factor in analyses for psychological strain (F = 17.01, p < .001) and turnover
intentions (F = 11.75, p < .001), but not in affective commitment (F = .37, p = .54).
Results for Sample 2 remained identical; frequency was a significant factor in analyses
for psychological strain (F = 25.00, p < .001), affective commitment (F = 7.31, p < .001),
and turnover intention (F = 21.48, p < .001).

Table 7. Tukey post hoc test results for Sample 1 and Sample 2.
Sample 1 Subsets Sample 2 Subsets

n 1 2 3 n 1 2 3

Psychological Strain
No Mistreatment 75 1.44 42 1.94
Incivility 82 1.53 142 2.16
Bullying 61 2.11 105 2.91
Significance .38 .30

Affective Commitment
No Mistreatment 75 3.31 44 4.49
Incivility 82 2.99 143 4.30
Bullying 61 2.75 105 3.44
Significance .07 .28

Turnover Intention
No Mistreatment 74 1.77 44 .1.75
Incivility 80 2.30 143 2.40
Bullying 56 3.30 105 3.68

Note: Means for groups are displayed. Subsets indicate significantly different group means at p < .05, with p-values noted
for non-significantly different group means.
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Discussion

The current study examined employees’ experiences of specific types of workplace mis-
treatment, thus providing a more refined comparison of bullying and incivility in their
relationship with strains. By examining employees’ actual, versus assumed, experiences
regarding the intensity of mistreatment and attributions made about the intentionality
of aggressive acts, an important step was taken to address complex questions regarding
construct proliferation, measurement overlap, and our current ability to assess workplace
mistreatment constructs as they are typically defined and operationalised. Specifically, by
defining and assessing incivility as low perceptions of intensity and intentionality, and
bullying as high perceptions of intention and intentionality, evidence from 940 employ-
ees across two samples support the notion that bullying is an important workplace mis-
treatment construct that can have deleterious effects on employees’ psychological strain
and job attitudes. Incivility, however, exhibited inconsistent differences in employee
strain variables when compared to employees not experiencing any mistreatment.
These findings have important implications for our understanding of these constructs,
as well as their currently used behavioural measures.

In line with theoretical expectations and limited prior research evidence (Nixon &
Spector, 2015), perceived intensity and intention attributions, when explicitly assessed,
were associated with increased employee strain. Specifically, employees who reported
higher intensity or intention attributions about the workplace mistreatment they had
experienced reported increased psychological strain and intentions to turnover, while
also reporting reduced affective commitment. Controlling for frequency did not alter
the pattern of focal relationships, although it was significant by itself in all but one analy-
sis. This indicated that intensity and intention attributions explain important variance in
mistreatment experiences above and beyond frequency. Taken together, these findings
support the fundamental tenets of many workplace mistreatment constructs beyond
those specifically targeted in this study. Intensity, for example, has been an explicitly
or implicitly implied tenet of many workplace mistreatment concepts, including
emotional abuse (Keashly et al., 1997) and mobbing (Leymann, 1990). Likewise, inten-
tion attributions have been explicitly or implicitly implied in constructs such as victimi-
sation (Aquino et al., 1999) and social undermining (Duffy et al., 2002). Given the
conflation between the broad experience of workplace mistreatment and the specific
nuances associated with these constructs, it is important to verify that the theoretical
assumptions underlying these constructs are valid. Critically, this allows us to draw con-
clusions regarding the extent to which identified relationships between workplace mis-
treatment constructs and resulting strains are driven by theoretically relevant factors.

Given that intensity and intention attributions demonstrated the theoretically
expected relationships with employee strain, incivility and bullying were assessed
based on several of their prominent underlying characteristics. Incivility was assessed
as workplace mistreatment that was both perceived to be low in intensity as well as
low in intentionality, while bullying was assessed as workplace mistreatment that was
perceived to be both high in intensity as well as high intentionality. As such, significant
differences were found between groups that included employees who reported experien-
cing no workplace mistreatment, those who reported experiencing incivility, and those
who reported experiencing bullying for each of the strains examined. When these
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results were probed further, we found that employees experiencing incivility from
Sample 1 reported significantly greater intentions to turnover and lower affective com-
mitment than those who reported experiencing no workplace mistreatment. For partici-
pants reporting incivility across both samples, there were no significant differences in
psychological strain (and turnover intentions or affective commitment in Sample 2)
when compared to those reporting no workplace mistreatment. These findings provide
some evidence that incivility is a milder form of workplace mistreatment with an incon-
sistent effect on employees. Specifically, mistreatment that is perceived as low intensity
and of ambiguous intent affected only turnover intentions, and did not consistently
affect psychological strain in either sample.

It is possible that our pattern of results reflects the mild nature of incivility. In other
words, our findings might indicate that incivility has less of an impact on psychological
well-being, and may instead be more likely to impact employee attitudes and intended
behaviours, which is arguably consistent with its theoretical definition. For instance, inci-
vility may annoy employees and increase their desire to withdrawal to a more civil work
environment, but the experience of incivility may not be so negative that it elicits more
extreme responses, such as disturbed sleeping or depression. Investigating this alternative
is an important area for future research.

In regard to bullying, employees experiencing high intensity and intentional mistreat-
ment reported significantly greater psychological strain and turnover intentions, along
with reduced affective commitment, compared to those experiencing no workplace mis-
treatment or incivility (with the exception of affective commitment in Sample 1). These
findings suggest that bullying, as a severe form of workplace mistreatment, is a stressor
that has moderate to strong relationships with employee strain.

Importantly, the findings from these two samples align with theoretical expectations
that bullying should be more detrimental (i.e. have stronger relationships with employee
strain) than incivility. These findings, using measures designed to assess the distinguish-
ing characteristics of incivility and bullying, differ from prior research using measures
that were not designed to capture distinguishing features (e.g. Hershcovis, 2011).
Further, our results using existing scales found similar effect sizes across strain outcomes
associated with incivility and bullying, which is consistent with prior studies. This raises
the question of whether one or both scales and typically used analytical techniques are
capturing their intended constructs. As previously noted, numerous studies have demon-
strated the construct validity of the NAQ when assessed using LCA/LCC, but the predo-
minant method in the bullying literature treats scores on the NAQ/NAQ-R as
continuous. Our results, which used basic linear regression techniques, further under-
score the concern about the construct validity of the NAQ as it is typically used (e.g.
Notelaers et al., 2018). Thus, our results further highlight the need for more advanced
analytic techniques such as LCA / LCC in the bullying literature (Notelaers et al.,
2019) and further evidence of construct validity in the incivility literature.

Although this study focused exclusively on incivility and bullying given their distinct
positions along the workplace mistreatment continuum, it is important to note that the
findings of this research have important implications for a variety of workplace mistreat-
ment constructs that also may be inadequately assessed. As previously noted, constructs
such as emotional abuse (Keashly et al., 1997), mobbing (Leymann, 1990), victimisation
(Aquino et al., 1999), and social undermining (Duffy et al., 2002) all contain assumptions
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regarding intensity and intention attributions, but it is presently unclear if the measures
for these constructs are adequately capturing these, or other, distinct elements. More
research will be needed in the future to clarify the impact of these distinct elements on
stressor – strain relationships, as well as the extent to which commonly used measures
for these constructs capture these elements.

Moving forward, there are several ways that the measurement challenges associated
with these workplace mistreatment constructs could be addressed. First, there is a
need to develop mistreatment scales that adequately assess important distinctions
between mistreatment constructs, such as perceptions of intensity and attributions
made about intentions. It seems that behaviours intended to capture these characteristics
have failed to do so, given the moderate-to-strong relationships between a traditional
incivility scale with employee strain variables versus the smaller-to-nonsignificant
relationships identified when these attributes of incivility were explicitly assessed.
Future scale development in this area may incorporate explicit terminology into scale
items to ensure that definitional properties are being assessed, or explicitly assess these
properties in subscales. Further refinement of distinct operational (e.g. self-labelling;
Nielsen et al., 2010) and analytical approaches (Notelaers et al., 2006, 2018) would also
be helpful as researchers continue to investigate the best method of capturing the distinct
characteristics of various mistreatment constructs. Of the two mistreatment constructs
examined in this study, the need to investigate methodological limitations appears to
be much greater in the incivility literature than in the bullying literature, given that
the former has received very little attention in its respective field.

Limitations

Both samples in this study provided self-report data. As such, we cannot rule out the
possibility that shared biases (i.e. common method variance) may affect bivariate
relationships. However, given that perceptual nature of the study variables, self-report
measures are the most appropriate option to assess the subjective perceptions and experi-
ences (Schaubroeck, 1999; Spector, 1999). Furthermore, data collected from these
samples was done so using a cross-sectional design, limiting assumptions concerning
causality. In the future, research building upon this area can be enhanced by the use
of diverse research designs, including longitudinal designs, experimental designs, and
diary or event study methodologies, as well as use of organisational records of incidences
of psychological or physical mistreatment or withdrawal behaviours, such as attendance
or turnover. These designs could further illuminate how workplace mistreatment and the
distinct characteristics of these constructs relate to employee strain and allow for the
impact of duration of bullying to be examined. Given the mild nature of incivility,
using an event or diary study could capture daily or weekly fluctuations in employee
strain responses.

The participants in both samples were predominately female and included employees
enrolled at a local university and nurses. Expanding this research to other samples can
help us understand the robustness of these findings across diverse employment environ-
ments. For instance, in the bullying literature, gender differences have been identified, in
that women have reported greater prevalence of bullying (Salin, 2003) and higher percep-
tions of severity (Escartín et al., 2011). The question of gender differences remains a topic
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of debate in the incivility literature (Schilpzand et al., 2016). Utilising more gender-
balanced samples would allow for gender comparisons that would provide insight into
questions of gender differences in perceptions and prevalence of both incivility and bul-
lying. Moreover, demographic information was collected at the start of these surveys. In
the future, researchers could collect demographic data at the end of the survey to ensure
responses to the measures of interest are not impacted by the survey design (e.g. Teclaw
et al., 2012).

There are two scale concerns that should be noted. First, the original NAQ (Einar-
sen & Raknes, 1997) was used rather than the NAQ-R (Einarsen et al., 2009), which
addressed several limitations of the NAQ. The NAQ-R should be examined in
future research. Further, the scales used to assess workplace mistreatment, intensity,
and intention attributions were recently developed measures. While early evidence
for reliability and validity has been provided across a limited number of studies and
samples (Nixon, 2012; Nixon & Spector, 2015), future research could confirm these
findings using different methods, providing construct validity evidence and conver-
gence of conclusions. Finally, this evaluation did not incorporate all notable dimen-
sions of bullying, such as its sustained duration and the power imbalance between
victims and perpetrators. As such, our operationalisation of bullying may reflect a
milder form. Measures that incorporate these additional characteristics might show
stronger effects.

Implications and future research directions

This research contributes to the workplace mistreatment literature in several important
ways. First, these findings provide evidence that concern about measurement overlap and
poor scale construct alignment and validity are well-founded (Hershcovis, 2011; Tepper
& Henle, 2011). Our results suggest that research investigating incivility and/or bullying
using predominant measurement methods and statistical techniques may indeed be
conflated with that of general workplace mistreatment, and/or each other. This evidence
should galvanize researchers to ensure that workplace mistreatment measures accurately
assess constructs so that we can precisely study and advance knowledge surrounding
workplace mistreatment. Future research is needed in this area to verify the replicability
of these results and to establish behavioural measures for constructs that capture their
distinct assumptions, thus avoiding the current complications surrounding current
measures.

Second, although measurement of these constructs will need further research atten-
tion, this study provides evidence supporting the theoretical assumptions underlying
the constructs of bullying and, to some extent, incivility. When workplace mistreatment
was both high in intensity and intention attributions, its association with strain outcomes
was generally stronger than in other conditions, indicating that bullying is a more severe
form of workplace mistreatment. On the other hand, when workplace mistreatment was
both low in intensity and intention attributions, its association with strain outcomes was
weaker, and in some cases no worse than experiencing no mistreatment at all. However,
these findings beg the question of how to best examine incivility. As the mildest forms of
workplace mistreatment, it could be that its impact on employees is perhaps both mild
and fleeting. If this is the case, a longer time frame may be an inappropriate way to
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examine this type of mistreatment. It might be that studies employing narrower time
frames (e.g. experience or event sampling) would be more appropriate to assess the
effects of incivility. For instance, several studies have identified daily impacts of incivility
on stress (e.g. Beattie & Griffin, 2014) and negative affect (e.g. Zhou et al., 2015), although
it is unclear how measurement impediments affected these findings. Future research
should consider these possibilities by examining incivility and bullying at the daily
level. Finally, this research cannot speak to the role of incivility in the “spiral of mistreat-
ment,” or how norms of reciprocity encourage employees to respond to acts of mistreat-
ment with further acts of mistreatment, which escalates over time (e.g. Andersson &
Pearson, 1999). It is possible that simple acts of incivility are weakly related to strains,
but these acts might lead to escalating conflict and more severe mistreatment forms
that are linked to strains. Future research will be critical in understanding how incivility
impacts diverse employee strains (psychological, physical, behavioural), the appropriate
time frame or design with which to examine incivility, and how incivility may escalate
mistreatment over time.

Conclusions

In sum, this study attempts to answer a concern that has been voiced many times in
recent years – namely, the extent to which the relationships identified between work-
place mistreatment constructs and employee strain are attributable to the distinct
characteristics of the constructs. Based on these findings, evidence indicates that
one or both traditional construct measures of incivility and bullying, as analysed
using predominant statistical techniques, fail to capture their unique characteristics.
However, our results also suggest that recently constructed measures designed to
capture distinctions rather than commonalities of these two constructs, along with
more novel advanced statistical techniques, do in fact create an increasingly
nuanced picture. Thus, questions arise regarding what conclusions can actually be
drawn about many unique, interesting, and seemingly important workplace mistreat-
ment constructs to the extent that they are typically measured and analysed. It is criti-
cal that research in this area continue developing and refining appropriate and valid
measures in order to advance our understanding of how unique mistreatment con-
structs predict important employee outcomes.

Notes

1. Another form of operationalising mistreatment, particularly bullying, includes “self-lab-
elling,” which has been found to capture some information regarding respondents’
appraisals (Baillien et al., 2017). Potential limitations of this approach include lower
prevalence rates (Salin, 2001) and subjective bias in participants’ labelling (Saunders
et al., 2007).
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