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Anticipation of Incivilities

The concept of the Anticipation of Incivilities represents a critical, yet often overlooked, area

within organizational psychology and stress research. It describes a proactive, future-oriented

cognitive state wherein an individual expects or fears experiencing rude, disrespectful, or low-

intensity deviant behaviors from colleagues, supervisors, or clients within their professional

environment. Unlike the immediate stress response following an experienced act of incivility,

anticipation operates as a chronic, preparatory stressor, compelling the individual to maintain

heightened vigilance and allocate substantial cognitive resources toward threat detection and self-

protection. This psychological phenomenon transforms the workplace from a locus of productivity

into a potential hazard zone, fundamentally altering how employees approach their daily tasks,

interact with others, and manage their emotional reserves. Understanding this anticipatory stress is

paramount, as it precedes behavioral outcomes and physiological strain, often contributing to

negative organizational metrics long before overt acts of harassment or violence occur.

Anticipation is rooted in an individual's appraisal process, drawing heavily upon past experiences,

vicarious exposure (witnessing others being treated uncivilly), and organizational communications

regarding behavioral standards or lack thereof. When the environment is perceived as

unpredictable or hostile, the brain initiates a continuous loop of "what-if" scenarios, preparing for

potential psychological harm. This state is significantly more insidious than acute stressors

because it lacks a clear beginning or end, fostering a pervasive sense of dread and helplessness.

The energy expended on this defensive posture is energy diverted away from core job functions,

innovation, and positive social engagement. Consequently, the anticipation of incivility acts as a

potent drain on psychological capital, undermining engagement and fostering a climate ripe for

burnout, even in the absence of current, active mistreatment.

Furthermore, the anticipation of incivility distinguishes itself from generalized anxiety by its specific

situational context and target. It is not merely worry about the future; it is a focused threat

assessment regarding social interactions in a professional setting. The perceived risk often

correlates directly with the power dynamics present in the workplace, making employees in

marginalized groups or those in lower hierarchical positions particularly susceptible to this chronic

stressor. The mere knowledge that one belongs to a group historically targeted by

microaggressions or disrespect can be sufficient to trigger anticipatory vigilance, creating a self-

fulfilling prophecy where perceived slights are more readily interpreted as intentional acts of

malice, further reinforcing the need for defensive preparation and contributing to a spiraling cycle of

distrust and social withdrawal.

Conceptualizing Anticipation and Incivility

Incivility, as defined in organizational literature, typically involves behaviors that are ambiguous
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regarding intent to harm, violating norms of mutual respect, such as ignoring a colleague, making

condescending remarks, or failing to acknowledge others' contributions. Anticipation, conversely,

is the cognitive mechanism that precedes the exposure to these behaviors. It falls under the

umbrella of proactive coping theory, where individuals engage in efforts to prepare for future

threats. This preparatory state transforms potential stressors into actual burdens by increasing

allostatic load--the cumulative wear and tear on the body systems that results from having to adapt

to repeated or chronic stress. The anticipation of these low-grade offenses is particularly damaging

because incivility is often subtle and frequent, making it difficult for the victim to pinpoint a specific

event to address or process, thereby extending the duration of the anticipatory state indefinitely.

The differentiation between experienced incivility and anticipated incivility is crucial for effective

intervention. Experienced incivility is a reactive stressor that triggers post-event coping

mechanisms, such as emotional venting or seeking social support. Anticipated incivility, however,

is a persistent, future-focused stressor that demands continuous resource allocation. This

continuous allocation is required for activities such as scanning the environment for cues,

formulating defensive responses, and managing heightened emotional arousal. Scholars often

categorize anticipated incivility as a hindrance stressor because the effort expended in

anticipating the threat does not contribute to personal growth or goal attainment; rather, it actively

blocks professional progress and consumes limited cognitive reserves needed for complex tasks

and decision-making. This classification highlights the inherently detrimental nature of the

anticipatory process on job performance and organizational effectiveness.

Moreover, the intensity of anticipation is often moderated by the concept of psychological safety

within the organization. In environments where psychological safety is low--meaning employees

fear negative repercussions for speaking up or expressing vulnerability--the anticipation of incivility

escalates. Employees recognize that the organization either fails to enforce civility norms or

actively tolerates disrespectful behavior, signaling that future victimization is likely. This realization

triggers a shift from hoping for respect to actively protecting against disrespect. The perceived

probability of future uncivil treatment, combined with the perceived cost of that treatment,

determines the level of anticipatory stress experienced, creating a continuum of vigilance that

ranges from mild wariness to pervasive paranoia regarding social interactions.

Psychological Mechanisms and Cognitive Load

The core psychological mechanism driving the anticipation of incivility is hypervigilance.

Hypervigilance is a state of increased alertness that requires continuous monitoring of the

environment for signs of threat. In the context of the workplace, this means constantly scrutinizing

nonverbal cues, analyzing email tone, and overthinking casual conversations for hidden meanings

or impending slights. This sustained cognitive effort results in significant cognitive load depletion.

Cognitive resources, which are finite, are diverted away from executive functions--such as
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planning, problem-solving, and creative thinking--and redirected toward threat detection and

emotional regulation. Over time, this chronic depletion leads to measurable declines in attention

span, increased errors, and difficulty in processing complex information, directly impacting task

performance and overall productivity.

Furthermore, anticipation is often linked to rumination, a pervasive and repetitive focus on

distressful thoughts and feelings. When anticipating incivility, individuals may ruminate on past

negative experiences or mentally rehearse future confrontations. This mental rehearsal consumes

substantial working memory capacity and prevents the individual from achieving psychological

detachment from work, even during non-work hours. The persistent rumination associated with

anticipatory stress maintains a constant state of physiological arousal, forcing the body to sustain

elevated levels of cortisol and adrenaline. This persistent activation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-

Adrenal (HPA) axis means the body remains in a chronic fight-or-flight state, predisposing the

individual to physical health issues such as hypertension, sleep disturbances, and weakened

immune function, demonstrating how psychological anticipation translates into tangible

physiological costs.

The cognitive burden is amplified because incivility is inherently ambiguous. Since the behaviors

are low-intensity and often deniable, the anticipator must expend additional resources attempting

to confirm whether a potential slight was intentional or accidental. This ambiguity creates cognitive

dissonance and heightens uncertainty, which are powerful drivers of anxiety. The individual

struggles with attribution--is the observed behavior a reflection of generalized rudeness or a

targeted attack? This interpretive effort is exhausting and rarely yields a definitive answer,

reinforcing the need for continued vigilance. The lack of clarity ensures that the psychological

mechanisms of vigilance and rumination remain perpetually engaged, trapping the employee in a

cycle of defensive processing that severely compromises mental clarity and emotional resilience.

The Role of Context and Organizational Climate

Organizational context serves as the primary predictor for the prevalence and intensity of the

anticipation of incivilities. A work environment characterized by a high frequency of experienced

incivility creates a strong historical precedent, signaling to employees that future episodes are

highly probable. When incivility becomes normalized--often described as a 'toxic culture'--the

baseline level of anticipatory stress rises across the entire workforce. Key components of the

organizational climate that influence anticipation include the perceived fairness of procedures

(procedural justice), the quality of interpersonal treatment (interactional justice), and the visible

commitment of leadership to upholding professional conduct standards. If employees perceive that

management ignores complaints or favors certain individuals, the anticipation of incivility intensifies

because the system itself is viewed as unreliable or biased in providing protection.
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The role of leadership is particularly salient in mitigating or exacerbating anticipatory stress.

Leaders who model respectful behavior, actively intervene when incivility occurs, and establish

clear, enforced policies against disrespectful conduct significantly reduce the perceived likelihood

of future victimization. Conversely, leaders who engage in their own uncivil behavior (e.g., abusive

supervision) or demonstrate tolerance for incivility create a climate of fear and unpredictability. In

these settings, employees not only anticipate incivility from peers but also from those in power,

which is a far more threatening scenario due to the associated career implications. The lack of

strong, ethical leadership institutionalizes the threat, transforming isolated incidents into systemic

risks that justify chronic anticipatory stress among subordinates.

Furthermore, specific organizational structural factors, such as intense competition, resource

scarcity, and high interdependence among roles, can breed fertile ground for incivility and,

consequently, its anticipation. When employees are pitted against each other for limited rewards

(promotions, bonuses), the perceived benefit of engaging in subtle sabotage or disrespectful

behavior increases, heightening the need for others to be perpetually guarded. For example, in

environments characterized by high customer service demands and low autonomy, frontline

workers are highly susceptible to anticipating incivility not only from colleagues but also from

demanding clients, leading to a dual layer of anticipatory stress that spans both internal and

external interactions. This contextual complexity requires interventions that address systemic flaws

rather than solely focusing on individual coping strategies.

Outcomes and Consequences for Well-being

The sustained psychological and physiological burden imposed by the anticipation of incivility

yields numerous detrimental outcomes for employee well-being, often exceeding the damage

caused by isolated acts of experienced incivility. Chief among these outcomes is chronic anxiety

and elevated psychological distress. The continuous state of threat readiness prevents the

nervous system from entering a restful state, leading to generalized anxiety disorders, increased

irritability, and symptoms of depression. Because the stressor is internal and constant, employees

often experience difficulty separating professional stress from personal life, resulting in significant

work-family conflict and reduced quality of life outside the workplace. The erosion of mental health

is compounded by the feeling of helplessness, as the threat is perceived as pervasive and

unavoidable, leading to a sense of fatalism regarding the possibility of achieving a respectful

working environment.

Physiological consequences are also profound, stemming directly from the chronic activation of

stress hormones. Long-term anticipation contributes to cardiovascular strain, including increased

heart rate variability and elevated blood pressure, placing individuals at greater risk for serious

health conditions. Sleep quality is severely degraded, as rumination and hypervigilance prevent

proper relaxation, leading to chronic fatigue and reduced physical immunity. The constant
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allocation of energy toward defense leaves less available for restorative processes, creating a

vicious cycle where poor physical health further diminishes the capacity to cope with psychological

stress. Research indicates that the subjective feeling of anticipating harm is often a stronger

predictor of long-term health decline than the objective frequency of the harm itself, underscoring

the destructive power of chronic psychological threat appraisal.

In the occupational domain, the anticipation of incivility significantly contributes to burnout.

Burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (cynicism toward one's job),

and reduced personal accomplishment. Employees who constantly anticipate disrespect become

emotionally drained from the effort required to manage their reactions and maintain professional

composure under duress. This emotional exhaustion fuels depersonalization, as individuals adopt

a cynical, detached attitude as a protective mechanism against future emotional injury.

Consequently, job satisfaction plummets, organizational commitment weakens, and turnover

intentions increase dramatically. The organization effectively loses valuable human capital not

through direct conflict, but through the insidious, resource-draining process of anticipating conflict.

Behavioral Responses and Defensive Strategies

When employees operate under the shadow of anticipated incivility, their behavioral repertoire

shifts from proactive engagement to defensive survival. These defensive strategies are designed to

minimize exposure to potential harm, but they often come at the expense of organizational

effectiveness and team cohesion. One common response is social withdrawal and reduced

Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (OCBs). Employees decrease voluntary assistance to

colleagues, avoid social functions, and limit communication to only the essential, formal

requirements of the job. This withdrawal reduces the risk of interaction, but it also starves the team

of crucial knowledge sharing and collaborative effort, leading to decreased innovation and

organizational inertia.

Another key set of responses involves changes in communication style, often manifesting as

defensive silence. Employees refrain from offering constructive criticism, voicing new ideas, or

reporting problems for fear that their input will be dismissed, ridiculed, or used against them. This

silence creates an information vacuum for management, masking underlying operational issues

and preventing necessary course correction. Furthermore, when forced to interact, individuals may

engage in impression management tactics, such as excessive politeness or submissiveness,

designed to neutralize potential threats by appearing non-confrontational and agreeable. These

behaviors, while protective for the individual, are emotionally taxing and contribute to feelings of

inauthenticity and alienation within the professional role.

The behavioral shift is summarized by a reduction in approach behaviors and an increase in

avoidance behaviors. Specific defensive behaviors include:
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Micro-avoidance: Taking longer routes to the break room, scheduling meetings at inconvenient

times, or delaying necessary interactions with specific individuals perceived as high-risk.

Task Underperformance: Deliberately choosing less visible tasks or reducing workload to

minimize exposure to potential criticism or scrutiny from supervisors or aggressive peers.

Emotional Guarding: Consciously suppressing genuine emotional reactions and maintaining a

'blank face' to avoid signaling vulnerability that could be exploited by potential aggressors.

Preemptive Counter-incivility: In some cases, individuals may adopt a slightly aggressive or

aloof demeanor themselves, believing that appearing tough or unapproachable will deter others

from targeting them, thereby perpetuating the cycle of disrespect within the organization.

Moderating Factors and Individual Differences

The impact of anticipated incivility is not uniform; it is significantly moderated by various individual

differences and environmental resources. Self-efficacy, or an individual's belief in their ability to

successfully manage challenging situations, plays a critical moderating role. Employees with high

self-efficacy are more likely to appraise anticipated incivility as a manageable challenge rather than

an overwhelming threat. They may interpret the potential event as an opportunity to assert

boundaries or utilize effective coping strategies, thereby reducing the intensity of the associated

anticipatory stress and mitigating resource depletion. Conversely, individuals with low self-efficacy

are more prone to fatalistic thinking and immediate cognitive withdrawal, magnifying the negative

effects of anticipation.

Emotional regulation skills also serve as a crucial buffer. Individuals who possess strong skills in

identifying, processing, and managing their emotional responses are better equipped to handle the

sustained anxiety associated with chronic vigilance. They can employ strategies such as cognitive

reappraisal--reframing the anticipated threat in a less personalized or less catastrophic manner--to

dampen the arousal response. However, trait factors such as high neuroticism or dispositional

negative affectivity tend to amplify the anticipation effect. Individuals predisposed to negative

emotional states are more likely to interpret ambiguous social cues negatively, increasing the

perceived probability of incivility and sustaining a higher level of threat vigilance, regardless of the

objective organizational climate.

External resources, primarily social support, also act as powerful moderators. When employees

perceive strong support from colleagues, friends, or family, the capacity to cope with chronic stress

improves substantially. Social support provides both emotional validation, reducing feelings of

isolation, and instrumental assistance, offering practical advice or alternative perspectives that

challenge the employee's threat appraisal. Furthermore, strong organizational support,

demonstrated through accessible HR functions or employee assistance programs, signals to the
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employee that they are not alone in managing the threat, reducing the personal burden of defense.

The quality and availability of these social resources determine whether the anticipatory stress

leads to debilitating burnout or remains a manageable, if unpleasant, background noise.

Mitigation Strategies and Organizational Interventions

Addressing the anticipation of incivilities requires a comprehensive organizational strategy focused

on prevention, clarification, and restoration, moving beyond simple reactive policy enforcement.

The most effective approach begins with clarifying behavioral expectations and reinforcing

norms of respect. Organizations must implement mandatory, high-quality civility training that not

only defines what constitutes respectful behavior but also addresses subtle forms of incivility, such

as microaggressions, which are often the source of chronic anticipation. This training should

emphasize bystander intervention, empowering all employees to gently challenge disrespectful

behavior, thereby distributing the responsibility for maintaining civility and reducing the burden on

potential victims.

Secondly, organizations must focus on enhancing procedural and interactional justice. This

involves establishing clear, fair, and transparent reporting mechanisms for incivility complaints.

Employees must trust that reporting an incident will lead to timely, impartial investigation and

appropriate disciplinary action, without fear of retaliation. When justice systems are perceived as

robust, the perceived probability of future incivility decreases, thereby reducing the need for

anticipatory vigilance. Leadership accountability is key; managers must be trained not only to avoid

incivility themselves but also to actively monitor their teams and address even low-level

disrespectful acts immediately, signaling that incivility is a non-negotiable violation of organizational

values.

Finally, interventions should include resources aimed at restoring psychological capital depleted by

chronic anticipation. This includes promoting organizational support systems designed to address

employee well-being proactively.

Stress Management Programs: Offering resources focused on emotional regulation and

mindfulness techniques to help employees manage cognitive load and reduce rumination.

Autonomy Enhancement: Increasing employee control over their work environment and

scheduling, which can counteract the feeling of helplessness associated with unpredictable social

threats.

Fostering Psychological Safety: Creating forums where employees can express concerns about

the climate without fear of reprisal, ensuring that anticipatory fears are surfaced and addressed

openly by management.
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By prioritizing prevention and building trust in the organizational system, organizations can

fundamentally shift the employee mindset from defensive anticipation to productive engagement.

Future Research Directions

While the study of anticipated incivility has provided crucial insights into chronic workplace stress,

several avenues remain for future research to deepen our understanding and refine interventions.

A primary need is the execution of rigorous longitudinal studies that track employees over

extended periods, allowing researchers to accurately map the trajectory from high levels of

anticipation to subsequent health and performance outcomes. Existing research often relies on

cross-sectional data, making it difficult to definitively establish causality between the psychological

state of anticipation and long-term physiological or behavioral changes. Longitudinal designs are

essential for understanding how factors like organizational shifts, leadership changes, or policy

implementations impact the duration and intensity of anticipatory stress over time.

Another critical area involves exploring the role of technology and remote work in shaping the

anticipation of incivility. The shift to digital communication platforms (email, instant messaging)

introduces new forms of ambiguity, making it easier for uncivil behaviors to be misinterpreted or

hidden. Future research should investigate:

How the lack of nonverbal cues in virtual interactions impacts the perceived probability of incivility.

Whether the boundary blurring between work and home life increases anticipatory stress during

non-work hours.

The effectiveness of digital communication protocols and training in mitigating the anticipation of

cyber-incivility.

Understanding the digital dimension of this phenomenon is increasingly relevant in modern,

globally dispersed workplaces where face-to-face interaction is minimized, thereby heightening

reliance on potentially ambiguous electronic communication.

Finally, there is a compelling need for more research focused on cross-cultural comparisons

and intersectionality. The definition and tolerance for incivility vary significantly across national

and organizational cultures, suggesting that the triggers and intensity of anticipation will also differ.

Moreover, research must explore how overlapping marginalized identities (e.g., race, gender,

disability status) interact with organizational climate to amplify anticipatory stress. Individuals

holding multiple marginalized identities often face unique patterns of microaggressions, requiring

tailored intervention strategies that account for the complexity of intersecting social threats. Future

studies leveraging advanced analytical techniques and diverse samples will be essential for

developing nuanced, evidence-based strategies to truly eliminate the pervasive psychological
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burden caused by the anticipation of incivilities.
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