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Abstract

Men and women reacted to workplace incivility differently. Female employees tended to experience
and to put up more with workplace incivility than male employees. The current review examined the
article, “Don’t rock the boat: The moderating role of gender in the relationship between workplace
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incivility and work withdrawal,” written by Loi, Loh & Hine [1] that was published in the “Journal of

Management Development” Using a quantitative survey of 317 adult employees working in various
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Australian companies, the researchers found that gender moderated the relationship between tolerance

for workplace incivility and work withdrawal. Specifically, when female employees were exposed to
increased workplace incivility tolerance, they decreased their work withdrawal practices. In contrast,
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as the levels of workplace incivility tolerance increased, men tended to increase their work withdrawal

behaviours. However, this trend did not reach statistical significance.

Background

In the introduction of their journal article. The researchers first
operationalised workplace incivility as, “low-intensity, disrespectful
or rude deviant workplace behaviour with ambiguous intent to harm
the target and is in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect”
[2]. Next, they discussed the rise of incivility in the workplace, the
subjective nature of workplace incivility (i.e., what is civil or uncivil
depends on the interpretation of each individual), the ambiguous
interpretation of “intent to harm” and the adverse consequences of
workplace incivility. They included anumber of negative organisational
outcomes such as poor organisational productivity and poor services.
They also discussed individual’s physical and psychological outcomes
including work withdrawal and stress.

Importantly, the researchers reported that a number of researchers
in the past have posited that what was considered offensive or not
varied along gender lines [3-5]. According to these past research,
women were more sensitive than men to the nuances of social
behaviours. Consequently women were more likely than men to
notice and to experience workplace incivility. Additionally, men and
women experienced the workplace differently. Women, for example
tended to have less power than men in the workplace. According
to Salin [6], these “perceived power imbalance is prerequisite for
bullying to occur” Indeed, Pearson and Porath [7] have found that
perpetrators of workplace incivility generally tended to be those with
power (e.g. a manager) while the targets tended to be individuals with
less power (e.g., a front desk secretary).

The researchers stated next that while research in this area has been
insightful in helping us understand the experiences of workplace
incivility between men and women, there is limited research on how
this affects female versus male employee’s willingness to complete
work-related tasks (e.g., work withdrawal). There is also a dearth of
research that looks at how men and women respond to organisations
that tolerate workplace incivility. This is important when you consider
that previous research has found that organisations that tolerated
workplace incivility have high levels of employees’ dissatisfaction [8],
lost efficiency [9-10], high turnover (11-12], high absenteeism, and
huge monetary losses [13]. Therefore, the aim of the reviewed article
was to investigate whether gender would moderate the relationship
between tolerance to workplace incivility and work withdrawal.
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Theoretical Argument of the Article

The researchers drew upon power theory, social gender role theory,
and selective incivility theory to explain the moderating role of gender
in the relationship between workplace incivility and work withdrawal.
From a social power perspective, power was measurable through the
influence an individual has over other people or outcomes [14]. Society
bestows power to a particular individual through social expectations
and norms. For example, a manager would have more power than his
secretary because a manager occupied a higher workplace hierarchy
than the secretary. Power could also be segmented along gender roles.
In many masculine societies, men were often regarded as authoritative
figures while women were regarded as subordinates [15]. Perceived
this way, gender itself became an organising principle for hierarchies
and authorities. In their article, the researchers also offered a more
recent theory to explain workplace incivility. Selective incivility theory
posits that incivilities are evolved, old-fashioned discriminations that
have become more subtle and ambiguous in nature given the political
correctness of today’s world [16]. In other words, incivility are forms of
covert discriminations held by individuals who wanted to be perceived
to be politically correct. These individuals only discriminated against
people of colour or women when the discriminatory nature of their
conduct was not evident [17]. As a result, many people misinterpreted
these discriminations as rude or discourteous behaviours and not
what they really were: racism and/or gender discrimination. Selective
incivility theory is powerful because it provides an overarching,
intersectional perspective based on “simultaneously consider[ing]
the meaning and consequences of multiple categories of identity,
difference, and disadvantage” [18] that can reflect the experiences of
the less powerful as well as less privileged in our societies [19-20].
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After the theoretical discussion, the researchers next examined how
men and women handled conflict. Women, for instance were taught
as children to be feminine, caring, and to master their anger [21-22].
In contrast, men were taught to legitimately defend their masculine
identity [23-24] by adopting a “justice” moral orientation and to
retaliate aggressively when under attack. This suggests that women
would and should tolerate life hassles (e.g., workplace incivility)
more than men. Drawing upon these evidences, the researchers
hypothesised that gender would moderate the relationships between
tolerance for workplace incivility and work withdrawal. Specifically,
the impact of work withdrawal on workplace incivility would be
stronger on men than on women.

To investigate their hypothesis, the researchers conducted
hierarchical linear regression modelling using data collected from
317 participants (male =102 and female = 215). The average age for
male participants was 41.83 years old (SD = 12.91) and for female
participants, the average age was 37.33 years old (SD = 11.12). The
average working week was 35.97 hours (SD= 10.80) and participants
had been working on average with their current organisation for 7.89
years (SD = 7.39).

Results indicated that as levels of tolerance for incivility in the
workplace increased, men tended to increase their work withdrawal
behaviours. Although this trend did not reach statistical significance,
the direction of the trend was in the predicted direction. Importantly,
they found that when female employees were exposed to high levels
of tolerance for workplace incivility, they significantly decreased their
work withdrawal behaviours.

The researchers offered a number of explanations for their findings.
For example, men tended to retaliate in an overt and direct manner
(e.g. via confrontation or withdrawing from their work) whereas
women tended to engage in covert retaliations such as gossiping.
Similarly, men tended to confront their instigators more than women
[25]. In contrast, when women encountered conflict, they tended
to defend themselves by “silencing themselves” [25]. According to
Wilson [26], “socialisation prepares women for their current roles,
not for challenging those roles” which implies that women may have
been socialised from an early age to know their “place” in society and
to learn to “put up” with life injustices. Consequently, women might
be more inclined to tolerate workplace incivility and to react less
negatively to workplace incivility. This may partly explain why women
in the researchers’ study actually decreased their work withdrawal
behaviours. Another explanation may be the need for women to
maintain their job security. The researchers cited data from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) that while many women wanted
more paid job, there were more men than women who were employed
in full time employment [27]. Consequently, the need for financial
security might have prevented many women from withdrawing from
their work as they “put up” with workplace incivility.

Study limitations Implications and Future Direction

The researchers acknowledged a number of limitations in their
study. The first issue they raised was the lack of representativeness
of their predominantly white-collar, white Australian sample. The
employment status (e.g., full-time, part-time or casual) of participants,
the small unequal sample size between male and female workers
(female, N=215; male, N=102), the age of participants (only recruited
employees over the age of 18) were issues suggested by the researchers
for future research considerations. Another issue raised by the
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researchers was the lack of power differentiation between perpetrators
and targets. This is important because targets may respond to male
versus female supervisors differently. To help address this question,
the researchers have embarked on a second project that will attempt
to collect data from three culturally diverse countries. As part of this
second project, the researchers will specifically set out to identify
the instigators, the targets and the job status of each participant. For
example, male manager, female manager, male colleague, female
colleague, male subordinate or female subordinate. Participants will
also be asked to report how often they instigated (i.e., perpetrator) or
experienced (i.e., targets) workplace incivility from their supervisors,
colleagues and subordinates. This will help identify the influence
of power differential between instigators and targets. Despite these
limitations, the researchers believed that their present study has
added to the work in the workplace incivility, diversity, genders and
equity research area. They also stated that the findings from their
study would provide useful information needed by managers and
organisations to more effectively manage conflict in the workplace.
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