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Are Dominant Communications Perceived as Uncivil? Exploring the Moderating Roles 

of Leader Gender and Organizational Uncertainty 

 

By: Megan Manels-Murphy  

 

Abstract  

 

Drawing on the workplace incivility literature and theoretical lenses on gender (e.g., Role 

Congruity Theory; Eagly & Karau, 2002), I predicted that female (vs. male) leaders 

displaying dominant (vs. neutral) behaviours would be perceived as more uncivil. Based 

on Uncertainty Management Theory (van den Bos & Lind, 2002), this pattern was 

expected to be exacerbated within an unstable (vs. stable) organization. Using an online 

experimental design, participants (N=815) were randomly assigned to one of eight 

vignettes that manipulated leader behaviour, leader gender and organizational stability. 

Results revealed no significant interactions for three measures of incivility. There was a 

significant main effect of leader behaviour, however; dominant (vs. neutral) leaders were 

perceived as more uncivil. Additional analyses found that dominant (vs. neutral) leaders 

were perceived as less warm and also increased feelings of job insecurity and 

organizational uncertainty, especially within a stable organization. Limitations, 

implications and future research avenues are discussed.   

 

August 2021  
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Are Dominant Communications Perceived as Uncivil? Exploring the 

Moderating Roles of Leader Gender and Organizational Uncertainty 

Incivility is a type of interpersonal mistreatment that is hazardous to workplaces 

(Schilpzand et al., 2016) and is highly prevalent; the majority of employees have directly 

or indirectly experienced incivility at work (Porath & Pearson, 2013). Andersson and 

Pearson (1999) define incivility as low-intensity discourteous or rude acts with 

ambiguous intent to harm. More recent literature has questioned some components of the 

existing definition. Specifically, Miner and colleagues (2018) proposed, for example, that 

ambiguous intent may not be a necessary condition of incivility. Nevertheless, broad 

examples of actions that are widely used to assess incivility include: not paying attention 

to someone’s views, interrupting, or speaking over someone, and doubting someone’s 

judgment (Cortina et al., 2001; 2013; Matthews & Ritter, 2015). Given the more subtle 

and potentially ambiguous nature of incivility as a deviant workplace behaviour, its 

effects are largely dependent on the perception and appraisal of those who experience it 

(e.g., Cortina & Magley, 2009; Gabriel et al., 2018).  

The instigator's characteristics, such as their power or gender, can influence the 

target’s perception of the uncivil interaction including judgments of its acceptability 

(Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019) and the extent of its consequences (e.g., negative affect; 

Cortina & Magley, 2009). For example, Motro and colleagues (2021) found that when 

male and female team members engaged in the same uncivil action, there was a greater 

decrease in the team’s overall positive affect in response to a female (vs. male) instigator. 

Similarly, in a vignette study set in a male-dominated field depicting an uncivil 
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interaction, female leaders were perceived as more uncivil compared to male leaders 

when assessed by an observer (Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019).  

Previous studies have found an overlap between agency and incivility, such that 

agentic actions may be viewed as uncivil (Gabriel et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2021). 

Additionally, past research has speculated that female instigators, especially those in 

positions of power, may be judged more harshly when engaging in potentially uncivil 

actions due to gender stereotypes (e.g., Gabriel et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2021; Porath et 

al., 2008) which dictate that women should be communal and not agentic, whereas 

stereotypes for men typically support agency and not communion (Eagly, 1987; Rudman 

et al., 2012). This relationship between gender and reactions to agentic actions can be 

explained by Role Congruity Theory, which posits that when engaging in negative actions 

such as those that might be considered agentic, those for whom such actions are more 

counter-stereotypical (women) are judged more harshly than when the actions are in line 

with gender stereotypes (men; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 1999; 2001; 

Rudman et al., 2012).  

That said, there is also evidence that suggests the penalty toward women who 

express agency is more nuanced than earlier studies explain. Specifically, those who 

display negative counter-stereotypical traits (e.g., dominance) may be perceived 

negatively (Livingston et al., 2012; Rudman et al., 2012; Williams & Tiedens, 2016), but 

those who display positive counter-stereotypical traits (e.g., self-reliance) are not 

(Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017). For example, Schaumberg and Flynn (2017; Study 4) 

found that women expressing self-reliant agentic behaviour were perceived to be better 



LEADER DOMINANCE & INCIVILITY      9 

 

leaders in comparison to self-reliant men, whereas dominant female leaders were 

perceived as worse leaders than self-reliant female leaders and marginally worse leaders 

than dominant male leaders. Thus, engaging in agentic-dominant behaviour, which can 

include interrupting, demanding something from another, power-seeking and so on, is 

generally seen as more acceptable for men (vs. women) (Motro et al., 2021; Williams & 

Tiedens, 2016). Indeed, women have been shown to receive backlash when behaving in a 

domineering manner (Livingston et al., 2012; Williams & Tiedens, 2016).  

In the present study, I focus on judgments of agentic-dominant behaviour as it has 

been shown to have some overlap with incivility (Motro et al., 2021) and is directly tied 

to gender stereotypes (Rudman et al., 2012). Thus, the first goal of the current study is to 

assess whether female leaders who express agentic-dominant traits to their employees are 

perceived as more uncivil relative to male leaders who express the same agentic-

dominant traits.  

Beyond individual characteristics, it is also important to consider environmental 

or organizational factors and their influence on perceptions of incivility. Indeed, as stated 

by Pearson and colleagues (2000) “evaluating an incident to determine whether it is an 

incivility involves examining the actions and perceptions of the instigator, the target, any 

observers of the incident, and the social setting in which the incident took place” (p.126). 

For instance, individuals facing uncertainty in the workplace often feel a lack of control 

(Bordia et al., 2004) and may experience stress and anxiety (DiFonzo & Bordia, 2002). In 

uncertain situations, information seeking is a coping mechanism individuals may use in 

an attempt to regain control (Fung et al., 2018; Huang & Yang, 2020); in doing so, they 
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may become more aware of subtle cues and changes in their environment. Researchers 

have suggested that uncertainty in one’s role or environment may incite greater vigilance 

and increased perceptions of incivility (Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019) and greater 

perceptions of mistreatment (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). Specifically, information 

seeking would cause the individual under threat to be more perceptive during their 

interactions (e.g., analyzing tones, body language).  

However, threat may also limit individuals’ ability to process information 

objectively. Indeed, previous studies suggest that when faced with uncertain situations 

individuals can become overwhelmed leading them to engage in more close-minded 

thinking regarding their attitudes and values (McGregor et al., 2001). Arguably, close-

minded thinking may lead to greater use of heuristic processing including the use of 

stereotypes. Threat-Rigidity Theory (Staw et al., 1981) postulates that when individuals 

are under threat, they may be prone to reverting to well-learned mechanisms and more 

narrow information processing, leading stereotypes to be particularly likely to influence 

reactions to others’ behaviour (Holsti, 1971).  

Thus, a second purpose of this study is to evaluate whether, when under high (vs. 

low) threat conditions, operationalized in the current study via organizational instability, 

agentic-dominant female (vs. male) leaders are perceived as more uncivil. Specifically, 

those under threat (vs. not under threat) may take more notice of potentially uncivil 

actions due to information seeking and may evaluate those actions in line with gender 

stereotypes due to biases, leading to a greater penalty against female (vs. male) leaders. 
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In the sections that follow, I outline the background and theory for the current study in 

more detail. 

Background 

Incivility  

The term workplace incivility was coined in 1999 by Andersson and Pearson, who 

were influenced by the work of many scholars before them in the realm of workplace 

deviance (i.e., Ashforth, 1994; Baron & Neuman, 1996; Bjorkqvist et al., 1994; 

Giacalone & Greenberg, 1997; Kinney, 1995; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 1996; Perlow & 

Latham, 1993; Robinson & Bennett, 1995; VandenBos & Bulatao, 1996). The authors 

note that incivility can be distinguished from other deviant work behaviour because it is 

generally passive, low intensity, and ambiguous in its intent to harm, whereas other forms 

of mistreatment reflect higher intensity actions and have clearer intent to harm (e.g., 

aggression, bullying). In more recent work, there has been a discussion regarding the 

ambiguity and organizational norms components of incivility, such that these may vary 

on a case-by-case basis (Miner et al., 2018).  

Researchers have also drawn a distinction between forms of incivility labelled 

overt and covert, respectively (see also Yuan et al., 2020). Carmona-Cobo et al. (2019) 

describe covert incivility as more indirect and subtle acts of incivility. Some examples of 

this form are ignoring colleagues, not participating in a collaborative project, and not 

paying attention in a meeting or during a presentation. In contrast, overt incivility reflects 

more obvious and sometimes public instances of undermining or questioning judgment, 
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for example, gossiping, public reprimands, or making accusations about competence or 

credibility in front of others.  

More overt forms of incivility have been included in many studies (e.g., Clark, 

2008; Cortina et al., 2013; Politis, 2017; Tarraf, 2012); however, it has been argued that 

such actions not only overlap with other forms of deviant workplace behaviour (e.g., 

aggression), stripping incivility of its unique definition but further, such actions may lack 

the ambiguity which the original definition highlights (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; 

Hershcovis, 2011; Matthews & Ritter, 2015).  

In the present research, I focus on more covert acts of incivility which are more 

likely to maintain the ambiguous intent and subtle nature of the construct. By maintaining 

the ambiguity and subtlety, there is less objective information available to the “target,” 

likely leaving greater room for interpretation of the instigator’s actions, potentially based 

in, or influenced by, stereotypes. Further, my focus is to identify the relationship between 

perceptions of incivility and dominant behaviour which has been acknowledged as a form 

of incivility (Gabriel et al., 2018). Indeed, existing incivility scales capture some actions 

which may align with the definition of dominance, for example, paying little attention to 

employee views or opinions (Cortina et al., 2001), interrupting employees (Cortina et al., 

2013), and failing to consult with them (Martin & Hine, 2005). My narrower focus on a 

specific form of incivility (covert) is in keeping with more recent research, which 

highlights more nuanced findings depending on how incivility is measured or 

manipulated (Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019; Tarraf, 2012). Although the intent to harm 
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when behaving uncivilly may often be unclear, research supports that it is nevertheless 

associated with many negative employee and organizational outcomes.  

Prevalence and Negative Outcomes of Incivility 

In a 2010 study, Porath and Pearson reported that 96% of the employees they had 

surveyed in the past five years had experienced incivility in their workplace (the sample 

was taken across various industries). This number is nearly four times that of their 1998 

poll on incidents of workplace rudeness (which now would likely be labelled as 

experienced incivility) and is also a significant increase from a 2001 report by Cortina 

and colleagues, who found that 71% of those polled were a target of incivility (the sample 

was taken from employees in the federal court system). This pattern of data may indicate 

an increase in incidents of workplace incivility, which is of concern as there have been 

many negative effects associated with this form of mistreatment (Porath & Pearson, 

2010; 2013; Schilpzand et al., 2016).  

According to a 2016 review by Schilpzand and colleagues, evidence suggests that 

incivility can lead to varied negative outcomes, across four broad categories: affective 

(e.g., emotional exhaustion, negative affect, increased stress and depression), attitudinal 

(e.g., decreased motivation and job satisfaction), cognitive (e.g., decreased perceptions of 

fairness and task-related memory), and behavioural (e.g., decreased productivity). For 

example, in a large-scale survey, 63% of those who experienced incivility reported they 

lost time at work trying to avoid the offender and 80% reported they had lost time 

worrying about the incident (Porath & Pearson, 2010). The same study also showed that 

participants had noticed a decline in their performance, creativity, presence, productivity, 
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and effort following uncivil incidents (Porath & Pearson, 2010). A more recent study 

using a large sample of employees from various jobs noted similar findings as incivility 

was a significant predictor of production deviance (absenteeism, lateness, and lack of 

effort) and withdrawal (Welbourne & Sariol, 2017).  

Beyond workplace outcomes, incivility can affect one’s overall well-being and it 

can also bleed into employees’ personal lives. Results from a large sample of employees 

found that incivility had a moderate negative correlation with overall mental health, 

which in turn, was also highly correlated with physical health (Lim et al., 2008). 

Additionally, it has been shown that some choose to rely on family members by venting 

and seeking support when targeted by incivility (Cortina et al., 2001) and thus negative 

affect may impact a wider scope of individuals than just direct targets or those inside the 

workplace (Park & Haun, 2018).  

Overall, these findings indicate that experienced incivility can have a negative and 

significant impact on an individual’s personal life as well as their work-life, which in turn 

also affects the organization as a whole (Porath & Pearson 2010; Schilpzand, et al., 

2016). In fact, for those who experience incivility, the cost to the company is estimated to 

be approximately $14,000 per employee (Porath & Pearson, 2010). If the person 

instigating the incivility is a leader, the cost could be millions as leaders interact with 

many employees and often set the tone of the workplace (Porath & Pearson, 2013). 

Given the negative consequences that may ensue from perceived incivility, 

understanding factors that may influence judgments of incivility is of paramount 

importance. In the current research, I consider both characteristics of the instigator (in 
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terms of leader gender) as well as characteristics of the context (via uncertainty) in the 

prediction of incivility judgments. 

Gender and Incivility 

When examining gender differences in incivility, specifically instigator gender 

differences, there have been mixed findings in the literature. For example, Pearson and 

Porath (2005) found that men were twice as likely to instigate incivility in comparison to 

women. On the other hand, a more recent study suggests that women may be more likely 

to instigate incivility when it is directed toward other women, particularly toward agentic 

women (Gabriel et al., 2018). Moreover, a meta-analysis of target-reported experiences of 

incivility suggests that women report greater experienced incivility than men, although 

the gender effect size was very small (McCord et al., 2018).   

However, when looking specifically at perceptions of incivility rather than 

reported experiences, there is less literature. One exception is the work of Carmona-Cobo 

et al. (2019), who examined perceptions of incivility based on power dynamics. 

Participants (who were high school students) read a text-based vignette in which they 

were witnesses to an uncivil interaction between a leader (instigator) and their 

subordinate (target). They found an effect of leader gender, such that when asked to judge 

the same uncivil situation, participants perceived more incivility in the incident when the 

instigator was a female (vs. male) leader. Additionally, an experimental study by Motro 

and colleagues (2021) manipulated incivility and instigator gender among team members. 

They manipulated incivility through feedback and negotiation vignettes delivered via live 

computer chat rooms where a confederate team member behaved uncivilly through 
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dominant and assertive expressions. They hypothesized that because negotiations require 

a level of assertiveness and general agency, that this context may reinforce the negative 

stereotyping backlash women face when they instigate incivility. Results showed that 

uncivil (vs. civil) behaviour from female (vs. male) team members led to a greater 

decrease in team positive affect as well as a decrease in team creativity. Further, positive 

affect was not affected when the male team member behaved uncivilly (vs. civilly). These 

findings support the notion that women are at a disadvantage when behaving uncivilly 

and the behaviour in question is related to specific agentic traits.  

In the current study, agency was chosen as the focal manipulated variable as a 

number of researchers have posited a connection between incivility and agency 

(Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019; Gabriel et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2021). Researchers 

speculate that uncivil behaviour is more correlated with agency such as dominance and 

assertiveness, rather than with communion and for this reason, they posit that women 

displaying more agentic-dominant actions will be subject to a harsher response because 

such actions are negatively viewed, as they are counter-stereotypical traits (Motro et al., 

2021).  

This speculation is supported by empirical evidence. For example, Livingston and 

colleagues (2012) investigated the effects of gender and race on dominant leader status1 

reviews. They found that White female (and Black male) leaders received lower ratings 

when engaging in dominant versus communal actions whereas this dominance penalty 

 

 

1 Status was calculated by the combination of variables measuring: subordinate performance,  

admiration from subordinates, perceived respect from colleagues and their estimated salary. 
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pattern did not hold for White male (or Black female) leaders. These findings suggest that 

race and gender may interact to influence dominance penalties. Similarly, Schaumberg 

and Flynn (2017) conducted multiple experimental studies investigating the nuances of 

various positive versus negative agentic traits and their impact on leader evaluations as a 

function of gender. They found (Study 4) that dominant women received worse 

evaluations than women displaying positive agency (self-reliance). The dominant female 

leader was also rated marginally lower than the dominant male leader.  

In their meta-analysis investigating penalties for dominant women, Williams and 

Tiedens (2016) found, when comparing dominant women to dominant men, a small effect 

for differences in likeability (d = -.19), a medium effect for hireability (d = -.58) but no 

significant difference in perceived competency. The present study adds to the existing 

dominance literature as very few past studies investigating gender differences have 

considered perceived incivility as an outcome. The existing literature draws on Role 

Congruity Theory and Expectancy Violation Theory to explain potential dominance 

penalties for women. I review these theoretical lenses next. 

Theoretical Lenses Underlying Gender Differences in Dominance Displays  

Gender Stereotypes. Stereotypes are widely held assumptions, 

oversimplifications or generalizations of a particular group (Eagly et al., 2000). One way 

in which individuals are stereotyped is based on their gender through expected gender 

roles. Interestingly, gender stereotypes are not purely descriptive (traits that are typical 

for a man or woman), they can also be prescriptive or proscriptive. These latter categories 

refer to the idea that a specific trait or behaviour is how men or women should behave 
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(prescriptive) or how men and women should not behave (proscriptive or negative 

counter-stereotypical, i.e., traits that are incongruent with expectations; Rudman et al., 

2012). Further, the traits typically associated with masculine stereotypes are often agentic 

(e.g., assertiveness, independence, ambition, dominance) whereas traits associated with 

feminine stereotypes are often communal (e.g., warmth, cheerfulness, empathy) (Deaux 

& LaFrance, 1998; Eagly et al., 2000; Rudman et al., 2012; Spence et al., 1975).  

Role Congruity Theory. Role Congruity Theory suggests that an individual’s 

positive affect, outlook, and confidence in their role is heightened when the demands or 

characteristics of the role align with their group’s typical social roles and associated traits 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002). In the proposed context, leadership expectancies and 

characteristics are generally agentic, which align with more masculine traits than with 

more communal, feminine ones (Diekman & Eagly, 2000; Eagly & Karau, 2002). Women 

who present more agentic characteristics are often viewed as “cold” by their members 

(Eagly & Karau, 2002). To this point, Motro et al. (2021) argue that female instigators of 

incivility will insight more negative reactions as they “violate societal expectations of 

conforming to standards of communality and kindness” (p. 561).  

Expectancy Violation Theory. Expectancy Violation Theory (Jussim et al., 1987) 

is similar to Role Congruity Theory but takes a more nuanced approach, although it 

shares the position that agency is incongruent with feminine stereotypes (and communion 

with masculine stereotypes). Expectancy Violation Theory posits that the perceptions of 

an individual portraying counter-stereotypical behaviour are dependent on whether the 

trait is seen as a negative or positive stereotype violation, such that non-stereotypical 
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positive behaviour is rewarded but non-stereotypical negative behaviour is punished 

(Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017).  

For example, self-reliance is a traditionally masculine prescriptive trait and is a 

positive characteristic; thus, self-reliant women are rated higher in comparison to self-

reliant men as self-reliance is not expected of them (i.e., it is a positive counter-

stereotypical trait; Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017). On the other hand, when women possess 

negative counter-stereotypical (proscriptive) traits such as dominance, they may be 

scrutinized and judged negatively, and it may be assumed that they also lack more 

communal traits (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Consistent with dominance backlash 

effects for women, other studies have found that women are viewed more negatively than 

men when they display characteristics such as anger (Brescoll & Uhlmann, 2008), self-

promotion (Rudman, 1998), assertiveness (Costrich et al., 1975), and competition 

(Rudman & Fairchild, 2004).  

Communion and Agency. In their 2017 paper, Schaumberg and Flynn evaluated 

differences in female (vs. male) leader evaluations when exhibiting dominant, self-reliant, 

or neutral agentic traits. Although not consistent across studies, there is some evidence 

that suggests that when warmth cues are absent, female leaders who behave dominantly 

(negative counter-stereotypical trait) are perceived as less communal than self-reliant 

female leaders (positive counter-stereotypical trait). On the other hand, there was no 

evidence of a difference for male leaders under the same comparison (Schaumberg & 

Flynn, 2017).  
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Further, in Study 1, Heilman and Okimoto (2007) found that in a male-dominated 

field, when leaders were described in ways that might be viewed as dominant, for 

example, as having been praised for their performance, effectiveness and “aggressive 

achievement focus” and describing themselves as having done what it took to be 

successful, female leaders were perceived to be more hostile in their interpersonal 

interactions than male leaders. When communal cues were explicitly added to the leader 

descriptions, however, female and male leaders were perceived similarly. These findings 

highlight the extremely nuanced effect that dominant and communal cues or behaviours 

may have on leader perceptions as a function of gender.  

Taken together, the existing literature suggests that female leaders may be judged 

more harshly when displaying negative counter-stereotypical actions including 

dominance and unless warmth is portrayed, research suggests the presence of proscriptive 

traits may eliminate the communality assumption for women (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007; 

Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017). Thus, I expect a greater dominance penalty for female 

leaders relative to male leaders. As such, I propose the following hypothesis:  

Hypothesis 1: There will be a two-way interaction between leader behaviour and 

leader gender such that incivility ratings will vary more for female leaders as a 

function of leader behaviour. Specifically, there will be a stronger penalty, via 

higher incivility ratings, for women relative to men when they display 

dominance relative to more neutral behaviour.  
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Uncertainty 

Instigator characteristics are not the only contextual aspect expected to influence 

perceptions of leader incivility; characteristics of the environment may also lead 

individuals to be differentially vigilant for cues that may alter perceptions of incivility. 

One such environmental factor is organizational instability which may lead to feelings of 

uncertainty and job insecurity. Organizational instability is of high interest as we are in 

the midst of an unprecedented global pandemic and millions of people across the world 

are currently facing these obstacles; thus, organizational instability and its impact are a 

priority to explore (Pacheo et al., 2020). Furthermore, multiple studies have identified a 

relationship between job insecurity, stress and well-being that supports the importance of 

considering these constructs (Cheng & Chan, 2008; Cheng et al., 2005; Cuyper et al., 

2008; Storseth, 2006; Yaşlıoğlu et al., 2013) 

Uncertainty occurs when “details of a situation are ambiguous, complex, 

unpredictable, or probabilistic; when information is unavailable or inconsistent; when 

people feel insecure in their state of knowledge or the state of knowledge in general” 

(Brashers, 2001, p.478). van den Bos and Lind (2002) explain that the definition of 

uncertainty is broad as it can encompass a plethora of situations. In the context of the 

workplace, and specifically, when considering environmental factors, uncertainty can 

manifest at an individual level in terms of role ambiguity (Mignerey et al., 1995) or job 

insecurity (Casey et al., 1997; Torkelson et al., 2016), as well as at an organizational level 

in terms of organizational change (Albrecht & Hall, 1991; Allen et al., 2007) or a merger 

(van den Bos & Lind, 2002). In their review of Uncertainty Management Theory, van den 
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Bos and Lind (2002) state that, typically, individuals in an uncertain situation aim to 

eliminate the uncertainty or find a way to make it manageable.  

One prominent way individuals tend to seek control over their experienced 

uncertainty in the workplace is through perceived fairness (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). 

In uncertain situations, when employees perceive fairness exists, they feel as though they 

are seizing some form of control; in contrast, if unfair treatment exists, they will likely 

feel uneasy, which will exacerbate their feelings of uncertainty and its associated stress 

(van den Bos & Lind, 2002). Support for this notion was found in van den Bos et al.’s 

(2006) study; following a company-wide reorganization, employees reported lower levels 

of uncertainty and higher levels of job security when they perceived the change process 

to be fair (vs. unfair). These findings are relevant to the present study as norm violations 

can be perceived as unfair (Andersson & Pearson, 1999) and are also a key factor in the 

incivility literature. Thus, those in an uncertain situation may be more likely to perceive 

and be more influenced by norm violations such as incivility (Lee & Jensen, 2014).  

Consistent with van den Bos and Lind (2002), another method individuals may 

use to minimize or eliminate feelings of uncertainty is to seek out information (Fung et 

al., 2018; Huang & Yang, 2020). This leads to hypervigilance which can cause more 

awareness of subtle cues in their environment and in interactions to help them make sense 

of the situation (Allen et al., 2016). This awareness may lead to greater perceptions of 

incivility via more subtle and ambiguous behaviour.  

Finally, consistent with Threat-Rigidity Theory (Staw et al., 1981), uncertainty 

can also make individuals more rigid towards their attitudes and beliefs. Uncertainty can 
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lead to increased stress, anxiety, and heightened emotional responses (Gudykunst & 

Nishida, 2001; Standfier, 2004), which causes uncertain individuals to revert to 

preconceived categorizations, or learned heuristics (Staw et al., 1981; also see: Bazerman 

& Neale, 1986). This is due to the fact that those in stressful situations have trouble 

processing unfamiliar stimuli, thus they rely on learned generalizations (Staw et al., 

1981).  

In more practical terms, a stressful situation can increase one’s likelihood to rely 

on stereotypes. For example, Schaller et al. (2003), found that when participants were in 

an uncomfortable situation (a dark room vs. a well-lit room) they were more likely to 

perceive Black men as dangerous. Additionally, Staw and colleagues (1981) indicate that 

even if one is aware that their most familiar or dominant thoughts are inappropriate, 

under stress (specifically, in a changing environment) due to a lack of flexibility, an 

individual may still use this problematic stereotypical interpretation.  

Therefore, in the context of the present study, should an individual be presented 

with an uncertain situation, operationalized as organizational instability, it would be 

logical to expect that they feel heightened stress which could cause them to seek 

information to minimize their stress and thus be more likely to notice incivility in their 

work environments. However, their ability to process this information may be impaired 

as they are likely to rely more heavily on internal biases including gender stereotypes. 

Thus, drawing on Uncertainty Management Theory (van den Bos & Lind, 2002) and 

Threat-Rigidity Theory (Staw et al., 1981) and associated research findings, I propose the 

following hypothesis.  
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Hypothesis 2: There will be a three-way interaction between leader behaviour, 

leader gender, and organizational stability, such that the negative impact for 

female (vs. male) leaders when displaying dominance, assessed via perceptions 

of incivility, will be exacerbated under conditions of organizational instability 

(vs. stability).  

Methods 

Participants and Design 

This research was funded by a SSHRC (Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council) Insight grant held by the faculty supervisor (as the Principal Investigator). A 

between-subjects online vignette-based experiment was used to test the hypotheses.  

The eligibility criteria for the sample included those residing in Canada, the 

United States, or the United Kingdom, who were currently employed in a full-time, non-

managerial or non-supervisory position. Further, only those who were at least 18 years 

old and were fluent in English (to ensure a full understanding of the vignette and the 

proceeding measures) were recruited. Participants were recruited through Prolific using 

their pre-screening questions (Prolific, 2014). 

In order to determine the necessary sample size, an a-priori G-Power analysis was 

conducted, using 0.80 power, 0.05 alpha, 8 conditions and an effect size of 0.10 as the 

points of reference. The analysis computed a necessary sample size of approximately 

790, thus, a sample of 900 individuals was recruited to allow for variance in the quality of 

responses (i.e., incomplete, ineligible, or other reasons a response may not be included in 

the analyses). The effect size was estimated considering the multiple variables involved, 
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using effect sizes reported in the relevant literature. Specifically, gender differences for 

incivility have generated a small effect size, (d = .06; McCord et al., 2018) whereas the 

dominance literature has found a larger range of effect sizes contingent on the dependent 

variable under analysis (e.g., likeability d = -.19, hireability d = -.58; Williams & 

Tiedens, 2016). Dominance has also been viewed as a proscribed (counter-stereotypical) 

trait for women, d = -.68 (Rudman et al., 2012). Further, in the uncertainty literature, a 

feeling of lack of control as a consequence of organizational change had small to medium 

effect sizes for both perpetrated (r = -.186) and experienced incivility (r = -.480; 

Torkelson et al., 2016).  

Following data cleaning, the final sample consisted of 815 participants, 50.2% of 

whom identified as men, 49.3% as women and 0.5% as a different gender category. The 

sample was predominantly Caucasian (83.1%), and the remaining participant race 

breakdown consisted of Southeast Asian (5.5%), Black (4.4%), Latinx (1.5%), West 

Asian (0.9%), and Other (4.7%). The average participant age was 34.7 years old (SD = 

9.58) and the majority had at minimum received their High School Diploma (97.7%) and 

over half had also received a Bachelor’s Degree or higher. The average amount of work 

experience was 13.6 years (SD = 9.81). The most common occupation industry category 

among participants (from a list drawn from Statistics Canada, 2020) was Educational 

Services (15.1 %), the second was Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 

(12.7%) and the third was Finance and Insurance (11.3%). 
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Procedure 

Participants were recruited from two separate ad postings on the Prolific platform, 

each targeting a different gender demographic (one recruited participants who identified 

as men and the second recruited participants who identified as women or a different 

gender category). This process was used in order to strive for equal gender distribution of 

men and women.  

The study was advertised as an examination of leader-employee interactions. 

Individuals who chose to take part in the study were directed from the Prolific 

recruitment ad to the online survey which was created and distributed via Qualtrics 

(Prolific, 2014; Qualtrics, 2005). Two separate but identical Qualtrics surveys were 

created for each recruiting stream. The participants were first prompted with the consent 

form, and once they provided consent, they answered screening questions (using 

Prolific’s pre-screening wording) to confirm their eligibility. Once they passed all 

necessary screens, participants were then randomly assigned to one of eight experimental 

conditions.  

The conditions were created using a vignette which depicted participants’ 

involvement as an employee in a fictitious, mid-sized insurance company, Inglis 

Insurance. A gender-neutral industry was chosen to limit possible biases that are present 

in male- or female-dominated industries which could influence participants' perception of 

specific behaviours (namely dominance) across gender (Carmona-Cobo, et al., 2019; 

Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). A scan of employee gender distributions across various 

industries from Statistics Canada led to the choice of the insurance industry (46% male, 
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54% female: Statistics Canada, 2020). Participants were instructed to imagine that they 

were truly an employee at Inglis Insurance with three years of tenure interacting with the 

district manager for their region. The district manager was presented as being Caucasian.  

The choice to keep the race of the district manager stable (and Caucasian) across all 

conditions was based on research by Livingston and colleagues (2012), who found the 

dominance penalty was present for Caucasian women but not for Black women.  

Prior to the launch, all eight vignettes were reviewed by two subject matter 

experts, graduate students who conduct research in the area of incivility and gender 

differences. Minor changes were suggested and introduced into the vignette in order to 

make the manipulations stronger. The order of the vignette components and scales were 

not varied. The screen containing the vignette was on a timer to ensure that participants 

could not move forward for at least one minute and 45 seconds in an effort to encourage 

them to fully read the vignette. 

Manipulation 

Three variables were manipulated in the vignettes: the organizational stability of 

Inglis Insurance (stable or unstable), the district manager’s gender (male or female), and 

the district manager’s behaviour (neutral or dominant) (see Appendix for the vignettes). 

Organizational Stability. As highlighted above, in these scenarios, Inglis 

Insurance was described as either stable or unstable following the entry of a new 

competitor in their area. To emulate these conditions the company was either said to be 

prospering and thriving through the competition with mentions of the possibility for 

company growth in the next few years (stable) or struggling, negatively impacted by the 
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competition and planning cutbacks (unstable) (Bruckmuiller & Branscombe, 2010; 

Cameron et al., 1987). The unstable condition was designed to create feelings of 

organizational uncertainty and job insecurity.  

District Manager (Leader) Gender. The district manager was identified as either 

male (Mark Sullivan) or female (Mary Sullivan) depending on the condition. When the 

full name was not noted, the associated gender pronouns (he/him for Mark, or she/her for 

Mary) were used throughout the vignette.  

District Manager (Leader) Behaviour. Throughout the interaction depicted in 

the vignette, the district manager either behaved in a dominant or neutral manner. 

Specifically, the dominant version of the interaction included: describing the leader as 

having a will to power (Okimoto & Brescoll, 2010; Schaumberg & Flynn, 2017), a stern 

expression and loud voice (Copeland et al., 1995), demanding action from the employee 

(Livingston et al., 2012), taking charge of the conversation (Bryan et al., 2011) and 

interrupting the employee when they spoke (e.g. Farley, 2008; 2010; LaFrance, 1992). In 

the neutral condition, the manager was described as having a calm facial expression and a 

normal voice, using collaborative language when describing the steps for the project 

moving forward and actively listening to the suggestion made by the participant.  

Following the vignette, participants were presented with a series of relevant 

measures including the primary dependent variables (as described below), a series of 

exploratory variables, demographic questions as well as manipulation, stimulus, and 

attention check items. Finally, they were presented with the feedback form. 
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Measures  

Unless otherwise noted, all measures used a 7-point Likert scale where 1 = 

strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = neutral, 5 = somewhat 

agree, 6 = agree and 7 = strongly agree.  

Primary Dependent Variable: Incivility 

Incivility was assessed using two direct measures. The first was a 5-item measure 

from Bhatt’s (2017) master’s thesis which was adapted to fit the context of the current 

study (i.e., the instigator was the district manager). Sample items include “My district 

manager’s behaviour toward me was inappropriate” and “My district manager’s 

behaviour toward me was uncivil”. This measure was chosen as it has been successfully 

used in a previous thesis with a similar methodology and purpose. The second measure 

was a 4-item scale from Porath and Pearson (2012), it was also a direct measure of 

incivility, and included items such as “My district manager was rude to me” and “My 

district manager did not respect me”. This scale was chosen as it had been published and 

used by two authors who have done extensive work researching incivility. For both 

scales, the items were created based on the description of incivility provided within 

Andersson and Pearson's original article (1999). 

A measure of indirect incivility was originally included as a more exploratory 

variable but was added as a main dependent variable due to a multicollinearity issue 

addressed in Results, and to encompass objective observations of incivility (rather than 

just perceptions as in the direct measures). Cortina and colleague’s 12-item Workplace 

Incivility Scale (2013) was adapted for the purpose of this study. Specifically, five items 
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were selected from the original scale as they applied to the current vignette. Participants 

were asked to indicate the extent to which they believed their district manager engaged in 

the listed activities during their interaction. A couple of example items are: “my district 

manager interrupted or spoke over me,” and “my district manager gave me hostile looks, 

stares or sneers.”  

Finally, a measure of legitimacy was added which captured the component of the 

incivility definition reflecting the violation of social norms (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). 

The 7-item measure was adapted from Porath and colleagues (2008). Participants were 

asked to rate their agreement with each statement; sample items include: “My district 

manager was entitled to behave the way they did,” and “In general, if I was in the 

position of my district manager, it makes sense that I would act the way they did.” This 

measure assessed perceptions of the acceptability and appropriateness of the district 

manager’s actions.  

Manipulation and Stimulus Checks  

Race of manager. Participants were asked, “What was the ethnic or racial 

background of your district manager in the scenario?” and the response options were: 

Black, Latinx, Indigenous, Arab, White (Caucasian), Southeast Asian, West Asian, and 

Other.  

Gender of Manager. Participants were also asked to identify the gender of their 

district manager with a single item, “My district manager in the scenario was a:” and the 

response options were Man and Woman.  
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Manager Dominance. Wiggins and colleagues (1988) Interpersonal Adjective 

Scale-Revised was used to assess dominance. The measure included eight adjectives 

under the sub-facet of assured-dominance. Participants were asked to rate their agreement 

of how well each adjective described the district manager. Sample adjectives include: 

assertive, dominant and self-confident.  

Manager Warmth. Again, Wiggins and colleagues’ (1988) Interpersonal 

Adjective Scale-Revised was used to assess warmth. The measure included eight 

adjectives under the sub-facet of warmth-agreeableness. Participants were asked to rate 

their agreement of how well each adjective described the district manager. Sample 

adjectives include: kind, warm-hearted and softhearted. This measure was included 

because, although warmth may not have been directly manipulated, the vignettes were 

designed to be devoid of warmth cues.  

Organizational Uncertainty. A 6-item measure of uncertainty was created 

specifically for this study. This measure was included in order to assess participants' 

feelings about the status of the organization. The items were chosen as they were 

identified as either synonyms or antonyms of the word “uncertain” and/or were included 

as part of the organization description in the applicable condition. Participants were asked 

to indicate their perceptions regarding the state of the company. The items for this scale 

were “uncertain, stable, thriving, unstable, prospering and struggling”.  

Job Insecurity. Six items from the Job Security Index (Probst, 2003) were chosen 

as a second manipulation check for the uncertainty manipulation, to assess the 

participants' feelings of insecurity in their position. Participants were asked to indicate the 
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extent to which they agreed that each of the words/phrases described their future at Inglis 

Insurance. Sample items include “unpredictable” and “unknown”.  

Demographic Information 

Finally, participants were asked a few standard demographic questions such as 

their age, race, gender, their highest level of education, years of work experience and the 

industry in which they work.  

Exploratory Measures 

A series of exploratory measures which could be related to the relationships under 

investigation were also added to the study; these include a measure of: Civility Norms 

(Walsh et al., 2012), Interpersonal Justice (Colquitt, 2001), Likeability (Heilman & 

Okimoto, 2007), Job-Related Affective Well-Being (Van Katwyk et al., 2000) and Trust 

(Mayer & Davis, 1999). However, for the purpose of the current thesis, only the variables 

outlined above will be considered.  

Results 

Data Cleaning and Screening 

The combination of the male and female plus other gender-identity recruitment 

ads yielded a total of 896 eligible responses2. After removing those who exited the study 

prior to being assigned an experimental vignette, 886 remained. All analyses were 

conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics, version 27. Preliminary data cleaning and 

 

 

2 Data from individuals who were disqualified due to screening question misinterpretation or who 

clicked the wrong answer were kept when they attempted the survey a second time, provided they 

passed all attention and stimulus checks. 
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univariate assumption checking were performed. Three dummy-coded binary variables 

were computed based on the scenario assigned, one for each independent variable (i.e., 

leader gender, leader behaviour and organizational stability). All scale variables were 

computed by calculating the mean score of all relevant items. Note that one item of 

missing data was allowed when computing scale means. Primary analyses used listwise 

deletion.  

General assumptions were tested. Standardized scores for each variable were 

computed and saved to screen for univariate outliers. Two cases exceeded the +/- 3 z-

score threshold, both were on the dominance measure. Analyses involving the dominance 

measure were conducted both with and without the identified outliers. The outliers did 

not have a significant influence on the results as there were no significant changes when 

they were removed, thus, the outliers were retained in the data set (Field, 2018). There 

were normality violations present for each variable of interest according to the Shipro-

Wilks test (p < .001). However, due to the large sample size, as per the central limit 

theorem, it is unlikely that the abnormalities would be influential when conducting a 

parametric test (le Cessie et al., 2020).   

Attention and Stimulus Checks  

I created filters to screen out participants who failed attention checks or stimulus 

checks (leader race and gender). Stimulus checks differ from manipulation checks as the 

former are designed to assess whether a participant can recognize or recall information 

based on group membership or the manipulation. Stimulus checks are often categorical 

questions that are objective in nature (Ejelӧv & Luke, 2020). On the other hand, 
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manipulation checks are normally more subjective and are direct assessments of the 

effect of a manipulation on the construct of interest (Ejelӧv & Luke, 2020). Thus, 

manipulation check analyses were handled differently, a process explained below.  

For the attention check items, I created two new variables, such that those who 

chose the correct answer were coded as 1 and any other answer was coded as 0. Each 

attention check item was embedded within an existing measure to ensure participants 

were reading every item. The first attention check asked participants to choose “neutral” 

and the second asked them to choose “strongly agree”. The same coding was used for the 

leader race stimulus check, that is, White/Caucasian was coded as 1 and any other race 

was coded as 03. A fourth variable was computed which compared the leader gender 

manipulation assigned based on the vignette against the participant's answer to the leader 

gender question. Once again, all those who correctly identified the leader’s gender based 

on their assigned conditions were coded as 1 and those who answered incorrectly were 

coded as 0.  

Finally, a new variable was created, which was the sum of the stimulus check and 

attention check variables. A score of 4 indicated that an individual had correctly 

answered all four questions. Those who did not receive a score of 4 were excluded from 

the analyses, resulting in a final sample size of N=815. The distribution of participants 

across all eight conditions can be seen in Table 1. It is noteworthy that participant gender 

 

 

3 Four participants indicated either in the survey or via prolific email that their response to the 

leader race question was inaccurate and they provided the correct response. For each instance, 

their response was changed accordingly.  
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was similarly distributed across conditions. For male and female participants, each cell 

contained between 47 to 53 individuals of each gender. Those who identified as “other” 

gender (four individuals) were not present in all conditions.  

Table 1 

Participant Condition Distribution  

Leader Gender Behaviour Organizational Stability N 

Male Neutral Stable 101 
 

 Unstable 104 

 Dominant Stable 100 

  Unstable 107 

Female Neutral Stable 99 
 

 Unstable 101 

 Dominant Stable 106 

  Unstable 97 

Note: N =815 

 

Dominance and Organizational Stability Manipulation Checks 

Intercorrelations and descriptive statistics for all variables are presented in Table 

2. In order to evaluate whether the manipulations of leader behaviour and organizational 

stability were successful, a 2 (leader gender: male vs. female) x 2 (leader behaviour: 

neutral vs. dominant) x 2 (organizational stability: stable vs. unstable) MANOVA was 

conducted including dominance, warmth, job insecurity and organizational uncertainty as 

the dependent variables.  

Prior to conducting the manipulation check analysis, assumptions specific to 

conducting the MANOVA were tested. Mahalanobis values were saved when considering 

the four dependent variables, which indicated that there was evidence of multivariate 
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outliers (Barnett & Lewis, 1984), and Cook’s distance identified that two of the outliers 

were influential. Cook’s distance calculations were conducted including the four 

dependent variables both overall and within each cell. The MANOVA analysis was 

conducted with and without the two cases identified as influential and given a lack of 

changes in the significance of the findings (multivariate and univariate), both outliers 

were included in the reported results.  

Next, to test for homogeneity of variance, Levene’s test for equality of variance 

was examined. Levene’s test yielded significant results (indicating unequal variance) for 

three of the four dependent variables (dominance, p = .255; warmth, p = .021; job 

insecurity, p <.001; and organizational uncertainty, p < .001). Additionally, Box’s M was 

calculated to assess the homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices. The results from 

this test were significant indicating that the independent variables were not homogenous 

(p < .001). Research indicates that in cases where the data is heterogeneous, Wilk’s 

lambda is a more robust test for the MANOVA rather than Pillai’s trace, thus the former 

was reported for the following analyses (Ates et al., 2019). Finally, none of the dependent 

variables violated the assumption for multicollinearity. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations for All Variables  

 Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Behavioura --- --- ---           

2. Org. Stabilityb --- --- -.01 ---          

3. Leader Genderc --- --- .00 -.02 ---         

4. Direct Incivility 

(Bhatt) 

3.93 2.13 .90** -.01 -.03 .98        

5. Direct Incivility 

(Porath & 

Pearson) 

3.59 1.96 .86** .00 -.02 .96** .95       

6. Legitimacy 3.91 1.81 -.83** .03 .03 -.91** -.89** .97      

7. Indirect 

Incivility 

3.26 1.38 .78** .00 -.02 .85** .84** -.81** .83     

8. Dominance 5.57 0.92 .59** -.05 .00 .61** .61** -.57** .55** .87    

9. Warmth 2.82 1.36 -.73** -.03 .06 -.81** -.80** .80** -.74** -.63** .98   

10 Organizational 

Uncertainty 

3.95 1.82 .10** .83** -.02 .12** .13** -.11** .17** .05 -.16** .97  

11 Job Insecurity 4.55 1.46 .30** .65** -.03 .36** .37** -.36** .37** .23** -.41** .81** .95 

Note: p<.001=**, N=813. Scale reliabilities (α) are on the diagonal in bold. All variables were measured on a 7-point Likert 

scale. 

a Leader behaviour: Neutral was coded as 0 and Dominant was coded as 1. b Organizational stability: Stable was coded as 0 

and Unstable was coded as 1. c Leader gender: Male was coded as 0 and Female was coded as 1.  
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The analysis primarily aimed to assess four relationships: the effect of the leader 

behaviour manipulation (dominant vs. neutral) on dominance and warmth outcomes as 

well as the effect of the organization stability manipulation (stable vs. unstable) on 

perceptions of job insecurity and organizational uncertainty. These relationships will be 

discussed in greater detail below using univariate results for support. All means presented 

when discussing MANOVA results are estimated marginal means relevant to the main 

effect or interaction presented. 

All multivariate results for this MANOVA can be found in Table 3 and all 

univariate results can be found in Table 4. Notably, there were 2 significant multivariate 

main effects: leader behaviour F(4,803) = 262.35, p < .001, η2 = .567, Wilks’ Λ = .433 

and organizational stability, F(4,803) = 476.40, p < .001, η2 = .704, Wilks’ Λ = .296 as 

well as a significant interaction between leader behaviour and organizational stability, 

F(4,803) = 17.55, p < .001, η2 = .080, Wilks’ Λ = .920.  

Table 3 

Multivariate Findings from MANOVA Assessing Dominance, Warmth, Job Insecurity & 

Organizational Uncertainty  

Effect Wilks’ 

Lambda 

F η2 

Leader Gender .991 1.78 .009 

Leader Behaviour .433 262.35** .567 

Organizational Stability .296 476.40** .704 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour .994 1.13 .006 

Leader Gender x Organizational Stability .999 .286 .001 

Leader Behaviour x Organizational Stability .920 17.55** .080 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour x 

Organizational Stability  

.998 .456 .002 

Note: p<.001=**, N=814. 
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Table 4 

Univariate Findings from MANOVA Assessing Dominance, Warmth, Job Insecurity & 

Organizational Uncertainty 

Effect Dependent Variable F η2 

Leader Gender Dominance .00 .000 

 Warmth 6.24* .008 

 Job Insecurity .59 .001 

 Organizational Uncertainty .05 .000 

Leader Behaviour Dominance 424.96** .345 

 Warmth 951.00** .541 

 Job Insecurity 157.65** .164 

 Organizational Uncertainty 29.64** .035 

Organizational Stability Dominance 2.88 t .004 

 Warmth 1.71 .002 

 Job Insecurity 738.63** .478 

 Organizational Uncertainty 1859.94** .698 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour Dominance 3.27 t .004 

 Warmth .39 .000 

 Job Insecurity 1.71 .002 

 Organizational Uncertainty .99 .001 

Leader Gender x Organizational Stability Dominance .15 .000 

 Warmth .00 .000 

 Job Insecurity .05 .000 

 Organizational Uncertainty .80 .001 

Leader Behaviour x Organizational 

Stability 

Dominance 2.23 .003 

Warmth 2.33 .003 

Job Insecurity 45.50** .053 

Organizational Uncertainty 9.24* .011 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour x 

Organizational Stability  

Dominance .10 .000 

Warmth .75 .001 

Job Insecurity .16 .000 

Organizational Uncertainty 1.00 .001 

Note: p <.10 = t, p <.05 = *, p <.001 = **, N=814. 

 

 The first relationship to be considered was whether the leader behaviour 

manipulation was effective, such that those in the dominant condition would rate the 
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leader as significantly higher in dominance than those in the neutral condition. Results 

suggest that the manipulation was effective; there was a significant univariate main effect 

of leader behaviour, F(1,806) = 424.96, p < .001, η2 = .345, such that those in the 

dominant condition (M = 6.11, SE = .037) rated the leader as higher in dominance than 

those in the neutral condition (M = 5.03, SE = .037). Despite the significant difference 

between the dominant and neutral leader conditions as it pertained to perceptions of 

dominance, the estimated marginal means indicate that in both conditions, perceived 

dominance was generally high (above the midpoint of the scale).  

Additionally, the univariate organizational stability main effect on assessments of 

dominance approached significance (p = .090) as did the interaction between leader 

behaviour and leader gender (p = .071). There were no other significant univariate main 

effects or interactions for the dominance measure.  

Next, though not manipulated in the study, perceptions of warmth were analyzed 

to assess if they were equivalent across conditions. There was a significant univariate 

main effect of leader behaviour, F(1,806)= 951.00, p < .001, η2 = .541, such that those in 

the dominant condition (M = 1.84, SE = .045) rated their leaders as significantly less 

warm than those in the neutral condition (M = 3.83, SE = .046). Although there was a 

significant difference between the dominant and neutral leader conditions as it pertained 

to perceptions of warmth, the estimated marginal means indicate that overall (both 

conditions) perceived warmth was generally low (below the midpoint of the scale). 

Interestingly, there was also a main effect of leader gender on perceptions of warmth, 

F(1,806)= 6.24, p = .013, η2 = .008. Female leaders (M = 2.91, SE = .046) were rated as 

significantly warmer than male leaders (M = 2.75, SE = .045). Although the univariate 
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effect suggests that regardless of the female leader’s behaviour, there was still an 

assumption of greater warmth associated with the female gender stereotype, the 

MANOVA did not show a significant multivariate effect of leader gender. Thus, the 

interpretation and significance of these results should be reviewed with caution. There 

were no other significant univariate main effects or interactions when assessing warmth.  

The next two outcome variables were included to assess the efficacy of the 

organizational stability manipulation. When considering job insecurity, the findings 

revealed that the manipulation was successful as there was a significant univariate main 

effect of organizational stability, F(1,806)= 738.63, p < .001, η2 = .478 such that those in 

the unstable condition (M = 5.49, SE = .049) experienced greater feelings of job 

insecurity than those in the stable condition (M = 3.59, SE = .049). Unexpectedly, there 

was also a main effect of leader behaviour, F(1,806)= 157.65, p < .001, η2 = .164; those 

in the dominant condition (M = 4.98, SE = .049) reported greater feelings of job 

insecurity than those in the neutral condition (M = 4.10, SE = .050).  

There was also a significant interaction between leader behaviour and 

organizational stability in predicting job insecurity, F(1,806)= 45.50, p < .001, η2 = .053. 

There were significant mean differences between the dominant and neutral conditions 

across both levels of organizational stability: stable organization (Mdiff = 1.35, p <.001); 

unstable organization (Mdiff = 0.41, p <.001). However, the difference between the 

dominant and neutral conditions, when measuring feelings of job insecurity, was three 

times larger in the stable organization versus the unstable organization. The estimated 

marginal means for this interaction can be found in Table 5.  
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The final variable to be considered was organizational uncertainty, and the results 

indicated that the manipulation of organizational stability was successful. Specifically, 

there was a significant univariate main effect of organizational stability, F(1,806) = 

1859.94, p < .001, η2 = .698; such that those in the unstable condition perceived greater 

feelings of organizational uncertainty (M = 5.45, SE = .049) relative to those in the stable 

condition (M = 2.44, SE = .049). There was also a significant main effect of leader 

behaviour F(1,806)= 29.64, p < .001, η2 = .035, such that those in the dominant condition 

(M = 4.13, SE = .049) had significantly higher organizational uncertainty scores than 

those in the neutral condition (M = 3.75, SE = .050).   

Finally, once again, there was evidence of a two-way interaction between leader 

behaviour and organizational stability, F(1,806)= 9.24, p = .002, η2 = .011. However, the 

nature of the interaction was slightly different than that for the job insecurity analysis as 

there was only a significant difference between the leader behaviour conditions across 

one level of organizational stability, not both. Simple main effects indicate that within the 

stable organization, those exposed to a dominant leader reported significantly greater 

organizational uncertainty compared to those exposed to a neutral leader (Mdiff = 0.59, p 

<.001). Whereas, for participants assigned to the unstable organization, there was no 

significant difference in perceptions of organizational uncertainty between the leader 

behaviour conditions (Mdiff = .17, p = .089). Estimated marginal means for this 

interaction can also be found in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Significant Simple Main Effects Assessing Job Insecurity and Organizational Uncertainty 

     95% CI Mean Difference 

Outcome 

Variable 

Organizational 

Stability 

Leader 

Behaviour 

M SE Lower Upper (Dominant – 

Neutral) 

Job Insecurity 

 

Stable 
Neutrala 2.92 .070 2.78 3.06 

1.35** 
Dominantb 4.27 .069 4.13 4.40 

Unstable 
Neutrala 5.29 .070 5.15 5.43 

0.41** 
Dominantb 5.69 .070 5.56 5.83 

Organizational 

Uncertainty 

Stable 
Neutralc 2.14 .070 2.00 2.28 

0.59** 
Dominantd 2.73 .069 2.60 2.87 

Unstable 
Neutralc 5.37 .070 5.23 5.50 

.17 t 
Dominantd 5.53 .070 5.40 5.67 

Note: p<.10 = t, p<.001=**, N=814.  

a The neutral conditions (stable vs. unstable) were significantly different (Mdiff = 2.37**)  

b The dominant conditions (stable vs. unstable) were significantly different (Mdiff = 

1.43**) 

c The neutral conditions (stable vs. unstable) were significantly different (Mdiff = 3.23**) 

d The dominant conditions (stable vs. unstable) were significantly different (Mdiff = 

2.80**) 

 

Main Analyses 

To test the main hypotheses a 2 (leader gender: male vs. female) x 2 (leader 

behaviour: dominant vs. neutral) x 2 (organizational stability: stable vs. unstable) 

MANOVA was conducted examining direct incivility, legitimacy, and indirect incivility 

as dependent variables.  

Once again, prior to conducting the main analyses, assumptions specific to 

conducting the MANOVA were tested. First, the original three dependent variables 

intended for the MANOVA and follow-up analyses were two direct measures of incivility 

(Bhatt, 2017; Porath & Pearson, 2012) as well as the legitimacy measure (Porath et al., 
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2008). However, together, these violated the assumption of multicollinearity. To address 

this violation Bhatt’s direct measure of incivility was not included in the analyses. This 

decision was made as that particular measure had correlations greater than the 

recommended 0.9 threshold (Field, 2018) with the other two dependent variables 

(legitimacy and Porath & Pearson’s direct measure of incivility). Removing this variable 

addressed the multicollinearity assumption violation. Additionally, a new measure was 

added in its place (Cortina et al., 2013) which was an indirect measure of incivility (i.e., 

assessing actions that would be viewed as uncivil). 

Next, the remaining assumptions were tested using the updated set of dependent 

variables. Similar to the manipulation check MANOVA, many of the same violations 

were found for the main analysis MANOVA. Cook’s distance was calculated including 

all three dependent variables overall and within each cell. The results identified one 

significant influential outlier, once again it was retained as there was a lack of change in 

the significance of the findings when it was removed. Next, Levene’s test for equality of 

variance yielded significant results (indicating unequal variance) for two of the three 

dependent variables (direct incivility (Porath & Pearson’s, 2012), p = .085; legitimacy, p 

= .016; indirect incivility, p <.001). Moreover, Box’s M was also significant (p < .001) 

indicating that the independent variables were not homogenous. For these reasons, Wilk’s 

lambda was reported for the main analyses as well (Ates et al., 2019).  

Following the necessary changes caused by the assumption violations highlighted 

above, the main 2x2x2 MANOVA was conducted. Hypothesis 1 predicted a two-way 

interaction between leader gender and leader behaviour which is included in the 2x2x2 

MANOVA needed to evaluate Hypothesis 2 (a 3-way interaction). Thus, both hypotheses 
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were evaluated in the same analysis. All multivariate MANOVA results can be found in 

Table 6 and all univariate MANOVA results can be found in Table 7.  

Table 6 

Multivariate Results from MANOVA Assessing Direct Incivility, Indirect Incivility and 

Legitimacy  

Effect Wilks’ 

Lambda 

F η2 

Leader Gender .997 .70 .003 

Leader Behaviour .239 851.40** .761 

Organizational Stability .995 1.24 .005 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour .995 1.22 .005 

Leader Gender x Organizational Stability .996 1.19 .004 

Leader Behaviour x Organizational Stability .996 1.16 .004 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour x 

Organizational Stability  

.994 1.71 .006 

Note: p<.001=**, N=814. 
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Table 7 

Univariate Results from MANOVA Assessing Direct Incivility, Indirect Incivility and 

Legitimacy  

Effect Dependent Variable F η2 

Leader Gender Direct Incivility 1.22 .002 

 Legitimacy 2.02 .003 

 Indirect Incivility .72 .001 

Leader Behaviour Direct Incivility 2220.10** .734 

 Legitimacy 1745.87** .684 

 Indirect Incivility 1238.27** .606 

Organizational Stability Direct Incivility .15 .000 

 Legitimacy 1.37 .002 

 Indirect Incivility .15 .000 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour Direct Incivility .02 .000 

 Legitimacy .64 .001 

 Indirect Incivility 1.98 .002 

Leader Gender x Organizational 

Stability 

Direct Incivility .81 .001 

Legitimacy 1.47 .002 

 Indirect Incivility 3.30 t .004 

Leader Behaviour x Organizational 

Stability 

Direct Incivility .28 .000 

Legitimacy .87 .001 

 Indirect Incivility .44 .001 

Leader Gender x Leader Behaviour x 

Organizational Stability  

Direct Incivility .84 .001 

Legitimacy 3.02 t .004 

 Indirect Incivility .20 .000 

Note: p<.10 = t, p<.001=**, N=814. 

 

Hypothesis 1 predicted a two-way interaction between leader behaviour and 

leader gender. Specifically, I expected that female leaders displaying high (vs. low) 

agentic dominance would be perceived as more uncivil than male leaders who displayed 

high (vs. low) agentic dominance. There was no significant interaction between leader 

behaviour and leader gender, F(3,804)= 1.22, p = .301, η2 = .005, Wilks’ Λ = .995. 

Therefore, there was no support for Hypothesis 1.  
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Hypothesis 2 predicted that there would be a three-way interaction between leader 

behaviour, leader gender, and organizational stability such that the negative impact for 

female leaders (vs. male leaders) when displaying dominance, assessed via higher 

perceptions of incivility, would worsen in an unstable (vs. stable) organization. There 

was no significant three-way interaction, indicating that the data did not support the 

hypothesis F(3,804)= 1.71, p = .163, η2 = .006, Wilks’ Λ = .994. Estimated marginal 

means can be found in Table 8. It is noteworthy however, that there was a significant 

multivariate main effect of leader behaviour, F(3,804)= 851.40, p < .001, η2 = .761, 

Wilks’ Λ = .239. Univariate tests indicated a main effect of leader behaviour for all 

incivility measures as well (see Table 7).  

For both direct and indirect measures of incivility, those in the dominant 

condition reported significantly greater levels of perceived incivility, direct incivility (M 

= 5.25, SE = .050) and indirect incivility (M = 4.33, SE = .043) in comparison to those in 

the neutral condition, direct incivility (M = 1.90, SE = .050) and indirect incivility (M = 

2.18, SE = .043). Consistent with these patterns, when rating the legitimacy of the 

leader’s behaviour, those in the dominant condition (M = 2.42, SE = .050) rated the 

leader’s conduct as significantly less legitimate than those in the neutral condition (M = 

5.41, SE = .051).  
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In summary, the results of the MANOVA indicate that while there were main 

effects both on a multivariate and univariate level for leader behaviour, there were no 

other significant findings from the main analysis4.

 

 

4 The MANOVA was also conducted when considering participant gender as an additional 

variable to investigate possible participant gender main effects and interactions. Only those who 

identified as male (N = 408), or female (N = 402) were included as there were only four 

individuals who identified as a different gender category which would have created very uneven 

sample sizes between groups. The analysis uncovered no changes in the existing significant 

univariate or multivariate findings (i.e., main effect of leader gender, leader behaviour, 

organizational stability, or any related interactions). There were also no significant multivariate or 

univariate findings involving participant gender but there were a few new univariate findings 

which approached significance. These were (1) a main effect of participant gender for the direct 

incivility measure (p = .070), (2) an interaction between leader behaviour and participant gender 

for the indirect measure of incivility (p = .082), (3) an interaction between leader behaviour, 

organizational stability, and participant gender for legitimacy (p = .092), and (4) an interaction 

between leader gender, leader behaviour and participant gender for direct incivility (p = .093).  
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Table 8 

Estimated Marginal Means for Incivility Outcomes as a Function of Leader Gender, Behaviour & Organizational Stability 

 Leader    95% Confidence Interval 

Outcome Variable Gender Behaviour Org. Stability M SE Lower Upper 

Direct Incivility Male Neutral Stable 1.87 .101 1.67 2.07 

   Unstable 1.99 .100 1.80 2.19 

  Dominant Stable 5.26 .102 5.06 5.46 

   Unstable 5.33 .098 5.14 5.52  

Female Neutral Stable 1.93 .102 1.73 2.13 
   Unstable 1.79 .101 1.60 1.99 
  Dominant Stable 5.17 .099 4.98 5.37 
   Unstable 5.24 .103 5.04 5.44 

Legitimacy Male Neutral Stable 5.42 .101 5.23 5.62 

   Unstable 5.23 .100 5.04 5.43 

  Dominant Stable 2.31 .102 2.11 2.51 

   Unstable 2.50 .098 2.30 2.69  

Female Neutral Stable 5.37 .102 5.17 5.57 
   Unstable 5.60 .101 5.40 5.80 
  Dominant Stable 2.39 .099 2.20 2.58 
   Unstable 2.50 .103 2.30 2.71 

Incivility Indirect Male Neutral Stable 2.21 .087 2.04 2.38 

   Unstable 2.28 .086 2.11 2.45 

  Dominant Stable 4.21 .088 4.04 4.38 

   Unstable 4.42 .084 4.25 4.58 

 Female Neutral Stable 2.16 .088 1.99 2.33 

   Unstable 2.06 .087 1.89 2.23 

  Dominant Stable 4.39 .085 4.22 4.55 

   Unstable 4.31 .089 4.14 4.48 

Note: N = 814 



LEADER DOMINANCE & INCIVILITY      50 

 

Discussion 

 The present study aimed to investigate how a leader’s gender and the stability of 

the organization in which they work affect the degree to which dominant leader actions 

are perceived to be uncivil. Specifically, based on past research, I proposed two main 

hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 predicted that incivility ratings would vary more for female 

leaders as a function of their behaviour such that women who portrayed dominant (vs. 

neutral) behaviours would be penalized more, via higher incivility ratings, relative to 

men.  

The results of the analyses indicated no evidence to support this interaction 

hypothesis. These findings are not consistent with previous research in this domain that 

not only supports the existence of a dominance penalty for women relative to men 

(Rudman & Glick, 1999; 2001; Rudman et al., 2012; Williams & Tiedens, 2016) but 

specifically, albeit evidence is limited, suggests a dominance penalty as it relates to 

incivility (Gabriel et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2021). Gabriel and colleagues (2018) found 

evidence that women who were rated as agentic due to their behaviours or certain 

personal characteristics (assessed using a dominance measure), were more likely to 

experience incivility. The authors speculated that the increased experienced incivility 

agentic women faced was driven by the notion that their agency was also viewed as 

incivility. The reason behind this is that agentic women have been labelled as rude and 

aggressive (Mavin et al., 2014) and have been scrutinized for violating social norms. 

Both of these descriptions are included in the definition of incivility (Andersson & 

Pearson, 1999). Motro and colleagues (2021) found evidence that when both genders 
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displayed identical agentic-dominant, aggressive, or uncivil behaviours, female team 

members created a decrease in team positive affect whereas male team members did not. 

Although they did not find a gender difference in incivility measurements, the 

methodology presented in their study, as well as the influence that affect (theoretically) 

can have on incivility perceptions (Andersson & Pearson, 1999) are relevant for the 

comparisons below.  

These previous studies differ from the current research in two main ways, which 

may account, at least in part, for the difference in their findings. The first difference 

reflects the relationship dynamic between the target and the instigator. In Motro and 

colleagues’ study (2021), they evaluated perceptions of team members, in Gabriel and 

colleagues’ studies (2018), they evaluated instances of incivility between coworkers. In 

the present study, the relationship under investigation was between a subordinate and 

their leader. While some research has found evidence to support that female leaders are 

penalized more for agentic behaviour, non-gendered research examining leader behaviour 

has found evidence to suggest that those of higher status in an organization have more 

freedom to express emotions and behaviours relative to those of lower power (Conway et 

al., 1999; Porath & Pearson, 2012). This is likely because leaders set the tone of the 

workplace, so they can establish what is considered fair treatment and what behaviours 

are accepted, at least to a certain degree (Ekman, 1984; Porath & Pearson, 2012). Aptly, 

Porath and Pearson explained, “a target’s social power can determine how manageable he 

or she perceives the mistreatment to be” (2012, p.332). This freedom of expression may 

partially explain the results of the current study as the instigator was a leader.  
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The second main difference between the present study and past research was the 

way in which incivility was presented. Motro and colleagues (2021) used an online chat 

room with a confederate to manipulate agentic and uncivil behaviours where participants 

interacted with their group members in real-time; Gabriel and colleagues’ research (2018) 

examined experienced incivility through self-reports based on participants’ interactions in 

their current workplace. Thus, the method of manipulation chosen for the current study 

(i.e., text vignettes) may also be partially responsible for the different pattern of results.  

For example, in Gabriel and colleagues' study (2018), while collecting self-report 

data of experienced incivility has the added benefit of personal investment, this approach 

could be problematic in terms of confounding variables and determining causality. That 

said, the addition of personal investment and the authenticity of the incivility experienced 

could explain the difference between their results and the current study. The current study 

used a fictitious scenario which has the added challenge of trying to create experimental 

realism. On the other hand, Motro and colleagues (2021) also used a mock simulation, 

but despite the experimental design, the participants likely were more invested to a 

degree as they were told they were interacting with a real person online. In short, it is 

likely that the experimental realism in their study (Motro et al., 2021) was greater than 

the current study, which could account for the differences highlighted above.   

 Hypothesis 2 predicted that the penalty for female leaders outlined in Hypothesis 

1 would be exacerbated when individuals were faced with feelings of uncertainty and job 

insecurity via working in an unstable organization. Once again, the results did not support 

the hypothesis as there was no significant interaction between leader gender, leader 
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behaviour and organizational stability. Although previous literature has not directly 

investigated the impact of leader gender and organizational stability as they pertain to 

perceptions of incivility for dominant-agentic leaders, there is support for the pattern 

hypothesized. Corroboration for the influence of instigator gender and level of dominance 

displayed on perceptions of, or reactions to, incivility is highlighted above (i.e., Gabriel et 

al., 2018; Motro et al, 2021). Further, there is also evidence to support that organizational 

instability should predict incivility in the workplace (Hoel & Cooper, 2000; Tokerlson et 

al., 2016).  

The present study found that, relative to a stable organization, an unstable 

organization created feelings of job insecurity and organizational uncertainty. Previous 

research has found evidence to support the relationship between organizational 

instability, through organizational change or decline, and feelings of uncertainty (Rodell 

& Colquitt, 2009; Schweiger & Denisi, 1991) and job insecurity (Ashford et al., 1989; 

Baillien & De Witte, 2009). Moreover, a study by Tokerlson and colleagues found, in a 

large sample of Swedish employees, that organizational change and feelings of job 

insecurity led to greater instances of experienced incivility (2016). Additionally, job 

insecurity has been found to elicit stress and negative thought processes which could lead 

to greater perceptions of incivility (Gopalkrishnan, 2011). Thus, the relationship between 

organizational instability, job insecurity and their effect on self-reports of experienced 

incivility, is evidence in support of the current study’s postulated relationship between 

organizational stability and perceptions of incivility. However, as no relationship was 

found, possible limitations for the current study which could have contributed to the lack 
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of evidence in support of this hypothesis will be discussed in the associated section below 

(see Limitations).  

Although the primary hypotheses were not supported, the main analysis 

uncovered a significant effect of leader behaviour on incivility ratings. In terms of the 

indirect measure of incivility, leaders who displayed dominant behaviours were in fact 

rated as more uncivil than those who behaved in a more neutral manner. Higher rating of 

indirect incivility was indicative that dominant leaders were perceived to have paid little 

attention to the participants' opinions, interrupted them, glared at them in a hostile 

manner and doubted their judgement (Cortina et al., 2013). These findings are consistent 

with previous research (Gabriel et al., 2018; Motro et al., 2021) which has examined the 

connection between incivility and dominance using the earlier version of the Workplace 

Incivility Scale (Cortina et al., 2001).  

Unique to the present study, direct incivility was also evaluated. This measure 

differed as it evaluated subjective observations of incivility directly related to its 

definition (i.e., describing the uncivil individual as rude or disrespectful). The results 

indicated that leaders who behaved dominantly were subjectively perceived as more 

uncivil in comparison to more neutral leaders. These findings are novel as they suggest 

that dominance is not only rated as highly uncivil when individuals are asked to evaluate 

concrete actions or behaviours but also when individuals are asked to assess and interpret 

behaviour (including body language and tone) subjectively in terms of rudeness and 

disrespect.  
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Finally, leaders who displayed dominance were viewed as less legitimate than 

leaders who behaved in a more neutral manner. Not only was the difference between 

dominant and neutral leaders significant, but the dominant leaders’ average legitimacy 

ratings were also very low. Thus, based on adjectives included in the legitimacy items 

(Porath et al., 2008), it may be said that results suggest that dominant leaders’ behaviours 

are viewed as inappropriate, entitled and minimally acceptable.  

Beyond the findings pertaining to the main dependent variables of incivility 

ratings, there were also interesting and unexpected findings with respect to the 

manipulation check and warmth constructs. Warmth was assessed because communion is 

often evaluated in research where agency is manipulated or measured as the two are 

highly relevant to one another (Deaux & LaFrance, 1998; Eagly et al., 2000; Rudman et 

al., 2012; Spence et al., 1975). Moreover, studies have shown that, when paired with the 

presence of warm behaviour, leader dominance can elicit less negative reactions from 

subordinates which would have hindered the hypotheses of the current study (Prochzka et 

al., 2014). Therefore, when creating the vignettes, behaviours or descriptions which could 

have been viewed as warm were intentionally omitted to focus solely on the impact of 

dominance.  

The dominance literature supports the notion that dominant female leaders can 

experience a backlash effect such that they are perceived more negatively in comparison 

to dominant men (Rudman & Glick, 1999; Rudman et al., 2012; Williams & Tiedens, 

2016). However, the current study did not find evidence to support this interaction (leader 

gender x leader behaviour). That said, results did indicate an effect of leader behaviour on 
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perceived warmth, such that perceptions of warmth were very low for both the dominant 

leaders and neutral leaders, yet the latter were viewed as significantly warmer. Research 

by Heilman and Okimoto (2007) supports the notion that female leaders who behave 

dominantly are presumed to lack warmth, but the present study offers evidence to 

suggests this may be true for both male and female leaders (when no warm behaviour is 

explicitly present). 

The manipulation check analyses investigating feelings of organizational 

uncertainty and job insecurity yielded interesting findings. Evidence from the current 

study suggests that leaders displaying dominant behaviours elicited greater feelings of job 

insecurity and organizational uncertainty when compared to leaders who behaved in a 

neutral manner. Research has shown an association between bullying and feelings of job 

insecurity (Silla et al., 2009). Additionally, Tokerlson and colleagues (2016) found an 

increase in instigated incivility in a workplace undergoing a negative organizational 

change, causing feelings of job insecurity. Research has also found that a negative 

relationship with one’s leader (e.g., abusive supervision or poor leader-member 

exchange) was associated with higher feelings of job insecurity (Huang et al., 2017; 

Wang et al., 2019). Thus, the three relationships highlighted above, as well as the premise 

that dominance has a significant overlap with incivility (Gabriel et al, 2018) and a 

consequence of incivility is often negative affect (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Motro et 

al., 2021), could possibly explain why dominant leaders created more feelings of job 

insecurity. While there is some research examining this association (leader behaviour and 

job insecurity), there is a lack of research investigating how leader behaviour causally 
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influences job insecurity and organizational uncertainty. This is an area in need of 

attention (see Future Research). 

Interestingly, there were also significant interactions between leader behaviour 

and organizational stability for predicting both job insecurity and organizational 

uncertainty. Dominant (vs. neutral) leaders elicited greater feelings of organizational 

uncertainty, but this pattern was only observed in a stable organization (not in an unstable 

organization). Moreover, dominant (vs. neutral) leaders elicited a higher sense of job 

insecurity in both unstable and stable organizations. That said, the difference between 

feelings of job insecurity when interacting with a dominant versus neutral leader, while 

still significant, was very small in the unstable organization. In the unstable organization, 

individuals were exposed to negative stimuli related to the organization, that is, indicators 

of decline such as defining the organization as “struggling” or “negatively impacted,” and 

there were also discussions of cutbacks and financial loss. For this reason, their feelings 

of insecurity and stress would already have been high, and thus an interaction with a 

dominant leader would not have been as influential. However, for those in a more stable 

organization who are not exposed to such stress-inducing stimuli, interacting with a 

dominant (vs. neutral) leader would have a greater influence in causing stress and job 

insecurity.  

Possible Theoretical Implications 

Based on Role Congruity Theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002) and Expectancy 

Violation Theory (Jussim et al., 1987) which both speculate that dominant women (vs. 

men) are perceived more negatively as dominance is a negative counter-stereotypical trait 
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for women, I expected to find an interaction between leader behaviour and leader gender 

on incivility ratings. This prediction is based on Andersson and Pearson’s (1999) original 

theory which postulates that incivility is a violation of social norms, thus, as dominant 

women (vs. men) are perceived as violating expectancies of gender norms, I expected 

they would also be viewed as more uncivil. Further, experimental findings in the past 

have substantiated these theories as they have found evidence to support a negative 

backlash toward dominant women (Livingston et al., 2012; Rudman & Glick, 1999; 

Rudman et al., 2012). That said, the effect of leader behaviour in the current study, which 

found that dominant leaders were perceived as more uncivil than neutral leaders 

regardless of gender, may be consistent, in part, with Role Congruity Theory.  

Broadly, Role Congruity Theory suggests that an individual will be positively 

evaluated when their behaviours are viewed as congruent with the characteristics 

expected of their social role and negatively evaluated for characteristics that are 

incongruent (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Although this theory primarily focuses on how this 

phenomenon influences female leaders as their stereotypes do not align with leader 

expectations, the same logic could be used to speculate that excessive dominance is also 

not in line with leadership expectations. It is important to note that agentic-dominance in 

milder forms (i.e. assertiveness, power-seeking) has been suggested to be congruent with 

leadership characteristics (e.g. Eagly & Karau, 2002; Livingston et al., 2012; Rudman & 

Glick, 2001). However, it is unlikely, based on the current findings, that excessively 

dominant actions that overlap with incivility (i.e., interruption, hostile looks or paying 
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little to no attention to others’ opinions; Cortina et al., 2013) would be viewed as 

desirable leader traits.  

Although low experimental realism may in part explain the lack of gender 

findings, the current findings may also suggest that not only are female leaders negatively 

perceived for dominant behaviour, which is interpreted as uncivil but male leaders may 

also be negatively perceived as uncivil when dominant behaviours are excessive. Further 

support for this relationship from the current study comes from the fact that the dominant 

(vs. neutral) leaders’ actions were viewed as less legitimate regardless of gender. The 

legitimacy measure assessed perceptions of the appropriateness of the leader’s actions, 

thus lower legitimacy (as found for dominant leaders) could be indicative of perceived 

role incongruity. Future research could investigate the existence of this relationship by 

manipulating dominance more subtly excluding any behaviours which overlap with 

measures or definitions related to incivility (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina et al., 

2001; 2013; Gabriel et al., 2018).  

Additionally, the findings from the manipulation check analyses involving job 

insecurity and organizational uncertainty were consistent with Uncertainty Management 

Theory (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). First, the main effect, which found that 

organizational uncertainty and job insecurity were greater in the unstable (vs. stable) 

organization is simply evidence which confirmed that the uncertainty manipulation was 

effective. The results become interesting when considering the role of leader behaviour. 

Specifically, dominant (vs. neutral) leaders were found to cause greater feelings of job 

insecurity and organizational uncertainty in the stable organization. There was also a 
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difference between dominant and neutral leaders when assessing job insecurity in the 

unstable organization as well but not when assessing organizational uncertainty.  

These findings may tie into Uncertainty Management Theory as it largely focuses 

on the relationship between perceptions of fairness and uncertainty, such that those in 

uncertain situations experience less feelings of uncertainty when they perceive to be 

treated fairly (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). In the dominant vignette for the current study, 

the leader is described as appearing stern, with a loud voice and they dominate the 

conversation in an egocentric manner (i.e., they constantly use language like “I am in 

charge” or “you need to do this”). When presented with such behaviour in a meeting with 

an important member of a leadership team, this could create feelings of stress and 

perhaps uncertainty for the individual as they may question if their leader values them. 

That said, a primary component of the dominance vignette involved the leader 

interrupting the participant when they were trying to share their ideas for a company 

project for which they prepared a pitch. This interruption and inability to present their 

idea would likely be viewed as unfair. Therefore, as per Uncertainty Management Theory 

(van den Bos & Lind, 2002), the interruption and lack of regard for their effort could 

diminish perceptions of fairness and in turn increase feelings of uncertainty which 

manifest as feelings of job insecurity and organizational uncertainty.  

These findings contribute to the existing theory and add to the organizational 

uncertainty literature as they provide preliminary evidence that certain leader behaviours 

themselves may create feelings of organizational uncertainty or job insecurity even when 

the organization is objectively flourishing (see Future Research).  
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Limitations 

In re-examining the main hypotheses, it is necessary to dissect the issues present 

when conducting this study to appreciate its limitations and provide guidance for future 

research in this area. First, a meaningful strength of the study is its chosen methodology 

as it was a true experimental design. Nevertheless, in order to manipulate the target 

variables, a vignette was used which highlights a main limitation of the current study. 

The choice to manipulate constructs intended to elicit subconscious biases via a text 

vignette; that is, using “paper people” (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014), presents drawbacks. A 

2014 review by Aguinis and Bradley examined trends and outcomes of text vignettes 

across 30 different business-related journals. Following their analyses, they provided a 

list of best practice recommendations for vignette studies.  

First, it is a good choice if manipulating and controlling for multiple variables is 

necessary, which was the case for the current study. Further, when there is an issue with 

conducting the experiment using alternative methods (e.g., ethical dilemmas, time, or cost 

issues), the authors recommend “paper people.” However, it was recommended that text 

vignettes be used to measure explicit outcomes, that is topics that participants would be 

aware of and willingly discuss (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). The authors explained that, 

because “paper people” are not as realistic and the personal stakes are not the same as in 

reality, they may not elicit the same subconscious feelings or internal processes. This 

may have been the case for the present study, that is, the subconscious biases that 

accompany perceptions of counter-stereotypical behaviour from female leaders (i.e., 
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dominance) (Cuddy et al., 2008) may not have been elicited. This suggests the study may 

have had low experimental realism.  

Morales and colleagues (2017) outline best practice recommendations to 

maximize experimental realism across various types of experiments. They recommend 

the following: (1) that the manipulated construct be portrayed in such a way that 

simulates a realistic interaction (i.e., no unbelievable or unlikely elements), (2) that the 

environment or setting of the experiment resembles the setting in which the event would 

actually take place for the participant, and (3) when feasible, operationalize the dependant 

variable so it is a behavioural outcome.  

An improved experiment using the guidelines outlined above might involve 

conducting a study within an organization or in a post-secondary classroom. For example, 

using four confederates (dominant male, female and neutral male, female), with 

permission from the individual in charge, they could enter an organization under the 

premise that they are “coaches” there to help employees who volunteer to take part in a 

short work-related competition complete with a reward at the end. The employees could 

be offered the option to change coaches and asked to complete a short survey about their 

coach after their first session, which would involve a measure of incivility and other 

related constructs.  

Should an in-person experimental design not be possible, another alternative 

could be to conduct a study using a similar methodology as presented by Motro and 

colleagues (2021). In lieu of conducting a text-based vignette-style experiment as in the 

present study or an in-person field experiment in the workplace as highlighted above, an 



LEADER DOMINANCE & INCIVILITY      63 

 

interactive online experiment could be conducted. This would increase experimental 

realism in comparison to a text-based vignette as the conversation would be in real-time 

and the participant would be told the interaction is real, rather than hypothetical (Morales 

et al., 2017; Motro et al., 2021). An example of an interactive online experiment would 

be if participants were told to take part in a group activity for which they must interact 

with their partners via online chat. One individual from the group would be appointed as 

the leader at “random” (a confederate). To increase personal investment in the activity 

and in turn, experimental realism, it would be announced to the team members before the 

activity began that the leader will be asked to decide how the reward will be divided 

amongst them. Specifically, they would choose to divide it based on individual 

contribution to the task at hand (i.e., those who contribute more would receive a greater 

percentage of the reward). This element would add the necessary investment to better 

simulate reality, which would likely create more negative affect for the participants when 

presented with the dominant behaviour from their leader (e.g., interruption, dominating 

the conversation). 

An alternative and perhaps complementary approach to avoid the possible 

limitations discussed regarding experimental realism would be to conduct a large-scale 

diary study as opposed to an experiment, investigating real instances of dominance and 

perceptions of incivility across multiple organizations. This would also increase external 

validity and possibly the generalizability of the findings. However, this would also create 

a greater challenge in determining causality but could perhaps provide some 
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complementary correlational evidence to support the relationship between leader gender, 

dominance, incivility and feelings of uncertainty or job insecurity.  

Another limitation relates to the manipulation of leader behaviour used in this 

study. The manipulation was designed to be devoid of warmth cues; however, the neutral 

leader vignette was perceived as colder than intended. In creating the vignettes, I 

conducted extensive research on dominant behaviour to properly manipulate that 

variable, and the rest of the vignette was crafted to appear as “neutral” as possible. 

Although there was a significant difference between the dominant and neutral leader 

ratings of dominance, the scores from both were relatively high, suggesting that the 

neutral leaders were also perceived as moderately dominant.  

While the higher levels of dominance did not affect incivility outcomes as they 

pertain to leader behaviour, this could have interfered with detecting a possible 

interaction with leader gender as well as overshadowed any effects which could have 

been caused by the organizational stability manipulation. Research supports the notion 

that female leaders experience a dominance penalty (Rudman et al., 2012), however, Role 

Congruity Theory also posits that women who are perceived as generally agentic (cold), 

are also viewed negatively (Eagly & Karau, 2002). Therefore, as both the dominant and 

neutral leaders were perceived as cold, this might explain the lack of significant 

difference in perceptions of incivility based on leader gender and specifically, in terms of 

the interaction between leader gender and leader behaviour. In the future, it would be 

prudent to remove certain more agentic cues embedded in the current vignette. The 

challenge when creating the vignettes was limiting warmth in the neutral condition 
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without increasing agency. In the future, it may be beneficial to add a few subtle warmth 

cues to ensure a more notable difference between dominance ratings for both conditions, 

but not so much as to create moderate to high perceptions of warmth. Alternatively, when 

evaluating the relationship between leader gender, leader behaviour and organizational 

stability, both warmth and dominance could be manipulated to assess their interactive 

effects.  

Future Research 

Based on the highlighted research presented throughout this paper, there is 

evidence suggesting the relationships of interest in the current study are worth pursuing 

in future studies. I have provided several methodology changes throughout the 

discussion. In this section, I provide recommendations for future studies beyond 

methodological issues.  

The first recommendation for future research is driven by an issue faced when 

designing the current study, that of finding certain validated measures. More specifically, 

both measures of direct incivility chosen for the present research were not extensively 

validated, but they were the only ones currently available5. Bhatt’s measure of direct 

incivility (2017) was used in a previous student’s master’s thesis and Porath and Pearson 

developed their 2012 measure to use in their study as an outcome variable. Both scales 

were developed by selecting adjectives or phrases used in Andersson and Pearson’s 

 

 

5Carmona-Cobo and colleagues (2019) also developed a measure based on Andersson and 

Pearson’s (1999) description of incivility, but their measure was not publicly available nor was it 

validated. 
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(1999) definition of incivility. While this is a great approach, a more thoroughly validated 

measure for direct incivility is needed, should research involving perceptions of incivility 

continue.  

In a similar vein, there exists a lack of choice of validated measures for 

organizational uncertainty, which assess individuals’ views of an organization’s standing. 

Existing research either focuses on feelings of uncertainty as they pertain to more narrow 

aspects of the workplace or the individual’s role, such as tasks or demands, (e.g., 

Clampitt et al., 2000; Cullen et al., 2014) or uses uncertainty measures which are heavily 

rooted in finance details, such as percent decrease in revenue or stocks (e.g., Agle et al., 

2006). These latter measures might prove challenging as they require a specific 

knowledge base from participants. Additionally, similar to the current study, some 

researchers created their own measures tailored to fit their manipulation of organizational 

uncertainty (e.g., Bruckmuiller & Branscombe, 2010). That said, the measure created for 

the present study did show similar patterns to the closely related and validated job 

insecurity measure (Probst, 2003) which may indicate its potential as a candidate for 

future validation.  

Beyond the need for validated measures relevant to the relationships under 

assessment, the influence of industry is another factor that requires greater attention. 

Previous research suggests that women are more likely to experience incivility in a male-

dominated field (Cortina et al., 2013). Moreover, Carmona-Cobo and colleagues (2019) 

found that in a male-dominated industry (i.e., engineering) participants had higher ratings 

for perceived incivility when performed by a female (vs. male) leader. The authors stated, 
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that as women are underrepresented in male-dominated fields, and as per Role-Congruity 

Theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002), this may have led to a perception of a mismatch between 

their job roles and their gender stereotypes. Subsequently, adding uncivil behaviour to 

this scenario is believed to exacerbate the perceived “mismatch” and the negative 

perceptions which accompany it (Carmona-Cobo et al., 2019). That said, drawing on the 

literature examining incivility in male-dominated industries, it is possible that replicating 

the current study using a male-dominated industry could lead to significant findings.  

Finally, research in the realm of incivility has received a lot of attention but there 

is a need for more focus in the area of leader-related factors which can influence job 

insecurity. Specifically, some studies have examined leader characteristics and leader 

behaviours as correlates or outcomes of job insecurity (e.g., Probst et al, 2016; Wang et 

al., 2019), yet there is a lack of research that investigates leader-related constructs (i.e., 

leader characteristics and leader behaviours) as antecedents of job insecurity. The 

findings from the present study suggest that leader dominance increases feelings of job 

insecurity. Thus, it would be of interest to focus on this relationship and explore if similar 

findings would be present with other leader behaviours (e.g., social isolation, 

undermining, favouritism, or cynicism). This line of research could be very valuable, 

especially so in practice, as job insecurity has been linked to several undesirable 

employee actions such as counter-productive work behaviour, productivity, and turnover 

(Baillien & De Witte, 2009).  
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Conclusion 

In summary, although the current study did not find evidence to support an 

interaction between leader gender, leader behaviour and organizational stability as they 

pertain to perceptions of incivility, it did provide evidence to suggest that dominant 

leaders are perceived as more uncivil than neutral leaders. Further, the present findings 

provide useful evidence regarding other outcomes of dominant leader behaviours such as 

job insecurity, organizational uncertainty, and reduced perceptions of warmth. Indeed, 

evidence suggests that job insecurity and organizational uncertainty can be influenced not 

only by changes in the organization itself, but also by a leader’s behaviour, specifically 

dominance.  

Additionally, the overview of the limitations present in the current study as well 

as the recommended changes in methodology offer several ideas for future studies in this 

area. There remains progress to be made as it pertains to research investigating factors 

that influence perceptions of incivility (e.g., personal characteristics or organizational 

factors). Such research is of high value as incivility is prevalent in our society today 

(Bambi et al., 2018; Porath & Pearson, 2010; 2013). Thus, the greater the advancements 

that can be made to improve our understanding of its antecedents and contributing 

constructs, the better the interventions that can be created to minimize the impact of 

incivility.    
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Appendix 

Vignette 

Next, you will be presented with a description of a fictitious company, Inglis Insurance, 

as well as a hypothetical interaction between yourself and the district manager of your 

branch of the company. We ask that you please read through the description and 

interactions very thoroughly and imagine that you are truly an employee who works for 

Inglis Insurance who is experiencing the interaction as described. In this mindset, we 

will ask you a series of questions.  

Please note that there will be a timer set on the next page to ensure that you have 

adequate time to fully read the vignette. 

Organization Description 

Blue is stable – Red is unstable. 

 

District Manager Description 

Blue is neutral – Red is dominant – Green is gender. 

Stable Unstable 

You are an employee at Inglis Insurance, a 

medium-sized local insurance company with 

multiple branches across the region. This is 

your 3rd year as an insurance broker for the 

company. Inglis Insurance is currently 

prospering. In the past two years, another 

insurance company has moved into your area 

yet your company (Inglis Insurance) has 

thrived through the competition. There have 

been whispers that Inglis Insurance may 

expand its operations, including into 

neighbouring regions in a few years. Today, 

you are meeting with your district manager 

for a one-on-one discussion, as are the rest of 

your colleagues. The goal of the meeting is to 

discuss the plan for an upcoming promotion 

designed to draw in new clientele. You have 

prepared for the meeting and have 

brainstormed a few ideas that you think would 

help the project.  

 

You are an employee at Inglis Insurance, a 

medium-sized local insurance company with 

multiple branches across the region. This is 

your 3rd year as an insurance broker for the 

company. Inglis Insurance is currently 

struggling. In the past two years, a large, 

nation-wide insurance company has moved 

into your area and the competition has 

negatively impacted Inglis Insurance. There 

have been whispers of cutbacks at Inglis 

Insurance, including personnel, due to 

financial losses. Today, you are meeting with 

your district manager for a one-on-one 

discussion, as are the rest of your colleagues. 

The goal of the meeting is to discuss the plan 

for an upcoming promotion designed to draw 

in new clientele. You have prepared for the 

meeting and have brainstormed a few ideas 

that you think would help the project.  

 

Neutral Dominant 

Your district manager, NAME, is in charge of 

overseeing the five branches in your region 

including your branch. She/He is responsible 

for training, regional goals and ensuring 

operations adhere to company policy. He/She 

is a Caucasian, middle-aged man/woman 

Your district manager, NAME, is in charge of 

overseeing the five branches in your region 

including your branch. She/He is responsible 

for training, regional goals and ensuring 

operations adhere to company policy. He/She 

is a Caucasian, middle-aged man/woman 
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Note: Names are Mary Sullivan or Mark Sullivan 

 

Interaction Description 

Blue is neutral – Red is dominant. 
Neutral Dominant 

You walk into a small room and sit in the 

chair directly across from the district 

manager. She/he begins to speak in a normal 

voice with a calm facial expression.  

 

You walk into a small room and sit in the 

chair directly across from the district 

manager. She/he begins to speak in a 

relatively loud voice and with a somewhat 

stern facial expression.  

 

NAME: “Hello, I am NAME, the district 

manager for this region. To begin, I would 

like to go over a few branch sales statistics 

and some small changes we will ask you to 

make moving forward, then we will discuss 

the upcoming promotional project.” 

 

NAME: “Hello, I am NAME, the district 

manager for this region. To begin, I will go 

over a few branch sales statistics and some 

small changes you will have to make moving 

forward, then I will explain the upcoming 

promotional project.” 

 

He/She goes over updates for your branch and 

position and explains the small changes to 

your protocol, with pauses in his/her speech, 

giving you the opportunity to ask questions. 

After about 15-20 minutes, he/she indicates 

that he/she would like to move on to the 

promotional project discussion but pauses to 

ask you if you have any questions before 

doing so. You are ready to move forward, so 

he/she begins… 

 

He/She goes over updates for your branch and 

position and explains the small changes to 

your protocol, with no pauses in his/her 

speech giving you no opportunity to ask 

questions. After about 15-20 minutes, he/she 

indicates that he/she is moving on to the 

promotional project discussion but does not 

pause to ask you if you have any questions 

before doing so. He/She begins… 

 

NAME: “I am responsible for planning, 

organizing and executing the current 

promotional project. I would like this project 

to be a success and I know we can make that 

happen. For this promotion, I plan to 

introduce a new premium bundle, please try 

to upsell this whenever you can. I would also 

like you to offer a 10% discount for referrals.” 

 

NAME: “I am in charge of planning, 

organizing and executing the current 

promotional project. I am determined to 

ensure this project is a success and I know I 

can make that happen. For this promotion, I 

plan to introduce a new premium bundle 

which you need to upsell every single time. 

You need to also offer a 10% discount for 

referrals.” 

 

…he/she goes over more details of the 

promotion with you for about 10 minutes. 

He/she briefly pauses to see if you have any 

questions or concerns.  

 

…he/she goes over more details of the 

promotion with you for about 10 minutes. 

He/she does not pause to see if you have any 

questions or concerns.  

 

who has been described as an experienced 

leader. 

 

who has been described as an experienced 

and ambitious leader who has always been 

drawn to power.  
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NAME: “These are the general plans for the 

promotion, you will also receive a document 

highlighting the details as a reference so we 

can do this well. Do you have anything to 

add?” 

 

NAME: “These are the general plans for the 

promotion, you will also receive a document 

highlighting the details as a reference as I 

need to make sure you do this well. Do you 

have anything to add?” 

 

YOU: Yes, I do, thank you. I thought that we 

could offer an increased discount if the 

referral also opts for our premium plan to 

encourage our customers to talk it up and 

spread the word, maybe 15%? 

 

NAME: “Thank you for your input, I will 

look at the numbers and see if it can work 

with our current plan.”   

 

…he/she then talks about a few other 

strategies he/she plans to implement. In 

closing, he/she says casually… 

 

YOU: Yes, I do, thank you. I thought that we 

could offer an increased discount if the 

referral also opts for our premium plan --- 

 

* He/She cuts you off* 

 

NAME: “Hold on, that reminds me of 

another component I intend to add to the 

promotion…”.  

 

… he/she then talks about a few other 

strategies he/she plans to implement then 

immediately moves into closing comments. In 

closing, he/she says firmly…” 

 

 

NAME: “Thank you for your time, I think I 

have everything I need for today. Please send 

in the next employee when you leave. Have a 

nice day.”  

 

NAME: “I think I have everything I need for 

today. Please send in the next employee when 

you leave. Have a nice day.”  

 

 

 


