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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: The present study focuses on perpetrators of workplace incivility.
OBJECTIVE: We set to answer two questions: 1) why the perpetrator instigates uncivil behaviors in the workplace, and
2) what are the consequences of workplace incivility on the perpetrator him/herself.
METHODS: We examined the perpetrator burnout outcome of instigated incivility and infected emotional contagion as
predictor of one’s uncivil behaviors towards others and tested the cross-country structural invariance of the hypothesized
nomological network on data from the U.S. and Italy.
RESULTS: Data from employees in the U.S. (N = 350) and Italy (N = 273) suggest that contagion of joy infected into
others and anger infected into others were related to instigated incivility, which, in turn, was positively related to emotional
exhaustion and cynicism. Our results were structurally invariant across the two countries.
CONCLUSIONS: Similar to the victims of incivility, the perpetrator of workplace incivility also suffers from heightened
burnout. As such, an employee experiencing and infecting into other employees his/her own negative/positive emotions
increases/decreases his/her own tendency to initiate rude behaviors toward others. Overall, our findings shed light on predictors
and consequences of workplace instigated incivility. We hope our research can serve as a springboard to the understanding
and prevention of incivility initiated by employees.
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1. Introduction

Workplace incivility can be defined as “low-
intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to
harm the target, in violation of workplace norms for
mutual respect. Uncivil behaviors are characteris-
tically rude and discourteous, displaying a lack of
regard for others” ([1] p. 457). Unfortunately, work-
place incivility is an ongoing concern as reports of
personal infringements are on the rise [2]. Indeed,
according to an American nationwide survey, Amer-
icans encounter incivility more than twice a day and
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70 percent of respondents believe that incivility has
reached crisis proportions [3]. Because of its preva-
lence, it is crucial to deepening our understanding of
workplace incivility.

Understandably, most workplace incivility
research has focused on the negative impacts of
workplace incivility on victims. This focus is
warranted given that the victims of workplace
incivility suffer from greater psychological distress
[4, 5], burnout [6], and other negative consequences
[7, 8]. However, we argue that in order to truly
prevent workplace incivility, it is equally, if not
more, important to investigate why the perpetrator
instigates incivility and what are the consequences of
instigated incivility on the perpetrators themselves.
Thus, to respond to Schilpzand et al.’s [7] call and

1051-9815/19/$35.00 © 2019 – IOS Press and the authors. All rights reserved

mailto:laura.petitta@{penalty -@M }uniroma1.it


672 L. Petitta and L. Jiang / Contagion infected, instigated incivility and burnout

contribute to the workplace incivility literature, this
study takes the perspective of employees who are
instigators (i.e., initiators) of workplace incivility [1]
and explores the predictors as well as outcomes of
instigated workplace incivility. Overall, the current
paper sought to examine whether the emotions expe-
rienced and spread towards others by an employee
(i.e., emotional contagion infected) impact the same
employee’s tendency to behave uncivilly with other
employees (i.e., instigated incivility), which in turn
contributes to the rise of his/her own levels of job
burnout (see Fig. 1 for nomological structure).

In the sections below, we first present an overview
of the theoretical foundations of workplace incivility
in general and instigated incivility in particular.
Next, we briefly define job burnout and delineate
arguments regarding the relationship between
incivility and burnout. We then present the theo-
retical background for emotional contagion and, in
particular, the overlooked perspective of emotional
contagion infected. Finally, we test our hypotheses
on the relationship between emotional contagion
infected, instigated incivility, and burnout using a
cross-country sample of 350 employees in the U.S.
and 273 employees in Italy.

2. Workplace incivility and job burnout

Workplace incivility is defined as deviant behavior
violating workplace norms for mutual respect [1]. It
is a form of misconduct at work that is less intense
(i.e., low-intensity deviant behavior) in comparison
to active, direct, and intentional aggressive or vio-
lent behavior. Hence, instigated incivility at work can
be defined as the extent to which an individual initi-
ates rude and uncivil actions towards other employees

[9]. The initiators of workplace incivility typically
engage in sarcasm, disparaging tones and remarks,
making demeaning and rude comments about some-
one both privately and publicly, spreading rumors
about colleagues, withholding information, doubting
the abilities of capable employees, speaking loudly
outside of a coworker’s office while the coworker
attempts to work, reading emails on one’s cell phone
while in a meeting, and hostile stares [4, 10–12].

While the offensive impact of such thoughtless,
disregarding, and inconsiderate behavior may be
unintended, it reflects the perpetrator’s lack of aware-
ness of others and neglected effort to consider the
impact of one’s own actions on others. An additional
distinguishing and subtle characteristic of incivility is
that the intent to harm is considered to be ambiguous
because it is difficult for the instigator/the target/the
observers to know whether the act of the instiga-
tor was voluntary or ignorance/oversight. Even if the
instigator may have the intention to harm the target,
yet he/she may not even realize such intent. Because
of the non-transparent aggressive nature of uncivil
acts, it is easy for the instigator to deny such acts
and instead attribute it to the misinterpretation and/or
hypersensitivity of the target [1].

The consequences of instigating workplace incivil-
ity need to be examined. One of the most fundamental
human needs is the need for affiliation [13]. It has
been shown that people who lack positive relation-
ships exhibit a variety of ill effects (e.g., [14, 15]).
Thus, displaying uncivil conducts and failure to sat-
isfy the need for affiliation may have devastating
consequences such as increased job burnout.

Job burnout is a psychological syndrome result-
ing from a prolonged exposure to interpersonal and
social stressors at work [16]. Burnout represents
a process of psychological erosion and a cumula-

Fig. 1. Standardized structural coefficients for the final structural model for the U.S.A. and Italy (in parentheses).
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tive stress reaction to ongoing occupational stressors
that tends to be fairly stable over time. Maslach
and Leiter’s [17] most recent contribution describes
burnout as the manifestation of emotional exhaus-
tion and cynicism. Emotional exhaustion is defined
as emotional and physical depletion associated with
a lack of energy to face work situations. The exhaus-
tion component represents the basic individual strain
dimension of burnout and is often the first warn-
ing sign that people are feeling overextended by
work demands, drained and used up, and without
any source of replenishment and recovery [6]. While
emotional exhaustion embodies the depletion of emo-
tional and physical resources, cynicism represents
the interpersonal context dimension of burnout and
refers to a negative, callous, or excessively detached
response to various aspects of one’s job and distance
oneself emotionally and cognitively from one’s work.
As such, cynicism captures the critical aspects of
the relationships people have with their work and
represents the interpersonal component of burnout
[18]. Over time, workers who self-protect from the
overload of interpersonal strain also tend to develop
a negative reaction to people and to the job, and
shift towards detachment from their work and the
workplace. The combined emotional exhaustion and
cynicism components of burnout place the individ-
ual strain experience within the social, interpersonal
context of the workplace [16].

We propose that instigating workplace incivil-
ity may increase one’s burnout because the act of
incivility disrupts the possibility of affiliation, one
of the most fundamental human needs, [13], and
damages the interpersonal cooperative relationships
[19]. Dysfunctional relationships among organiza-
tional members link to heightened burnout [20]. For
example, poor relational transactions in the work-
place (e.g., interpersonal conflict, a lack of mutual
support) result in burnout [6, 18]. Furthermore, the
anger literature [21] suggests that higher levels of
anger expression (e.g., harmful behaviors of insti-
gated incivility) increase one’s stress and decrease
one’s well-being. Pertinent to our investigation is the
argument [22, 23] that anger expression (e.g., insti-
gated incivility) causes the perpetrator to appear as a
threat to others around, thus leading to emotional dis-
tress and poorer social functioning and interactions
(e.g., cynicism) for the perpetrator. Indeed, Leiter and
colleagues [24] provided initial evidence that incivil-
ity initiated by an employee was positively related to
his/her own levels of emotional exhaustion and cyn-
icism. We therefore argue that instigated incivility is

costly to the perpetrator him/herself in terms of their
burnout. Specifically, we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Instigated incivility is positively
related to one’s own emotional exhaustion (1a)
and cynicism (1b).

3. Emotional contagion infected:
An overlooked perspective

Emotional contagion is the nonconscious pro-
cess through which humans automatically signal and
detect emotions as sensory information (e.g., sound,
sight, touch) and attune to other people’s expression
of emotions, thus being able to emotionally con-
verge [25]. People tend to mimic the facial, vocal,
postural, and behavioral emotional cues “of those
around them, and thereby “catch” others’ emotions
as a consequence of such facial, vocal, and postural
feedback” ([26] p.3). Thus, it refers to an individual
experience of emotion that includes the interper-
sonal component of the feelings exchanged during
social encounters [26]. The simultaneous detection
and reflection of the emotional cues of others occurs
below conscious recognition and is enabled by the
Mirror Neuron System mimicking the brain activa-
tion pattern underlying an emotional stimulus [2,
28]. Although emotional contagion is activated invol-
untarily and automatically, the neocortex receives
the emotional signal milliseconds thereafter thus
enabling the conscious awareness of one’s emotional
exchanges with others [29].

Noteworthy, the mirror neuron system underpins
the mechanisms through which people (a) perceive
others’ expression of emotions and (b) send emo-
tional signals that arouse emotions in others during
social interactions [27, 30]. In other words, an
individual absorbs emotions expressed by other peo-
ple with whom they interact (emotional contagion
absorbed), but the same individual also “infects” oth-
ers around with one’s own emotions that s/he feels
and communicates (emotional contagion infected)
through various means [31]. Despite theory [32] and
neuroscience evidence [27] showing that people are
able to draw others into their emotional orbits and
infect them with the emotions they express (i.e.,
contagion infected), emotional contagion research
tends to overlook the impact of emotional conta-
gion infected (i.e., individuals virally spreading their
own emotions into others). For example, the empir-
ical investigation on dyadic situations, wherein one
individual(s) is a receiver of emotions and another
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individual(s) is the sender of emotions, usually con-
ceptualizes and measures emotional contagion only
from the perspective of the emotions absorbed by oth-
ers. Hence, research is needed to better understand
how the contagion of one’s own emotions transmit-
ted to others during social encounters contribute to
social transactions.

Thus, we purposely focus on emotional contagion
infected into others. Specifically, we engage a con-
ceptualization of emotional contagion that focuses
on the transmission of specific and discrete basic
emotions (i.e., joy, anger), as proposed by Doherty
[33], rather than investigating an individual’s gen-
eral tendency to spread a wide variety of affective
clues, such as emotions, feelings, and moods [31].
Below we present arguments on the link among
emotional contagion infected, burnout, and insti-
gated incivility, and develop hypotheses of their
interrelationship.

3.1. Emotional contagion infected and job
burnout

As noted above, burnout is a psychological syn-
drome characterized by an adverse emotional (i.e.,
exhaustion) and relational (i.e., cynicism) reaction
to work-related stressors, making employees to feel
emotionally drained, worn out, and resourceless [18].
Previous research has documented that emotional
contagion is a predictor of burnout. For example,
consistent with the Job Demands-Resource (JD-R)
model of work-related stress [34], a study by Petitta,
Jiang, and Härtel [35] found that contagion of anger
absorbed from others may serve as a job demand that
is related to increased job burnout, whereas contagion
of joy may serve as a job resource that is related to
reduced burnout. Indeed, contagion of a positive emo-
tion (i.e., joy) may facilitate social bonding, coopera-
tion, and synchronization of opportunities [36]. Con-
versely, contagion of a negative emotion (i.e., anger)
may require sustained effort to counteract relational
strain and deplete psychological resources [37]. Thus,
previous research has demonstrated emotional conta-
gion of joy and anger predicts employee burnout.

Yet, this above evidence refers to emotional
contagion absorbed by others whereas the current
study focuses on the contagion of joy and anger
experienced by an employee and infected into others
around (i.e., emotional contagion infected). While
no study has previously investigated the link between
emotional contagion infected and burnout, we argue
that an employee experiencing joy and spreading

(i.e., infecting) joy among fellow employees simi-
larly contribute to the development of a supportive
and constructive environment which, in turn, pre-
vents him/her from burning out. On the contrary,
employees feeling angry and virally infecting other
people with anger likely contribute to social conflict,
miscommunication, and a lack of consideration in
the workplace, thus prompting the rise of burnout
levels. Indeed, meta-analytic findings suggest that the
expression (e.g., contagion infected into others) of
positive emotion (e.g., joy) is related to better social
outcomes and well-being (e.g., decreased burnout),
while the expression (e.g., contagion infected into
others) of negative emotion (e.g., anger) is associated
with dysfunctional social interactions and poorer
wellbeing (e.g., increased burnout; [22]). Consistent
with the above arguments, we hypothesize that:

Hypotheses 2: Emotional contagion of joy
infected into others directly and negatively pre-
dicts exhaustion (2a) and cynicism (2b).

Hypotheses 3: Emotional contagion of anger
infected into others directly and positively pre-
dicts exhaustion (3a) and cynicism (3b).

3.2. Emotional contagion infected, instigated
incivility, and burnout

The emotion literature [22] provides meta-analytic
evidence that positive (e.g., joy) vs. negative
emotions (e.g., anger) lead to the development
of healthy/dysfunctional social functioning (e.g.,
instigated incivility), which in turn is crucial in
maintaining overall health and well-being (e.g.,
burnout). Building upon this emotional processes-
social behavior-strain link [22], below we develop our
arguments on the relationship among infected emo-
tional contagion, instigated incivility, and job burnout
contextualized in the work setting.

Emotional contagion at work is best described as
the unintentional tendency of people to exchange
emotions with one another (i.e., both absorbed from
and infected into others) during social interactions,
thereby achieving an emotional convergence that
spreads in large organizational communities [26,
32]. Hence, emotional contagion epidemically cir-
culates during socialization processes that allow the
exchange of emotions among actors. We note that
social processes underlying the dynamic of emo-
tional contagion are also inherent in the concept
of workplace incivility [1], understood as a set of
rude, disgraceful, and low-intensity deviant behaviors
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that employees enact while interacting with others at
work. Indeed, Johnson and Indvik [38] suggest that
employees who observe incivility among coworkers
may model that behavior and initiate an incivility spi-
ral with another employee, thus reiterating a pattern of
distrust, disrespect, and dissatisfaction on the job that
becomes “contagious” organization wide. As Leiter
et al. noted, “a central construct in incivility research
is that not only are acts of incivility damaging for the
victim, they are contagious as well; they can spread
throughout organizations, affecting both targets and
non-targets ([10] p. 116).”

Furthermore, experiencing negative emotions at
work appears to be a key factor in prompting a spiral
of reciprocal and accelerating mistreatment within
the workplace, both received and instigated [39].
Hence, as a contagious social stressor, incivility is
also induced by employee emotion-related dynam-
ics. Specifically, according to the stressor-emotion
model [40], when employees hold negative emo-
tions and then experience a stressor at work [41],
these conditions may trigger their engagement in
uncivil behaviors. Perhaps when a stressor is per-
ceived as unfair (e.g., others’ disregard and rudeness),
employees likely attempt to restore justice in their
work environment [10]. However, it is often the case
that when stressors cause an employee to feel anger
and frustration, his/her attempt to restore justice will
manifest itself as revengeful, uncivil acts (whether
intentional or not). As a result, one’s negative state
and uncivil actions may turn the overall work environ-
ment into one that is predominately negative. Anger,
in particular, has been demonstrated to be a powerful
antecedent of incivility [1, 10] because employees
who experience anger are more likely to feel frus-
tration and enact aggressive behavioral responses
[42].

On the other hand, positive social interactions
have been shown to prevent uncivil behavior [6].
According to the “broaden and build” model [43],
collegiality experiences that create opportunities for
recognition and social support provide access to
positive resources at work, thus broadening employ-
ees’ perspective and allowing them to build on
opportunities that they tend to overlook when expe-
riencing stress. By extension, and complementing
the stressor-emotion model above, positive emotions
(e.g., joy) may prevent the deterioration of interper-
sonal relations and social environment and therefore
are negatively related to incivility.

Taken together, our arguments provide an
overarching framework for developing a model incor-

porating antecedents and consequences of instigated
incivility from the perspective of the employee as
the perpetrator. Our overarching prediction is rooted
into (a) a model including the contagion of positive
and negative emotions infected into others as con-
joint predictors of instigated incivility and burnout,
(b) a stressor-emotion model predicting that anger
infected may be positively associated with insti-
gated incivility, which in turn is associated with
a greater experience of work-related strain reac-
tions (i.e., burnout), and (c) the “broaden and build”
model predicting that joy infected may be negatively
related to instigated incivility, which in turn is related
to decreased burnout. Together, we expect that an
employee contagion of both positive and negative
emotions infected into others (i.e., emotional con-
tagion infected) serves as emotional and relational
strain that affects his/her likelihood of developing
work stress reactions, both directly as well as indi-
rectly via instigated incivility toward others. Based
on the above arguments, we expect that:

Hypothesis 4: Emotional contagion of joy
infected into others negatively predicts exhaus-
tion [4a] and cynicism [4b], both directly and
indirectly via instigated incivility.

Hypothesis 5: Emotional contagion of anger
infected into others positively predicts exhaus-
tion (5a) and cynicism (5b), both directly and
indirectly via instigated incivility.

4. The current study

Taken together, this study has three main aims,
each contributing to the extant literature in a unique
way. The first aim was to provide an empirical exam-
ination of the consequences of instigated workplace
incivility on the perpetrator him/herself (as opposed
to the victim, the focus of the extant workplace inci-
vility literature). While conventional wisdom and
common sense suggest that releasing anger by dis-
playing aggressive behaviors may ‘blow off some
steam’ and therefore reduce one’s own stress and
burnout, the current paper argues that instigated inci-
vility is costly to the perpetrator him/herself in that
instigated incivility threatening the need for affil-
iation [13] and the benefits associated with social
relationships [19, 44] might increase, rather than
decrease, one’s burnout. In doing so, we chal-
lenge conventional wisdom and common sense and
contribute to the workplace incivility literature by
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purposely focusing on an underexplored area—the
perpetrator consequences of workplace incivility.

The second aim was to understand why the per-
petrator engages in workplace uncivil behaviors. In
doing so, we rely on the literature on emotional con-
tagion [25, 45] and explore the contagion of emotions
(i.e., anger, joy) infected by the perpetrator into other
individuals around them as the predictors of insti-
gated incivility. In the current study, we investigate
whether the contagion of emotions that an individ-
ual experience and epidemically infects into others
with whom s/he interacts at work (i.e., contagion
infected) is associated with the likelihood of display-
ing workplace uncivil behaviors. Understanding the
emotion-related antecedents of instigated incivility is
important because it would allow us to educate perpe-
trators and develop effective interventions targeting
workplace incivility.

The third aim was to provide an integrated exam-
ination of the experiences of instigated workplace
incivility (see Fig. 1) with employee participants from
both the U.S. and Italy. That is, we test whether insti-
gated incivility would serve as the mediator between
one’s emotions virally spread on others on the one
hand and one’s burnout levels on the other in two
different national contexts (i.e., U.S., Italy) in order
to paint a complete picture of instigated incivility,
enhance the conceptual replication of our hypotheses,
and increase the generalizability of our findings.

5. Method

5.1. Participants and procedure

In order to test our hypotheses, data were gath-
ered from employees located in the U.S. and Italy.
The reason for conducting a cross-country examina-
tion was twofold. From a methodological perspective,
we wanted to verify that our results were not context
dependent (i.e., to determine if they would generalize
to a different cultural context). Moreover, according
to Eurofound [46], to date Italy is the only one of two
countries in the European Union to have classified
job burnout as an occupational disease, thus demon-
strating how concerns regarding work-related stress
are becoming increasingly prevalent. As such, there
were practical reasons as well for the collection of
Italian data.

U.S. Sample. An online anonymous survey was
administered to 367 employees in the United States

while 350 participants provided completed data on
key study variables. The final sample demographics
were as follows: 63.5% of respondents were female;
they were 35.99 years old on average (SD = 11.90);
the majority worked full-time (84.2%) and held a per-
manent job (94.5%); and about half participants were
employee (58%) while another half held a position
of supervisor, manager, and executive (42%). After
providing participants with informed consent mate-
rials that explained the anonymous nature of the data
collection and their rights as research participants,
employees completed the on-line survey containing
the research measures through Amazon Mechanical
Turk (Mturk), an online crowdsourcing website. Pre-
vious research has demonstrated that data collected
via Mturk has psychometric properties similar to data
collected using other convenience sampling methods
[47].

Italian Sample. Paper and pencil surveys were
administered in person to 273 participants in Italy.
The final sample demographics were as follows:
69.6% of respondents were female; they were 30.73
years old on average (SD = 10.28); the majority
worked full-time (79.2%), held a permanent job
(71.2%), and held an employee position (86.7%).
Members of the research team provided partici-
pants with informed consent materials that explained
the anonymous nature of the data collection and
their rights as research participants and distributed
the questionnaire. In order to assure confidentiality,
employees were allowed to complete the survey at
home and return it in a sealed envelope to the research
team.

5.2. Measures

The U.S. and Italian versions of the survey con-
tained the scales described below and were worded in
English and Italian, respectively. Furthermore, for the
Italian versions of job burnout measure, we used the
previously validated Italian translation. We translated
Italian version of emotional contagion infected into
English and English version of instigated incivility
into Italian. We used the standard translation-back-
translation procedure recommended by Brislin [48].
The correspondence of the original and the back-
translated items was then verified by the authors.

5.2.1. Emotional contagion infected
Emotional contagion of emotions infected into

others by the respondent (i.e., emotional contagion
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infected) was measured by the Emotional Conta-
gion at Work Scale (ECWS [45]). Previous findings
support the empirical distinctiveness of infected con-
tagion of the two discrete basic emotions assessed
in this research, namely, joy and anger [45]. Higher
scores of “joy infected” and “anger infected” reflect
greater infection to others with one’s experienced
emotions. The ECWS assessed emotional contagion
by presenting respondents with items that repre-
sent different work-situated emotional experiences.
A sample item from the 3-item joy-infected subscale
was, “When I am happy, those around me are also
more content”, and a sample item from the 3-item
anger-infected subscale was, “When I use an aggres-
sive tone, I feel that those around me tend to become
angry”. Participants were asked to answer how fre-
quently the emotional situation is experienced using
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Never) to 5
(Always).

5.2.2. Instigated incivility
Instigated incivility was assessed using five items

of the Straightforward Incivility Scale [49], targeting
the self as a source of incivility. Respondents were
asked to indicate the frequency that they spoke or
behaved rudely to other people at work. Items were
rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (never)
to 6 (daily). A sample item was “You spoke rudely to
someone.”

5.2.3. Job burnout
The Italian version [50] of the Maslach Burnout

Inventory—General Survey (MBI—GS [51]) was
used, including five items measuring exhaustion and
six items assessing cynicism. A sample exhaustion
item was “I feel emotionally drained from my work”
and a sample cynicism item was “I doubt the signif-
icance of my work”. Items were rated on a 7-point
frequency scale ranging from never (0) to daily (6).

6. Results

The means, standard deviations, reliability esti-
mates (coefficient alpha), and zero-order correlations
among the study variables were presented in Table 1.

6.1. Goodness of fit for the U.S. sample and the
Italian sample

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we examined
the goodness-of-fit values of the CFA models
separately for the U.S. sample and the Italian sam-
ple. To maximize the reliability and parsimony
of our analyses, we created item-parcels for con-
struct measures with more than three items. We
followed the recommendation by Little, Cunning-
ham, Shahar, and Widaman [52] and created three
item-parcels per construct by sequentially assign-
ing items per parcel based on the highest to lowest
item-to-construct correlations. Subsequent confirma-
tory factor analyses using Mplus 7.0 [53] provided
support for the discriminant validity of the scales
used. Specifically, the goodness-to-fit values for the
U.S. sample were χ2(80) = 109.17, RMSEA = 0.045,
CFI = 0.984, SRMR = 0.042, showing an excellent
fit. Similarly, the Italian sample also displays
good fit indices (χ2(80) = 143.50, RMSEA = 0.076,
CFI = 0.938, SRMR = 0.067).

6.2. Measurement invariance across the U.S.
sample and the Italian sample

Table 2 shows the results of analyses for measure-
ment invariance. Because of the excessive Type I error
rate associated with the chi-square difference test in
large samples, we evaluated the relative fit of con-
strained models instead using change in CFI, with
differences of .01 or less demonstrating equivalent
fit [54]. Each of the four invariance models provided
good fit, and the decrease in the CFI value was less

Table 1
Descriptive statistics, correlations, and reliabilities

M SD � 1 2 3 4

1. Joy-infected 3.42 (3.03) 0.90 (0.84) 0.77(0.71) 0.33∗∗ 0.00 0.03 –0.05
2. Anger-infected 2.50 (2.64) 0.94 (0.82) 0.78(0.66) 0.27∗∗ 0.39∗∗ 0.16∗∗ 0.23∗∗
3. Instigated incivility 2.03 (2.59) 1.11 (1.31) 0.93(0.93) –0.07 0.26∗∗ 0.34∗∗ 0.37∗∗
4. Exhaustion 3.54 (2.03) 1.74 (1.25) 0.95(0.88) –0.11∗ 0.26∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.57∗∗
5. Cynicism 3.29 (1.76) 1.77 (1.32) 0.92(0.85) –0.20∗∗ 0.23∗∗ 0.29∗∗ 0.74∗∗

Note. ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.001. Mean and SD for Italian data are in parenthesis; correlations below the diagonal are for the U.S. sample and
correlations above the diagonal are for the Italian sample.
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Table 2
Results of tests for measurement and structural invariance across U.S. and Italy

Model Fit Model Difference
Models(M) χ2 df RMSEA CFI SRMR �M �CFI

CFAUSA 109.17 80 0.045 0.984 0.042 – –
CFAITA 143.50 80 0.076 0.938 0.067 – –

M1: Configural 229.76 160 0.052 0.970 0.054 – –
M2: Metric 246.13 170 0.053 0.967 0.060 M2-M1 –0.003
M3: Scalar 260.21 180 0.053 0.965 0.061 M3-M2 –0.002
M4: Residual 297.03 195 0.057 0.956 0.067 M4-M3 –0.009

S5: Structural Model for U.S. 109.17 80 0.045 0.984 0.042 – –
S6: Structural Model for Italy 143.50 80 0.076 0.938 0.067 – –
S7: Unconstrained Structural Model across groups 339.087 195 0.068 0.950 0.067 – –
S8: Constrained Structural Model across groups 369.804 205 0.071 0.943 0.102 S7-S8 –0.007

Note. At each step in the sequence of invariance tests, all earlier constraints remain in place. RMSEA = robust root-mean-square error of
approximation; CFI = robust comparative fit index; SRMR = robust standardized root means square residual.

than .01 for each invariance comparison. Therefore,
there was adequate evidence for the quality of form,
loadings, intercepts, and residuals across the U.S.
sample and the Italian sample.

6.3. Multi-group structural equation models

In the first step, we examined separately the
goodness-of-fit values for the structural equation
models for the U.S. and Italian data. As shown in
Table 2, the values for both the U.S. (model S5)
[χ2(80) = 109.17, RMSEA = 0.045 (0.020–0.064),
CFI = 0.984, SRMR = 0.042] and Italy (model S6)
[χ2(80) = 143.50, RMSEA = 0.076 (0.056–0.096),
CFI = 0.938, SRMR = 0.067] model showed good fit
to the data. Results from the subsequent comparison
of single analysis across both the U.S. and Italian
data without any constraints (model S7 in Table 2)
and with constrained imposed (model S8) showed
that there was not a significant decrement in model
fit, thus supporting an invariant pattern of relation-
ships among variables across the U.S. and Italy. The
final best fitting model is presented in Fig. 1.

As can be seen, instigated incivility was positively
related to both emotional exhaustion (respectively,
0.17, p < 0.05, for both the U.S. and Italy) and cyn-
icism (respectively, 0.22, p < 0.01, for the U.S., and
0.24, p < 0.01, for Italy). Furthermore, joy-infected
was negatively related to both emotional exhaustion
(respectively, –0.18, p < 0.05, for the U.S., and –0.17,
p < 0.05, for Italy) and cynicism (respectively, –0.29,
p < 0.001, for the U.S., and –0.27, p < 0.001, for Italy)
while anger-infected was positively related to both
emotional exhaustion (respectively, 0.27, p < 0.01, for
the U.S., and 0.23, p < 0.01, for Italy) and cynicism
(respectively, 0.27, p < 0.01, for the U.S., and 0.24,

p < 0.01, for Italy). Hence, Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3
were all supported.

Meanwhile, joy-infected was negatively related to
instigated incivility (respectively, –0.23, p < 0.01, for
the U.S., and –0.19, p < 0.01, for Italy) while anger-
infected was positively related to instigated incivility
(respectively, 0.48, p < 0.01, for the U.S., and 0.64,
p < 0.01, for Italy). Finally, when considering indi-
rect effects, emotional contagion of joy-infected
exerted a negative indirect effect on both exhaus-
tion (respectively, –0.04, p < 0.05, for the U.S., and
–0.03, p < 0.05, for Italy) and cynicism (respectively,
–0.05, p < 0.05, for the U.S., and –0.05, p < 0.05, for
Italy) via instigated incivility. Emotional contagion
of anger-infected exerted a positive effect on both
exhaustion (respectively, 0.08, p < 0.05, for the U.S.,
and 0.07, p < 0.05, for Italy) and cynicism (respec-
tively, 0.11, p < 0.01, for the U.S., and 0.10, p < 0.01,
for Italy) via instigated incivility. Thus, we found
support for Hypotheses 4 and 5 that instigated inci-
vility mediated the relation between joy-infected, as
well as anger-infected, with emotional exhaustion
and cynicism. Overall, the model explained the 22%
of instigated incivility variance in the U.S. and 14%
in Italy, the 15% of exhaustion variance in the U.S.
and 11% in Italy, and the 22% of cynicism variance
in the U.S. and 19% in Italy.

7. Discussion

Inconsiderate and uncivil interactions among
employees are the enemy of collaborative work
transactions that are detrimental to organizations,
including substantial direct (e.g., production loss,
replacing employees that have quit) and indirect
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(e.g., company reputation) costs. Indeed, Porath
and Pearson [2] report an estimated annual cost
of experiencing incivility at $14,000 per employee.
Conversely, norms concerning how people ought
to behave in professional settings are the keys to
create a socially positive and productive environ-
ment [55]. Therefore, promoting a civil workplace
environment that minimizes workplace incivility and
prevents employees from feeling miserable in the job
and developing adverse consequences are important
for both employees and their organization.

Taking the perspective of the employee as perpetra-
tor or initiator, the present study examined a model of
antecedents and consequences of instigated incivility.
Building on the JD-R model of etiology of burnout
incorporating the contagion of positive/negative emo-
tions infected into others as job resources/demands
[34, 35], a stressor-emotion model [40], and the
“broaden and build” model [45], we tested a cross-
country model of employee instigated incivility as a
mediator linking the contagion of one’s own posi-
tive (joy) and negative (anger) emotions infected into
others and one’s burnout.

The results of the study were consistent with our
hypotheses. Our findings showed that instigated inci-
vility was positively related to both one’s own levels
of emotional exhaustion and cynicism, which was in
line with previous research on burnout as an outcome
of incivility (e.g., [10]). Thus, with previous research
findings on incivility victims, we can conclude that
also the perpetrator of workplace incivility suffers
from burnout consequences as a result of the uncivil
social encounter. As such, the dysfunctional interac-
tion of workplace incivility is a “lose-lose” situation
where nobody “wins”.

We further explore why employees engage in
uncivil behaviors in the workplace. We found
that contagion of joy infected into others (i.e.,
joy-infected) and anger infected into others (anger-
infected) was related to instigated incivility. Note-
worthy, the effect of anger contagion was twice as
strong as joy infected. This highlights the impor-
tance of considering not only the commonly studied
emotional contagion absorbed from others, but also
the contagion of emotions infected into others when
understanding instigated incivility.

Moreover, joy-infected and anger-infected pre-
dicted (respectively, negatively and positively)
emotional exhaustion and cynicism both directly and
indirectly via instigated incivility. When employ-
ees experienced anger that they infected into others
around, they were not only prompted to enact more

rude behaviors toward others, but they also tended to
report higher feelings of being emotionally drained
(emotional exhaustion) and engaged in distancing
strategies from their work and the workplace (cyn-
icism). The opposite occurred when an employee
experienced and infected joy into others around. That
is, the epidemic spreading of a positive emotion
(i.e., joy) prevented the occurrence of rude behav-
iors which, in turn, also prevented employees from
burning out. Notably, these results are consistent (i.e.,
invariant) across different national contexts (i.e., U.S.
and Italy).

7.1. Theoretical implications

Our cross-country findings on the predictors (i.e.,
emotions infected into others at work) and conse-
quences (i.e., emotional exhaustion, cynicism) of
employee instigated incivility make several novel
contributions. Most notably, we advance the extant
literatures of workplace incivility, burnout, and emo-
tional contagion by examining our conceptual model
from the initiator perspective. That is, we take
the standpoint of the employee who initiates emo-
tional contagion (i.e., feels an emotion and infects
it into others around) and subsequently displays (or
refrains from initiating) uncivil behaviors which, in
turn, result in higher (or lower) levels of burnout.
Thus, we complement the most common approach in
the research of the three key constructs (i.e., emo-
tional contagion, incivility, burnout) that relies on
the dyadic framework of the perpetrator vs. target
dynamic for incivility, or sender vs. receiver dynamic
for contagion and burnout. To clarify, we use a figure-
ground analogy. Common dyadic approach usually
places both the perpetrator and the target in the “fig-
ure” position and the others around in the “ground”
position in their community with whom they relate,
thus representing the social context. Unlike this tra-
ditional approach, the employee as perpetrator in
our study is the sole actor in the “figure” position,
while others around populate the “ground” as the
social context. Hence, the employee is the protago-
nist in acting emotional contagion infected, initiating
incivility and causing his/her own burnout. In doing
so, we contribute to the existing research on inci-
vility by investigating antecedents and consequences
of the less studied instigated incivility. While our
approach takes the perspective of the incivility initia-
tor and focuses on the mediation model of contagion
of emotions→incivility→reported burnout, this set
of experiences is not merely a personal problem.
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Consistent with Maslach and Leiter’s [6] approach
to workplace well-being, we argue that incivility
and burnout are developed in response to prob-
lematic relationships between employees and their
workplaces, and therefore social and organizational
issues.

An additional unique contribution is the bal-
anced approach to the emotion-related processes
underpinning incivility by simultaneously consid-
ering positive (i.e., joy-infected) and negative (i.e.,
anger-infected) emotional exchanges as predictors of
displaying constructive or destructive behaviors as
well as positive or negative outcomes for individu-
als [56]. Given that empirical investigation of (e.g.,
[57]) and literature reviews on (e.g., [10]) incivility
are skewed towards focusing on negative emotions
(anger in particular) as antecedents of uncivil actions
at work, we contribute to the ongoing research by
examining the role of positive emotions (i.e., joy)
besides negative emotions. Our findings suggest that
consistently across two different national contexts,
the effect of anger-infected on instigated incivility
is twice as strong as joy-infected. As such, whether
American or Italian, an employee’s own anger spread
towards others may take precedence over their happi-
ness experienced at work in prompting the initiation
of rude behaviors towards other employees.

Our study also extends previous theorizing about
emotional contagion by incorporating emotional con-
tagion infected as a predictor of incivility and
burnout. Indeed, this is the first study to empirically
investigate emotional contagion infected as a predic-
tor of instigated incivility and work strain reaction.
Our findings suggest that an employee’s anger vs. joy
transmitted to other employees decreases/increases
the tendency to treat others with courtesy, regard,
and appreciation. As such, our findings also expand
the JD-R model of the etiology of burnout [34], the
stressor-emotion approach [40], and the “broaden
and build” model [43]. While previous research
[38] demonstrated that absorbed positive (i.e., joy)
and negative emotions (i.e., anger) may respectively
serve as a job resource and demand in predicting
job burnout, our results further expand this frame-
work by demonstrating contagion virally infected
towards others as a job resource/demand in develop-
ing/preventing uncivil behaviors and burnout. Hence,
including emotional contagion infected allows us to
reveal how employees’ own emotions set the tone
for meaningful and respectful social interactions that
foster well-being.

7.2. Practical implications

Workplace incivility is a disruptive behavior that
interferes significantly with cooperation and partner-
ship on the job and thus generates adverse outcomes
for professional practice on multiple counts, rang-
ing from unhealthy or hostile work environment
that raises employee dissatisfaction to work errors
and malpractice costs. As such, it is the organiza-
tion’s responsibility to specify workplace polices on
desired standards of behavior. That is, organizations
should not only state zero tolerance for incivility
but also delineate guidelines to support victims who
need to confront perpetrators and also help perpe-
trators to manage their work life more effectively
[58]. According to Aquino and Thau [59], the two
most consistent and strong predictors of mistreatment
at work are the lack of clear guidelines for colle-
gial behaviors and authoritarian leadership styles at
the management level. Therefore, top management
should take responsibility to set standards and code
of conduct aimed at eliminating disruptive, uncivil
behaviors in the workplace. For example, in order to
build a civil workplace, the American Association of
Critical Care Nurses [60] suggest the following six
standards: authentic leadership, skilled communica-
tion, true collaboration, effective decision making,
appropriate staffing that matches patient needs and
competencies, and meaningful recognition.

More importantly, regardless of the perpetrators,
top management and supervisors should address dis-
respectful behaviors and develop a culture of mutual
respect. In line with this, Robbins and Judge [61]
recommend the following practices to managers in
order to create a positive organizational culture: (a)
be a role model and be visible in order to exem-
plify the acceptable behavior in the workplace; (b)
communicate expectations on standards of work-
place conduct to reduce moral ambiguities; (c) offer
training to reinforce the organization’s standards of
conduct, clarify acceptable practices, and address
possible moral dilemmas; (d) visibly reward acts
complainant with moral standards and punish uneth-
ical ones by including a point-by-point evaluation
of a manager’s decisions in measuring up against
the organization’s code of ethics; and (e) provide
protective mechanisms, such as counselors or offi-
cers that provide employees with psychologically
safe setting (e.g., without fear of reprimand) where
they can discuss moral dilemmas or report deviant
behavior.
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Moving further, our study demonstrated that insti-
gated incivility is also a social problem that may be
derived from emotion-related dynamics (emotional
contagion infected) and has chronic costs for employ-
ees’ well-being (emotional exhaustion and cynicism).
As noted above, the ambiguous nature of instigated
incivility (whether unintentional or intended) allows
perpetrators to easily deny the harming nature of
their rude action and its negative implications for
their victims. Thus, we believe that our conceptual
model, including the assessment of emotional con-
tagion infected, can contribute to the efficacy of
intervention programs. Specifically, Bowen, Privit-
era, and Bowie [62] suggest that an intervention
strategy is more effective if it incorporates more elab-
orate insights of how incivility and violence arise
from a combination of internal and external stressors.
Their three-stage model proposes that the first step is
to create a positive social environment through edu-
cation on organization’s policies and procedures to
prevent issues of workplace mistreatment. The sec-
ond stage is to teach employees about their emotions
through several domains (e.g., social, neurological) in
order to address any issues of workplace mistreatment
as they occur. The third stage occurs when workplace
mistreatment becomes an organizational-level crisis
and includes various methods to counteract incivil-
ity with the involvement of the organization’s human
resources department.

The methodology used in our study can be useful
here. The profiling results emerging from the infected
contagion scale [45] and from the instigated incivil-
ity sub-scale of the Straightforward Incivility Scale
(SIS [49]) would allow employees to gain awareness
of their own contribution to emotional dynamics (i.e.,
contagion infected) in the workplace and how uncivil
behaviors are prompted by one’s own emotions that
rise during social interactions. Of practical relevance
for incivility interventions is the general framing of
SIS incivility items [49] by asking the employees
whether they have acted rudely or with disregard
towards others rather than rate the frequency of a list
of more specific behavior (e.g., [9]). While differ-
ent units within an organization might carry different
ways to enact incivility, the use of SIS may help
map, compare, and intervene on incivility across
different organizational departments. Furthermore,
the measurement invariance of our scales across
English and Italian contexts provide multinational
companies and practitioners with valid assessment
tools.

Building on an agentic perspective of individuals
learning how to actively manage their social con-
text [63], our conceptual model and accompanying
scales would encourage a shift in employee mindset.
Instead of solely focusing on the emotions that were
injected to them by other individuals, employees may
pay attention to the emotions that are firsthand expe-
rienced by themselves and then infected into others.
Such an emphasis on one’s own emotions ultimately
allow one to explore the reasons why it emerges (e.g.,
frustration due to being impeded in one’s desire or
goal, trait based low self-control), thus helping one-
self to recognize and understand how and why s/he
may contribute to co-creating emotional ambience,
which in turn prompts him/her to act rudely and disre-
spectfully as well as experience burnout. Ultimately,
the awareness of emotion-spreading mechanisms
should make it harder for instigators to deny their
uncivil actions but easier to sustain voluntary change
processes and develop more effective coping strate-
gies dealing with emotional and relational stressors.

7.3. Strengths, limitations, and future directions

A notable strength of the current study is the two-
country data, which increase ecologic validity and
generalizability of the research findings and applica-
tions. In particular, our study provides initial support
for measurement equivalence of the English and Ital-
ian versions of the emotional contagion infected scale
and instigated incivility assessed by SIS scale [49],
thus paving the way for further investigation across
different national contexts.

An arguable limitation is the cross-sectional self-
report nature of our data. Hence, the common method
bias may threaten the validity of the findings. In
particular, self-reports of emotional contagion per-
ceptions used in this study may be affected by
recognition and recall biases. To deal with these
biases, future studies may rely on neuroscience exper-
imental designs using thermal imaging and fMRI
methods for measuring emotional contagion infected
into others. Furthermore, while the cross-sectional
nature of our data does not allow us to draw causal
conclusions on the posited conceptual links, future
longitudinal studies could provide added support for
our model. For example, longitudinal research and
experience sampling methodology could also bet-
ter delineate the mediating role of incivility between
emotional contagion and burnout. While both U.S.
and Italian data were drawn from a wide variety of
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industry sectors, they were nonetheless convenience
samples. Hence, our findings might be affected by the
self-selection bias.

Although our hypotheses were fully supported, the
current findings also warrant further investigation.
Our study is an important first step at demonstrat-
ing why individuals engage in uncivil behaviors in
the workplace and what are instigators’ consequences
of initiating incivility. Yet, this promising framework
can be further advanced. An interesting venue for
advancing our knowledge on the mechanisms through
which emotion-related processes affect the emer-
gence of incivility and work-related stress points at
incorporating underexplored contextual factors, such
as organizational culture and emotional climate [64].
Toward that end, future multilevel studies considering
possible contextual differences may target employ-
ees nested within a large number and wide variety of
teams and organizations.

Conflict of interest

None to report.

References

[1] Andersson LM, Pearson CM. Tit for tat? The spiraling effect
of incivility in the workplace. Academy of Management
Review. 1999;24:452-71.

[2] Porath CL, Pearson CM. The cost of bad behavior. Organi-
zational Dynamics. 2010;39(1):64-71.

[3] Shandwick W, Tate P. Civility in America. http://www.
webershandwick.com/uploads/news/files/Civility in Ameri
ca 2013 Exec Summary.pdf, 2013.

[4] Cortina LM, Magley VJ, Williams JH, Langhout RD. Inci-
vility in the workplace: Incidence and impact. Journal of
Occupational Health Psychology. 2001;6:64-80.

[5] Keashly L, Hunter S, Harvey S. Abusive interaction
and role state stressors: Relative impact on student resi-
dence assistant stress and work attitudes. Work & Stress.
1997;11:175-85.

[6] Maslach C, Leiter MP. New insights into burnout and
health care: Strategies for improving civility and alleviating
burnout. Medical Teacher. 2017;39(2):160-3.

[7] Schilpzand I, De Pater IE, Erez A. Workplace incivility:
A review of the literature and agenda for future research.
Journal of Organizational Behavior. 2016;37:S57-88.

[8] Sommovigo V, Setti I, Argentero P, O’Shea D. The impact
of customer incivility and verbal aggression on service
providers: A systematic review. Work. 2019;62(1):59-86.

[9] Blau G, Andersson LM. Testing a measure of instigated
workplace incivility. Journal of Occupational and Organi-
zational Psychology. 2005;78:595-614.

[10] Leiter MP, Peck E, Gumuchian S. Workplace incivility and
its implications for well-being. Mistreatment in Organiza-
tions. 2015;1:107-35.

[11] Lim S, Cortina LM, Magley VJ. Personal and workgroup
incivility: Impact on work and health outcomes. Journal of
Applied Psychology. 2008;93(1):97-107.

[12] Pearson C, Porath C. The Costs of Bad Behavior: How Inci-
vility Is Damaging Your Business and What to Do about It.
New York: Penguin Books Ltd, 2009.

[13] Baumeister RF, Leary MR. The need to belong: Desire for
interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motiva-
tion. Psychological Bulletin. 1995;117(3):497-529.

[14] Leary MR, Kowalski RM. Impression management: A lit-
erature review and two-component model. Psychological
Bulletin. 1990;107(1):34-47.

[15] Cacioppo JT, Hawkley LC, Berntson GG. The anatomy
of loneliness. Current Directions in Psychological Science.
2003;12(3):71-4.

[16] Maslach C. Job burnout: New directions in research and
intervention. Current Directions in Psychological Science.
2003;12(5):189-192.

[17] Maslach C, Leiter MP. Early predictors of job burnout and
engagement. Journal of Applied Psychology. 2008;93(3):
498-512.

[18] Maslach C, Leiter MP. Burnout. In G. Fink Ed., Handbook
of Stress Series Volume 1, Stress: Concepts, Cognition,
Emotion, and Behavior, London: UK, Elsevier, 2016, pp.
351-7.

[19] Nelson RJ. Biology of aggression. NY: Oxford University
Press, 2006.

[20] Durand A-C, Bompard C, Sportiello J, Michelet P, Gen-
tile S. Stress and burnout among professionals working in
the emergency department in a French university hospi-
tal: Prevalence and associated factors. Work. 2019;63(1):
57-67.

[21] Diong SM, Bishop GD. Anger expression, copying styles,
and well-being. Journal of Health Psychology. 1999;4(1):
81-96.

[22] Chervonsky E, Hunt C. Suppression and expression of emo-
tion in social and interpersonal outcomes: A meta-analysis.
Emotion. 2017;17(4):669-83.

[23] Lench HC, Tibbett TP, Bench SW. Exploring the toolkit of
emotion: What do sadness and anger do for us? Social and
Personality Psychology Compass. 2016;10:11-25.

[24] Leiter MP, Laschinger H, Day A, Oore D. The impact
of civility interventions on employee social behavior,
distress, and attitudes. Journal of Applied Psychology.
2011;96:1258-74.

[25] Hatfield E, Cacioppo JT, Rapson RL. Emotional contagion.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1994.

[26] Hatfield E, Cacioppo JT, Rapson RL. Emotional contagion.
Current Directions in Psychological Science. 1993;2(3):
96-9.

[27] Iacoboni M. Imitation, empathy, and mirror neurons.
Annual Review of Psychology. 2009;60(1):653-70.

[28] Rizzolatti G, Sinigaglia C. Mirrors in the brain: How our
minds share actions and emotions. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press Inc, 2008.

[29] LeDoux J. Synaptic self: How our brains become who we
are. Viking, NY, 2002.

[30] Nummenmaa L, Hirvonen J, Parkkola R, Hietanen JK. Is
emotional contagion special? An fMRI study on neural
systems for affective and cognitive empathy. NeuroImage.
2008;43:571-80.

[31] Hatfield E, Rapson RL. Emotional contagion and the com-
munication of emotions. In M.T. Palmer, G.A. Barnett Ed.,
Progress in communication sciences Vol. 14, Stamford, CT:
Ablex, 1998, pp. 73-89.

http://www.webershandwick.com/uploads/news/files/Civility_in_America_2013_Exec_Summary.pdf
http://www.webershandwick.com/uploads/news/files/Civility_in_America_2013_Exec_Summary.pdf
http://www.webershandwick.com/uploads/news/files/Civility_in_America_2013_Exec_Summary.pdf


L. Petitta and L. Jiang / Contagion infected, instigated incivility and burnout 683

[32] Hatfield E, Forbes M, Rapson RL. Marketing love and sex.
Society 2012;49(6):506-11.

[33] Doherty RW. The Emotional Contagion Scale: A measure
of individual differences. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior.
1997;21:131-54.

[34] Demerouti E, Bakker AB, Nachreiner F, Schaufeli WB.
The job demands-resources model of burnout. Journal of
Applied Psychology. 2001;86(3):499-512.
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