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Abstract
The intention of this paper was to test the impact of workplace incivility (WPI) on work engagement of faculty members in
private universities in China, exploring the correlation between them through chain mediators, which were perceived insider
status (PIS), affective organizational commitment (AC), and organizational identification (OID). A quantitative analysis was used
on a sample of 465 participants from 68 private universities in China. The conclusions show thatWPI decreases faculty members’
work engagement through the chain mediation effects of PIS, AC and OID. This study attempted to establish a three-in-series
mediator model to comprehend the influence mechanism of WPI on work engagement, and the results suggest managers in
private universities in China to create a working environment with no tolerance for incivility.
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Work engagement

Introduction

Workplace incivility (WPI), including rudeness, demeaning,
contempt and disrespect, is high-cost for individuals and or-
ganizations. This is a common antisocial behavior in the work
environment, and a large number of workers report that they
have experienced such behavior (Cortina 2008). Literature
review shows that incivility exists in various organizations,
from medical companies to list enterprises, national sport in-
stitutions, hospitality industry, academic circle, volunteer in-
dustry and nonprofit institutions (Pearson and Porath 2005).
For instance, 71% of court workers (Cortina et al. 2001), 75%
of university faculty members (Cortina and Magley 2009) and
79% of law-enforcement personals (Cortina et al. 2004) re-
ported that in recent years they had experienced different types
of uncivilized behavior in the workplace, and 85% of nurses

had been treated uncivilly at work (Lewis and Malecha 2001).
This “dark side” of organizations has shown undesirable im-
pacts on about 98% of the workforce, half of which are treated
rudely at least weekly (Andersson and Pearson 1999).

Work engagement is one of the recent job structures that
draw academic’s attention. It is described as a positive and
job-related satisfaction mentality with vitality, dedication
and absorption (Schaufeli et al. 2002). According to Kahn
(Kahn 1990), staff members show participation when they
play their roles physically, emotionally and cognitively at
the same time. According to Gallup’s specialized measure-
ment of work engagement, Business Journal reported that
87% of workers around the world did not engage, resulting
in a “global employee engagement crisis” (Mann and
Harter 2016).

WPI is a comparatively recent new concept in the area of
negative organizational behavior, defined as “low-intensity,
disrespectful or rude deviant workplace behavior with ambig-
uous intent to harm the target and is in violation of workplace
norms for mutual respect” (Andersson and Pearson 1999). For
example, reducing the use of fundamental polite terms such as
“please” and “thank you”, using concise language in technical
exchanges, disrespectful leaders and colleagues, or sending
unkind e-mails to workmates, all these seemingly insignificant
and mild actions still have adverse effects on perceived insider
status (PIS), affective organizational commitment (AC), and
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organizational identification (OID), reducing work engage-
ment. Even though unlike open hostilities such as workplace
exclusion, workplace bullying, and workplace aggression
(Branch et al. 2013; Herschcovis 2011; Kunkel et al. 2015),
WPI not only lead to an uncomfortable working environment,
but also has negative impacts on organizational performance,
social reputation and organizational image. Although uncivi-
lized behavior is not obvious and has no clear intention of
hurting others (Andersson and Pearson 1999), it violates the
basic norms of mutual respect and is related to passive human-
related and work-related results when conducting research at
the interpersonal level. These consequences can have devas-
tated impacts on employee welfare and organizational atti-
tude. Consistent with this view, Campana et al. (2013) empir-
ical evidence has demonstrated the relationship between WPI
and passive phenomena such as mental distress, job lassitude,
low AC, and low job satisfaction (Laschinger et al. 2013).

Previous research into the negative impacts of WPI has con-
centrated on the following areas: business organization (Yan and
Li 2018; Liu and Jie 2018), the nursing industry (Roberta et al.
2016; Riah and Kristy 2015), the service industry (Won-Moo et
al. 2016; Zhan 2017), and the education industry (Lecturer and
Ali 2016; Dorit andYariv 2016). Although previous studies have
paid attention to WPI in the education industry, few researches
have conducted on the negative impacts ofWPI on faculty mem-
bers in private universities, or the chain mediating roles of PIS,
AC, and OID. Previous researches on work engagement have
made it an independent variable (Olugbade and Karatepe 2018),
or an intermediary variable (Wang and Tseng 2019; Santos et al.
2016), or a dependent variable (Els et al. 2016). However, most
of the research focuses on other areas (Olugbade and Karatepe
2018; Wang and Tseng 2019; Els et al. 2016; Ancarani et al.
2017; Alessandro et al. 2018), less on private universities.

This study first examined the literature related to the corre-
lation betweenWPI and work engagement, and then explored
the chain mediating effects of PIS, AC and OID between the
two variables. In the main part of this paper, we discussed the
theoretical model and hypotheses, and elaborated the
methods, and explained the source of scales and data, and
displayed data analysis, and discussed the results, and
expounded the theoretical and practical implications. The last
part have emphasized the insufficiencies of this research and
given proposals for future study.

Literature review and theoretical basis

Integration of the affective event theory
and the conservation of resources theory

In this study, hypotheses are proposed with the help of the
Affective Event Theory (AET) (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996)
and the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll

1989). Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) pointed out that AET
elaborated on the impact of negative emotions at work em-
ployees’ work attitudes and organizational performance.
Moreover, Carlson et al. (2015) elaborated the impact of or-
ganizational environment on employees’ emotions, and the
influence of positive working attitudes on employees, indicat-
ing that the accumulation of positive emotional events will
improve employees’work engagement. The influence of emo-
tion on worker’s working attitudes can be realized directly
through behaviors or indirectly through viewpoints (Reich
and Hershcovis 2015). For instance, if a supervisor or col-
league has any signs of uncivilized behavior, workers will
regard this behavior as emotional stress. It is possible to lead
to harmful emotional performance, creating behavioral devia-
tion, this supports COR theory, which assumes that workers
tend to obtain, retain and conserve certain resources
demanded to complete work tasks. It also describes the for-
mation mechanism of workers’ coping ability and the process
of responding to job pressure. It has summarized four kinds of
resources: the goal, social support, personal characteristics,
and energy resources (Hobfoll 1989). Based on COR theory,
when people cannot get the return of resources invested in
work, they will think that there is a risk of resource loss, so
they will feel the pressure from the organization or work.
Beyond that, because of the background of the personnel sys-
tem in China, faculty members in private universities may be
more likely than employees in other industries to have the
anxiety that resources investment cannot be rewarded or re-
sources lost. As a result, they are more susceptible than any
industry to stress that leads to depression (Pizam 2008), emo-
tional disorders (Phillips et al. 2006).

Therefore, using AET and COR theory to WPI in private
universities in China suggests that PIS, AC, and OID, which
are positive emotional resource, service as chain mediating
effects in the relation of WPI and work engagement. This is
essential to the healthy development of private universities in
China. This paper was built on the influence of WPI on work
engagement according to AET and COR theory (Hershcovis
and Barling 2010). The basic principle behind these theories is
that workers’ emotions are obvious when they work in un-
pleasant environments. They show active behaviors through
positive PIS, AC, and OID. Thus, integration of AET and
COR theory shows that the resources invested are recovered
or not determines the employees’ positive or negative attitudes
towards work. Accord with AET, moods can affect em-
ployees’ working attitude. Therefore, faculty members who
encounter insolent behavior in private universities are more
likely to feel emotional pressure, resulting in the loss of pos-
itive emotional resources accumulation and the inactive work-
ing attitude. As a consequence, they may decide to cut back
their work engagement or to maintain what looks like high
degree of work engagement by controlling their emotions.
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Work engagement

Since work engagement is in accordance with active organi-
zational behavior, it has traditionally been the focus of theo-
retical research (Bakker and Schaufeli 2008; Bakker et al.
2011). In the organization, this concern is reasonable; some
scholar think that because of the lower organizational commit-
ment and productivity, higher negative attitudes, the staff
members who do not invest in the work will create costs for
the organization, so it is very important to have an active
workforce (Little and Little 2006; MacLeod and Clarke
2009). Obviously, private universities should also take this
into account. There are two fundamental scholastic methods
of employee engagement: work engagement (Schaufeli et al.
2002) and trait-state behavioral engagement (Macey and
Schneider 2008). This study focused on the former, which is
extensively examined and conceptually refined, compared
with the latter, and is a lively, satisfying and work-related
mentality (Schaufeli et al. 2002). More specifically, it is a
positive, emotional motivation, personality and universal
mental state, and is a key indicator of workers’ behaviors
and performance-related results (Macey and Schneider
2008). Dedicated workers are those who are full of vitality
and enthusiasm for their job and cannot be separated from it.
They consider that work is a source of energy, want to put
more energy into it, and think that challenging work is inter-
esting, not stressful (Bakker et al. 2008). So, positive psycho-
logical character such as PIS, AC and OID may be associated
with the increasing of work engagement of faculty members in
private universities.

Theoretical framework and research
hypotheses

Relationship between workplace incivility and work
engagement

There have been few researches on the impact of work en-
gagement on WPI, but it is a significant result related to job
(Schaufeli et al. 2002) [41]. A high degree of work engage-
ment can create effective work results and proactive AC
(Demerouti and Bakker 2001). A recent study (Chen et al.
2013) applied self-reinforcing theory to elaborate the impact
of impoliteness on work engagement, suggesting that individ-
uals are willing to devote more effort to work in an environ-
ment that can maintain positive PIS and reduce their work
input in an environment where PIS is threatened. Based on
the social identification theory, when people choose a team
membership to establish their social identity, they are mainly
based on four psychological motivations: improving self-es-
teem, reducing impermanence or improving cognitive securi-
ty, satisfying the sense of belonging, and finding the meaning

of existence.Meanwhile,WPI can directly threaten and hinder
the satisfaction of the four basic needs of individual, which
has a considerable adverse effect on work engagement.
Furthermore, according to the COR theory, people have the
basic motivation to preserve, protect and establish the re-
sources they value (Hobfoll and Shirom 2001). When persons
are threatened by the possibility of resource loss, or the failure
to obtain returns after investing resources, they will feel psy-
chological discomfort. Therefore, it can be predicted that in
the face of WPI, individuals will feel emotional pressure and
tired of coping with it. This process will consume the limited
internal resources of people, resulting in psychological dis-
comfort, making them unable to concentrate on their work,
reducing the degree of work engagement. Thus, this paper
developed the hypothesis as follow:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): WPI negatively influences work en-
gagement of employees.

PIS, AC and OID separately mediate the relationship
between workplace incivility and work engagement

As mentioned above, many researchers have found that there
is not only a direct influence, but also an indirect effect in the
correlation betweenWPI and work engagement. For example,
Guan’s master dissertation chose work engagement as the re-
sult variable of WPI, and took organizational support as the
moderator and AC as the mediating variable to discuss the
impact of WPI on work engagement through empirical re-
search (Guan 2014). In addition, researchers have found that
WPI has an indirect impact on work engagement. Drawing on
the stress trading model and self-determination theory, Shin
and Hur (2019) proposed that workers’ job insecurity and
motivation acted as chain mediating roles between superviso-
ry impoliteness and work engagement. Therefore, the indirect
influence of WPI on work engagement of workers should be
concerned and examined empirically. PIS, AC, and OID,
which are related to each other, have been considered as chain
mediators to explore the “black box” between WPI and work
engagement in this paper.

The existing literatures have revealed that PIS, AC, and
OID have positive impacts on work engagement. Firstly, Pan
believed that PIS had a positive impact on staff engagement
(Pan 2017). Li found that there were definite relationships
between employees’ PIS, OID, and job performance (Li
2017). Zuo have explained the positive impacts of individual
identity and career matching on job engagement, according to
the job-personal matching theory model (Zuo 2011).
Secondly, a lot of researches have suggested that AC positive-
ly affects work engagement. Wu (2012) believed that AC, as
an attitude variable for employees’ OID could predict em-
ployees’ behavior, not only reflected the degree of harmony
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between workers and organizations, but also reflected the
potential performance of organizations to some extent. Liu
(2016) and Liang et al. (2016) held that AC positively impact-
ed work engagement. Thirdly, researches have shown that
OID has a positive effect on workplace engagement. Richea
defined OID as a self-definition of an individual due to its
organizational membership, which results in the consistency
of values and emotional belonging (RikeRa 2005). Li et al.
(2018) found that organizational support, OID and work en-
gagement were positively correlated, which was consistent
with Cong-Cong (2014) view.

According to the theory of social identity, when people
choose a group membership to establish their social identity,
they are mainly based on four psychological motivations: im-
proving self-esteem, reducing impermanence or improving
cognitive security, satisfying the sense of belonging, and find-
ing the meaning of existence (Chiu et al. 2005). The satisfac-
tion of these four psychological motivations will directly de-
termine the level of OID. Therefore, this study inferred that the
interpersonal treatment of individuals in an organizational
context should be closely related to the level of OID.
Constructive ways of treatment (such as respect, mutual assis-
tance and tolerance) can satisfy the sense of security and be-
longing, improve the level of AC and OID. Previous re-
searches have shown that people’OID has an important effect
on their organizational behaviors and working attitudes, those
with high degrees of OID are more willing to increase their
work engagement (RikeRa 2005).

Thus, as stated in the literature reviews and theories above,
WPI may threaten one’s PIS, AC, and OID, reduce work en-
gagement of faculty members in private universities.
Therefore, this study developed the hypotheses as follows:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): PIS mediates the negative effect of
WPI on work engagement.
Hypothesis 3 (H3): AC mediates the negative effect of
WPI on work engagement.
Hypothesis 4 (H4): OID mediates the negative effect of
WPI on work engagement.
Hypothesis 5 (H5): PIS mediates the negative effect of
WPI on AC.
Hypothesis 6 (H6): PIS mediates the negative effect of
WPI on OID.
Hypothesis 7 (H7): AC mediates the negative effect of
WPI on OID.

The chain mediating effects of perceived insider
status, affective organizational commitment
and organizational identification

The concept of PIS was first proposed by Stamper and
Masterson, it referred to the level to which workers think that

the organization treats them differently, that is, the organiza-
tion or superior divides them into insiders or outsiders
(Stamper and Masterson 2002). Chen et al. (2007) thought
that PIS was workers’ perception of interpersonal relationship
between themselves and other members of the organization. In
the light of social cognitive theory, when employees consider
that the organization cherishes them, they will attribute them-
selves to insiders rather than outsiders. On the contrary, when
they perceive incivility from a superior or colleague, they may
reevaluate their relationship with the organization and de-
crease PIS. Therefore, WPI has a negative impact on PIS.
Existing researches have indicated that employees with higher
PIS exhibit more altruistic behavior and less productive devi-
ant behavior, creating higher levels of job satisfaction, AC,and
task performance (Chen and Aryee 2007; Wang and Kim
2013), are also more willing to engage in their work
(Armstrong-Stassen and Schlosser 2011).

However, compared with teachers in public universities,
teachers in private universities have a kind of identity imprint
of migrant workers and outsiders, which is deeply engraved
on them like a lingering brand. For example, when talking
about the universities they serve, teachers in public universi-
ties will call our schools, subconsciously thinking that the
schools where they work in are “ours”, and have a distinct
sense of belonging. However, teachers in private universities
lack of this sense of belonging, and have lower PIS and AC
(Liang and Gao 2019). So, it can be inferred that PIS will
affect individual’s AC, and affect work engagement in turn.

Previous studies have indicated that positive emotions are
associated with work engagement (Bakker and Demerouti
2008) and function as mediating constructs between resources
and work engagement (Bakker and Demerouti 2008).
Considering these findings, it can be expected that the increase
of positive emotions such as PIS, AC and OID can improve
work engagement. Allen and Meyer (1990) believed that or-
ganizational commitment was a mental condition, which had
three dimensionalities: affective, continuance and normative
commitment. Most studies adopt the widely used dimension
of AC, which is also utilized in this study. AC means that
people feel strongly emotionally connected with an organiza-
tion, and then identify with it, participating in it and enjoying
being part of it. Workers with AC are perceived as having a
sense of belonging, which increases their OID, enhances their
willingness to participate in organizational activities and
achieve organizational goals, and increases their work engage-
ment (Meyer and Allen 1991). Therefore, this study devel-
oped the hypothesis as follow:

Hypothesis 8 (H8): PIS, AC and OID act as chain mediat-
ing effects in the relationship between WPI and work
engagement.

In the light of the literature reviews and theoretical exposi-
tions above, this study presented the theoretical model as
Figure 1.

1812 Curr Psychol (2022) 41:1809–1820



Methodology

Sample and data collection

The data of this study were collected by the Wenjuanxing,
which is an online survey agency. There were some limita-
tions to guarantee the validity of scales. For example, partic-
ipants must be faculty members working in private universi-
ties, and the same IP address can only fill in the questionnaire
once, to avoid repeating questionnaires. Responders came
from numerous provinces across China: Yunnan, Sichuan,
Jilin, Guangdong, Guangxi, Hunan, Zhejiang, Hainan, and
Henan (descending rank order based on the number of respon-
dents in each province). We sent out 505 questionnaires and
recovered 465 valid questionnaires, with a recovery rate of
92%. Overall, 358 participants worked in private higher vo-
cational schools, and 107 participants worked in private un-
dergraduate schools; 246 participants were married, and 219
participants were unmarried; 166 participants were male
(35.8%), and 299 participants were female (64.2%). More
than half of responders were between the ages of 26 and 35,
accounting for 52.61%; over half of them had a bachelor’s
degree, accounting for 54.93%, and a small minority had a
doctorate, accounting for 11.99%. Although almost half of the
respondents did not have positional job titles (45.8%), some
were professors (9.9%). Although almost half of them had
worked only for 1–5 years (46.8%), some had worked over
10 years (16.4%). A total of 286 participants were teachers, 78
participants were part-time administrative teachers, and 101
participants were clerical staff members, accounting for
61.5%, 16.8%, and 21.7%, respectively.

Independent variables

Workplace incivility. A set of 12 items was compiled by
Cortina et al. (2013) and used to survey the frequency of
participants’ personal experience of WPI. Participants
responded on a Likert 5-point scale (1 = few times. 5 =many
times) about the frequency of each type of uncivil treatment
incident with colleagues or supervisors in the previous year.
The items to which the participants responded contained the

following: “noted your statements marginally or was not in-
terested in your point of view,” and “doubted your judgment
on something you were responsible for.” The Cronbach’s al-
pha value of this measurement was 0.96.

Affective organizational commitment. A set of 5 items was
developed by Gao-Urhahn et al. (2016) and used to survey
participants’ AC. They responded to a Likert 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disapprove, 5 = strongly approve). The items to
which the participants responded contained the following: “I
think this school where I work is worth joining,” “I think this
school is good to work at.” The Cronbach’s alpha value of this
measurement was 0.88.

Organizational identification. A set of 6 items was devel-
oped by Mael and Ashforth (1992) and adapted to measure
participants’ OID. They responded to a Likert 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disapprove, 5 = strongly approve). The items to
which the participants responded contained the following:
“when people express their views on my school, I am very
interested,” and “people praise my school; it feels like praise
for me.” The Cronbach’s alpha value of this measurement was
0.87.

Perceived insider status. A set of 6 items was developed by
Stamper and Masterson (2002) and adapted to measure par-
ticipants’ PIS. They responded to a Likert 5-point scale (1 =
strongly disapprove, 5 = strongly approve). The items to
which the participants responded contained the following:
“this school convinces me that I am a part of it,” and “I feel
like an internal member of this private university where I
work.” The Cronbach’s alpha value of this measurement was
0.88.

Dependent variable

Work engagement. A set of 9 items in Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale was compiled by Schaufeli et al. (2006)
and adapted to examine participants’ work engagement.
They responded to a Likert 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = al-
ways). The items to which the participants responded
contained the following: “I am passionate about my work,”
and “when I put myself into work, I feel very happy.” The
Cronbach’s alpha value of this measurement was 0.93.

Fig. 1 Conceptual model
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Results

Confirmatory factor analysis

Since data onWPI, AC, OID, and PIS were gathered from the
same source. Confirmatory factor analysis was applied by
applying AMOS 24.0 to assess the probability of same-
source bias and examine the discriminate validity. Among
5-, 4-, 3-, and one-factor models, the 5-factor model that in-
cluded all 5 variables has better data fitting (see Table 1), with
x2/df =2.94, GFI = 0.86, AGFI = 0.82,TLI = 0.91, CFI = 0.92,
RMSEA = 0.07. So the discriminant availability of the 5-
factor model is improved after comparing it with the 4-factor
model, 3-factor model and the single-factor model (see
Table 1).

Descriptive statistics

The descriptive statistics and correlation of all constructs were
shown in Table 2, which indicated that WPI was negatively
related to PIS (r = − 0.15, p < 0.01), AC (r = − 0.17, p < 0.01),
OID (r = − 0.15, p < 0.01), and work engagement (r = − 0.14, p
< 0.01); PIS was positively related to AC (r = 0.77, p < 0.01),
OID (r = 0.76, p < 0.01), and work engagement (r = 0.78, p <
0.01); AC was positively related to OID (r = 0.74, p < 0.01)
and work engagement (r = 0.78, p < 0.01); and OID was posi-
tively related to work engagement (r = 0.72, p < 0.01). Among
these control variables, WPI was positively related to working
seniority (r = 0.12, p < 0.01); and PIS was negatively related to
age (r = − 0.11, p < 0.05), education level (r = − 0.16, p < 0.01),
positional title (r = − 0.10, p < 0.05), and nature of school (r = −
0.15, p < 0.01) respectively; and AC was negatively related to
education level (r = − 0.14, p < 0.01), positional title (r = − 0.12,
p < 0.01), nature of school (r = − 0.14, p < 0.01), and working
seniority (r = − 0.11, p < 0.05) respectively; and OID was posi-
tively related to gender (r = 0.10, p < 0.05), but negatively related
to education level (r = − 0.09, p < 0.05), positional title (r = −
0.14, p < 0.01), and nature of school (r = − 0.09, p < 0.05)

respectively; and work engagement was negatively related to
nature of school (r = − 0.10, p < 0.05), but positively related to
marital status (r = 0.12, p < 0.01).

Hypothesis testing

Based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) criteria, the result of the
stepwise regression analysis was shown in Table 3, which shown
that WPI negatively influenced work engagement (M11, β = −
0.15, p < 0.01). Thus, H1 was verified. After the mediating var-
iables entering, data analysis shown that 1) WPI negatively im-
pacted PIS (M2, β = − 0.15, p < 0.01), AC (M4, β = − 0.17, p
< 0.01), and OID (M7, β = − 0.16, p < 0.01); 2) PIS, AC, and
OID had strong positive impacts on work engagement (M12,
β = 0.77,p < 0.001; M13,β = 0.36, p < 0.001; M14, β = 0.24,p
< 0.001); 3) the negative effect of WPI on work engagement
became insignificant (M12, β = − 0.03, n.s.;M13, β = − 0.01,
n. s.; M14, β = − 0.01, n. s.) with the entering of PIS, AC, and
OID. Thus, H2, H3, H4 were accepted. In addition, 1) the rela-
tionships between WPI and AC, and OID became non-
significant (M5,β = − 0.05, n.s.; M8, β = − 0.04, n.s.) with the
entering of PIS; 2)the relationships between WPI and OID be-
came insignificant (M9, β = − 0.02, n.s.) after the addition of
AC. So, H5, H6, H7 were accepted. Hence, we could conclude
that WPI and work engagement have a complete mediated cor-
relation through PIS, AC, and OID.

To examine H8, this study applied Hayes’ SPSS
PROCESS macro (Model 6) (Hayes 2013b), which specifies
a series multiple mediators’ model, and is consistent with the
conceptual model of this paper. We applied three mediators
(PIS, AC, and OID) in causal order, with a sample capacity of
5000 and a 95% confidence interval. We treated WPI as the
independent variable (X), PIS as the first mediator (W1), AC
as the next one (W2), OID as the last one (W3), and work
engagement as the dependent variable (Y). Thus, the three-
mediation chain mediation model contains the following sev-
en indirect effects: Ind1: X➔W1➔Y; Ind2: X➔W2➔Y; Ind3:
X➔W3➔Y; Ind4: X➔W1➔W2➔Y; Ind5: X➔W1➔W3➔Y;
Ind6: X➔W2➔W3➔Y; Ind7: X➔W1➔ W2➔W3➔Y.

As presented in Table 3, PIS as hypothesized, had signifi-
cant positive effects on AC, OID, and work engagement
(M5, β = 0.76, p < 0.001; M8, β = 0.77, p < 0.001; M12,
β = 0.77, p < 0.001), and AC had positive impacts on OID
and work engagement (M9, β = 0.37, p < 0.001; M13, β =
0.36, p < 0.001), finally, OID had a conspicuous positive im-
pact on work engagement (M14, β = 0.24, p < 0.001). Thus,
according to the joint significance test, we could judge that the
chain mediation effects from WPI to work engagement were
significant (Taylor et al. 2008). As shown in Table 4, the
indirect impact of Ind 7 was significant with a 95% bootstrap
CI was [−0.04, −0.01] and did not contain zero (b = –
0.02, SE = 0.01, 95 % CI = [−0.04, −0.01]). Meanwhile, the
total indirect effect was also significant with a 95% bootstrap

Table 1 Results of confirmatory factor analysis

Model x2 Df x2/
df

GFI AGFI TLI CFI RMSEA

single-factor 2998.16 665 4.51 0.26 0.17 0.41 0.46 0.19

Three-factor 2319.73 662 3.50 0.49 0.46 0.77 0.78 0.12

Four-factor 2251.37 659 3.41 0.53 0.45 0.75 0.76 0.13

Five-factor 1958.55 655 2.94 0.86 0.82 0.91 0.92 0.07

Notes: n = 465; the sole-factor model integrates all variables into a single
factor. The 3-factor model considers WPI and work engagement as 2
single factors, while integrating PIS, AC and OID into one factor. The
4-factor model considers WPI, PIS, and OID as 3 single factors, while
integrating AC and work engagement into one factor. The 5-factor model
considers all 5 variables as independent factors
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CI was [−0.38, −0.08] and did not contain zero (b = –
0.21, SE = 0.08, 95%CI = [ − 0.38, − 0.08]). Results were in
accordance with our hypothesis that the negative impact of
WPI on work engagement was mediated by a series of medi-
ating effects, as shown in Table 3, WPI negatively influenced
PIS (M2, β = − 0.15, p < 0.01), which positively impacted
AC in turn (M5, β = 0.76, p < 0.001), which positively im-
pacted OID in order (M9, β = 0.37, p < 0.001), which finally
influences work engagement (M14, β = 0.24, p < 0.001).
Thus, H8 was accepted.

Discussion

Evaluation of conclusions

This paper sought to prove the effect of WPI on work engage-
ment by checking the chain mediating roles of PIS, AC and
OID. Through the combination of AETand COR theory in the
construction of the theoretical framework, we found that WPI
was negatively associate with PIS, AC, OID, and work en-
gagement. The conclusion is in accordance with COR theory,
that is, employees who have experienced internal identity
questioning have lower AC and OID levels and lower work
engagement. As a series of intermediary roles, PIS, AC, and
OID serviced as chain mediating effects in the correlation
between WPI and work engagement. Firstly, based on the
theoretical model analysis, if faculty members in private uni-
versities feel incivility treatment in the workplace, they uncon-
sciously classify themselves as outsider of the organization,
lacking of a sense of ownership, and reducing the level of PIS.
Therefore, W) reached the same conclusion, stating that the
AC of faculty members in p PI had a negative effect on PIS,
which accorded with Vagharseyyedin and Seyyed’s (2015)

view. While, PIS had a positive effect on AC, Liang and
Gao (2019rivate universities will increase with the increase
of OID. Similarly, AC had a positive impact on OID, echoing
with the study conclusion of Wu (2012). Lastly, OID had a
positive effect on work engagement, which was in accordance
with Li et al.’s (2018) viewpoint. Thus, the adverse impact of
WPI on work engagement was achieved through the chain
mediating roles of PIS, AC, and OID.

Theoretical implications

This study tried to establish a three-serial-mediator model to
explore the influence mechanism of WPI on work engage-
ment. Although many researches on the correlations between
work engagement and various variables in different contexts
have been made, few studies concentrated on the impact of
WPI on work engagement in private universities in China.
Therefore, this study has enriched previous studies. The three
cascade mediation model betweenWPI and work engagement
are very complex, because it has seven indirect effects and one
direct impact (Hayes 2013a, b). Examining the causal corre-
lations between chain mediation variables is not only momen-
tous for comprehending the influential mechanism of WPI on
work engagement, but also is a milestone for decreasing the
incivility of private universities in China.

In this study, a three-serial-mediator model was used,
which supposed that there were causal chains among these
mediating variables and that there were definite causal direc-
tions (Hayes 2012). The causal chain mediation path
(PIS➔AC➔OID) was not manipulated, but proved by other
studies, and was checked on the basis of AET and COR the-
ory. For one thing, previous researches have revealed a posi-
tive correlation between PIS and AC (Liang and Gao 2019),
other researchers have indicated that AC positively affects
OID (Wu 2012), which positively affects work engagement
(Li et al. 2018); for another AET and COR theory have clar-
ified the chain causality between PIS, AC and OID as men-
tioned above. Therefore, the theoretical framework set out in
the present paper is that WPI has a negative effect on PIS,
which will lead to the decrease of AC and OID, and then lead
to the decline of work engagement in turn.

Managerial implications

Private higher education is a momentous part of China’s
higher education, and its healthy development affects the in-
terests of relevant parties. Therefore, a profound understand-
ing of the negative impacts of WPI in private universities can
help managers to take effective interventions, creating a har-
monious and civilized working environment, and promoting
the sustainable and healthy development of private higher
education. As is known to all, work engagement serves as a
key role in the development of private universities in China,

Table 4 Mediation Model: Indirect effect between workplace incivility
and work engagement through perceived insider status, affective
organizational commitment and organizational identification

b Boot SE Bootstrap 95% CI

Total Effect −0.23 0.07 [−0.36,- 0.09]
Direct Effect −0.02 0.04 [−0.10, 0.07]
Indirect Effect −0.21 0.08 [−0.38,- 0.08]
Ind1: X➔W1➔Y −0.09 0.04 [−0.18, −0.02]
Ind2: X➔W2➔Y −0.02 0.02 [−0.06, −0.01]
Ind3: X➔W3➔Y −0.01 0.01 [−0.03, 0.02]
Ind4: X➔W1➔W2➔Y −0.05 0.02 [−0.10, −0.01]
Ind5: X➔W1➔W3➔Y −0.03 0.01 [−0.06, −0.01]
Ind6: X➔W2➔W3➔Y −0.01 0.01 [−0.02, −0.01]
Ind7: X➔W1➔W2➔W3➔Y −0.02 0.01 [−0.04, −0.01]

Notes: n = 465;Model 6 (3mediators) in the PROCESSmacro. Bootstrap
resample = 5000, b is a nonstandard regression coefficient, SE is a Std.
Error, and CI is a confidence interval
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but it is also vulnerable to the negative impact of WPI. The
conclusions of this paper suggest several practice inspirations
for managers in private universities. First, this study helps
managers more thoroughly understand the negative impacts
of WPI. Second, it illustrates the process of how WPI influ-
ences faculty members’ work engagement. Since the indirect
path (WPI➔PIS➔AC➔OID➔ work engagement) is the
strongest path, but it is also vulnerable to the negative impact
of WPI, so, managers in private universities should pay more
attention to faculty members’ PIS, making them feel that they
are part of the organization. Then managers can help em-
ployees improve their AC through some incentives and wel-
fare benefits, thereby enhancing their OID and work engage-
ment. Lastly, this study also recommends conducting
employee-based civility intervention, because it can improve
employee’s resistance to any kind of impolite behavior in
private universities, improving work engagement. The results
in Leiter et al.’s study shown that employee-based civility
intervention could ameliorate the college relations and in-
crease employee’s work engagement (Leiter et al. 2011).

Research limitations and future suggestions

This study uses regression analysis and bootstrap applying of
SPSS PROCESSmacro (Hayes 2013a, b) to explore the chain
mediation effects, to comprehend the impact mechanism of
WPI on work engagement. The contribution of this research
is to enrich the previous studies in theory and provide sugges-
tions for managers in private universities in practice.
However, due to various factors, there are several deficiencies
in this research and avenues for future study should be con-
sidered. First, the impact of WPI on faculty members’ work
engagement in private universities in China should be tested
lengthwise. The single section research frame influences our
clear comprehending of the causal relationship between WPI
and work engagement. Future research can consider a time
axis as the main line to do in-depth follow-up research, and
deeply understand the deleterious impact of WPI on faculty
members’work engagement in private universities, to provide
strong support for the model of causality. Second, this re-
search focused on the viewpoints of the “victim” of WPI in
private universities. It may be also worthwhile to get the opin-
ions of the instigators and witnesses of WPI. In addition, it is
also meaningful to study the effects of instigated incivility and
witnessed incivility on individual-level and team-level. Last
but not least, a cross-perspective will be appropriate to test
how the combination of various demographic factors (e.g.,
gender, caste, religion, regional background) can make people
in Asian cultures prone to encounter or instigate WPI, and
how witnesses perceive and treat such behaviors (Kabat-Farr
and Cortina 2012), and it is also necessary to explore how
these various social identities affect people’s sense of WPI
and its subsequent effects.

Conclusions

The theoretical enlightenment of this paper is to prove that the
indirect effect of WPI on work engagement is achieved
through PIS, AC, and OID in series. Therefore, the important
implication of this study for managers in private universities is
that positive mental states such as PIS, AC, and OID can
improve faculty members’ work engagement, but the decline
of these mental states due toWPI will reduce the level of work
engagement. Therefore, managers in private universities
should try their best to integrate faculty members into the
organization where they work in so that they can feel that they
are parts of the organization, thereby improving their PIS;
then, welfare measures and incentives can be taken to make
faculty members have a sense of belonging to, enhancing their
AC, and then identify with the organization where they work
in, improving the level of OID, and willing to improve the
degree of work engagement for the healthy development of
organization at last. It is hoped that this study can draw more
scholars’ attention to the negative effects of WPI. We suggest
that future study should provide more exhaustive research on
more other possible mediators such as employee satisfaction,
perceived organizational support, organizational climate and
work family conflict to test the causal correlation between
WPI and work engagement.
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