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Abstract
There has been an abundance of research on narcissism in the workplace. However, most research has focused on the overt 
(grandiosity) form of narcissism, as well as the effect of narcissism on uncivil behaviors of employees; research focusing 
directly on the effect of covert (vulnerability) narcissism on the employees’ experience of workplace incivility is lacking. The 
present research examined whether the personality trait (covert narcissism) of employees affects their experience of incivility 
considering two potential explanatory variables: self-esteem and perceived norms for respect. A total of 150 participants 
completed an online questionnaire, which consisted of four well-known measures: the Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale, the 
Rosenberg Self-esteem scale, the Perceived Norms for Respect, and the Workplace Incivility Scale. The results showed that 
employees with higher levels of covert narcissism are likely to have greater experiences of workplace incivility through the 
mediating role of perceived norms for respect. Although the relationship was not explained through the mediating role of 
self-esteem, it was instead observed that self-esteem and perceived norms for respect jointly affect employees’ experience 
of incivility at work. These findings broaden our understanding of workplace incivility by simultaneously considering the 
influences of personality traits, self-esteem, and workplace norms.

Keywords Experienced incivility · Narcissism · Workplace norms · Climate for civility · Self-esteem · Personality · 
Deviance

Introduction

The analysis of workplace misbehaviors (e.g., abusive 
supervision, workplace bullying and aggression) that 
inflicts both physical and psychological harm upon 
others in the workplace is a topic that has been vastly 
explored within psychology and organizational behaviors 
(Baron & Neuman, 1996; Folger & Baron, 1996; Vickers, 
2014). Relatively recently, research regarding the impact 
of milder forms of psychological mistreatment where 

intents are ambiguous have also been paid attention to 
and conducted from the early 2000s in the same area 
(e.g., Cortina et  al., 2017; Schilpzand et  al., 2016). 
Experiences of interpersonal mistreatment often take 
subtle forms such as a lack of attention to an individual’s 
needs and ideas and being the target of demeaning remarks 
(Walsh et al., 2018). This type of behavior is referred 
to as workplace incivility, which is defined as deviant 
behaviors of low intensity with an ambiguous intention to 
harm others (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). That is to say, 
the expression of such behaviors may not be malicious 
or intentional from the perpetrator, but are characterized 
by rudeness, discourteousness and a display of lack of 
respect for others (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Indeed, 
most employees generally experience incivility at work, 
and it is increasing gradually in the organization (Cortina, 
2008; Porath & Pearson, 2013; Schilpzand et al., 2016).

Despite the notion that the intensity and frequency of 
workplace incivility is low, the implications of incivility 
on the individual may be damaging and much longer 
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lasting than the event itself. Workplace incivility has 
been identified as an influential cause that negatively 
affects work related outcomes (e.g., job performance, job 
satisfaction, work disengagement) and nonwork related 
outcomes (e.g., stress, emotional exhaustion, work-life 
imbalance) (see Irum et al., 2020 for a review). Porath 
and Pearson (2012) showed that experiencing incivility 
in the workplace can induce negative feelings for 
individuals. Specifically, Estes and Wang (2008) found 
that individuals who encountered high levels of workplace 
incivility experienced psychological issues associated with 
depression and anxiety. Furthermore, it was found that high 
exposure to workplace incivility can cause psychological 
stress and higher levels of employee absence due to illness 
(Salin, 2003). Moreover, workplace incivility negatively 
impacts on productivity and thus causes monetary loss for 
organizations (Hutton & Gates, 2008; Lewis & Malecha, 
2011; Porath & Pearson, 2010).

Nonetheless, organizations often neglect to address 
workplace incivility, showing that only 20% of employees 
perceive an organizational response to the phenomena 
of workplace incivility (Pearson & Porath, 2004). In 
turn, this affects the functionality of organizations, as 
employees tend to reduce their efforts in the workplace, 
vent to their colleagues about their experiences related to 
perceived uncivil behavior and, in some cases, retaliate 
with uncivil behavior of their own (Pearson & Porath, 
2005). The workplace incivility scale (WIS; Cortina 
et al., 2001) was developed as a way of measuring the 
frequency of rude, condescending, and disrespectful 
behaviors towards individuals within the past five years. 
Cortina et al. (2001) explained that incivility can occur 
at any level of the organizational structure; therefore, it 
is important to understand what leads to the experience 
of workplace incivility to prevent the negative outcomes 
resulting from such behavior. Meier and Semmer (2013) 
theorized that individual personality plays an important 
role in workplace incivility. Especially, narcissism has 
been portrayed as being at the heart of uncivil workplace 
behavior (Edwards & Greenberg, 2010; Judge et  al., 
2006). However, these works tended to focus on the 
aspect of overt narcissism (e.g., grandiosity, inflated 
self-view, preoccupation with success and power, sense 
of entitlement) and its effect on instigated workplace 
incivility (either intentionally or unintentionally showing 
uncivil behavior toward colleagues; one’s own behavior; 
cf. Blau & Andersson, 2005) and not on the experience 
of workplace incivility (one’s experienced behavior). 
Therefore, in the present study, we focus on the relationship 
between covert narcissism and experienced workplace 
incivility considering the mediating role of self-esteem 
and perceived norms for respect.

Conceptual Framework and Hypotheses

The Relationship between Covert Narcissism and Workplace 
Incivility

Narcissism generally refers to an individual’s tendency 
to act egocentric, dominant, and manipulative (Emmons, 
1987), with unrealistic self-views, and is associated with 
strong feelings of either self-pity or entitlement, lacking 
in regard for others caused by a diminished interest in 
community and pro-social behavior (Campbell & Foster, 
2007). Narcissism is a personality trait that is common 
amongst individuals within society (Foster & Campbell, 
2007), which has led researchers to develop a multidimen-
sional model of narcissism. One such classification is the 
distinction between overt narcissism and covert narcissism 
(Wink, 1991). Brookes (2015) found a non-significant cor-
relation between overt narcissism and covert narcissism. 
These narcissistic forms are used to describe non-clini-
cal personality traits that exist on a continuum (Freis & 
Brown, 2021).

While overt or Grandiosity-Exhibitionism form of 
narcissism is typically characterized by extroverted and 
expressed behaviors such as high levels of arrogance and 
excessive self-esteem, covert or Vulnerability–Sensitivity 
form of narcissism involves opposing, unexpressed behav-
iors (Luchner et al., 2011). Covert narcissism, while still 
characterized by entitlement and the need for admiration, 
is often manifested in terms of helplessness, shame, emp-
tiness, low self-esteem, anxiety, and depression (Pincus 
& Roche, 2011; Rose, 2002; Wink, 1991). Furthermore, 
covert narcissists tend to rely heavily on the feedback of 
others to manage their self-esteem and have a strong avoid-
ance motivation (Besser & Priel, 2010).

The research of narcissism and its positive relationship 
with workplace incivility is an area that has been previ-
ously explored by some researchers (e.g., Liu et al., 2020; 
Penney, 2003). For example, narcissists are more likely 
to react emotionally to workplace-based problems, which 
can result in individuals detaching themselves from their 
work entirely (Chen et al., 2013). Liu et al. (2020) found 
that narcissism was positively correlated with emotional 
reactions to workplace incivility showing that narcissistic 
people are more prone to anger when faced with work-
place incivility. Furthermore, narcissistic individuals have 
a higher chance of experiencing workplace incivility due 
to their own perceived vulnerability, as well as being more 
likely to engage in workplace incivility themselves (Meier 
& Semmer, 2013).

However, these works tended to focus on overt narcis-
sism; the empirical study of covert narcissism, which 
is displayed through vulnerability, a lack of confidence, 
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deflated self-esteem, internalizing behavior, and hyper-
sensitivity to others’ evaluation of oneself (Wink, 1991), 
has been largely ignored. This may be because overt 
(grandiose) narcissism is more widely associated with 
aggression, which is a means of defending and assert-
ing grandiose self-views (Baumeister et al., 2000). For 
example, with regard to subtypes of aggression (proactive 
and reactive), overt narcissism is associated with both 
proactive and reactive aggression, but covert narcissism 
is associated with reactive aggression only (Fossati et al., 
2010). Furthermore, previous research focused more on 
the effect of narcissism in people’s reactions to work-
place incivility (Liu et al., 2020), rather than the effect 
of narcissism on people’s experience of incivility at work 
(i.e., narcissism as antecedent to the experience of work-
place incivility).

To remedy this discrepancy in empirical knowledge, the 
present research aims to provide empirical evidence for the 
relationship between covert narcissism and experienced 
workplace incivility. In the context of occupational health, 
given the related nature of covert narcissism and the experi-
ence of workplace incivility, covert (vulnerable) narcissism 
may be better suited as a predictor of experiencing work-
place incivility compared to overt (grandiose) narcissism (cf. 
Wirtz & Rigotti, 2020). Thus, based on the prior research 
linking covert narcissism with experienced workplace inci-
vility, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: Covert Narcissism will be positively related 
to the experience of workplace incivility.

The Role of Self‑esteem

Self-esteem represents the evaluative area of the self-con-
cept; it represents how individuals feel about themselves 
(Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Originally, self-esteem was 
thought to be a one-dimensional construct, referring to a 
person’s general sense of worth (Rosenberg, 1965). High 
self-esteem acts as a cushion for people against negative 
emotion and feelings of anxiety, it enhances coping, and pro-
motes physical and mental health (Taylor & Brown, 1988). 
Overall, individuals with low self-esteem are more likely 
to have introverted, shy, and socially anxious personality 
traits as well as experience negative and hurtful emotions 
(e.g., anxiety, fear, shame) more often than those with high 
self-esteem (Blackhart et al., 2009; Goswick & Jones, 1981; 
Leary & MacDonald, 2003; Richman & Leary, 2009). In line 
with covert (vulnerable) narcissism characteristics, individu-
als with low self-esteem often believe they are unimportant 
or undeserving of respect or attention (cf. Forest & Wood, 
2012) and they are emotionally vulnerable and have lower 
intentions of interacting with others at work (Khezerlou, 
2017).

Organizational research has shown that employees who 
experience a diminished sense of self are more likely to be 
frequent targets of workplace mistreatments (e.g., bully-
ing, abusive supervision) (see Bowling & Beehr, 2006 for 
a review). This may be because they exhibit “victim-like” 
characteristics such as anxiety and fear, which makes others 
perceive them as vulnerable and weak (Aquino et al., 1999; 
Harvey et al., 2007; Vartia, 1996).

According to the Sociometer Theory (Leary & 
Baumeister, 2000), self-esteem functions as an interpersonal 
monitor of the extent to which an individual is assessed or 
devalued by others as a relational partner. That is, self-
esteem could play a key role on people’s experience of work-
place incivility in interpersonal relationship at workplace.

In the present research, we propose that employee’s 
perceptions of self-esteem will mediate the relationships 
between narcissism and workplace incivility. The wide body 
of prior research into narcissism shows that low self-esteem 
is an associated trait of covert narcissism (Brookes, 2015; 
Miller et al., 2011; Pincus & Roche, 2011; Rhodewalt & 
Eddings, 2002; Rohmann et al., 2012; Rose, 2002). This has 
led us to believe that there will be a negative relationship 
between covert narcissism and self-esteem. Furthermore, 
given the negative association between self-esteem and 
the experience of incivility in the workplace (Adiyaman & 
Meier, 2021; Meier & Semmer, 2013; cf. Bai et al., 2016), we 
expect that lower levels of perceived self-esteem will relate to 
higher levels of perceived experience of workplace incivility. 
Because low self-esteem is a major identifying factor of both 
covert narcissism and experienced workplace incivility, we 
further predict that the relationship between covert narcis-
sism and experienced workplace incivility will be mediated 
by self-esteem. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2: Employee covert narcissism will be neg-
atively related to self-esteem (hypothesis 2a) and self-
esteem will also be negatively related to the experience 
of workplace incivility (hypothesis 2b), thus, self-esteem 
will mediate the relationship between covert narcissism 
and experienced workplace incivility (hypothesis 2c).

The Role of Perceived Norms for Respect

Norms are commonly understood as the unwritten rules 
shared by members of the same group or society (Hecter & 
Opp, 2001) and are descriptive of what group members are 
as well as prescriptive of how they should be (Fiske, 2004; 
see also Morris et al., 2015). Norms for respect (climate 
for civility) can reflect perceptions of the degree to which 
dignity and respect among employees is encouraged and 
rude behaviors are discouraged within the workplace envi-
ronment (Walsh et al., 2012). Workplace incivility occurs 
when a behavior violates the norms for respect (Andersson 
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& Pearson, 1999), which suggests that norms can play an 
important role in the experience of incivility within organi-
zations (Walsh et al., 2012).

Employees develop a perception of norms by assessing 
and applying meaning to actions and events they observe 
at work. Employee perceptions of organizational events are 
influenced based on information and opinions conveyed by 
co-workers and management (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). The 
way in which an individual perceives these norms forms 
their expectancies over the likelihood of certain acts will 
result in certain outcomes (James et al., 1990). For example, 
the kinds of events, practices, procedures and behaviors that 
are endorsed and supported within the workplace inform 
employees which behaviors are considered important and 
the outcomes they can expect to receive (Schneider, 1990). 
As such, when the work environment is perceived to value 
respectful treatment, employees would be less likely to expe-
rience incivility from others because individuals should act 
in consistency with their norm perceptions (Walsh et al., 
2012). Indeed, recent evidence showed the negative correla-
tion between perceived norms for respect and the experience 
of workplace incivility (Walsh et al., 2018). Although norms 
can be shared amongst employees as a group construct, the 
focus of the present study is individual perceptions of norms 
(Ehrhart & Naumann, 2004). This perspective is in line with 
existing research on norms for respect and psychological 
environment, capturing individual perceptions of the work 
settings (Parker et al., 2003; Walsh et al., 2012).

In the case of covert narcissism, such individuals may 
struggle to perceive norm violation in the same way as 
non-narcissists due to the covert narcissism’s characteris-
tics of hypersensitivity, vulnerability, insecurity and vin-
dictiveness (Wink, 1991). Individuals with high covert 
narcissism are hypersensitive to negative perceptions and 
judgements made by other people (Atlas & Them, 2008) 
and they are likely to interpret others’ actions as malevo-
lent (Wink, 1991) and have negative perceptions of others 
(cf. Sedikides et al., 2004). Also, covert narcissists tend to 
immerse themselves in ways that do not gain other people's 
attention, respect, and praise (Atlas & Them, 2008). Hence, 
covert narcissists’ life satisfaction and self-esteem are low 
in general (Rose, 2002) which may be linked to negative 
perceptions of various situations (e.g., school/classroom 
climate, organizational climate; cf. Brockner et al., 1998; 
Lagacé-Séguin & d'Entremont, 2010). In turn, these overall 
negative perceptions of life act as sources of information 
which, consequently, influences individuals’ perceptions 
of norms (cf. Social information processing theory; Salan-
cik & Pfeffer, 1978; cf. Walsh et al., 2018). Because of the 
characteristics of hypersensitivity, it could be the case that 
information delivered by others is unlikely to be positively 
interpreted by covert narcissistic people. Also, consider-
ing covert narcissists’ heightened sense of importance and 

craving of admiration from their colleagues (Given-Wilson 
et al., 2011), they may show a greater likelihood that their 
perception of the workplace will equate to one that does not 
value fair treatment of employees. Thus, building upon this, 
we could assume that covert narcissists would have lower 
perceptions of norms for respect in their work environment.

Taken together, we propose that employee perceptions 
of norms for respect will mediate the relationship between 
covert narcissism and the experience of workplace incivility. 
High levels of covert narcissism will be negatively related to 
low instances of the perception of norms for respect. Addi-
tionally, given the negative association between employees’ 
perception of norms for respect and their experience of 
workplace incivility (Walsh et al., 2018), we contend that 
low perceptions of norms for respect will be related to high 
instances of perceptions of workplace incivility. Thus, we 
hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3: Covert narcissism will be negatively asso-
ciated with perceived norms for respect (hypothesis 3a) 
and perceived norms for respect will also be negatively 
associated with the experience of workplace incivility 
(hypothesis 3b), thus perceived norms for respect will 
mediate the relationship between covert narcissism and 
experienced workplace incivility (hypothesis 3c).

Present Research Aim and Model

In the present research, we sought to examine the rela-
tionship between covert narcissism and the experience of 
workplace incivility considering the mediating roles of self-
esteem and perceived norms for respect (Fig. 1). This was 
investigated through the lens of a research model developed 
based on prior literature. Firstly, low self-esteem is one of 
the main traits associated with covert narcissism, and it was 
found that self-esteem is negatively associated with the 
experience of uncivil or rude behaviors at work (Meier & 
Semmer, 2013). Secondly, central to the conceptualization of 
workplace incivility are norms for respect, and incivility, by 
definition, is behavior that violates norms for mutual respect 
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Because narcissists may not 
perceive norm violation in the same way a non-narcissist 
does, perceived norms for respect becomes a suitable media-
tor to assess the relationship between covert narcissism and 
the experience of workplace incivility. By establishing sig-
nificant links between these variables, we can help organi-
zations implement their strategies and training to prevent 
incivility within the workplace. Furthermore, the present 
research can help explore the depth of organizational and 
individual health implications that derive from the associa-
tion between covert narcissism and experienced incivility 
within the workplace through self-esteem and perceived 
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norms for respect. Figure 1 presents the research model 
including the study hypotheses.

Method

Participants and Procedure

According to our priori power analysis based on five pre-
dictors (covert narcissism, self-esteem, norms for respect, 
income, SES) in the multiple regression, a medium antici-
pated effect size (f2 = 0.15) and a p value set at 0.05, a mini-
mum of 138 participants are required to have a Power of 
95% (Soper, 2021). A total of 150 participants who have 
had workplace experience within the last year were recruited 
from the United Kingdom. After ethical approval, an online 
survey was created using Qualtrics ® and disseminated 
through the human subject pool management system of 
the university (Sona Systems) and social media such as 
Facebook and Twitter asking for participation in a study to 
investigate the association between covert narcissism and 
workplace incivility. In the post of the study, the following 
inclusion criteria were clearly presented: (1) participants 
must be at least 21 years of age and (2) have been working 
a minimum of 5 years. These criteria were set in order to 
ensure that there were enough individual workplace experi-
ences as required by Cortina et al.’s (2001) workplace inci-
vility scale. The final sample consisted of 65 Men (43%) and 
84 Women (56%) participants, with one participant choosing 
not to disclose their gender (< 1%). The average age of par-
ticipants was 29.98 (SD = 11.04) and the age ranged from 21 
to 59 years. Most participants identified themselves as white 
British (93%), with the majority being educated at least at 
an undergraduate level (62%).

The present study was approved by the Psychology 
Ethics Committee at the Leeds Beckett University and all 

participants provided their written informed consent after 
they had the opportunity to access a participant information 
sheet (PIS). There was no compensation for participation. To 
address the aims of the present research, a cross-sectional, 
quantitative, and non-experimental design was used. Will-
ing participants were then asked to complete a survey with 
four main study variables (covert narcissism, self-esteem, 
perceived norms of respect, experience of workplace inci-
vility). Participants first answered to the measure of covert 
narcissism (IV: independent variable) and last responded to 
the workplace incivility scale (DV: dependent variable). At 
the end, and after having provided further information on 
their demographic background, participants were thanked 
and debriefed.

Measures

Covert Narcissism

Hendin and Cheek’s (1997) Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale 
(HSNS) has been suggested to be an adept measure of covert 
narcissism (cf. Brookes, 2015). It consists of a 10-item scale 
to measure individuals’ level of covert narcissism (e.g., “I 
am secretly "put out" or annoyed when other people come 
to me with their troubles, asking me for my time and sym-
pathy”) that was answered on a 1–5 response scale (1 = very 
uncharacteristic/strongly disagree, 5 = very characteristic/
strongly agree). The scoring level for this scale was between 
10 (low) and 50 (high), a higher score on this survey indi-
cates a higher level of personal covert narcissism. Cron-
bach’s alpha was 0.789 in this study.

Self‑esteem

A commonly used Self-esteem scale (RSES) developed by 
Rosenberg (1965) was used to assess participants’ perceived 

Fig. 1  The proposed research 
model with hypotheses
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levels of self-esteem. The scale consisted of 10-items with 
five items that were positive (Items 1, 2, 4, 6, and 7; e.g., “I 
feel that I am a person of worth, at least on an equal plane 
with others”) and five items that were negative (Items 3, 
5, 8, 9, and 10; e.g., “I feel I do not have much to be proud 
of”). Consistent with the original scale, negative items were 
scored in reverse direction prior to analysis. The Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale uses a 4-point response scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 4 = strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.906 
in this study.

Perceived Norms for Respect

Participants’ perceived norms for respect was measured 
using the following three items, which was developed by 
Walsh et al. (2018). An example item is “Overall, the organi-
zation values fair treatment and respectful interpersonal 
treatment among employees”. A 5-point response scale was 
used (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). This meas-
ure is scored out of 15. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
0.810 in this study.

Workplace Incivility

Cortina et al.’s (2001) workplace incivility scale (WIS), 
consisted of a seven-item scale, was used to measure par-
ticipants’ experience of incivility in their workplace. Par-
ticipants responded to 7 items that were presented by the 
following statement: “During the past year, while a member 
of your workforce, have you been in a situation where any of 
your superiors or co-workers…”. An example statement of 
the items was “Put you down or was condescending to you”. 
Participants answered on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = never, 
1 = rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often, 4 = most of the time), 
with a higher score indicating a higher level of incivility 
occurrence. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.880 in this 
study.

Control Variables

Participants’ perceived level of social class and income were 
also measured as control variables given a lower socioeco-
nomic status, considered a potential extraneous variable, may 
affect an individual’s perception of experienced workplace 
incivility (Reio & Ghosh, 2009; cf. Chaudhary et al., 2022; 
Miner et al., 2014 for further details). The perceived socioeco-
nomic status (SES) was assessed using an 8-point ladder scale, 
with 1 being the lowest, and 8 the highest (Adler et al., 2000). 
Participants read the description: “Think of the ladder below 
as representing where people stand in our society. At the top 
of the ladder are the people who are the best off, those who 
have the most money, most education, and best jobs. At the 
bottom of the ladder are the people who are the worst off, those 

who have the least money, least education, and worst jobs or 
no job. The higher up you are on this ladder, the closer you 
are to people at the very top and the lower you are, the closer 
you are to the bottom. Where would you put yourself on the 
ladder? Please select the number below which corresponds to 
the rung where you think you stand”. Income was assessed on 
a 1–11 scale, with each item representing an amount of house-
hold income, for example, 1 equaled an income of less than 
£10,000, whereas 11 equaled an income of £150,000 or more.

Data Analysis Procedure

The data was analyzed using SPSS for windows version 
26.0 and the SPSS PROCESS macro. Firstly, preliminary 
analyses including descriptive statistics and correlations 
were conducted. Then, regression analyses were conducted 
for each dependent variable to test H1, H2a, H3a (predic-
tor variable = covert narcissism; control variables = SES 
and income). In order to test our posited research model 
(Fig. 1), a parallel mediation analysis following the proce-
dure outlined in Hayes (2018, Model 4; cf. Igartua & Hayes, 
2021) was performed. In this model (H2b, H2c, H3b, H3c 
were tested), covert narcissism served as a predictor variable 
(IV), experience of workplace incivility served as outcome 
variable (DV), whilst self-esteem and perceived norms of 
respect were treated as mediators. Furthermore, a sequential 
mediation analysis (Hayes, 2018, Model 6) was conducted 
as an exploratory model, in which self-esteem and perceived 
norms for respect were treated as sequential mediators (self-
esteem → perceived norms for respect). In both parallel and 
sequential mediation models, perceived social class and 
income were treated as control variables. To ensure accu-
rate estimates, a 95% percentile bootstrap confidence inter-
val using 10,000 bootstrap samples was generated for the 
indirect effects.

Results

Descriptive statistics including the correlations between 
variables, means, standard deviations and z-score of skew-
ness and kurtosis are presented in Table 1. Given absolute 
z-scores of skewness and kurtosis for the main study vari-
ables (not control variables, i.e., income) were smaller than 
3.29, the normality assumption was not violated (Kim, 2013; 
cf. Field, 2018).

Dependent Variables (Hypotheses Testing)

Workplace Incivility (Hypothesis 1)

In the regression model [R2 = 0.45, F(3,146) = 12.21, 
p < 0.001], a significant relationship between covert nar-
cissism and experience of workplace incivility was found, 
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b = 0.34, SE = 0.06, t = 5.352, p < 0.001,  CI95% [0.216, 
0.469], supporting hypothesis 1. Workplace incivility was 
not affected by both income and SES, b = 0.08, SE = 0.18, 
t = 0.474, p = 0.636,  CI95% [-0.268, 0.436] and b = 0.64, 
SE = 0.37, t = 1.736, p = 0.157,  CI95% [-0.089, 1.371], 
respectively.

Self‑esteem (Hypothesis 2a)

The regression model [R2 = 0.32, F(3,146) = 22.75, 
p < 0.001] showed, as expected, that higher levels of covert 
narcissism predict lower self-esteem, b = -0.37, SE = 0.06, 
t = -6.616, p < 0.001,  CI95% [-0.478, -0.258], supporting 
hypothesis 2a. Self-esteem was not affected by income, 
b = 0.22, SE = 0.13, t = 1.55, p = 0.124,  CI95% [-0.055, 0.448], 
but was affected by SES, b = -0.65, SE = 0.32, t = -2.03, 
p = 0.044,  CI95% [-1.29, -0.017].

Perceived Norms for Respect (Hypothesis 3a)

As expected, covert narcissism negatively predicted per-
ceived norms of respect [R2 = 0.26, F(3,146) = 16.86, 
p < 0.001], b = -0.17, SE = 0.03, t = -6.057, p < 0.001,  CI95% 
[-0.221, -0.112], supporting hypothesis 3a. Perceived 
norms for respect was not affected by neither income nor 
SES, b = 0.07, SE = 0.08, t = 0.873, p = 0.384,  CI95% [-0.085, 
0.218] and b = -0.23, SE = 0.16, t = -1.42, p = 0.157,  CI95% 
[-0.539, 0.088], respectively.

Parallel Meditation Analysis (Hypotheses 2b, 2c, 3b 
and 3c)

To test the assumption that covert narcissism would pre-
dict the experience of workplace incivility via both self-
esteem and perceived norms for respect, parallel media-
tion analysis was conducted. The results revealed that both 
self-esteem and perceived norms for respect were negative 
significant predictors of the experience of workplace inci-
vility [R2 = 0.38, F(3,146) = 17.37, p < 0.001], b = -0.19, 
SE = 0.09, t = -2.182, p = 0.031,  CI95% [-0.367, 0.018], and 

b = -0.91, SE = 0.18, t = -5.115, p < 0.001,  CI95% [-1.266, 
-0.560], respectively. Therefore, H2b and H3b were sup-
ported. Again, both control variables (income and SES) were 
found to have a nonsignificant effect on the outcome vari-
able, b = 0.19, SE = 0.16, t = 1.18, p = 0.242,  CI95% [-0.128, 
0.503] and b = 0.31, SE = 0.33, t = 0.93, p = 0.356,  CI95% 
[-0.351, 0.969], respectively.

The results of indirect effects showed that the relation-
ship between covert narcissism and experience of workplace 
incivility was not significant via self-esteem, as zero fell 
within the confidence interval, b = 0.07, SE = 0.04,  CI95% 
[-0.008 to 0.145], but was significant via perceived norms 
for respect as zero falls outside of the confidence interval, 
b = 0.15, SE = 0.04,  CI95% [0.083 to 0.229]. Therefore, H2c 
was not supported, but H3c was supported (see Fig. 2). To be 
specific, the significant relationship between covert narcis-
sism and the experience of workplace incivility became non-
significant whilst controlling for the two mediators, b = 0.12, 
SE = 0.07, t = 1.754, p = 0.082,  CI95% [-0.015, 0.254] (i.e., 
Direct effect of covert narcissism on the experience of work-
place incivility). Again, the total effect (i.e., the relationship 
between the independent and dependent variables control-
ling the control variables, but without controlling the media-
tors in this relationship) on the relationship between covert 
narcissism and the experience of workplace incivility was 
significant, b = 0.34, SE = 0.06, t = 5.352, p < 0.001,  CI95% 
[0.216, 0.469].1

Collectively, these results provide evidence that the per-
ceived norms for respect fully mediates the positive relation-
ship between levels of covert narcissism and the experience 

Table 1  Correlations, means, 
and standard deviations for 
study variables

***  p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.  ZS = z-score of Skewness,  ZK = z-score of Kurtosis

Measure ZS ZK 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Covert Narcissism -0.005 0.110 —
2. Self-esteem 0.501 -0.392 -0.522*** —
3. Norm for Respect -2.371 -0.612 -0.484*** 0.487*** —
4. Workplace Incivility 1.790 -0.892 0.429*** -0.450*** -0.562*** —
5. SES -0.300 -1.164 0.198** -0.291** -0.230** 0.207* —
6. Income 4.886 0.342 -0.226** 0.278** 0.217** -0.113 -0.419*** —
M — — 28.32 27.68 10.59 9.61 4.63 4.69
SD — — 6.75 5.32 2.52 5.65 1.26 2.62

1 Note. A reversed parallel mediation model was tested upon request 
by the reviewer as an exploratory analysis. The total effect of work-
place incivility on covert narcissism was significant, b = 0.48, 
SE = 0.09, t = 5.352, p < 0.001,  CI95% [0.302, 0.656]. Both indirect 
effects via self-esteem and perceived norm for respect were signifi-
cant, b = 0.16, SE = 0.05,  CI95% [0.068, 0.256], b = 0.15, SE = 0.08, 
 CI95% [0.023, 0.282], respectively. The direct effect of workplace inci-
vility on covert narcissism was non-significant, b = 0.18, SE = 0.10, 
t = 1.754, p = 0.082,  CI95% [-0.022, 0.373].
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of workplace incivility. Thus, the present results showed 
the double negative relationship between covert narcissism, 
norms for respect, and experience of workplace incivility, 
indicating a positive relationship between levels of covert 
narcissism and the experience of incivility through the per-
ceived norms for respect. Hypotheses and outcomes for the 
present study are summarized in Table 2.

Serial Meditation Analysis

In the parallel mediation model, we observed the sig-
nificant indirect effect of covert narcissism on incivility 
experience via perceived norms for respect, not via self-
esteem. The unexpected nonsignificant indirect effect 
via self-esteem may be due to the strong indirect effect 
through perceived norms for respect. Also, the correla-
tion results (cf. Table 1) showed that self-esteem was 
positively associated with perceived norms for respect. 
Building upon this, instead of treating these mediators 
independently, we treated them as sequential mediators 

(self-esteem → perceived norms for respect) in a new 
model. To test it, a sequential mediation analysis follow-
ing the procedure outlined in Hayes (2018, Model 6) was 
performed. Again, perceived social class and income were 
treated as covariates in this model, and a 95% percentile 
bootstrap confidence interval using 10,000 bootstrap sam-
ples was generated.

The output of the regression model (i.e., covert nar-
cissism and self-esteem are predictors and perceived 
norms for respect is the outcome variable; R2 = 0.32, 
F(3,146) = 16.84, p < 0.001), showed that perceived norms 
for respect was significantly predicted by covert narcissism 
(b = -0.12, SE = 0.03, t = -3.809, p < 0.001,  CI95% [-0.175, 
-0.055]) and self-esteem (b = 0.14, SE = 0.04, t = 3.568, 
p < 0.001,  CI95% [0.063, 0.219]). Perceived norms for 
respect was not affected by both income and SES, b = 0.04, 
SE = 0.07, t = 0.487, p = 0.627,  CI95% [-0.111, 0.183] and 

Fig. 2  The perceived norms 
of respect fully mediates the 
relationship between covert nar-
cissism and the experience of 
workplace incivility. Total effect 
shown in parentheses. The 
income and SES were treated 
as covariates. ***p < 0.001, 
*p < 0.05

Table 2  Summary of the hypotheses in the present study, as well as the indication of whether they were supported or not

Hypotheses Sup-
ported 
(Yes/No)

H1 Covert narcissism will be positively related to the experience of workplace incivility Yes
H2a Covert narcissism will be negatively related to self-esteem Yes
H2b Self-esteem will be negatively related to the experience of workplace incivility Yes
H2c Self-esteem will mediate the relationship between covert narcissism and experienced workplace incivility No
H3a Covert narcissism will be negatively associated with perceived norms for respect Yes
H3b Perceived norms for respect will be negatively associate with the experience of workplace incivility Yes
H3c Perceived norms for respect will mediate the relationship between covert narcissism and experienced workplace 

incivility
Yes
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b = -0.13, SE = 0.15, t = -0.867, p = 0.387,  CI95% [-0.440, 
0.172], respectively.

Although the indirect effect of covert narcissism on 
the experience of workplace incivility via self-esteem 
remained nonsignificant (b = 0.07, SE = 0.04,  CI95% [-0.011 
to 0.145]), the new indirect path from covert narcissism 
to the experience of workplace incivility via self-esteem 
(mediator 1) and perceived norms for respect (mediator 
2) was significant (b = 0.05, SE = 0.02,  CI95% [0.017 to 
0.083]).2 Consistent with the parallel mediation model, 
the indirect effect through the perceived norms for respect 
only remained significant in the sequential mediation 
model (b = 0.11, SE = 0.03,  CI95% [0.043 to 0.179]) (see 
Fig. 3). Thus, the significant indirect path covert narcis-
sism to individuals’ experiences of workplace incivility 
through the sequential influence of self-esteem and per-
ceived norms for respect was observed; individuals with 
higher levels of covert narcissism would have greater 
levels of workplace incivility due to the decreased self-
esteem was sequentially associated with decreased per-
ceived norms for respect.

Discussion

The present research contributed to a better understand-
ing of antecedents of employees’ experiences of workplace 
incivility. Specifically, the focus on the predictive role of 
employees’ level of covert narcissism extended previous 
research that primarily focused on overt (grandiose) or 
the total aspects of narcissism (overt + covert) and uncivil 
behavior at work (e.g., Baron & Neuman, 1996; Folger & 
Baron, 1996; Liu et al., 2020; Meier & Semmer, 2013; Vick-
ers, 2014). This line of research comes at an important time 

as organizations begin to understand the costs of incivility 
(Johnson & Indvik, 2001; Pearson & Porath, 2004, 2005; 
Salin, 2003).

The present study tested two different paths (via self-
esteem and norms for respect) for this relationship and the 
results suggest that perceptions of workplace norms for 
mutual respect only fully mediate the relationship between 
covert narcissism and the experience of workplace incivil-
ity. In other words, although there was no direct link found 
between covert narcissism and the experience of workplace 
incivility, a positive relationship was established by the 
means of a double negative effect between the variables 
of covert narcissism and experienced workplace incivility 
through the mediating variable with perceived norms for 
respect. These findings reinforce the role that perceived 
norms for respect play in mediating covert narcissism on 
subtle forms of rude behaviors such as workplace incivility. 
Covert narcissists may perceive their work environment as a 
place to devalue fair and respectful interpersonal treatments 
due to their characteristics of hypersensitivity, insecurity and 
vindictiveness (Wink, 1991). Therefore, individuals with 
covert narcissistic traits are more likely to report that they 
have experienced incivility from colleagues due to the low-
ered level of perceived norms for respect. That is, individu-
als who work in an environment where all colleagues treat 
each other unfairly and behave in a disrespectful manner are 
more likely to experience workplace incivility (Walsh et al., 
2012). This, in turn, affects the workplace effort from these 
individuals, as well as causing a negative attitude upon their 
peers and their workplace (Pearson & Porath, 2005). Con-
sidering workplace incivility is conceptualized as a norm 
violating behavior regarding mutual respect (Andersson & 
Pearson, 1999), employees’ experience of workplace inci-
vility can be reduced by the increased level of norms for 
respect in workplaces. Our findings also support the relation-
ship between perceived norms for respect and the experi-
ence of workplace incivility (e.g., Walsh et al., 2012, 2018) 
and also further suggest that the positive role of norms for 
respect may not be applicable to employees with high covert 
narcissism.

Fig. 3  Self-esteem and per-
ceived norms for respect as the 
serial mediators of the relation-
ship between covert narcissism 
and the experience of workplace 
incivility. Total effect shown in 
parentheses. The income and 
SES were treated as covariates. 
***p < 0.001, *p < 0.05

2 The model with reversed order of mediators (perceived norms for 
respect → self-esteem) was not significant, b = 0.11, SE = 0.03,  CI95% 
[0.043 to 0.179]. Consistent with the other models, the indirect path 
via self-esteem was not significant, b = 0.06, SE = 0.03,  CI95% [-0.008 
to 0.132], but the indirect path via perceived norms for respect was 
significant, b = 0.18, SE = 0.05,  CI95% [0.098 to 0.275].
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As expected, a significant relationship between high 
covert narcissism and low self-esteem was observed, 
which supports the previous research on this topic show-
ing low self-esteem can be one of the main identifying 
traits of covert narcissism (Brookes, 2015; Miller et al., 
2011; Pincus & Roche, 2011; Rhodewalt & Eddings, 2002; 
Rohmann et al., 2012). Consistent with previous research 
(Meier & Semmer, 2013), we also found that experience 
of workplace incivility was greater when self-esteem was 
low. However, unexpectedly we failed to observe the indi-
rect effect of covert narcissism on the outcome variable via 
self-esteem showing that self-esteem itself may not be suf-
ficient to explain how covert narcissism affects experience 
of workplace incivility. This may be because perceived 
norms for respect played the stronger mediating role in 
the research models.

According to Maslow (1987), self-esteem is the basic 
desire and need for self-respect, as well as the need for 
respect from others. Furthermore, modern self-esteem 
theory focuses on exploring why humans have motiva-
tion to appreciate themselves highly, and self-esteem can 
be defined as how favorably individuals evaluate them-
selves considering social acceptance (Baumeister & Bush-
man, 2010). According to sociometer theory (Leary & 
Baumeister, 2000; Leary et al., 1995), self-esteem evolves 
to reflect people’s level of status and acceptance in their 
social groups. Thus, self-esteem is related to respect from 
or acceptance by colleagues in groups. More directly, there 
is evidence that self-esteem predicts social respect for 
other persons in group such as school (Yelsma & Yelsma, 
1998). We also found significant correlations between 
them. Building upon this, we further explored the serial 
mediation model by treating the two mediators in conjunc-
tion (self-esteem → perceived norms for respect; perceived 
norms for respect → self-esteem), which showed that 
only the direction from self-esteem to perceived norms for 
respect was significant suggesting that covert narcissists’ 
greater level of experience of workplace incivility can be 
explained by the negative effect of lowered self-esteem on 
perceived norms for respect, but not vice versa. According 
to a meta-analysis on the relationship between self-esteem 
and social relationship, our perception of others and our 
attitude toward them can be influenced by self-esteem 
(Harris & Orth, 2019). Hence, it could be the case that 
employees’ perceived norms for respect are influenced by 
their self-esteem considering that employees’ perceptions 
of organizational values and norms are affected by their 
important and meaningful relationship (managers or co-
workers) at work (Walsh et al., 2018). Although findings 
from the serial mediation analyses were significant, the 
results were exploratory. Therefore, in order to confirm 
the validity of  the findings, future studies should examine 
using a preregistered design with strong hypotheses.

Practical Implications

Given that most employees have experienced or witnessed 
workplace incivility (Porath & Pearson, 2010), incivility 
may be a common phenomenon in organizations. Hence, it 
is salient to understand incivility in the workplace and find 
the ways to reduce the negative consequences of incivil-
ity. The present research models can provide insight into 
how organizations can approach this problem. In particular, 
our model suggests the important role of norms for respect 
in workplace. Organizations should guide management to 
exhibit their desired organizational norms as a display to 
employees as this represents a viable point of intervention 
(Salisbury, 2009). Because employees’ perceived norms for 
respect are influenced based on portrayals from co-workers 
and management (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), correct train-
ing for these individuals and an impetus to always act in a 
professional and civil manner will help fellow employees 
adopt these norms for themselves. To curb the perceived 
experience of incivility for covert narcissists, organizations 
need to invest a lot of time and effort creating norms for 
civility in organization. Employees' perceptions of norms 
can be developed through meaning and interpretation of 
various behaviors and events encountered during work life. 
Such perceptions can also be influenced by the opinions or 
information of colleagues or bosses/managers around them 
who have important relationships with them (Walsh et al., 
2018). Indeed, there is evidence showing that charismatic 
and ethical leadership contributes to shaping employee’s 
perceptions that their organization emphasizes the impor-
tance of treating employees with respect and fairness (Walsh 
et al., 2018). This prevention approach is particularly more 
important to narcissistic employees because employees 
with high (vs. low) narcissism are more likely to disengage 
from their work when they have experienced workplace inci-
vility (Chen et al., 2013).

Additionally, emotional intelligence training would assist 
employees who exhibit covert narcissistic traits to manage 
their emotional responses to violations of respect norms 
and workplace incivility, improving emotional intelligence 
and emotional regulation (Clarke, 2006; Salovey & Mayer, 
1990). Emotional intelligence training can improve individ-
ual health and wellbeing, job performance and alleviate feel-
ings of aggression and depression (Cherniss & Adler, 2000; 
Schutte et al., 2007; Slaski & Cartwright, 2003), which have 
considerable long-term benefits for employees and organiza-
tions. Because covert narcissism is characterized by feelings 
of helplessness, anxiety, and depression (Pincus & Roche, 
2011), emotional intelligence training would be an appro-
priate method to improve employees’ personal emotional 
outlook and reduce the impact of these feelings in the role of 
perceiving incivility at work. Indeed, emotional intelligence 
can help boost employees’ self-esteem in the organization 
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(Dust et al., 2018; Johar et al., 2012). Therefore, employ-
ers should consider providing emotional intelligence train-
ing as a tool of improving self-esteem to their employees, 
which can sequentially improve the organizational culture of 
respect for others. Especially, emotional intelligence training 
is much needed for employees with higher covert (vulner-
able) narcissism, given the fact that vulnerable narcissism 
is negatively associated with emotional intelligence and it 
was also associated with higher use of expressive suppres-
sion (as a response modulation/response-focused process) 
(for reviews see Walker et al., 2021, 2022). In other words, 
employers should invest more time, money, and effort to 
make emotional intelligence training successful because it 
may be more difficult to improve the emotional intelligence 
of employees with high covert narcissism due to their lower 
capacity of emotional regulation. It would be more effective 
to proceed with the training program with a long-term goal 
rather than a short-term goal.

Limitations and Future Research

There are several limitations regarding the present research. 
Firstly, the unavailability of longitudinal data limits the sup-
port of a definite model, which could demonstrate whether 
the links between covert narcissism and incivility found 
in this study are stable over time. In order to firmly make 
inferences about causal relationships among study variables, 
longitudinal data is needed. Furthermore, the voluntary 
sample of participants were of a majority white background 
(92.5%), with most participants also having been educated 
to at least an undergraduate level (62%), which may affect 
generalizability of the findings to the wider population of 
the UK. Future research should aim to use a representa-
tive sample that is generalizable to the entirety of the UK 
population. Moreover, a recent study has explored the role 
of socio-demographic variables (e.g., duration of working 
hours, position in organizational hierarchy, education, nature 
or organization) in employees’ experience of workplaces 
(Chaudhary et al., 2022). Future work should consider the 
role of socio-demographic factors on employees’ experience 
of incivility at work.

Another limitation of this research is that the present 
research was conducted with a cross-sectional and non-
experimental design which may inhibit inferences about 
causal relationship in our mediational research models (Winer 
et al., 2016). In other words, it is possible to test the effects 
of incivility experience on self-esteem and perceived norms 
for respect as our research models are atemporal mediation 
models. Indeed, we found significant reversed associations 
(see Table 1); experience of workplace incivility predicts both 
self-esteem (b = -0.38, SE = 0.07, t = -5.565, p < 0.001,  CI95% 
[-0.514, -0.244]) and perceived norms for respect (b = -0.24, 
SE = 0.03, t = -7.781, p < 0.001,  CI95% [-0.299, -0.178]). These 

findings are consistent with many previous evidence suggest-
ing the negative impact of workplace incivility on employee’s 
psychological and occupational well-being (e.g., Adiyaman 
& Meier, 2021; He et al., 2020; Lim et al., 2008; Schilpzand 
et al., 2016), which can still contribute to literature on work-
place incivility. Furthermore, we observed the indirect effects 
of workplace incivility on covert narcissism via self-esteem and 
perceived norms for respect. Nonetheless, the present research 
models are theoretically and empirically built based the previ-
ous literature. Importantly, the aim of the present work is to 
examine the effect of personality trait (covert narcissism) on 
people’s experience of workplace incivility, but not vice versa. 
To further understand this relationship, we treated self-esteem 
and perceived norms for respect as mediating variables.

A recent study has shown the association between narcis-
sism and culture (Jauk et al., 2021). Especially, they found 
that vulnerable narcissism is less prevalent in Germany than 
Japan and it has a significant relationship with interdepend-
ent self-construal. They also suggested that, although the 
relationship between vulnerable narcissism and interper-
sonal problems can be observed across culture, vulnerable 
narcissism is more strongly related to interpersonal problems 
in a cultural context that values individualism and asser-
tiveness. In addition, past studies have shown that people’s 
reaction to incivility can be affected by not only personality 
(narcissism), but also organizational and national culture 
(e.g., Liu et al., 2020; Moon et al., 2021; Moon & Sánchez-
Rodríguez, 2021; Moon et al., 2018; Schilpzand et al., 2016; 
Tepper et al., 2017). Therefore, future research can extend 
the present findings on covert narcissism and workplace 
incivility by considering the role of culture at  individual, 
organizational and national levels.

Although the present study showed that the higher level of 
covert narcissism of employees is associated with the greater 
experience of incivility at work due to the lower levels of 
self-esteem and perceived norms for respect, the results were 
based only on the role of covert narcissism without compar-
ing with overt narcissism. Unlike covert narcissism, many 
studies have shown that overt narcissism is positively associ-
ated with self-esteem (e.g., Brookes, 2015; Raskin & Terry, 
1988). Hence, we assume that the opposite patten would be 
observed; the higher level of overt narcissism of employees 
is related to the lower experience of workplace incivility due 
to the higher levels of self-esteem and perceived norms for 
respect. By investigating this prediction in the future work, 
the present findings can be strengthened.

Conclusion

Most previous literature on narcissism and incivility has 
focused on how narcissists, as instigators, are likely to 
show uncivil behaviors (e.g., Meier & Semmer, 2013; 
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cf. Fennimore, 2020), instead of focusing on the effect of 
narcissism on experiences of workplace incivility. Also, 
researchers tended to focus on the overt (grandiosity) form 
of narcissism. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first 
time  the relationship between covert narcissism and expe-
rience of workplace incivility has been investigated. We 
found evidence that employee’s narcissistic personality trait 
is associated with their experiences of workplace incivility, 
which was explained through (a) the perceived norms for 
respect and (b) the joint relationship between self-esteem 
and the perceived norms for respect (self-esteem → norms 
for respect). The finding of the present research contributes 
to expanding our understanding how personality traits (cov-
ert narcissism) affect employee’s experiences of incivility 
at work and provides insight into how organizations should 
approach this problem; boosting employee’s self-worth 
and creating and maintaining a culture of respect for others 
could be key to reduce individuals’ experiences of workplace 
incivility.
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