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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between supervisor and coworkers’
workplace incivility and newcomer proactive behaviors. Drawing on conservation of resources (COR) theory,
the authors examined resource depletion as a mediator and newcomer proactive personality, as well as their
current organizational tenure as moderators of the relationship between workplace incivility toward
newcomers and their proactive behaviors.
Design/methodology/approach – A time-lagged research design was used to test hypotheses with data
covering 322 newcomers and their immediate supervisors in two subsidiaries of a large food processing
company in China. Regression analysis using the PROCESSmacro in SPSS is used to test the hypotheses.
Findings – The results show that workplace incivility toward newcomers is negatively related to their
proactive behaviors. This relationship is mediated by resource depletion. Furthermore, newcomers’ proactive
personality moderates the relationship between workplace incivility and resource depletion. Moreover, both the
direct effect of workplace incivility on resource depletion and its indirect effect on newcomer proactive behaviors
aremoderated by the combination of newcomer proactive personality and their current organizational tenure.
Originality/value – Drawing on COR theory, a theoretical framework is constructed that specifies the
process through which workplace incivility affects proactive behaviors to expand collective understandings
of workplace incivility in the newcomer context. Furthermore, the boundary conditions of the underlying
process are investigated, which further enhances the contribution of this paper to the extant literature on
workplace incivility.
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Introduction
Workplace incivility, defined as “low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm
the target, in violation of workplace norms of mutual respect” (Andersson and Pearson, 1999), is
prevalent in themodernworld (Cortina andMagley, 2009; Lim and Lee, 2011). Note that�98%of
workers have experienced incivility,�50% of workers have to tolerate incivility every week, and
>67% of employees have experienced incivility from their supervisors (Spence Laschinger et al.,
2009; Porath and Pearson, 2013). Research suggests that workplace incivility is harmful in terms
of employees’ increased psychological stress (Lim and Cortina, 2005), reduced job performance
(Rahim and Cosby, 2016), decreased management effectiveness and increased costs (Porath and
Pearson, 2013). Given these results, significant research effort has been devoted to further
understanding the nature and impact of workplace incivility. Studies concerning
workplace incivility can generally be distinguished based on two perspectives. Some
researchers argue that workplace incivility is negatively related to employees’ mental
and physical health (Lim et al., 2008; Hershcovis et al., 2017). Others have sought to
determine the relationship between workplace incivility and employees’ behaviors
(Rahim and Cosby, 2016; Fida et al., 2018) or employees’ feelings (Lim et al., 2008;
Abubakar, 2018).

Despite this progress in workplace incivility studies, numerous questions still require
further exploration. First, there is a dearth of research into the impact of incivility on
newcomers (Ellis et al., 2017). Compared with seasoned employees, newcomers are more
likely to become targets of workplace incivility (Pearson et al., 2000) because of their unique
characteristics (e.g. lower organizational status, greater tension and stress, likelihood of
feeling nervous and insecure). Second, recent incivility studies have focused on
psychological perception and in-role behavior (Sliter et al., 2012; Giumetti et al., 2013), but
very less attention has been devoted to the target’s proactive behaviors (Bateman and Crant,
1993). When an individual occupies a new position in an organization, he/she may engage in
proactive behaviors to improve her/his organizational socialization and career success
(Gruman et al., 2006). However, it is unclear whether newcomers still positively engage in
those behaviors when experiencing workplace incivility. Moreover, newcomers are
heterogenous in terms of their personal characteristics. Nevertheless, previous studies have
not sufficiently explained the role of personal characteristics on the relationship between
current organizational tenure and its potential consequences. Furthermore, the current
organizational tenure affects employees’ ability to deal with difficult situations in the
workplace. It is unclear whether the effects of workplace incivility on proactive behaviors
vary across newcomers with different current organizational tenure.

This paper used the conservation of resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989) to understand
the impact of workplace incivility on newcomer proactive behaviors. According to the COR
theory, negative work-related experiences that give rise to psychological stress can threaten
or cause resource depletion (Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999; De Cuyper et al., 2012).
Consequently, individuals who lack resources are predicted to guard the resources which
they do possess (Hobfoll and Lilly, 1993), rather than investing resources to subsequent
tasks. Furthermore, the influence of workplace incivility on newcomers could considerably
differ among individuals because of personal characteristics. Individuals with proactive
personalities tend to change their surroundings intentionally (Bakker et al., 2012) to avoid
being the target of workplace incivility or to minimize its negative influence. Beyond
personal characteristics, the current organizational tenure of newcomers may impact the
extent to which they become targets for workplace incivility. For example, it is reasonable to
posit that brand new employees (i.e. employees who have worked for the current
organization for 3months or less) may differ from late-stage new employees (i.e. employees
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who have worked for the current organization between 4 and 6months) in this context. One
reason why current organizational tenure length could be important here is related to the
ability to handle stress in the workplace. Considering how a proactive personality and
current organizational tenure simultaneously affect the situation can be more complex.
Herein, responding to a call by Schilpzand et al. (2016), newcomers’ proactive personality
and current organizational tenure are operationalized as moderators to understand the
relationship between workplace incivility toward newcomers and their proactive behaviors.

This study makes three contributions to the literature. First, the paper contributes to
research on newcomers by discussing the detrimental impact of workplace incivility on this
group of employees. This is important because newcomers are the “fresh blood” of an
organization. Newcomers’ first impressions of the organization determine their opinions
concerning whether they should continue to work there. In this respect, it is important to
note that turnover actually occurs more among newcomers. Because workplace incivility is
negative and leads to numerous deleterious consequences, understanding incivility in the
context of newcomers is of great importance. Second, this study advances the workplace
incivility literature by demonstrating whether, how and under what conditions workplace
incivility affects newcomers’ proactive behaviors. In doing so, the current study enriches
the nomological network of workplace incivility by scrutinizing its downstream effects on
proactive behaviors. Third, this study investigates the boundary conditions of the influence
of workplace incivility on proactive behaviors in the newcomer context. Specially,
employees’ current organizational tenure is an important indicator of whether they are
vulnerable to workplace incivility. By integrating proactive personality and current
organizational tenure, an attempt is made to gain a better understanding of the conditions
and processes that attenuate or strengthen the effects of workplace incivility toward
newcomers.

Theory and hypotheses
Conservation of resources theory
COR theory serves as the overarching theoretical framework for this study pursuant to
explaining the causes and possible consequences of psychological stress (Hobfoll and
Shirom, 2001). According to COR theory, resources are defined as valuable things or means
to achieve a goal; they include internal and external resources such as objective resources,
conditions, personal characteristics and energy resources (Hobfoll, 1989). Although
resources refer to anything that is beneficial to individuals, to be consistent with extant
studies (Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007), this paper defines resources as subjective
psychological energy that is affected by environmental factors such as stress (Ten
Brummelhuis and Bakker, 2012).

The principal tenet of COR theory is that individuals are trying their best to obtain,
retain, protect and foster what they value (Hobfoll, 2001). Because resource loss weighs more
than resource gain, when an individual is under the pressure of resource depletion, they will
tend to minimize losses and protect against further loss by decreasing their resource
investment (Hobfoll, 1989; Hobfoll and Freedy, 1993). COR theory posits that work-related
stress can predict resource depletion; however, individual differences can be treated as
resources and can affect how people react to stress (or resource loss). For example, some
individuals may be more skilled at minimizing their losses (Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999).
Thus, COR theory is particularly relevant to this research because it provides a useful
framework to understand how newcomers’ behaviors may change under pressure.
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Understanding workplace incivility and conservation of resources theory
It is necessary to explain and define workplace incivility in detail. First, incivility has three
notable characteristics: low intensity, vague intentions toward the target and violation of
mutual respect norms (Andersson and Pearson, 1999). Examples of uncivil conduct include
using demeaning language and condescending tone, disparaging their reputation and
ignoring their requirements (Porath and Pearson, 2012; Lim et al., 2016). Second, workplace
incivility involves targets and perpetrators. Individuals with lower social power in
organizations, such as newcomers, gender minorities and younger people, are more
vulnerable to incivility (Cortina et al., 2001; Vecchio, 2005). Third, workplace incivility is not
only a type of workplace stress (Penney and Spector, 2005) but also a type of interpersonal
conflict (Sliter et al., 2012). It can disturb sleep (Yamada, 2000), cause fear and anxiety
(Pearson and Porath, 2005) as well as increase work withdrawal (Gabriel et al., 2018).

COR theory is extensively used to understand stress and its psychological impact
(Halbesleben, 2006; Hagger, 2015). According to the COR theory, individuals tend to try their
best to obtain, retain, protect and foster resources (Hobfoll, 2001). Following this logic, when
newcomers are exposed to stress, they require to invest resources to cope with that stress.
Naturally, this process leads to resource loss. Therefore, rather than investing resources in
other tasks, resource-depleted newcomers seek to protect their remaining resources, which
can lead to a decline in proactive behaviors. The application of COR theory to explain how
workplace incivility toward newcomers generates resource loss and negative consequences
is presented in Figure 1.

Workplace incivility and proactive behaviors
Proactive behaviors refer to future and transformative oriented actions that change the
individual or existing environmental conditions (Bateman and Crant, 1993; Parker et al.,
2006). Employees’ proactive behaviors are outside the range of core job-related tasks, which
comprise numerous positive behaviors. Following prior research (Morrison and Phelps,
1999; Van Dyne and LePine, 1998; Scott and Bruce, 1994), this paper selects three proactive
behaviors that are salient in the context of newcomers and workplace incivility. These
proactive behaviors are voice behavior, helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior.
Previous studies have indicated that employees’ proactive behaviors can be hindered
because of coworkers’ negative behaviors toward them (Wu et al., 2015). Consistent with this
finding, this paper posits that workplace incivility toward newcomers is negatively related
to their proactive behaviors.

Figure 1.
The theoretical
framework of this
research
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Voice behavior refers to the verbal expression of ideas, information and opinions with the
prosocial motive of offering constructive contributions to change the status quo (Dyne et al.,
2003). Newcomers’ voice behavior can be impeded when those newcomers are targets of
incivility. When newcomers experience incivility in their new workplace, they might feel
uncomfortable and develop a bad impression of the organization. Thus, it may not seem
possible for those newcomers to contribute to organizational aims and objectives.
Furthermore, frequent incivility within the organization is not conducive to the provision of
a friendly and safe environment for newcomers to engage in voice behavior. Consequently,
these incivility targets are unlikely to make the effort to come up with suggestions that
could be advantageous for the organization.

Helping behavior is an affiliative cooperative behavior that includes problem-solving,
social perceptiveness, emotional management and support and other resource consumption
behaviors (Gailliot, 2010; Dudley and Cortina, 2008). Newcomers’ helping behavior will be
dampened when they confront workplace incivility. On the one hand, being treated uncivilly
evokes feelings of distrust and disgust towards the perpetrators. On the other hand, to
protect themselves from further harm by incivility, these newcomers may seek to minimize
or avoid contact with the perpetrators. Even if perpetrators are in need, these newcomers
may intentionally ignore them. Hence, it is reasonable to posit that newcomers who have
experienced workplace incivility will not provide helping behavior, especially when the
people in need are those who are responsible for the uncivil behaviors and actions.

Feedback-seeking behavior refers to consciously devoting effort to determining what
behaviors are correct and acceptable (Ashford and Cummings, 1983). This behavior is
predicted to be reduced when faced with workplace incivility, which can be regarded as a
type of interpersonal conflict (Sliter et al., 2012). Thus, frequently being the target of
workplace incivility could make newcomers be afraid of difficulties in terms of building
interpersonal relationships. Moreover, as already noted, newcomers may try to avoid
dealing with the perpetrators of incivility to protect themselves. Naturally, such newcomers
would not tend to seek information about how others perceive and evaluate their behavior
(Ashford, 1986).

To summarize, although workplace incivility is subtle, its consequences are tangibly
detrimental. Newcomers who experience frequent and varied workplace incivility from
supervisors and coworkers generally evaluate their uncivil encounters and the perpetrators
negatively (Cortina and Magley, 2009). Consequently, they are less likely to engage in
proactive behaviors. Accordingly, the following hypothesis is put forward:

H1. Workplace incivility toward newcomers is negatively related to their voice
behavior, helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior.

The mediating role of resource depletion
Resource depletion refers to the state in which an individual’s resources are decreased as a
result of regulating his/her behavior, managing stress and coping with negative emotions
(Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). Performing almost any behavior consumes resources. In
particular, when individuals try to change the way they think, feel or behave, this process
requires exertion that depletes their resources (Muraven and Baumeister, 2000). In addition,
many other factors, such as psychological contract violation (Deng et al., 2017), daily surface
acting (Trougakos et al., 2015), negative emotions and stress (Sasaki and Vorauer, 2010) and
negative workplace behavior (Wu et al., 2015), can lead to resource depletion.

It is assumed that workplace incivility is positively related to resource depletion. COR
theorists point out that stress is one of the most important reasons for employees’ resource
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loss and that people with higher stress are predicted to lose more resources than those with
lower stress (Oaten and Cheng, 2005). Workplace incivility is an important affective factor of
stress (Lim et al., 2008), and it can lead to loss of resources because employees need
sustained cognitive effort to process these pressures. As a unique group in their
organization, newcomers are relatively unfamiliar with the organizational environment,
tasks, supervisors and coworkers. Such uncertainty and the experience of being a target of
incivility may arouse nervousness and insecurity, which can gradually turn into anxiety,
depression and stress. In addition, compared to seasoned workers, newcomers are more
sensitive to stress. The impact of newcomers’ perceived stress may be magnified, and they
require to consume more resources to cope with stress. Therefore, workplace incivility from
supervisors and coworkers is likely to cause resource depletion of newcomers.

According to the COR theory, resource-depleted individuals tend to take a defensive
posture to avoid further resource losses (Hobfoll and Lilly, 1993) and will be less motivated
to maximize their performance in different areas (Halbesleben et al., 2009). Accordingly,
resource depletion is predicted to be negatively related to proactive behaviors. Engaging in
voice behavior can be especially depleting for newcomers because they must not only
control their rhetoric and emotional states but also anticipate and carefully respond to the
emotional reactions of others (Lin and Johnson, 2015). Although newcomers are motivated to
conduct voice behavior to maximize their long-term interest (Kanfer and Karoly, 1972), those
in a state of depletion are more likely to invest fewer resources or even avoid investing
resources in voice behavior to protect their remaining resources.

Extant research has demonstrated that giving help is a resource-costly behavior because
it takes time and energy and can lead to physical and mental exhaustion (Bergeron, 2007).
This behavior is not included in the job description and has no relation to formal rewards or
punishments (Halbesleben and Bowler, 2007). Hence, newcomers in a state of resource
depletion are reluctant to pursue helping behavior. Moreover, Trougakos et al. (2015) argued
that depleted employees might determine that their remaining resources cannot be fully
devoted to completing remaining work tasks and helping others and that they will
consequently favor the former over the latter. Therefore, it is posited that newcomers’
resource depletion will result in lower levels of helping behavior.

Employees, especially newcomers, are keen to seek feedback because it helps them attain
valuable end states and valued goals such as reducing uncertainty (Ashford and Cummings,
1983) and gaining positive evaluations from supervisors and coworkers. However, this
behavior is beneficial only if in-role behaviors are not neglected. Depleted newcomers will
devote their remaining resources toward goals and tasks with higher reward value (Schmidt
and DeShon, 2007), and put less effort into discretionary behaviors such as feedback-seeking
behavior. In this context, they are motivated to protect their remaining resources and invest
less psychological resources to initiate proactive behaviors. Therefore, the following
hypothesis is put forward:

H2. Newcomers’ resource depletion plays a mediating role between workplace incivility
toward newcomers and their voice behavior, helping behavior and feedback-
seeking behavior.

Moderating effects of proactive personality and current organizational tenure
Individuals with a prototypical proactive personality are relatively unconstrained by
situational forces and capable of affecting changes in their environment (Bateman and
Crant, 1993). Proactive individuals tend not to be passive recipients of environmental
constraints on their behaviors; indeed, they are likely to intentionally and directly take
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action to change their current circumstances (Buss, 1987; Diener et al., 1984). In particular,
proactive individuals identify opportunities, act on these opportunities, try their best to take
action and persevere until meaningful change occurs (Crant, 1995). However, individuals
who are less proactive are more passive and reactive prefer to adapt to their environment
and be shaped by the world (Crant, 2000; Bakker et al., 2012).

This paper argues that proactive personality weakens the impact of workplace incivility
on newcomer proactive behaviors. First, according to the COR theory, interpersonal
characteristics can affect an individual’s stress evaluation and help them resist stress
(Hobfoll, 1989). In other words, when exposed to the same objective stress, there will be
differences between people in terms of how they subjectively perceive that stress. Research
by Cunningham and De La Rosa (2008) revealed that proactive personality weakens the
detrimental influence of negative factors on individuals. Hence, proactive newcomers are
likely to perceive less stress and do not need to spend the same amount of resources coping
with stress as less proactive individuals do. Moreover, newcomers with a highly proactive
personality tend to actively shape and manipulate their environment (Li et al., 2010) by
taking actions that help them get along with their colleagues and/or be promoted quickly.
For example, they may proactively establish rapport with supervisors and coworkers, which
can help them experience less workplace incivility than less proactive newcomers do. Hence,
this paper hypothesizes the following:

H3. Proactive personality moderates the relationship between workplace incivility
toward newcomers and their resource depletion such that this positive relationship
is weaker when newcomers’ proactive personality is higher rather than lower.

Although the foregoing suggests that newcomers’ proactive personality would weaken the
positive relationship between workplace incivility toward newcomers and their resource
depletion, this relationship becomes more complex if the role of newcomers’ current
organizational tenure is considered. In this context, current organizational tenure refers to
the amount of time employees have been working in the current organization. This paper
predicts that, depending on how long newcomers have been working in the current
organization, the impact of the interaction between workplace incivility toward newcomers
and their proactive personality on newcomers’ resource depletion will differ.

For newcomers with the same proactive personality, their current organizational tenure
will influence the effect intensity of workplace incivility on their resource depletion. First,
current organizational tenure magnifies the negative effect of proactive personality on work-
related stress. As noted above, proactive newcomers perceive less stress than less proactive
newcomers do when they are exposed to workplace incivility. Such ability can be
strengthened because the longer proactive newcomers have experienced such incivility in the
new organization, they may become more experienced in handling workplace incivility.
Thus, for experienced proactive newcomers, the influence of workplace incivility on resource
depletion is weakened. Moreover, the longer the proactive newcomer has been employed in
the new organization, the greater the opportunity they will have to leverage their abilities to
change the work environment. Compared with less proactive newcomers, longer current
organizational tenure helps proactive newcomers to better integrate into the new
organization. These proactive newcomers will be more familiar with, and more likely to
establish closer relationships with supervisors and coworkers. Thus, their ability to influence
others and their work environment can also increase. This helps them reduce the likelihood
that they will be targets for incivility, thus reducing the psychological resources required to
deal with incivility. Therefore, this paper hypothesizes the following:

Proactive
behaviors

1041



H4. The longer newcomers work in the new organization, the stronger will be the
weakening effect of proactive personality on the relationship between workplace
incivility toward newcomers and their resource depletion.

According to the argument above, it is assumed herein that newcomers’ resource depletion
works as a mediating variable between workplace incivility toward newcomers and their
proactive behaviors, including helping behavior, voice behavior and feedback-seeking
behavior. Newcomers’ proactive personality reduces the positive effect of workplace
incivility on newcomers’ resource depletion. Further, the two-way interaction effect of
workplace incivility toward newcomers and their proactive personality on resource
depletion will be moderated by newcomers’ current organizational tenure. Hence, it is logical
that the combination of newcomers’ current organizational tenure and proactive personality
moderates the mediating role of resource depletion, thus affecting the relationship between
workplace incivility toward newcomers and their proactive behaviors. As previously
mentioned, compared with their less proactive counterparts, proactive newcomers have
more remaining resources after dealing with the negative effects of workplace incivility.
Consequently, this process renders proactive newcomers more likely to devote more
resources to proactive behaviors. The longer newcomers work in the new organization, the
more likely it is that this process will be strengthened. Hence, this paper suggests that the
negative indirect effect of workplace incivility on proactive behaviors via resource depletion
is weaker among more experienced and highly proactive newcomers. Accordingly, the
following hypothesis is posited:

H5. Workplace incivility toward newcomers will be related to their voice behavior,
helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior via conditional indirect effects
such that its relationship with proactive behaviors will be mediated by newcomers’
resource depletion and moderated by the combination of newcomers’ current
organizational tenure and proactive personality.

Methods
Sample and procedure
Data for this study came from two subsidiaries of a large food processing company located
in a northern city in China. As a first step, a small number of the company’s employees were
randomly selected and interviewed. These interviews suggested that incivility is quite
common in this company, making it a suitable research context. Following existing
literature (Jokisaari and Nurmi, 2009; Liu et al., 2015), this paper defines newcomers as
employees who have worked for this company for less than six months. According to the
results of power analysis, the minimum sample size required for inferential analysis is 309.
A total of 400 newcomers who had been employed for less than sixmonths and 151
corresponding supervisors voluntarily participated in the survey, and all participants were
assured that their responses would be anonymous and confidential. Codes were assigned to
each newcomer and his/her immediate supervisor to match supervisor-subordinate
responses. After completing the questionnaire, participants were rewarded 10 yuan for each
wave.

To minimize the impact of common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and for the
purpose of establishing temporal precedence and deriving more robust conclusions, a
supervisor-subordinate dyadic time-lagged research design was configured. Following Fida
et al. (2018), a one-month interval was used between data collection points and the survey
was conducted in four waves from September 2018 to December 2018. During each wave,
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the researchers distributed printed questionnaires to the participants. The respondents were
required to write down their codes on the questionnaire before submission. Each completed
questionnaire was then placed in a separate sealed envelope, which was collected by
researchers.

Only the responses of newcomers who completed the first three waves of data collection
and whose supervisors completed the survey in the fourth wave were taken forward to the
analysis stage. The final sample included 322 newcomers and 132 supervisors. The
response rates for newcomers and supervisors were 80.50% and 87.41%, respectively. At
time 1, newcomers filled in questionnaires about the control variables and their proactive
personality. At time 2, they completed surveys about workplace incivility toward them. At
time 3, they reported their resource depletion in the workplace. At time 4, supervisors of the
newcomers who had completed questionnaires at time 1, 2, and 3 evaluated the voice
behavior, helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior of the newcomers. Of the 322
newcomers, 61.80% were male (SD = 0.49) and 87.26% held a high school diploma (SD =
0.39). The average age was 27.64 years old (SD = 7.07) and 60.25% were plant workers
(SD = 0.51).

Measures
All scales used in this study had hitherto been published in the peer-reviewed literature. To
ensure the appropriateness of the scales, a standard double-back-translation method was
applied to guarantee the equivalence of meaning (Brislin, 1980). In particular, to ensure the
reliability and validity of the measurement tools, two doctoral students were invited to
complete the translation work. Moreover, several scholars were consulted and a subset of
employees in the company were asked to verify the scale in the Chinese version. Based on
feedback from these individuals, minor modifications were made to some scale items. Unless
otherwise stated below, all survey items were answerable using a seven-point Likert-type
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Workplace incivility. A seven-item scale developed by Cortina et al. (2001) was used to
measure workplace incivility. The scale was completed by newcomers. Sample items include
“Put you down or was condescending to you” and “Addressed in unprofessional terms,
either publicly or privately” (a = 0.903).

Resource depletion. A seven-item scale (Ryan and Frederick, 1997) was used to assess
resource depletion. The scale was completed by newcomers. Sample items include “I feel
alive and vital” and “I feel very energetic” (a = 0.897). These positively worded items were
all reverse scored.

Voice behavior. Six items from Van Dyne and Lepine (1998) were adapted to measure
voice behavior. The scale was completed by newcomers’ supervisors. Sample items include
“This particular newcomer develops and makes recommendations concerning issues that
affect this work group” and “This particular newcomer keeps well informed about issues
where hihe/sher opinion might be useful to this work group” (a = 0.900).

Helping behavior. Helping behavior was measured with seven items from Van Dyne and
Lepine (1998). Newcomers’ supervisors indicated whether they agree or disagree with items
such as “This particular newcomer volunteers to do things for this work group” and “This
particular newcomer helps orient new employees in this group” (a = 0.920).

Feedback-seeking behavior. Five items from VandeWalle et al. (2000) were adapted to
measure feedback-seeking. Newcomers’ supervisors indicated how often newcomers
perform certain feedback-seeking behavior at work. Sample items include “How frequently
does this particular newcomer seek feedback by the inquiry method from you regarding job
performance” and “How frequently does this particular newcomer seek feedback by the
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inquiry method from you regarding values and attitudes of the firm” (a = 0.877). The scale
anchors ranged from 1 (almost never) to 7 (very frequently).

Proactive personality. A ten-item scale (Seibert et al., 1999) was used to measure proactive
personality. This is a shortened version of Bateman and Crant’s (1993) seventeen-item scale.
Newcomers assessed their personality vis-a-vis characteristics that may be used to describe
a proactive person. Sample items include “I am constantly on the lookout for new ways to
improve my life” and “If I see something I don’t like, I fix it” (a = 0.906).

Current organizational tenure. Newcomers reported their current organizational tenure
by answering “How many months have you been working in this company”. The scale
anchors ranged from 1 (less than 1month) to 6 (less than 6months).

Control variables. Previously, studies reported that employees’ socio-demographic
characteristics can affect workplace incivility toward them. For example, individuals who
are comparatively young, female, and have less powerful positions within organizations, are
more likely to endure incivility than those who are older, male and in more powerful
positions within organizations (Cortina et al., 2001; Lim and Lee, 2011). Thus, age, gender,
education and position of newcomers were used as control variables.

Results
Confirmatory factor analysis
To examine the validity of the six key constructs, several confirmatory factor analyses
(CFA) were conducted using AMOS 22.0. First, a six-factor CFA model was examined,
including workplace incivility, resource depletion, proactive personality, voice behavior,
helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior. Chi-square, the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI),
the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and
the standardized root mean residual (SRMR) were used to assess model fit. The results
revealed that the six-factor model fit the data well (x2 = 1480.973, df = 804, TLI = 0.917,
CFI= 0.922, RMSEA= 0.051, SRMR= 0.050) and all factor loadings were significant.

To determine the discriminant validity of the six constructs, competing models were
constructed. As shown in Table 1, the six-factor model fits the data better than other
competing models, indicating that the proposed six constructs have good discriminant
validity. Therefore, these six constructs were used in the subsequent data analysis.

Descriptive analyses
Means, standard deviations, zero-order Pearson correlations and scale reliabilities for each
variable are shown in Table 2. Workplace incivility toward newcomers is positively
correlated with resource depletion (r = 0.642, p< 0.01), and negatively correlated with voice
behavior (r = �0.516, p < 0.01), helping behavior (r = �0.410, p < 0.01) and feedback-
seeking behavior (r = �0.193, p < 0.01). Moreover, resource depletion is negatively
correlated with voice behavior (r =�0.640, p< 0.01), helping behavior (r=�0.525, p< 0.01)
and feedback-seeking behavior (r = �0.358, p < 0.01). These results provide preliminary
support for the study’s hypotheses.

Hypotheses testing
Linear regression analysis is utilized to test H1. After controlling for the effects of age,
gender, education and position (these variables were controlled consistently during
hypothesis testing), significant negative effects of workplace incivility toward newcomers
on their voice behavior (b =�0.509, p< 0.01), helping behavior (b =�0.417, p< 0.01) and
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feedback-seeking behavior (b = �0.180, p < 0.01) were revealed. Thus, H1a, H1b and H1c
were supported.

All remaining hypotheses were tested using the PROCESS macro in SPSS version 22
(Hayes, 2013) with a 5000-resample bootstrap method to construct 95% bias-corrected
confidence intervals (CIs). If the CI did not include 0, the null hypothesis of no (conditional)
indirect effect was rejected (Preacher et al., 2007).

To test H2, PROCESS model 4 was executed. As shown in Table 3, there are significant
mediation effects from resource depletion on the relationship between workplace incivility
toward newcomers and their proactive behaviors. For voice behavior, the 95% CI of the
indirect effect is �0.433 to �0.226 for helping behavior, the 95% CI of the indirect effect
is�0.401 to�0.186, and for feedback-seeking behavior, the 95% CI of the indirect effect is –
0.384 to –0.171. Thus,H2a, H2b andH2cwere supported.

PROCESS model 1 was executed to test H3. Specifically, in PROCESS model 1, one
moderator (M) moderates the relationship between the independent variable (X) and
dependent variable (Y). As shown in Table 4, it was revealed that the interaction between
workplace incivility toward newcomers and proactive personality is negatively related to
newcomers’ resource depletion (b =�0.169, SE= 0.054, p< 0.01). Thus,H3was supported.

To further test the moderating effect, a simple slope analysis (Aiken et al., 1991) was
carried out, demarcating between high (one standard deviation above the mean) and
low (one standard deviation below the mean) levels of proactive personality. As shown
in Figure 2, the influence of workplace incivility on resource depletion is weaker for
more proactive individuals than for less proactive individuals.

In PROCESS model 3, the combination of two moderators (M and W) moderates the
relationship between the independent variable (X) and dependent variable (Y). Thus,
PROCESS model 3 was run to test H4. As shown in Table 5, the interaction between

Table 1.
Results of

confirmatory factor
analysis

Model x 2 df TLI CFI RMSEA SRMR

Six-factor Model 1480.973 804 0.917 0.922 0.051 0.050
Five-factor Model 1 combining workplace incivility
toward newcomers and resource depletion 1931.513 809 0.863 0.871 0.066 0.059
Five-factor Model 2 combining workplace incivility
toward newcomers and proactive personality 2604.106 809 0.781 0.794 0.083 0.106
Five-factor Model 3 combining resource depletion
and proactive personality 2598.216 809 0.782 0.795 0.083 0.090
Five-factor Model 4 combining resource depletion
and voice behavior 1971.431 809 0.858 0.867 0.067 0.063
Five-factor Model 5 combining resource depletion
and helping behavior 2339.523 809 0.813 0.824 0.077 0.069
Five-factor Model 6 combining helping behavior and
feedback-seeking behavior 2227.716 809 0.827 0.837 0.074 0.076
Four-factor Model 1 combining resource depletion,
helping behavior, and feedback-seeking behavior 3006.018 813 0.734 0.749 0.092 0.087
Four-factor Model 2 combining workplace incivility
toward newcomers, resource depletion, and voice
behavior 2491.208 813 0.796 0.808 0.080 0.078
Three-factor Model combining workplace incivility
toward newcomers and resource depletion,
combining voice behavior, helping behavior and
feedback-seeking behavior 2909.500 816 0.747 0.760 0.089 0.081
One-factor Model 4919.025 819 0.506 0.530 0.125 0.126
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workplace incivility toward newcomers, proactive personality and current organizational
tenure is negatively related to newcomers’ resource depletion (b = �0.081, SE = 0.038, p <
0.01). Thus,H4was supported.

Next, a graph of the three-way interaction effect was plotted, following Aiken et al. (1991).
As shown in Figure 3, the relationship between workplace incivility toward newcomers and
their resource depletion was weakest when newcomers had high proactive personality and
long current organizational tenure. This relationship was strongest when newcomers had
low proactive personality and long current organizational tenure.

To test H5 and control the potential influence of proactive personality on proactive
behaviors, PROCESS model 13 was executed. Model 13 is able to test the conditional
mediation effects of moderator 1 and moderator 2 at two levels (þ1 SD and �1 SD). As
shown in Table 6, the combination of proactive personality and current organizational
tenure moderated the indirect effects of workplace incivility toward newcomers on voice
behavior, helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior via resource depletion.
Specifically, resource depletion had the strongest mediation effect on the relationship
between workplace incivility toward newcomers and voice behavior with proactive
personality at �1 SD and current organizational tenure at þ1 SD (i.e. indirect
effect = �0.341, 95% CI = [�0.526, �0.211]). The mediation effect was weakest with
proactive personality at þ1 SD and current organizational tenure at þ1 SD (i.e. indirect
effect = �0.073, 95% CI = [�0.161, 0.001], n.s.). Resource depletion exhibited the strongest
mediation effect on the relationship between workplace incivility toward newcomers and
helping behavior with proactive personality at �1 SD and current organizational tenure
atþ1 SD (i.e. indirect effect =�0.345, 95% CI = [�0.558,�0.199]). The mediation effect was
weakest with proactive personality at þ1 SD and current organizational tenure at þ1 SD
(i.e. indirect effect = �0.074, 95% CI = [�0.162, 0.000], n.s.). Moreover, resource depletion

Table 3.
H2 Resource

depletion as simple
mediators in the

relationship between
workplace incivility

and proactive
behaviors

Variable Effect Boot SE Boot LL 95% CI Boot UL 95% CI

Voice behavior Direct effect �0.183 0.054 �0.29 �0.077
Indirect effect �0.320 0.052 �0.433 �0.226

Helping behavior Direct effect �0.137 0.056 �0.247 �0.028
Indirect effect �0.284 0.055 �0.401 �0.186

Feedback-seeking behavior Direct effect 0.074 0.073 �0.070 0.217
Indirect effect �0.271 0.054 �0.384 �0.171

Notes: all coefficients are unstandardized. Boot = bootstrapped estimate. SE = standard error. LL = lower
level. UL= upper level. CL = confidence interval

Table 4.
H3 Newcomers’

proactive personality
as a moderator in the
relationship between
workplace incivility
toward newcomers
and their resource

depletion

Variable Effect SE Boot LL 95% CI Boot UL 95% CI

Y: Resource depletion
Constant 2.385 0.372 1.653 3.118
M: Proactive personality �0.248 0.051 �0.349 �0.147
X: Workplace incivility toward newcomers 0.564 0.051 0.463 0.665
Interaction: X�M �0.169 0.054 �0.275 �0.062
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had the strongest mediation effect on the relationship between workplace incivility toward
newcomers and feedback-seeking behavior with proactive personality at�1 SD and current
organizational tenure at þ1 SD (i.e. indirect effect = �0.348, 95% CI = [�0.541, �0.201]).
The mediation effect was weakest with proactive personality at þ1 SD and current
organizational tenure at þ1 SD (i.e. indirect effect = �0.074, 95% CI = [�0.172, 0.002], n.s.).
Thus,H5was supported.

Moreover, results with andwithout control variables were compared; it was revealed that
whether or not such variables are included does not change the conclusion.

Discussion
Drawing on COR theory, the current research proposed and tested a three-way moderated
mediation model to understand the mechanisms through which workplace incivility
toward newcomers affects their proactive behaviors. Through a time-lagged (four-wave)
and multi-source (supervisor and employee) research design, it was revealed that
workplace incivility toward newcomers positively affected resource depletion and
indirectly affected newcomer proactive behaviors via resource depletion. This study
gleaned information about the boundary conditions under which the detrimental effect of
workplace incivility on proactive behaviors is moderated. The empirical results showed

Figure 2.
Themoderated effect
of newcomers’
proactive personality
on the relationship
between workplace
incivility toward
newcomers and
resource depletion
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Table 5.
H4 Current
organizational tenure
as a moderator in the
three-way interaction
framework

Variable Effect SE Boot LL 95% CI Boot UL 95% CI

Y: Resource depletion
Constant 2.343 0.365 1.625 3.061
M: Proactive personality �0.252 0.049 �0.349 �0.155
W: Current organizational tenure 0.011 0.039 �0.065 0.087
X: Workplace incivility toward newcomers 0.559 0.052 0.457 0.662
Interaction: X�M �0.175 0.050 �0.274 �0.076
Interaction: X�W �0.005 0.043 �0.089 0.079
Interaction: M�W �0.064 0.036 �0.136 0.007
Interaction: X�M�W �0.081 0.038 �0.157 �0.005
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that the indirect effect of workplace incivility on proactive behaviors was stronger for
newcomers with a less proactive personality and longer current organizational tenure.

Theoretical implications
This paper has important theoretical contributions. The first contribution concerns the
explication of resource depletion as a key mechanism through which workplace incivility
from supervisors and coworkers influences newcomer proactive behaviors. The literature is
lacking in terms of studies paying attention to the psychological resource states of incivility
targets. Although several studies have applied COR theory to understand the consequences
of workplace incivility (Zhou et al., 2015; Hur et al., 2015), research on the mediating role of
resource depletion is lacking. Grounded in COR theory, this study finds that resource
depletion serves as a bridge linking workplace incivility to newcomer proactive behaviors,
thereby unpacking the “black box” of how workplace incivility influences newcomer
proactive behaviors.

Second, this research enriches incivility studies in the context of newcomers.
Obviously, newcomers’ successful socialization is crucial to organizational development.
Previous studies concerning newcomers’ organizational socialization mainly concentrate
on the impact of positive factors (Morrison, 2002; Bauer et al., 2007; Bauer et al., 2019).
However, it is possible that newcomers may encounter negative behaviors in the
workplace such as gossip, incivility, bullying, aggression and violence. These
experiences could slow down or even thwart the socialization of newcomers. The results
generated herein show that newcomers who are victims of incivility may have reduced
voice behavior, helping behavior and feedback-seeking behavior because their resources
are depleted. Accordingly, this paper provides a new perspective to further understand
and study newcomers’ behavior.

Third, this research extends the study of incivility by exploring the moderating effects of
proactive personality and current organizational tenure on the relationship between
workplace incivility toward newcomers and their resource depletion and on the mediating
effect of resource depletion on the relationship between workplace incivility and proactive
behaviors. In particular, the findings suggest that both of these effects are significant and
strongest when newcomers have high proactive personality and long current organizational

Figure 3.
The three-way

interaction effects
(workplace incivility
toward newcomers�
proactive personality

� current
organizational tenure)

on newcomers’
resource depletion
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H5 Newcomers’
resource depletion as
the mediator in
conditional indirect
effects models

CMS
14,4

1050



tenure, and are insignificant when newcomers have low proactive personality and long
current organizational tenure. Therefore, this study not only extends prior research on the
moderators of workplace incivility and newcomer proactive behaviors relationship but also
reinforces the importance of employees’ current organizational tenure in facilitating or
hindering the effect of incivility on its potential targets.

Practical implications
This study offers several practical implications. First, this research could help managers
obtain deep insight into workplace incivility, which negatively impacts newcomers’ mental
health and behavior and causes substantive losses to organizations (Duhart, 2001).
Therefore, managers should develop appropriate measures to reduce workplace incivility.
For example, before recruiting new employees, human resource departments could develop
explicit operational procedures to avoid hiring discourteous individuals. Furthermore,
managers should establish specific criteria for acceptable behavior and encourage mutual
respect and concern among employees. In this way, employees can be made aware of what
behaviors are inappropriate and prohibited in the workplace.

Second, this study could improve managers’ understanding of newcomers who constitute
an essential element in organizations. Workplace incivility toward newcomers can lead to
resource depletion, which in turn discourages their proactive behaviors. Managers should be
more concerned about the mental health of newcomers and give sufficient psychological
support to newcomers who have suffered from workplace incivility. Managers could spend
more time with newcomers to learn about their psychological state and communicate with
them regularly if necessary. In this way, newcomers’ resource losses caused by unexpected
conflicts might be restored to some extent (Fredrickson and Branigan, 2005).

Finally, the results revealed that newcomers’ proactive personality could moderate the
relationship between workplace incivility and resource depletion. Existing studies point out
that proactive personality is positively related to employee performance and career success
(Seibert et al., 1999; Bakker et al., 2012). Accordingly, managers should consider proactive
personality as part of a broader set of criteria for selecting and promoting employees (Li
et al., 2010; Bakker et al., 2012). By extension, managers should provide a supportive work
environment to increase personality-environment fit (Ostroff and Judge, 2007). In doing so,
more highly proactive individuals can be attracted or retained by organizations (Li et al.,
2014).

Limitations and future research
In common with applied research more generally, this study is not without its limitations.
First, the COR theory guides us to believe that workplace incivility negatively impacts
proactive behavior via resource depletion. The multi-wave measurements and empirical
analysis help demonstrate such an argument. However, the design does not allow for causal
influence. More specifically, the current research did not control the baseline of employee
proactive behaviors, and the causal influence between workplace incivility and proactive
behaviors might be mixed up. Future research could adopt a panel design or experimental
studies to further investigate the above relationships.

Second, this study used a time-lagged (four-wave) and multi-source (supervisor and
employee) research design, which helps minimize common method bias. However, the study
was only conducted in a Chinese context. The idea that “harmony is precious” in traditional
Chinese culture might drive employees to conceal negative information from their
organization. Moreover, the survey respondents were employees in one company. Although
this helped to control the influence of industries, laws/regulations and corporate culture, it
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could mean that external validity is hampered. As such, future studies should explore the
influence of workplace incivility on newcomer proactive behaviors in diverse industries
(such as medical, education and services) and alternative country settings.

Third, this study investigated the moderating roles of proactive personality and
current organizational tenure on the relationship between workplace incivility
and proactive behaviors. There may be other factors that influence workplace incivility
and its potential effects. For example, future research could further explore possible
boundary conditions from the perspective of organizational culture, similarity of
incivility targets and perpetrators and gender of incivility targets. Furthermore,
although this study emphasizes the difference between newcomers and seasoned
employees, such differences were not statistically tested. Future research could,
therefore, explore the moderating effect of newcomers’ and seasoned employees’
current organizational tenure on the relationship between workplace incivility toward
newcomers and work-related outcomes.

Fourth, this study defined employees who have worked for the current company for less
than sixmonths as newcomers. Thus, regardless of whether the employee is a recent
graduate who just entered the workplace or whether they have worked for other
organizations for many years, as long as her/his tenure in the new organization is within
sixmonths, he/she is a newcomer. However, when recent graduates suffer incivility, they
may be more stressed and nervous than the latter group. This study did not distinguish
between these two groups and, as such, future research could go one step further and
investigate the moderating effect of these differences.
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