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JUSTICE AND INCIVILITY 1

Angry at your organization? Unraveling the Role of Anxiety and Moral Obligation in

the Justice and Incivility Relationship

Abstract
COVID-19 was an unprecedented shock to the world, disrupting the routines and daily lives of
millions of people worldwide. Organizations have invested many resources to manage the
pandemic with the dual goals of ensuring business continuity and protecting the health and
lives of employees. However, not all organizational decisions may have been perceived as fair.
Building upon the literature on workplace justice, we propose and test a model within the
stressor-emotion framework of counterproductive work behaviors. In trying to better
understand why and when incivility arises at work, we examine the indirect effect of
employees’ overall justice perceptions regarding the treatment they receive from the
organization on the incivility these employees show toward others, via a discrete emotion,
anger toward the organization. We further consider two individual characteristics, employee’s
coronavirus anxiety and employee’s moral obligation, as potential boundary conditions. Using
a three-wave design, we observed that overall justice is negatively related to anger toward the
organization, and in turn, to incivility behaviors. Furthermore, the association between overall
justice perceptions and anger is heightened by higher levels of coronavirus anxiety, while the
association between anger and incivility becomes weaker in the presence of higher levels of

moral obligation.
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Angry at your organization? Unraveling the Role of Anxiety and Moral Obligation in

the Justice and Incivility Relationship

COVID-19 has been an unprecedented shock that has dramatically hit a wide range of
stakeholders, including governments, organizations, families, and individuals. Over the course
of a few weeks, millions of employees were forced to stay home and work remotely in an
attempt to reduce contagion while ensuring business continuity (Lee et al., 2020; Hughes &
Donnelly, forthcoming). In some industries, the pandemic created huge discrimination between
blue-collar workers, who were forced to go to work at the risk of their health, and white-collar
workers, who could work remotely and were able to manage their work and non-work
commitments while protecting their health. At the same time, workers in essential services,
healthcare, or the military were among the first to receive protective equipment or vaccines,
creating additional equity challenges at work and in society more generally. Tensions continued
as companies such as Apple began planning the return to the office, with many employees
worldwide refusing to do so even when asked. Other companies such as Twitter announced a
no-return policy as the pandemic continued to evolve. To date, these issues persist. A majority
of organizations worldwide are exploring new and more permanent work arrangements. For
instance, Amazon announced a full return to the office.

Despite the exceptional efforts, reports from different countries in the world, such as Kuntz
(2020), who collected data in 2020 in New Zealand, indicate that employees generally
perceived increased workloads, work intensification, and a lack of managerial support during
the pandemic. Similarly, employees in customer-facing occupations felt unsafe, lacked
protective equipment, were afraid of becoming infected, felt overwhelmed by the increasing
demands of their jobs, and faced increased aggression from customers. The pandemic has

undoubtedly raised justice issues regarding the treatment and benefits received from
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employers, which may have fostered feelings of anger toward organizations and incivility at
work.

Incivility, defined as “low-intensity deviant behavior with ambiguous intent to harm the
target, in violation of workplace norms for mutual respect” (Andersson & Pearson, 1999, p.
457), affects 50% of workers on a weekly basis (Porath & Pearson, 2013). Despite being the
mildest form of counterproductive work behavior (Han et al. 2022; Spector & Fox, 2005), the
percentage of employees affected by this type of behavior is highly worrisome as incivility
leads to deleterious consequences for individuals and organizations such as poor well-being,
turnover intention, low commitment, and poor performance (Yao et al., 2021). Since workplace
justice has been shown to play a key role in triggering deviant behaviors at work (Fox, Spector,
& Miles, 2001), we build upon this knowledge to better understand why and when incivility
arises at work. We focus on three pivotal concerns.

First, the justice literature has emphasized the importance of adopting a social exchange
perspective (Colquitt et al., 2013), which focuses on how individuals respond to and reciprocate
the treatment they receive from a given party or source of justice (Adamovic, 2023;
Cropanzano et al., 2017). Though extremely valuable and supported by strong meta-analytic
findings (Rupp, et al., 2014), this perspective has unwillingly prevented researchers from
examining the trickle effects of justice on parties other than those directly responsible for the
perception; for instance, colleagues versus the supervisor or the organization as a whole (Wo
et al, 2019). The importance of this limitation is stressed by the literature on displaced
aggression, whereby a person may mistreat a less powerful target rather than confronting the
original source of mistreatment (Long-Zeng et al., 2012). A significant note here is that
displaced aggression can be triggered by unjust acts of third parties (Tedeschi & Norman,
1985). We address this limitation by examining the relation between employees’ justice

perceptions regarding the treatment they receive from the organization and the incivility these
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employees show toward others.

Second, employees who feel unjustly treated are more prone to harbor negative emotions,
fueling the grounds for uncivil behavior to emerge (Holley et al., 2023). In this scenario, anger
becomes a central conduit through which a perceived lack of justice may manifest as disruptive
behavior, eroding interpersonal relationships and overall harmony. Sadly, despite justice being
an affect-laden process, research on the role of emotions in general, and discrete emotions in
particular, is still at an early stage (Barclay & Kiefer, 2019; Cropanzano et al., 2019).
Recognizing and addressing the nuanced interplay between organizational justice, anger, and
incivility is essential for fostering a positive and respectful workplace culture. We address this
limitation by examining anger as the mechanism through which organizational justice affects
incivility toward others.

Third, creating sustainable, healthy work environments based on a human-centered
approach may not be effective if individuals’ specific conditions are not taken into
consideration when organizations use a one-fits-all approach. Designing more effective
workplace interventions for addressing incivility at work requires further exploring the role of
personality traits and individual differences (Ali, 2024). As frequently mentioned in the
literature, the context, likewise the recent health pandemic or future economic, social or
technological disruptions, may shape individuals’ interpretation of organizational phenomena
(Johns, 2006). Individual personal characteristics could interact with the context and amplify
or lessen individuals’ perceptions and reactions to treatment. In this vein, the pandemic context
may well influence the effects of experiences at work (Li et al., 2021). Reactions associated
with a disruption, such as coronavirus anxiety, may shape justice reactions. We address this by
proposing employee’s coronavirus anxiety as a moderator of the justice-anger link, as justice
reactions may be shaped by feelings of uncertainty (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). We further

propose moral obligation as a moderator of the anger-incivility link, as moral personality trait
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has been shown to prevent the display of counterproductive work behaviors (Ohana et al.,
2024).

In this study, we thus integrate workplace justice, anger, and incivility based on the stressor-
emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2005). We do so by
examining the indirect effect of overall organizational justice on incivility toward others via
anger, using a three-wave design. We further consider two individual characteristics,
employee’s coronavirus anxiety and employee’s moral obligation, as potential boundary
conditions which could help design more effective interventions for addressing health-related
disruptions but others as well. Figure 1 provides an overview of our study.

(Insert Figure 1 about here)

By doing so, we contribute to the literature by extending the stressor-emotion-
counterproductive work behavior model (Spector & Fox, 2005) while addressing the increasing
need to consider mental health variables (e.g., anxiety) within management research and to
integrate morality within the study of deviant behaviors (Fida et al., 2015). This study is
valuable in emphasizing the role of managerial fairness and sensitivity to individual differences
during crises, which can enhance organizational stability. By recognizing and addressing
employee emotional reactions, especially among anxious or low moral team members, our
study prompts managers to foster a just work environment that reduces incivility, ultimately
leading to better organizational resilience and continuity.

Low overall justice as a stressor

The stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox,
2005) provides the theoretical framework to elucidate the relationship between employees’
overall justice perceptions, anger, and incivility. This model suggests that when an
environmental factor is perceived as a stressor, it can elicit a strong negative emotional

response, in turn triggering behavioral action (i.e., aggressiveness, incivility, and more
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generally, counterproductive work behaviors). An environmental stressor is defined as an
“objective feature of the workplace that tends to be perceived as a stressor by people” (Spector
& Fox, 2005, p. 159). Although stressors are mostly subjective perceptions, certain
environmental factors can be considered as objective stressors, “because they tend to be
perceived as stressors by a large proportion of people and because there is a level of consensus
among people in reporting them” (Spector & Fox, 2005, p. 159). Among these so-called
objective stressors, there are different elements, including role stressors, workload,
organizational constraints, and organizational injustice perceptions (Spector & Fox, 2005), the
focus of our study. Indeed, low justice perceptions are considered a significant environmental
stressor that can elicit significant emotional reactions (Vermunt & Steensma, 2005) and have
the potential to reduce individual well-being and worsen personal health (Robbins et al., 2012).
As put by Cropanzano et al. (2005, p. 70), “workplace fairness can be defined as a stressor (a
suitably interpreted environmental event that evokes an aversive response)”. In this paper, we
consider overall justice, which constitutes a global fairness perception that individuals develop
towards the organization as global entity (Ambrose & Schminke, 2009). Overall justice is
shaped by employees’ perceptions of the organization’s handling of specific situations (in this
case, managing the COVID-19 situation) and the HR policies and processes implemented and
thus goes beyond a dimensional or facet approach. Perceptions of overall justice are a heuristic
of the extent to which employees can trust their employer, and as a result, cooperate with
her/him (Lind, 2001). Overall justice is argued to better and more accurately capture the
experience of fairness at work as individuals make a joint assessment of outcomes, processes
and interactions to judge whether they feel fairly treated at work (Ambrose et al., 2015,
Ambrose & Schminke, 2009, Jones & Martens, 2009). We follow this line of argumentation
and focus on overall justice as a more accurate and immediate representation of employees'

subjective perceptions of feeling fairly treated by their employer and frame low overall justice
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as a significant stressor in line with previous works (see for instance, Eib et al., 2015, Whiteside
& Barclay, 2013).
Overall justice and anger

We contend that when the organization is perceived as unfair and its decisions and actions
as unjustified, individuals experience high levels of negative emotions, including state anger,
hostility, and frustration. The experience of lack of justice has been described as “hot and
burning” (Bies & Moag, 1986) and as “profound harm to one’s psyche and identity” (Bies,
2001, p. 90). Perceptions of justice have traditionally been considered as emotion-arousing
(Hillebrandt & Barclay, 2013) since individuals develop specific expectations of conduct at
work. When these expectations are violated, low level of justice perceptions may arise. For
instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, some employees may have considered certain
organizational actions and decisions, such as scheduling late evening or weekend meetings, as
violating fair conduct, which can trigger negative affective reactions. Among the different
negative emotions, anger has been found to be associated with perceptions of poor justice
(Colquitt et al., 2013). Anger is experienced when justice principles are violated, key
stakeholders are seen as responsible for the violation, and employees develop the belief that
these stakeholders could or should have acted differently (Barclay et al., 2005).

Despite the consolidated belief that “injustice and inequity perceptions have the potential to
elicit a robust emotional response” (Simantov-Nachlieli & Bamberger, 2021, p. 233), overall
justice has rarely been studied in association with anger. An exception is Barclay and Kiefer
(2019) who report that overall justice is negatively associated with state anger using a daily
diary design. However, in that study, employees were forced to focus on specific justice-
relevant events and then prompted to answer whether they felt angry, rather than focusing on
the overall experience. In our case, we are specifically interested in anger toward the

organization during the COVID-19 pandemic, a significant experience that affected employees
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for many consecutive months, threatening their job security, daily routine, family organization,
and health at the same time.

Consistent with the stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector
& Fox, 2005), we contend that poor justice perceptions likely trigger emotional reactions, such
as anger. Since the justice literature posits that employees’ reactions to justice perceptions are
stronger for the party held accountable for adherence to, or violation of, the justice rules (Rupp
et al., 2014), in our case, we are specifically interested in anger toward the organization. In
other words, overall justice in relation to the organization as the responsible party should be
more proximally related to the reactions and actions toward the organization. Thus, we expect
that employees who experience lower levels of justice from their organization will experience
more anger toward the organization:

Hypothesis 1: Individuals’ perceptions of overall justice are negatively associated with

anger toward the organization.
Employees’ coronavirus anxiety as a moderator

The stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2005)
proposes that the relationship between evaluations of environmental aspects and the elicitation
of emotional responses is shaped by dispositional and contextual factors, particularly those
related to personality and individual differences. In this study, we focus on individual’s
coronavirus anxiety as an individual factor that may moderate the relationship between
perceptions of overall justice and anger. We rely on uncertainty theory to elucidate our
hypotheses. Individuals tend to assign more importance to fairness cues and information when
coping with uncertainty (van den Bos & Lind, 2002). In past studies, uncertainty has been
operationalized as external situations (e.g., organizational changes), experimental procedures
(e.g., reminding individuals about their death), but also individual perceptions (e.g., job

insecurity) and differences (e.g., social comparison orientation) (Elovainio et al., 2005; Kausto
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et al., 2005). In line with this research, anxiety is an important individual difference associated
with uncertainty appraisal.

Uncertainty about the impact and consequences of COVID-19 was omnipresent during the
different phases of the pandemic (Jorgensen et al., 2021). In the first year of the pandemic in
2020, uncertainty and fear were two dominant feelings due to the novelty of the virus and the
lack of information about the effectiveness of protective equipment, drugs, potential long-term
consequences, arrival of vaccines, and so forth. The COVID-19 pandemic has been described
as a “strong event due to its novelty (different from other events from the past), its criticality
(increased death rates around the world), its disruptiveness (lockdowns, different work
procedures, and mandatory telework), and its duration” (Zampetakis, 2022, p. 537). The virus
was highly contagious, invisible, could infect anyone, and many infected people died
(Zampetakis, 2022). As one of the first global pandemics in our lifetime, anxiety is a significant
individual difference linked to how individuals deal with uncertainty. Individuals differed in
their anxiety about the virus, with those who were more fearful reporting higher levels of stress
and anxiety (Sawicki et al., 2022).

Drawing on previous research suggesting that uncertainty increases the salience of, and
attention to, fairness information (van den Bos & Lind, 2002), we propose that employees with
higher levels of coronavirus anxiety will react more negatively to low levels of overall justice
than individuals with lower levels of coronavirus anxiety. Consistent with this premise, Van
den Bos (2001) showed in a laboratory setting that individuals reacted to fairness with stronger
negative emotions when they experienced more uncertainty. As explained by Van den Bos and
Lind (2002, p. 50), “fairness matters to people to a greater or lesser extent as a function of their
feelings of uncertainty”. Thus, we expect:

Hypothesis 2: Employees’ coronavirus anxiety moderates the association between

individuals’ overall justice perceptions and anger toward the organization, such that the
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association is stronger for individuals with higher coronavirus anxiety.

Anger and incivility

The stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2005)
posits that the experience of negative emotions is associated with stronger intentions to engage
in behaviors that may harm the organization and its members. This is because negative
emotions can elicit a strong reaction and a feeling of revenge that can lead to counterproductive
work behaviors. Prior work on the lack of fairness procedures at work, for example around the
topic of compensation (e.g., Simantov-Nachlieli & Bamberger, 2021), has shown that
perceptions of unfair treatment — or simply the lack of proper communication — increases the
likelihood that individuals will experience negative emotions, in turn increasing the tendency
to engage in counterproductive behaviors. This is because negative emotions associated with
lack of justice perceptions are a powerful trigger for revenge (Tripp et al., 2007), leading people
to plan and execute actions that may harm the organization and/or its members. Perceptions of
unfairness are often associated with negative behaviors (Van den Bos & Lind, 2002). For
instance, anger is thought to explain the relationship between unfairness and counterproductive
work behaviors because “the action tendency associated with anger is attack” (Lazarus, 1991,
in Colquitt et al., 2013, p. 205). Meta-analytic evidence suggests that anger mediates the
relationship between justice dimensions and counterproductive work behaviors (Colquitt et al.,
2013). Thus, in this paper, we argue that employees experiencing anger may decide to engage
in more uncivilized work behaviors to avenge low levels of overall justice perceptions.

Incivility is a form of workplace aggression that refers to individuals’ behavior that
consciously violates some social norms and can indirectly cause prejudice, injuries, stress, and
mistreatment in others (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Cortina, 2008). Prior research has devoted

considerable attention to the consequences of incivility for both individuals and organizations
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(Pearson et al., 2001), showing that being the target of uncivil behavior can worsen
psychological and physical health (Lim et al., 2008), as well as the organizational climate, and
increase turnover intentions (Cortina et al., 2001). Examples of incivility include lack of respect
in social interactions, mistreatment and/or discourteous or rude responses to a request for
support by colleagues, ignoring some colleagues in important work communications, and
showing little interest in the opinions of others. Notably, incivility toward an organization is
often directed at its members — often colleagues with a similar or lower role or status — who are
the closest and easiest targets for an individual to reach. This is because individuals often seek
revenge against those perceived to be responsible for unfair decisions (Tripp et al., 2007).
Revenge behaviors are most often directed at those organizational actors over whom they can
achieve or have greater power or influence (Aquino et al., 2001). For example, prior research
(e.g., Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000) has shown that individuals tend to direct their revenge
behaviors resulting from negative emotions associated with overall justice perceptions toward
less risky or more available targets, even if they are not directly responsible for the unfair
decision. Therefore, it is more likely that individuals will act in an uncivil way toward other
parties, such as colleagues, rather than toward the organization that made unfair decisions
regarding the management of the Covid-19 pandemic, demonstrating the cascading effects of
unfairness perceptions from organizations to their members. Consistently, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: Anger toward the organization is positively associated with incivility at work.
Moral obligation as moderator

Finally, we propose that individuals’ sense of moral obligation may moderate the anger-
incivility relationship. The stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors
(Spector & Fox, 2005) states that the relationship between emotions and counterproductive
work behavior may be influenced by dispositional factors. Moral obligation is a concept that

has been studied in relation to various work attitudes and behaviors, such as organizational
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commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1993). Moral obligation is well-rooted in the justice literature
(Beugré, 2012; Cropanzano et al., 2003), making it a strong fit for our justice-based model. It
is also action-oriented, focusing on how individuals treat others, which aligns closely with our
outcome variable, incivility. It is also exclusively oriented toward others, unlike certain
personality traits such as Honesty-Humility, which include self-directed components (Ashton
et al., 2014). Moral obligation is a core concept for deontic justice, which suggests that
individuals seek justice and fairness because of their sense of responsibility, values, and justice
(Cropanzano et al., 2003).

Individuals with higher levels of moral obligation believe that everyone should be treated
fairly and tend to show concern for others, not just to achieve their own interests (Skarlicki et
al., 2015). They may also react to unfair actions and events — even when not personally affected
by the events — because they are concerned about what is right and what is wrong in society,
and act accordingly. For example, Skarlicki and Rupp (2010) found that managers with a high
moral inclination are more likely to punish those responsible for workplace mistreatment than
managers with a low moral inclination. The authors argue that these managers perceived a
greater discrepancy between their own moral values and principles and the observed situation
(Lerner, 1980).

Applying this logic to our study, we suggest that individuals with high moral obligation are
unlikely to react with incivility toward others even when they feel anger toward their
organization due to low levels of justice perceptions. This is because uncivil actions toward
others violate their moral sense that everyone in society should be treated fairly. For example,
research has shown that individuals who witness mistreatment are likely to show less support
or commitment toward those perceived to be responsible for the mistreatment (Guala, 2012),
and conversely, are likely to engage in more proactive behaviors and help victims (Nadisic,

2008). Individuals with high moral obligation do not want others to be mistreated, and thus are
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less likely to channel their anger into aggression toward others. Therefore, we expect that moral
obligation will buffer the consequences of feeling anger when overall justice is lacking and
will help prevent individuals experiencing anger from engaging in uncivil acts and behaviors
toward others at work. Therefore:

Hypothesis 4: Moral obligation moderates the relationship between anger toward the

organization and incivility at work, such that the relationship is weaker for individuals with

high moral obligation.
Method
Sample and data collection

We collected our data during the COVID-19 pandemic in May 2020 in the United States
using a three-wave survey design, each wave separated by one week. We assessed overall
justice, coronavirus anxiety, and moral obligation at T1, anger at T2, and incivility at T3. We
did not use this time-lagged design to collect longitudinal data, but rather to mitigate common
method bias (Podsakoffet al., 2012). The one-week separation was enough time for the effects
to emerge and long enough to limit common method bias (Hillebrandt & Barclay, 2022).
Participants were recruited from Cloudresearch, an online sample provider, and paid $1.25 for
responding to the first and second surveys, and $2 if they responded to the third. We selected
participants working at least 10 hours per week in an organization in the private sector in the
United States during the data collection period who had an 80% or higher approval rate for
survey completion from this provider.

314 participants completed the survey at T1, 241 at T2, and 175 at T3. Our retention rate
was thus 56%. After removing participants with incomplete responses, too-quick answers
(DeSimone & Harms, 2018), respondents who declared they were no longer working, and those
who did not respond to all three waves, we retained 156 complete and valid responses. The

final sample thus consists of 42% female respondents, 44% between the ages of 29 and 38, and
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average tenure of 8.24 years (SD = 7.57). One-third of participants work in companies with
over 1000 employees, while 28.2% work in companies with fewer than 50 employees. We
examined whether there were any significant differences between respondents who participated
in the first wave and our final sample. The results indicated there were no significant
differences in gender, age, and tenure between the final sample and the first wave respondents.
The data can be found here:
https://osf.io/ytc58/?view _only=9d9514b0ab594001ac9e2b8175a01796.

Measures

To address the potential detrimental effects that the COVID-19 pandemic could have on the
data collection process, rather than disregarding this contextual factor, we adapted the scales
used in this study to accurately account for the major global event. This was not the case for
overall justice, as this measure focuses on justice as a heuristic, nor for moral obligation, as
this measure focuses on a trait that is highly stable. Unless otherwise noted, respondents were
asked to respond on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree).

Overall organizational justice (Time 1). Overall justice was measured with three items from
Ambrose and Schminke (2009) assessing individuals’ personal justice experiences. A sample
item is “Overall, ’'m treated fairly by my organization”. Cronbach’s alpha = .93.

Employees’ coronavirus anxiety (Time 1). Respondents answered five items adapted from
Wheaton et al.’s (2012) scale, which was originally designed to capture individuals’ anxiety in
the context of the swine flu pandemic. We selected the items that applied to the COVID-19
context and changed the framing from swine flu to COVID-19. A sample item is “To what
extent are you concerned about COVID-19?”. Responses were made on a scale ranging from
1 (very little) to 7 (very much). Cronbach’s alpha = .85.

Employees’” moral obligation (Time 1). Moral obligation was assessed with four items from
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Beugré (2012). Due to survey length constraints, we kept the four items with the highest
loadings from the original eight-item scale. A sample item is “Treating people with respect and
dignity is a moral obligation”. Cronbach’s alpha = .89.

Anger (Time 2). Anger was assessed with three items developed by Frederickson et al.
(2003). We adapted this scale so that it reflects employees’ anger toward their company during
the pandemic. A sample item reads “I feel angry when thinking about my company’s actions
during this pandemic”. Cronbach’s alpha = .97.

Incivility toward others (Time 3). Seven items from Cortina et al.’s (2001) scale were
adapted to measure incivility, specifically during the pandemic. A sample item is “During the
COVID-19 crisis, I have been in a situation at work where I have put down or was
condescending to someone”. Cronbach’s alpha = .90.

Control variables. We examined demographic control variables (i.e., gender, age, tenure)
each measured with one item. None of these variables significantly predict anger or incivility
when integrated into our model. Also, the inclusion of these control variables in the analyses
did not change the interpretation of our findings. Therefore, the results presented below omit
the control variables for parsimony (Becker et al., 2016).

Results

Table 1 presents the mean, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations. Before testing
our hypotheses, we conducted confirmatory factor analyses to confirm the structure of our
measurement model using Mplus 8.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). The five-factor measurement
model shows good fit to the data (> (199) = 387.40, p <.001; CF1= .93, TLI = .92, RMSEA
= .08, SRMR = .06). Moreover, our measurement model fit the data better than alternative
models, including a one-factor model (%> (209) = 2042.91, p < .001; CFI = .32, TLI = .24,
RMSEA = .24, SRMR = .20; Ay2 (10) = 1655.51, p <.001) and three-factor model based on

temporal ordering (with T1 variables combined; ¥* (206) = 1168.45, p <.001; CFI = .64, TLI
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=.60, RMSEA = .17, SRMR = .20; Ay2 (7) = 7810.05, p <.001).

We then tested our model using structural equation modeling. To create the interaction
terms, we applied the unconstrained product indicator approach with the parceling strategy
(Feng et al., 2020; Marsh et al., 2004). We first standardized the indicators of the independent
(i.e., overall justice and anger) and moderating (i.e., coronavirus anxiety and moral obligation)
variables to lessen multicollinearity effects (Marsh et al., 2004). As overall justice and anger
were measured with 3 items, we needed three indicators for their corresponding moderator,
coronavirus anxiety, and moral obligation, respectively. We thus created two parcels for
coronavirus anxiety by combining the items with the highest and lowest loadings to obtain
three indicators. We did the same for moral obligation and created one parcel. We then created
the indicators of the latent interaction terms by multiplying the overall justice indicator (anger)
with the highest loading and the coronavirus anxiety indicator (moral obligation) with the
highest loading. This technique was repeated for each subsequent pair of indicators.

The structural model shows good fit to the data (¥*(333) = 663.77, p<.001; RMSEA = .08;
SRMR = .07; CFI = .90). Figure 2 presents the standardized results of our hypothesis tests,
showing a negative relationship between overall justice and anger (f = -.49, p < .001),
supporting H1. Coronavirus anxiety is positively related to anger (6 = .21, p < .0l).
Additionally, the interaction between overall organizational justice and coronavirus anxiety is
negatively and significantly related to anger (5 =-.16, p <.05).

The moderating effect of coronavirus anxiety on the overall organizational justice-anger
relationship 1is illustrated in Figure 3. The simple slope tests indicate that the relationship
between overall organizational justice and anger is not significant at -1SD (f =-.29, p > .05)
but significant at +1SD (f =-.77, p <.001) of the mean of coronavirus anxiety. These results
indicate that the relationship between overall organizational justice and anger is stronger for

employees with high coronavirus anxiety. H2 is thus supported.
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We also find a positive relationship between anger and incivility (5 = .47, p <.001). H3 is
thus supported. Moral obligation is negatively related to incivility (f = —.29, p <.001), while
the interaction between anger and moral obligation is positively related to incivility (8 = -.23,
p < .01). Figure 4 illustrates the moderating effect of moral obligation on the anger and
incivility relationship. The simple slope tests indicate that the relationship between anger and
incivility is significant at -1SD (5 =.78, p <.001), but not significant at +1SD (f = .23, p >.05)
of the mean of moral obligation. The relationship between anger and incivility is thus stronger

for employees with lower moral obligation, supporting H4.

Because our model hypothesized a relationship between overall organizational justice and
anger and then between anger and incivility, we test for mediation of anger in the justice-
incivility relationship. Also, because the first path of this mediation is moderated by
coronavirus anxiety and the second path is moderated by moral obligation, we explore if this
indirect effect is conditional to the two moderators. We used a bootstrap analysis (n=10000)
with maximum likelihood as the estimator. The mediation of the overall organizational justice
and incivility relationship by anger is significant (indirect effect =—.27; 95% CI [-.52, -.11]).
Additionally, the results show a significant conditional indirect effect for high coronavirus
anxiety and low moral obligation for the overall organizational justice — incivility relationship
through anger (indirect effect =—.60; 95% CI [-1.20, —.24]). Contrarily, the conditional indirect
effects for other combinations of values for coronavirus anxiety and moral obligation are non-
significant given that their confidence interval includes 0 (indirect effect =—.23; 95% CI [-.63,
.06] for low coronavirus anxiety and low moral obligation; indirect effect = —.07; 95% CI [
40, .02] for low coronavirus anxiety and high moral obligation; indirect effect =—.18; 95% CI
[-.56, .05] for high coronavirus anxiety and high moral obligation).

Discussion

This study set out to examine the impact of coronavirus anxiety and moral obligation
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on the relationship between overall justice, anger, and incivility during the COVID-19
pandemic. Building upon the literature on workplace justice, a key role in triggering deviant
behaviors at work (Fox et al., 2001), we propose and test a model within the stressor-emotion
framework of counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2005). In trying to better
understand why and when does incivility arises at work, we integrate employees’ overall justice
perceptions regarding the treatment they receive from the organization, the anger they have
toward the organization, and the incivility these employees show toward other parties (beyond
the organization), while testing two individual characteristics, employee’s coronavirus anxiety
and employee’s moral obligation, as potential boundary conditions. Drawing on data collected
over three waves, the results confirmed our hypothesized relationships.

Thus, this study interestingly integrates justice, anger, incivility, coronavirus anxiety,
and moral obligation within the broader stressor-emotion-counterproductive work behavior
framework (Spector & Fox, 2005). We also focus on the consequences of justice perceptions
on discrete negative emotions (i.e., anger), which “have received relatively little attention in
the fairness literature” (Barclay & Kiefer, 2019, p. 1803), and on incivility, which has been less
studied in an instigation perspective than an experience perspective (Park & Martinez, 2022).
We finally consider coronavirus anxiety as a novel boundary condition that may shape
employees’ reactions to work events, as well as moral obligation, which may alter employees’
reaction to anger.

Theoretical contributions

Our results support Spector and Fox’s (2005) stressor-emotion model of counterproductive
work behaviors showing that the stressor, overall (in)justice perception can elicit strong
negative emotional reactions and counterproductive behavior. We contribute to this model by
showing that a stressor directly related to the organization can have consequences on other

stakeholders. In line with the literature on displaced aggression (Tedeschi & Norman, 1985),



JUSTICE AND INCIVILITY 19

our research suggests that perceptions of fair or unfair treatment by the organization can trigger
an emotional reaction in employees that can translate into decisions to engage in uncivil
behavior toward other organizational actors. Such incivility toward others can spread within
the organization from one member to another “such as a cold” reaction (Foulk et al., 2016),
leading to an incivility spiral (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). A valid question that readers may
raise here is, why would an employee take revenge against other actors (e.g., colleagues non-
responsible) rather than targeting the organization itself (i.e., the original source of
mistreatment)? This question is interesting as previous findings within the justice literature
would have suggested focusing on the retaliation toward the party held accountable for the
unfair treatment (Rupp et al., 2014). Several factors may play a role here. Economic uncertainty
was high during the pandemic, and many employees feared losing their jobs (Kuntz, 2021).
Retaliation against the organization could therefore have been very risky for employees since
they could lose their jobs as a result of their behavior. Moreover, incivility toward the
organization may be limited to some extent so as not to threaten business survival, particularly
considering the COVID-19 pandemic and the economic constraints triggered by the crisis.
Additionally, according to the literature on displaced aggression, engaging in these types of
behaviors — targeting non-responsible, less powerful parties — is a way to preserve one’s
positive image (Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), which may become more pronounced during
times of economic uncertainty for the organization. Finally, beyond displaced aggression, co-
workers may be perceived as agents of the organization. Thus, any intent to retaliate against
the organization might be directed towards those representing part of it. For these reasons, our
concern here is that the anger toward organizations triggered by poor overall justice can spill
over into uncivil acts toward other organizational members. Following these findings, we urge
researchers to further consider the role of power asymmetry and displaced aggression within

the scope of mistreatment toward others (Lagios et al., 2023). Additionally, our study did not
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distinguish between retaliation against the organization and displaced aggression toward other
parties, such as co-workers. Future research could more precisely examine when and how
displaced aggression occurs, particularly when retaliation against the source of mistreatment is
a viable option. It would allow to have a more complete understanding of the phenomenon.
Second, this study extends the stressor-emotion model of counterproductive work behaviors
(Spector & Fox, 2005) by including employees’ coronavirus anxiety as a crucial factor shaping
individuals’ emotions and, ultimately, their behaviors at work. The pandemic, especially during
the first year when the experience of lockdowns was novel and vaccines were not available,
constituted a very uncertain and uncontrollable situation. However, individuals perceived the
threat of the pandemic differently. Those with higher coronavirus anxiety were more likely to
suffer more from this uncertainty. As uncertainty theory posits and our study confirms,
uncertainty increases the salience and relevance of justice perceptions. Those with higher levels
of coronavirus anxiety reacted with more anger, particularly when overall justice perceptions
were low. Employees who feared the virus the most were more sensitive to their employer's
handling of the pandemic, paying particular attention to how their organization treated them
and reacting with more anger when they felt they were not treated fairly. This finding
underscores the importance of contextual sensitivity: both environmental cues and individual
emotional dispositions significantly influence justice perceptions and emotional reactions in
the workplace. While our study focuses on the COVID-19 pandemic, previous research — such
as Stein et al. (2011) — demonstrated that perceptions of justice can also be shaped by other
extreme contexts, including terrorist attacks and heightened mortality salience. Taken together,
these findings highlight a broader theoretical implication: that justice-related evaluations are
not merely made in a vacuum but are deeply embedded in the moment and colored by emotional
and existential cues triggered by that moment. As societies continue to confront various forms

of macro-level turbulence — including geopolitical conflicts, economic uncertainty (Cafibano
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& Avgoustaki, forthcoming), and political disruptions such as Brexit (Martinescu et al.,
forthcoming) — it becomes important for organizational scholars to systematically integrate
contextual factors into justice research. Future investigations should examine how such
contexts evoke specific emotional or cognitive dispositions (e.g., anxiety or insecurity) that
shape how fairness is perceived and how employees emotionally respond.

Third, this study emphasizes the importance of moral obligation as an individual
characteristic buffering the effect of justice perceptions on incivility via anger. To date, the
literature on the stressor—emotion model of counterproductive work behavior has mostly
focused on individual personality traits as moderators (e.g., Qian et al., 2022; Ali, 2024),
neglecting the role of moral components. This is surprising given the ethical nature of
counterproductive work behaviors. Some studies integrate a moral component in this theory,
such as moral disengagement (Fida et al., 2015), but this trait is often considered as a side
(parallel) mechanism that is not fully integrated into the model. Our findings establish the
ethical boundary condition of moral obligation in the relationship between justice perceptions
and incivility via anger. The results show that individual moral considerations act as a
safeguard that can prevent, or at least reduce, the harmful consequences of organizational
misbehavior. This study thus extends previous research by integrating ethical considerations in
the stressor-emotion model of counterproductive behavior, which allows for a better
understanding of how discrete emotions can turn into action. We complement this model by
showing that “cold” moral obligation can buffer the effect of “hot” emotions on
counterproductive work behaviors in general, and incivility in particular.

Practical implications
Although this research focused on the COVID-19 pandemic, our findings remain
informative for understanding employee responses in other crises, which are likely to become

increasingly prevalent in contemporary society. For instance, our results may be extended to
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economic downturns, which are an enduring feature of modern economies marked by ongoing
uncertainty. Our results introduce another level of complexity for managers in addressing
crises. Beyond making critical decisions to ensure business continuity and safeguard employee
health and well-being, managers need to become more conscious of how organizational actions
and decisions undertaken to confront such crises are communicated to and then perceived by
the workforce. This is important, as employees may develop negative perceptions. Difficult
decisions made during economic crises — such as layoffs, restructuring, or resource reallocation
— can engender perceptions of unfairness that, over time, can foster resentment, negative
emotions, and willingness to seek revenge against different organizational stakeholders, such
as managers, colleagues, or in some cases, customers. But how to do so? We believe that
addressing the legitimate communication needs of employees during a crisis — and thereby
communicating frankly both positive and negative news (i.e., budget cuts) — as well as how
decisions are taken (i.e., the reason why some people are laid off) is crucial and important. It
can help managers to increase perceptions of justice and prevent overreactions by employees,
especially those who are more anxious, which could translate into uncivilized acts. As often
suggested in the change management literature (Rousseau & ten Have, 2022), a critical role in
this process is held by middle-level managers who work every day with employees and have a
critical role in reassuring them and anticipating possible overreactions.

Our study suggests that not all employees will react to perceived unfairness in the same
way. Those with higher levels of state anxiety may be more sensitive to organizational
decisions and likely require close monitoring to prevent acts of incivility, as well as more
frequent and reassuring types of messages. Instead, those employees with a strong sense of
morale may require less monitoring, as they are less likely to engage in incivility even when
perceiving unfairness — at least under the conditions of this study. This requires organizations

to rely on middle managers and individual team leaders to know their team well in order to
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provide individualized support and information.
Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations that offer directions for future research. Firstly,
several methodological aspects can be improved in future research to confirm our findings. For
instance, we cannot establish causality from our data, even though we addressed the issue by
measuring the variables in three different waves. Future research could replicate our study with
larger samples using different methods, such as experiments or a longitudinal design, to
ascertain strict causality. Also, we measured incivility using self-report measures such as
Hugues et al. (2023). While previous studies have shown that self-reporting is particularly
appropriate for measuring counterproductive work behavior (Berry et al., 2012), it may be
interesting to replicate our study with another measure of incivility, such as supervisor or peer
assessments. This would further validate our findings with an objective measure of incivility.

Secondly, future research may employ different scales and constructs to broaden our
results. Though we adapted the scales used in this study to accurately account for the COVID-
19 pandemic, this broader contextual factor might have influenced our results. For instance,
employees could have been particularly scared to retaliate against their organization because
of business survival concerns regarding the future of the company. Not being able to retaliate
against the organization could have increased the incivility toward other members. Having said
that, we were able to adapt our scales (e.g., by adding “during the pandemic”) in a way that
strengthened our study, as the pandemic provided a clear context and time framework for the
respondents during our three-wave design. Additionally, despite the theoretical and empirical
arguments for the use of overall justice (Ambrose et al., 2015) as a better phenomenological
representation of fairness perceptions, future studies may also want to add the more common
facet approach of organizational justice to disentangle the consequences of specific HR

processes or decisions. Finally, future research could examine additional boundary conditions
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that may influence the effect of justice perceptions on negative emotions. In this study, we
focused on coronavirus anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, our study did not
account for the determinants of coronavirus anxiety, as doing so could enable a more nuanced
analysis of the phenomenon. Moreover, other contemporaneous contexts may also elicit
anxiety, such as terrorist attacks, wars, or economic crises. Thus, our results may be replicated
in other contexts with another corresponding form of state anxiety. Moreover, we did not
examine the impact of external factors, such as organizational culture or the leadership style of
supervisors. These factors may influence the effects of justice during pandemics, beyond the
individual variables considered in our study.

Even though our findings are grounded in established theoretical frameworks, empirical
evidence, and a three-wave design within a real work sample, for the reasons explained above
including causality, measurement of variables, and other factors at stake (e.g., organizational
culture), they should be interpreted with caution. These are preliminary results intended to
enrich our understanding of the justice-incivility relationship. That said, it is important to
highlight that these findings shed light on the growing need to better understand how decision-
makers and employees can effectively cope not only with health-related disruptions like
COVID-19 but also with other large-scale disruptions, such as technological advancements,
socio-political movements, economic crises, and future health outbreaks like Mpox.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the work lives of millions of employees, likely
for the foreseeable future. Organizations and individuals alike struggled with the pace at which
the pandemic suddenly changed the way work is done. This study provides insights into how
the actions of organizations were perceived and what the consequences were. Specifically, by
integrating workplace justice, anger, and incivility within the stressor-emotion model of

counterproductive work behaviors (Spector & Fox, 2005), this study shows that employees
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who feel unfairly treated by their organization are more likely to engage in acts of incivility
toward other members of the organization through the effect of anger, even though those other
members may not have been the instigators of (in)justice. Moreover, this study shows that
employees with higher levels of coronavirus anxiety react more strongly in terms of their anger,
making incivility more likely, while employees with higher levels of moral obligation buffer

the relation between anger and incivility, thus protecting against harmful reactions to others.
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and correlations of the study variables
M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Overall justice 549 130 (.93)
2. Coronavirus anxiety 453 136 -25" (.85
3. Anger toward the organization 253 170 -577 347 (97)
4. Moral obligation 6.13 91 .05 .02 -.06  (.89)
5. Incivility 1.82 1.08 -.13 257417 2207 (.90)
6. Gender 1.43 .50 -.08 A3 A3 .10 .01 -
7. Age 252 118 -06 -16" -17" -.06 .05  -.08 -
8. Tenure 8.24 7.57 .09 -08  -18" 13 -08 -16 38" -

Note. N = 156. Reliability alpha values are on the diagonal. Gender was coded 1 for male and
2 for female. Age was coded 1 for 18-28 years, 2 for 29-38 years, 3 for 39-48 years, 4 for 49-
58 years, 5 for 59 years and more. Tenure in years; p <.05. "p <.01.
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Figure 1

Overview of study

Figure 2

Standardized results of the structural equation model
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Figure 3

First-stage moderation: interaction of coronavirus anxiety and justice for anger

Figure 4

Second-stage moderation: interaction of moral obligation and anger for incivility
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DATA

The data can be found here:

https://osf.io/ytc58/?view only=9d9514b0ab594001ac9e2b8175a01796

SCALES (not to be published)

Organizational overall justice
Overall, I'm treated fairly by my company
In general, | can count on my company to be fair

In general, the treatment | receive around here is fair

Anger
| feel angry when thinking about my company’s actions during this pandemic
| feel irritated when thinking about my company’s actions during this pandemic

| feel annoyed when thinking about my company’s actions during this pandemic

Incivility

During the Covid-19 crisis, | have been in a situation at work where | have:

Put down or was condescending to someone

Paid little attention to someone statement or showed little interest in his/her opinion
Made demeaning or derogatory remarks about someone

Addressed someone in unprofessional terms, either publicly or privately

Ignored or excluded someone from professional camaraderie

Doubted someone judgment on a matter over which he/she has responsibility

Made unwanted attempts to draw someone into a discussion of personal matters

Coronavirus anxiety
To what extent are you concerned about Covid-19?

How likely is it that you could become infected with Covid-19?
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How likely is it that someone you know could become infected with Covid-19?
How quickly do you believe contamination from Covid-19 is spreading in the U.S.?

If you did become infected with Covid-19, to what extent are you concerned that you will be
severely ill?

Moral obligation

| have a moral obligation to treat others fairly

Treating others fairly should be a moral obligation for everyone
Treating people with respect and dignity is a moral obligation

| have a moral obligation to uphold the principles of fairness



