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Abstract

This study investigated the relationship between overt incivility and employee withdrawal behaviour in
public  hospitals  in  the  South-south  region  of  Nigeria,  and  determining  the  moderating  ability  of
personality traits. A number of factors have been suspected to cause employee withdrawal behaviour,
they  include  organisational  climate,  financial  benefits,  organisational  structure  and  management’s
attitude towards employees (Okache, 2020) which makes employee withdrawal behaviour even more
glaring because it  affects organisational  performance negatively.  The cross-sectional  survey research
design was adopted, as quantitative data was gathered through the use of a structured questionnaire.
The  accessible  population  of  this  study  is  9610  senior  staff  (including  doctors,  nurses,  laboratory
scientists, pharmacists and administrators) from 12 selected public owned hospitals and a sample size
of 369 employees derived through the Krejcie and Morgan table were used for the study. However, the
Bowley’s  (1964)  formula  was used in  allocating the number of  copies  of  the  questionnaire  to  each
healthcare  facility.  Overt  incivility  was  measured  using  the  Workplace  Incivility  Scale  (WIS)  and
employee withdrawal behaviour was measured with the Employee Withdrawal Behaviour Scale (EWBS).
The data collected was analysed by Spearman Rank Order Correlation Coefficient which was also used to
indicate the strength and direction of these relationships. Findings revealed that there is a significant
correlation  between  overt  incivility  and  measures  of  employee  withdrawal  behaviour,  with  overt
incivility and employee turnover behaviour exhibiting the strongest positive correlation coefficient of
0.762. Overt incivility and tardiness revealed the weakest positive correlation at 0.285. Personality trait
was observed to  be  a  potent  moderator  between the variables.  The study concludes  that  employee
withdrawal behaviour is  ignited by overt  incivility and recommends that  the workplace culture and
climate be made more conducive for better employee retention through management flexibility  and
readiness to prevent situations that encourage employee withdrawal behaviour.
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1 Introduction

Organisations  today  depend  largely  on  their  employees  as  their  abilities,  capabilities,  skills  and
knowledge  are  critical  elements  that  ensure  the  survival,  growth  and  competitiveness  of  the
organisation.  Employees  are  as  well  rational  and calculative,  and their  decisions  and actions  are
influenced by their state of mind (Udealor, 2020). It therefore behoves on management of organisa-
tions  to  avoid  by  all  means  management  practices  that  bring  about  withdrawal  behaviours  in
employees (Fulmer and Ployhart,  2014) as a negative psychological  state could interfere with an
employee’s willingness to continue serving an organisation in his or her full capabilities. Employees
are without questions the success factor in any organisation due to their talents,  knowledge and
experiences  as  they  ensure  the  growth  and  sustainability  of  the  said  organisation.  Therefore,
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healthcare workers and professionals are a major part of the hospital  as they provide healthcare
treatment and advice based on formal training and experience which brings about growth and sus-
tainability. They include clinical and non-clinical staff, made up of nurses, physicians, allied health
professionals, support and administrative staff.

2 Statement of the problem

Employee withdrawal behaviour is very disruptive as it mars the productivity and profitability of an
organisation. Observations have shown that at the event of perceived employee withdrawal beha-
viour, hospital management, rather than make extra effort to decipher the root cause of such, take
punitive evasive actions which eventually worsen the situation.  Smith et al. (2016) recognised ab-
senteeism, tardiness and turnover as the measures of employee withdrawal behaviour. However, this
study focuses on employee turnover and tardiness.

3 Research hypotheses and questions

The following null hypotheses were formulated:

H01: There is no significant relationship between overt incivility and employee turnover behaviour.

H02: There is no significant relationship between overt incivility and employee tardiness behaviour

H03: Personality traits do not significantly moderate the relationship between overt incivility and
employee withdrawal behaviour.

The study asks the following questions:

1.  Is there a significant relationship between overt incivility and employee turnover behaviour? 

2.  Is there a significant relationship between overt incivility and employee tardiness behaviour? 

3.  Do  Personality  traits  significantly  moderate  the  relationship  between  overt  incivility  and
employee withdrawal behaviour? 

The following are the specific objectives of the study:

1.  To  determine  if  there  is  a  significant  relationship  between  overt  incivility  and  employee
turnover behaviour. 

2.  To  ascertain  the  significant  relationship  between  overt  incivility  and  employee  tardiness
behaviour. 

3.  To find out if personality traits significantly moderate the relationship between overt incivility
and employee withdrawal behaviour. 

4 Literature review

4.1 Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework of the study is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of overt incivility and employee withdrawal behaviour.

Turnover  has  always  been  a  source  of  concern  for  many  organisations  including  the  healthcare
facilities as it poses a threat to hospital efficiency and effectiveness. Okache (2020) identified the es-
sential meaning of turnover as the process through which employees leave a business or organisation
and the business or organisation replaces them. He also describes turnover behaviour as a measure-
ment  of  business  employees’  plan  to  quit  their  position  or  the  organisations  plan  to  remove
employees from their positions.  Ubagu and Gbuushi (2020) have posit that organisational climates
where employees rarely participate in the decision-making process, could trigger employee turnover
behaviour as a form of withdrawal behaviour. It is therefore evident that turnover behaviour does not
just happen, it rather occurs as a result of organisational settings. It is therefore necessary that the
concept  of  turnover  is  studied  as  employee  turnover  is  an  important  factor  in  the  organisation
(especially  in  hospitals).  Replacing  hospital  staff  can  affect  the  free  flow  of  operations  because
employment of new staff is a long and tedious process which involves cost intensive trainings, loss of
productivity and overall poor performance.

Tardy workers are found in every organisation and are implied to cost the organisations thousands of
dollars per annum in loss,  loss of  production time and revenue as the attitude of  lateness is  not
detrimental to just the late employee but to all of the organisation. The effects of tardiness on other
employees and is especially pointed out in the hospital, as surgeries cannot commence until the Chief
surgeon  arrives.  Surgeries  that  do  not  start  on  time  become  hastened  resulting  in  lesser  focus,
possible hazardous occurrences and risk to patient’s life. Tardiness is of absolutely no benefit to the
hospitals and as such needs to be researched upon to understand why it occurs in the first place and
how it affects those exposed to it.

Uncivil work behaviours are the most often studied antecedents of turnover, so much so that they
have been regarded as the preponderant predictors for years (Johns,  2002b).  Bowling and Beehr
(2006);  Halbesleben and Rathert (2008) and  Hogh et al.  (2011) in their meta-analysis outside of
healthcare found out that workplace bullying and harassment increase the rate at which employees
abandon their employment and in their micro-analysis within healthcare, they also discovered that
the results were similar. Overt Incivility often times results in negative outcomes on the individual,
team and organisational levels. For the individual, it leads to decreased job satisfaction, increased
stress, anxiety, and burnout, lower motivation and engagement, and potential health problems (Tep-
per, 2001; Harris et al., 2007). For the team, it reduces team cohesion, trust, and cooperation, increase
in conflict and turnover (Pennebaker & Francis, 2006), and for the organisation, lower productivity,
increased absenteeism, damaged reputation, and legal repercussions (Tepper et al., 2001;  Porath &
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Pearson, 2013;  Andersson & Einarsen, 2009). To reduce overt incivility in healthcare settings, it is
essential to raise awareness, mitigate contributing factors, and create and enforce strong antibullying
policies (Edmonson & Zelonka, 2019). Additionally, healthcare organisations should actively work to
change the culture and understand that bullying has no place in the workplace (Edmonson & Zelonka,
2019).

Some  overt  forms  of  incivility  include  Verbal  aggression  like  Insults,  yelling,  threats,  swearing,
belittling  comments,  and  many  more;  Nonverbal  aggression  like  rude  gestures,  aggressive  body
language,  facial  expressions  conveying  disdain;  Intentional  exclusion  which  involves  ignoring
someone,  ostracizing  them,  spreading  rumours;  Undermining  competence  by  publicly  criticizing
someone's work and taking credit for their ideas; Unwarranted criticism with harsh and personal
attacks, not focused on constructive feedback.

5 Theoretical framework

5.1 Conservation of Resources (COR) theory

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, proposed by Hobfoll (1989), suggests that individuals
strive  to  acquire  and  maintain  resources  that  they  perceive  as  valuable  and  that  can  help  them
achieve their goals. These resources can be tangible (e.g., money, time) or intangible (e.g., knowledge,
social  support).  When  individuals  experience  threats  to  their  resources,  they  engage  in  coping
mechanisms to protect or regain them. However, if these coping mechanisms are unsuccessful, they
may exhibit negative outcomes such as stress, burnout, and withdrawal behaviours.

In the context of hospitals, overt incivility can be a significant threat to employees' resources. Being
subjected to incivility can deplete emotional resources, social support, and feelings of competence. As
per COR theory, when faced with these threats, employees may engage in various coping mechanisms
which include:

Problem-focused coping: This involves trying to directly address the source of the incivility, such
as reporting it to a supervisor or seeking support from colleagues. 

Emotion-focused coping: This involves managing the emotional impact of the incivility, such as
through relaxation techniques or social support. 

Avoidance coping: This involves avoiding the source of the incivility, such as taking more sick
leaves or requesting a transfer. 

If employees' coping mechanisms are unsuccessful in mitigating the impact of workplace incivility,
they  may  resort  to  withdrawal  behaviours  as  a  way  to  conserve  their  remaining  resources  and
promote their well-being and retention (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

5.2 Trait theory of personality

One of the most prominent theories in personality psychology is the Trait Theory. This theory focuses
on  identifying  core  characteristics,  or  traits,  that  make  up  an  individual's  personality.  Traits  are
defined as relatively stable patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours that influence how a person
interacts with the world (Feist, 2016).

• 

• 

• 
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Here are some key aspects of trait theory:

Traits: These are enduring patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours that influence how a
person interacts with the world (McCrae & Costa, 1999). Traits are seen as relatively stable over
time and consistent across situations (Cherry, 2020). 

Individual  Differences: Trait  theory  emphasizes  the  variations  in  these  core  characteristics
between people.  This  explains  why some individuals  are  outgoing  and sociable  (extroverted)
while others are more reserved and introspective (McCrae & Costa,  1999).  Psychologists have
proposed various models to describe these fundamental traits. Here are two prominent ones: 

The Big Five Model (OCEAN): This widely accepted model suggests five core personality dimensions:

Openness to Experience: A tendency to be curious, imaginative, and open to new ideas. 

Conscientiousness: A focus on orderliness, self-discipline, and achieving goals. 

Extroversion: A preference for social interaction, stimulation, and activity. 

Agreeableness: A desire to cooperate, be compassionate, and get along with others. 

Neuroticism: A tendency to experience negative emotions like anxiety, fear, and sadness (Fiske,
1992; Goldberg, 1981; McCrae and Costa, 1987) 

Eysenck's  Three-Factor  Model: This  model  proposes  three  core  dimensions  based  on  biological
factors:

Extraversion vs. Introversion: Similar to the Big Five, but with a stronger biological basis. 

Neuroticism vs. Stability: A focus on emotional reactivity and vulnerability to stress. 

Psychoticism: A  dimension  related  to  impulsivity,  aggression,  and  social  nonconformity  (not
included in the Big Five) (Eysenck, 1990). 

5.3 Empirical review

A study by  Song and Lee (2020) investigated the relationship between service workers' proactive
personality  and  their  psychological  withdrawal  behaviours,  proposing  that  based  on  the  trait
activation  theory  (TAT),  this  negative  relationship  is  moderated  by  servant  leadership.  In  other
words, they examined if a proactive personality reduces withdrawal behaviours and whether servant
leadership strengthens this effect. Empirical data was collected from subway station workers in three
metropolitan cities in South Korea in support of all the hypothesized relationships. Even though the
workers are not public servants, the subway companies are owned by three metropolitan cities. With
reliability and validity tests for the measurements, the authors performed an ordinary least square
(OLS) hierarchical multiple regression analysis for hypotheses testing. A multilevel analysis showed
that the higher a worker's proactive personality is, the less likely it is that he/she shows withdrawal
behaviours at work and that the negative relationship between the two is stronger under servant
leadership. An organization pursuing maximization of its members' proactive personality may find an
advantage in servant leadership. The study is limited by the fact that the data was collected from
three metropolitan city-owned companies, which may have different work attitudes and behaviours;
the authors hypothesized and found a negative relationship between the predictor and the dependent
variable. To apply TAT more appropriately, the dependent variable could have been a positive work
behaviour showing a positive relationship between the predictor and the dependent variable. The
results  of  this  study  have  both  theoretical  and  empirical  implications.  In  terms  of  theoretical
implication, the study rather indirectly supports TAT. While  Greenbaum et al. (2017) demonstrated
the triggering effect of abusive supervision on employees' Machiavellianism, which leads to unethical

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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behaviours, this study showed a stronger negative relationship between proactive personality and
psychological  withdrawal  behaviours.  This  study  provided  empirical  evidence  showing  servant
leadership's role in lowering negative behaviours. This study's findings suggest how an organization
could maximize the benefits of members' proactive personality under high servant leadership.

Achara et al. (2020) examined workplace incivility and employee retention in the hospitality industry
in  Nigeria  stating  that  the  uncivil  behaviour  at  play  in  the  Nigerian  hospitality  industry  and  its
resultant effect necessitated the investigation. The objectives of the study were to; find out the effect
of discrimination on employee retention, determine the effects of sexual harassment on employee
retention and examine whether organizational culture as a moderating factor significantly affects the
relationship between workplace incivility and employee retention. To achieve the objectives, a survey
research design was adopted. The population of the study was 609 employees of the selected hotels
in Uyo, Akwa Ibom State and Taro Yemane formula was used to derive 242 as the sample size. The
techniques  employed  in  analysing  the  data  were  descriptive  statistics,  ordinal  least  square  and
Spearman  Rank  Correlation  Coefficient.  The  results  indicated  that  discrimination  has  significant
effect on employee retention as SPSS output shows that the value of R square = .852 and the P value =
.000. It was also observed that sexual harassment has a significant effect on employee retention as
shown in the SPSS Output where the value of R square =.850 and the P value = 0.000 and that organ-
izational  culture  as  a  moderating  factor  significantly  affects  the  relationship  between  workplace
incivility and employee retention as 48% and 35% of the respondents agreed and strongly agreed
respectively  that  organizational  culture  as  a  moderating  factor  affects  the  relationship  between
incivility  and  employee  retention..  Based  on  the  findings,  the  study  concluded  that  workplace
incivility affects employee retention. It was recommended among others that Management of hospit-
ality industries need to protect their workers against discrimination and encourage them to respect
each other's differences in order to reduce labour turnover and increase employees' retention in the
organization and also ensure that policy against discrimination is enacted and enforced, allegations of
discrimination need to be fully investigated and handled over to employees' disciplinary committee if
any exist for appropriate actions.

6 Research methodology

6.1 Research design

This  study explored the link between overt  incivility  and employee withdrawal  behaviour in  the
healthcare industry of southern Nigeria through a quantitative approach as the primary/dominant
approach, being a cross-sectional survey design which was employed to collect data from a represent-
ative sample of healthcare workers across various sectors in southern Nigeria using a standardized
instrument  in  form  of  a  questionnaire  that  measured  overtly  uncivil  experiences  and  employee
withdrawal behaviours (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).

6.2 Population of the study

The accessible  population of  this  study is  9610 senior staff  (including doctors,  nurses and other
healthcare workers) from 12 selected public  owned secondary and tertiary level  hospitals  in the
south-south region of Nigeria.
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6.3 Sample and sampling techniques

This study has adopted the stratified random sampling technique as this technique is recommended
due to the heterogeneity of the target population. Employees were stratified based on factors like
hospital type (secondary, tertiary) and job category (doctors, nurses, administrative staff).  Within
each stratum, a random sample of employees was drawn. This ensures that different subgroups are
adequately represented in the sample, reducing bias and improving the generalizability of findings.

Considering that the population being 9610 employees is relatively large. Sample size determination
allows the researcher draw a smaller sample while still maintaining acceptable levels of precision
(i.e.,  how close the sample results are likely to be to the true population values).  The study also
desires a precision level of 95% confidence interval with a +/- 5% margin of error. Therefore, the
study has adopted the Krejcie and Morgan table as this  table provides sample sizes for different
population sizes and desired confidence levels. For a population of 9610 and 95% confidence, the
table  suggests  a  sample  size  of  369,  as  the  table  is  constructed  using  the  following  formula  for
determination of sample size:

(1)

where  S = required sample size;  X2 = the table value of chi-square for 1 degree of freedom at the
desired confidence level (3.841); N = the population size; P = the population proportion (assumed to
be 0.50,  which gives the maximum sample size);  and  d =  the degree of  accuracy expressed as  a
proportion (0.05) (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970).

S= X2NP(1-P) ÷ d2(N-1) + X2P(1-P)

With  the  total  population being  9610 employees  at  95% confidence and error  limit  of  0.05,  the
sample size for this study is approximately 369 employees which was obtained using the Krejcie and
Morgan Table. Bowley’s (1964) formula was as well used in allocating the number of copies of the
questionnaire to each healthcare facility. The formula is given as:

(2)

where  nh =  the number of  copies of  the questionnaire distributed to each hospital;  n =  the total
sample size; Nh = the number of employees in each hospital; and N = the population.

6.4 Nature and sources of data

The data used for this study were gotten from primary and secondary sources and the nature of the
data quantitative. The primary quantitative data was collected with the aid of a structured question-
naire. The secondary data was as well collected from existing literatures from journals, textbooks, the
internet (especially from the website of the Federal Ministry of Health,  Nigeria (2024) which has
provided materials for review of literature and a comprehensive list of public hospitals in Nigeria.

6.5 Data analysis techniques

The  test  of  hypothesis  was  done  using  Spearman  Rank  Order  Correlation  Coefficient  analysis  to
determine the relationship between the two variables, overt incivility and employee withdrawal be-
haviour.
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7 Results and discussion

H01: There is no significant correlation between overt incivility and employee turnover behaviour in
hospitals in the South-south region of Nigeria.

The test of H01 is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Overt incivility and employee turnover.

Variable pair Spearman’s rho Sig. (2-tailed) N

Overt incivility – Turnover behaviour 0.762** < 0.001 369

Note: Spearman’s rho; N = 369. **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Test  of  Hypothesis  one  for  overt  incivility  and  turnover  behaviour,  the  correlation  coefficient  is
reported  as  0.762**,  indicating  a  strong  positive  correlation  between  the  two  variables.  The
correlation is statistically significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed), with p < 0.001 (Table 1). With this,
we reject the null hypothesis and accept the alternate.

H02: There is no significant correlation between overt incivility and employee tardiness of hospitals
in the South-south region of Nigeria.

The test of H02 is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Overt incivility and employee tardiness.

Variable pair Spearman’s rho Sig. (2-tailed) N

Overt incivility – Tardiness 0.285** < 0.001 369

Note: Spearman’s rho; N = 369. **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

For overt incivility and tardiness, the correlation coefficient is reported as 0.285**, indicating a weak
to moderate positive correlation between the two variables. The correlation is statistically significant
at the 0.01 level (two-tailed), with p < 0.001 (Table 2).

H03: Personality trait does not significantly moderate the relationship between overt incivility and
employee turnover behaviour of hospitals in the South-south region of Nigeria.

The test of H03 is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Partial correlations between overt incivility, employee turnover and tardiness controlling for personality
traits.

Variable Overt incivility Turnover behaviour Tardiness behaviour

Overt incivility 1.000 0.087 (0.095) 0.254 (< 0.001)

Turnover behaviour 0.087 (0.095) 1.000 0.327 (< 0.001)

Tardiness behaviour 0.254 (< 0.001) 0.327 (< 0.001) 1.000

Note: Partial correlations controlling for personality traits; df = 366; p values (2-tailed) in parentheses.

The partial correlation analysis presented in  Table 3, controlling for personality traits, displays the
Spearman's  rho  correlation  coefficients  between  overt  incivility,  personality  trait,  and  employee
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turnover  behaviour.  The  analysis  also  includes  significance  values  (two-tailed)  indicating  the
statistical significance of the correlations. With this, we reject the null hypothesis.

8 Conclusions

The  significant  correlation  between  overt  forms  of  incivility  and  the  measures  of  employee
withdrawal  behaviour  (turnover  and  tardiness)  proves  that  when  left  uncurbed,  overt  incivility
influences workers’  behaviour which in turn affects their desire to withdraw both physically and
psychologically from the organisation.

The outcome of the multivariate analyses shows that personality trait does significantly moderate the
correlation  between  overt  incivility  and  employee  withdrawal  behaviours.  This  implies  that
personality traits which are the fundamental building blocks that define how employees think, feel,
and behave might encourage or discourage an employee’s resolve to withdraw from the workplace
when faced with harsh,  unpleasant  and uncivil  experiences.  Depending largely  on an employee’s
personality  trait,  the  employee’s  tendency  to  withdraw from his  or  her  workplace  might  not  be
influenced in the event of supervisor or co-worker incivility.

9 Recommendations

According to Pearson et al.,  (2000), workplace incivility has a spiral effect therefore one person’s
experience of  incivility from a coworker or supervisor does not only threaten withdrawal by the
individual, but it also threatens a multiplier effect. Such that the victim becomes a villain and the toxic
cycle  continues.  Hospital  management  is  therefore  encouraged to  have their  ears  open and eyes
peeled and to also create avenues through which complaints can be made by employees in order to
observe any occurrence of incivility timely and to stop at nothing to ensure that it is curbed before it
spreads like wildfire.
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