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In the past, we have discussed the nature of 
workplace conflicts and the amount of time 
invested in a single event involving only a few 
participants.  For instance, workplace harassment 
investigations represent situations in an 
organization that are often the result of unresolved 
conflict that has gone unaddressed for far too long.  
For the purpose of this article, we will attempt to 
shed light on the benefits of being proactive in 
creating a positive and civil workplace culture that 
will help prevent harassment situations in the first 
place. 
 
Negativity is a prevalent problem in today’s 
workplaces.  We live in one of the most peaceful 
and stable times in human history. 
Understandably, this is difficult to fathom given the 
perspective we are presented in the media 
regarding the amount of conflict in the world.  In 
spite of this, many people find themselves in a 
constant state of complaint and pessimism.  The 
reasons for this type of reaction are many and 
varied, that may require individualized support in 
extreme cases.  However, for the most part, by 
slightly shifting the manner, in which we interact 
with each other in the workplace, we can help 
prevent negativity from taking root throughout the 
organization.   
 
Negativity and a lack of civility can lead to the large 
cost interventions we discussed earlier, but it can 
also have more minor underlying effects on a 
company’s bottom line.  Individuals working in a 
dysfunctional environment tend to suffer from 
poor mental health especially in the form of stress.  

The signs of stress may not be overt in all cases but 
a common method for identifying an issue is an 
increased use of sick time for mental health related 
issues.   
 
A new warning sign identified in recent studies, 
cites “presenteeism” as even more detrimental 
symptom of a poor work environment.  
Presenteeism refers to employees who are at work 
in body but not in mind.  There is no denying that 
every employee has at one time or another felt 
distracted at work, which has limited their 
productivity.  The cause of the distraction may be 
personal in nature, for instance if a family member 
is ill; however, there are certainly cases in which 
the work environment is the root cause.  
Presenteeism presents a unique problem for HR 
practitioners as it is not as simple to measure as 
absenteeism.  It is for this reason that we suggest 
not attempting to measure it in the first place but 
rather to try to increase the level of civility in your 
workplace to limit the amount of negativity faced 
on a day-to-day basis.   
 
First and foremost, there must be a commitment to 
improve the work atmosphere by everyone in the 
organization.  This goes from the line employee to 
the CEO and everyone in between.  Without total 
commitment, any further steps your organization 
chooses to take may result in only short-term as 
opposed to long lasting success.  This may 
ultimately lead to further problems once 
employees realize the situation will not improve, 
thus allowing apathy to set in.  Civility is not 
something that can be accomplished by a “one-off” 
presentation or similar “Band-Aid” solution.  It is a 
process that requires consistent effort from all, not 
just today but every day going forward.   
 
A common understanding is also extremely 
important.  Every person in this world sees the 
world in a different context based on their 
upbringing and experience, your workplace is no 
different.  Organizations are very good at designing 
processes on how interactions should occur 
outside the organization but ironically they pay 
very little attention to the small day-to-day 
interactions required between employees.  Rather 
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than imposing a way people should behave, have 
all staff contribute to designing a code of 
civility/ethics for your organization.  This will help 
in the achievement of buy-in as individuals 
appreciate being asked for input and are much 
more likely to abide by something they had a hand 
in creating.  Additionally, management will only 
understand certain aspects of the day-to-day 
interactions, so getting a front line perspective will 
provide a more thorough process.  The other layers 
of the organization have different perspectives, 
experiences and needs that must be considered in 
the code.  These types of documents allow for a 
common perception of what is acceptable and what 
is not.  It helps to define the expected behaviour of 
employees at your organization and ensures that 
everyone becomes aware of the importance of 
civility in the workplace.   
 
A code of civility is a good first start but often 
additional training is necessary to ensure 
workplace civility.  No matter what attempts are 
made to limit conflict, it will occur.  Being able to 
recognize the signs of frustration in yourself or 
others can help prevent conflictual situations from 
turning into harassment claims.  We, as humans, 
are often quick to identify and point out conflict 
behaviours in others but are blissfully unaware of 
how we may exhibit those same behaviours.  Self-
awareness of our own conflict behaviours helps 
tremendously in being able to empathize with 
others, especially when you may realize that you 
would have reacted in a similar way.  Training is 
another method of ensuring that your staff are all 
on the same page and allowing all to gain a greater 
understanding of how they may contribute to 
conflict.   
 
Despite an organization’s best efforts, there exist 
certain employees more difficult than others, who 
continue to cause strife within the workplace.  
Increased coaching and possibly further training 
can be used to help rehabilitate these employees to 
the organization’s desired level of civility.  
However, at a certain point an organization may 
determine whether it is worth the organization’s 
time to attempt to rehabilitate the employee.  
Accountability will be the key to this 
determination.  Holding employees accountable to 
a civility standard will hopefully rehabilitate the 
employee but will also act as a sign to other 
employees that civility will be respected. 

Finally, management must exemplify the type of 
behaviours that is expected of staff.  If it seems as if 
there exists differing codes of conduct for 
management and employees, all previous efforts 
will be for nought.  The rules need to apply 
consistently to each and every person in the 
organization in order to be effective, without 
exception.  Simply put, individuals should be 
treated the way they all agreed to be treated, via 
the code of civility.  There exists no individual 
important enough to dismiss their duty to civility.   
 
 
 
 


