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Zusammenfassung 

 Das Internet hat unser Leben in vielerlei Hinsicht verändert. Auch der politische 

Diskurs ist in großen Teilen in den digitalen Raum gerückt. Obwohl das Internet viele neue 

Möglichkeiten für politische Partizipation bietet, hat der Online-Diskurs auch seine 

Schattenseiten. Vor allem inziviles Kommunikationsverhalten in Online-Diskussionen hat viel 

Aufmerksamkeit in der Öffentlichkeit und in der Forschung erlangt. Die Folgen von Inzivilität 

sind allerdings schwer abzuschätzen, da sich inziviles Kommunikationsverhalten in sehr 

unterschiedlicher Form manifestieren kann und es sehr subjektiv ist, welche 

Diskussionsbeiträge als inzivil betrachtet werden. Deshalb ist es wichtig Wege zu finden, um 

Inzivilität auf einer perzeptuellen Ebene zu untersuchen. Letztendlich ist Inzivilität nicht nur 

das Merkmal einer Nachricht, sondern Menschen machen sich vermutlich auch ein Bild von 

der Person hinter der Nachricht. Ziele der vorliegenden Dissertation ist es daher einen Ansatz 

zu entwickeln, wie Inzivilität aus einer sozialen Perspektive beleuchtet werden kann. Nur so 

können wir verstehen, warum Inzivilität negative Folgen für die Dynamiken einer Diskussion 

und auch für die Rezipierenden selbst haben kann. Auch kann auf diese Weise exploriert 

werden, ob verschiedene Formen von Inzivilität unterschiedliche Auswirkungen auf die 

soziale Perzeption haben. Da Attributionstheorien erklären, wie Menschen das Verhalten 

anderer interpretieren, baut die vorliegende Dissertation insbesondere auf diesem Ansatz auf 

und integriert diesen in einen breiteren theoretischen Rahmen. 

 In Studie I wurde zunächst anhand qualitativer und quantitativer Daten untersucht, 

welche Motive Menschen haben, inzivile Nachrichten zu schreiben und wie diese sich 

zwischen verschiedenen Typen von Inzivilität unterscheiden. Die Ergebnisse zeigten, dass 

insbesondere zwei Arten von Diskussionsmotiven die Nutzung von Inzivilität begünstigen: 

aggressive Diskussionsmotive und das Motiv vorangegangene Normverletzungen zu 

konterkarieren. Allerdings führte nur das Vorhandensein von aggressiven Diskussionsmotiven 

zu häufigem inzivilen Kommunikationsverhalten. 

 Studie II hat anschließend auf der Grundlage von Annahmen über kooperative 

Kommunikation und Attributionsprozesse beleuchtet in welchem Maße verschiedene Typen 

von Inzivilität die Bewertung des kommunikativen Verhaltens beeinflussen. Dazu wurde für 

fünf verschiedene Typen von Inzivilität untersucht, wie sich die Attributionen der 

Rezipierenden über (1) Diskussionsabsichten, (2) tolerierbare politische Ansichten und (3) 

Diskussionsfähigkeiten des Absenders unterscheiden. Tatsächlich zeigte sich, dass hier 

signifikante Unterschiede gefunden werden können, die es erlauben Inzivilität auf einer 

perzeptuellen Ebene zu kategorisieren. Vor allem respektloses Diskussionsverhalten hat 



VI 

negative Attributionen auf allen drei Ebenen hervorgerufen. Allerdings konnte nur im 

geringen Maße festgestellt werden, dass die verschiedenen Typen von Inzivilität das 

Diskussionsverhalten der Rezipierenden negativ beeinflussen. 

 Da insbesondere respektloses Diskussionsverhalten negative Attributionen hinsichtlich 

kooperativer Kommunikation ausgelöst hatte, wurde in Studie III und IV untersucht, 

inwieweit die Attribution von aggressiven Diskussionsmotiven eine Rolle für die 

Verarbeitung inziviler Kommentare spielt. Es zeigte sich, dass Menschen inzivilem 

Diskussionsverhalten in der Form von Respektlosigkeit ein hohes Maß an aggressiven 

Diskussionsmotiven zuschreiben. In Studie III zeigte sich zudem, dass dieses Muster in einer 

generellen negativen Bewertung des Senders resultierte. Dies führte wiederum dazu, dass 

Menschen weniger gewillt waren an der Diskussion teilzunehmen.  

In Studie IV konnte zusätzlich gezeigt werden, dass die Zuschreibung von aggressiven 

Diskussionsmotiven die eigenen aggressiven Antwortintentionen der Rezipierenden erhöht 

hat. Nur wenn sie solche Intentionen hatten, war es wahrscheinlicher, dass sie selbst in einer 

inzivilen Art und Weise geantwortet haben. Ob sie solche Intentionen entwickelten, war auch 

von ihren positiven und negativen Emotionen abhängig.  

 Sowohl in Studie III als auch in Studie IV wurde zudem untersucht, wie die 

Verarbeitung von Inzivilität durch gegensätzliche Positionen beeinflusst wird. In beiden 

Studien zeigte sich, dass Menschen bei Person mit einer entgegengesetzten Meinung 

negativere Attributionen vornahmen als bei gleichgesinnten Personen. Allerdings konnte in 

Studie III festgestellt werden, dass dieser Effekt unabhängig vom Vorhandensein von 

Inzivilität auftrat. 

 Durch die Ergebnisse der vier Studien konnte ein Modell entwickelt werden, das 

beschreibt, wie Menschen Inzivilität von einer sozialen Perspektive verarbeiten und wie dies 

ihr eigenes Diskussionsverhalten beeinflussen kann. Die Annahme, dass Inzivilität auch auf 

einer sozialen Ebene verarbeitet wird, konnte so gestützt werden. Auch zeigte sich, dass 

insbesondere Attributionstheorien ein vielversprechender Ansatz sind, sich dieser Perspektive 

weiter zu nähern.  
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Abstract 

 The Internet has changed our lives in many ways. Even the political discourse has 

shifted to a large extent into the digital space. Although the Internet offers many new 

opportunities for political participation, online discourse also has its dark sides. In particular, 

uncivil communication behavior in online discussions has gained notable public and scholarly 

attention. However, the consequences of incivility are challenging to assess, as it can take 

many forms, and it is highly subjective which discussion posts are considered uncivil. 

Therefore, it is essential to find ways to study incivility on a perceptual level. After all, 

incivility is not only a comment feature, but people are also likely to form an image of the 

person behind the message. Thus, this dissertation aims to develop an approach to examine 

incivility from the perspective of social perception. Only in this way can we eventually 

understand why incivility can have negative consequences for the dynamics of a discussion 

and the recipients themselves. Also, this approach allows exploring whether different types of 

incivility have distinct effects on social perception. Since attribution theories explain how 

people interpret the behavior of others, this dissertation builds particularly on this approach 

and integrates it into a broader theoretical framework. 

 First, Study I used qualitative and quantitative data to examine people's motives for 

writing uncivil messages and how these motives differ between distinct types of incivility. 

The results showed that two kinds of discussion motives facilitated the use of incivility in 

particular: aggressive discussion motives and the motive to counter previous norm violations. 

However, only the presence of aggressive discussion motives has led to frequent uncivil 

communication behavior. 

 Subsequently, Study II used assumptions about cooperative communication and 

attribution processes to explore the extent to which different types of incivility influence the 

evaluation of communicative behavior. For this purpose, we examined how recipients' 

attributions differ in (1) discussion intentions, (2) tolerable political views, and (3) discussion 

skills of the sender for five different types of incivility. Indeed, it turned out that significant 

differences can be found, which allow categorizing incivility on a perceptual level. Especially 

disrespectful discussion behavior elicited negative attributions on all three levels. However, 

the different types of incivility only slightly influenced the discussion behavior of the 

recipients.  

 Because particularly disrespectful discussion behavior had elicited negative 

attributions regarding cooperative communication, Studies III and IV examined the extent to 
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which the attribution of aggressive discussion motives plays a role in the processing of uncivil 

discussion comments. It was found that people attribute comparatively high levels of 

aggressive discussion motives to uncivil discussion behavior in the form of disrespect. Study 

III also showed that this pattern resulted in a generally negative evaluation of the sender. This, 

in turn, resulted in people being less willing to participate in the discussion. 

 Study IV additionally showed that the attribution of aggressive discussion motives 

increased the recipients' aggressive response intentions. Only if they had such intentions, they 

were more likely to respond in an uncivil manner themselves. Whether they developed such 

intentions was also dependent on their positive and negative emotions.  

 Both Study III and Study IV also examined how the processing of incivility was 

affected by opposing positions. In both studies, it was found that people made more negative 

attributions to a person with an opposing opinion than to like-minded people. However, Study 

III found that this effect occurred regardless of the presence of incivility. 

 Through the results of the four studies, a model has been developed that describes how 

people process incivility from a social perspective and how this may influence their 

discussion behavior. The assumption that incivility is also processed on a social level could 

thus be supported. It was also demonstrated that particularly attribution theories are a 

promising approach to approach this perspective further. 
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Introduction  1 

I Introduction 

Conversations between citizens about political issues have been considered the “soul 

of democracy” (Kim et al., 1999, p. 362). As the Internet provides relatively new 

opportunities to participate in such conversations by globally connecting individuals, it has a 

certain potential to promote a democratic discourse. Primarily, social media platforms provide 

various spaces in which individuals can discuss politics and societally relevant issues. On 

social network sites like Facebook and Twitter and video-sharing platforms like YouTube, 

citizens can easily and informally discuss political issues (Boulianne, 2015; Halpern & Gibbs, 

2013; Valenzuela et al., 2018; Valera-Ordaz, 2019). Likewise, news outlets provide comment 

spaces on their websites and become an integral part of social media platforms. That allows a 

fast distribution of news and the facilitation of related discussions (Kümpel et al., 2015; 

Ziegele et al., 2014). People can participate in conversations at relatively low costs on social 

media platforms by writing short comments, liking content, or sharing content. Moreover, 

people do not have to seek out (political) discussions proactively but are often incidentally 

exposed to discussions that emerged in their social media feeds and timelines. These 

dynamics have indeed been found to facilitate recipients’ online participation (Valeriani & 

Vaccari, 2016). 

 With rapidly changing opportunities to participate in public debates, concerns have 

grown that the share of uncivil communication has noticeably increased (Coe et al., 2014; 

Sobieraj & Berry, 2011). Such dynamics are usually considered a challenge for online 

political communication since incivility can have a range of adverse effects. For instance, it 

was found that discussion incivility increases negative emotions (e.g., Chen & Lu, 2017; 

Gervais, 2015, 2017) or can decrease recipients' open-mindedness towards other opinions 

(Hwang et al., 2018). However, it is difficult to assess the actual impact of incivility on 

political discourse, as there is no unique definition of this construct. Some scholars 

conceptualized incivility as disrespectful discussion behavior (e.g., Coe et al., 2014), whereas 

other scholars argue that incivility is a violation of democratic norms (e.g., Papacharissi, 

2004). By now, incivility is primarily seen as a multidimensional concept that can take 

different forms (e.g., Chen, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016). Yet, little effort has been made to 

derive a common theoretical fundament that encompasses all types of incivility. One of the 

biggest challenges for research in this field is that incivility is a subjective concept because it 

highly depends on recipients' interpretation of the message, whether it is perceived as uncivil 

or not (Chen et al., 2019; Herbst, 2010). Therefore, incivility cannot be defined simply by the 

occurrence of specific message characteristics. 
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 To close this gap, Bormann and colleagues (2021) recently introduced a novel 

approach to incivility. By drawing on distinct theoretical frameworks addressing cooperation, 

the authors conceptualize incivility as violations of different cooperative communication 

norms that are disapproved of by recipients. In other words, they regard online 

communication to be uncivil if it disappoints recipients’ expectations for cooperative 

communication. In this way, Bormann and colleagues (2021) strengthen a common theoretical 

ground that allows categorizing different types of incivility based on the nature of the norm 

violation. Within this approach, a  crucial aspect is highlighted: Incivility is not a mere 

message characteristic.  

For successful cooperative actions, people need to use their unique expertise to read 

others’ minds (Tomasello et al., 2005). In other words, they must infer what the goals of 

others are and what capabilities they have to achieve those goals. From this perspective, 

incivility is more than the usage of certain words. As online discussions are characterized by 

social exchange, incivility should be considered a social act rather than a message feature. So 

far, however, comparatively little empirical evidence exists for this social perspective. 

Therefore, the current doctoral thesis aimed to strengthen this approach by providing insight 

into how people socially process incivility in the online political discourse. At its very heart, 

attribution theory has been assumed to provide a vital framework to understand how people 

process incivility from social perception. Although there is no unique attribution theory (see 

Malle & Korman, 2013 for an overview of the different meanings), all approaches in this field 

have in common that they explain how people interpret the behavior of others. For behavior 

that is performed intentionally, the emphasis is on the attribution of behavioral motives within 

attribution theories (Jones & Davis, 1965; Malle, 1999; Malle & Korman, 2013; Reeder, 

2009; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Weiner, 2000). Therefore, special attention was paid to this 

aspect. 

 Consequently, the primary purpose of the dissertation was to examine which motives 

people have when behaving in an uncivil manner and which attributions recipients make 

about the senders of incivility. Based on the novel approach of Bormann and colleagues 

(2021), it was of particular interest whether (perceived) aggressive motives or a (perceived) 

lack of cooperation cause the undesirable consequences of incivility. By combining the 

attribution theory approach with assumptions about cooperative communication (Allwood et 

al., 2000; Bormann et al., 2021; Grice, 1975) and the evolvement of human aggression 

(Anderson & Bushman, 2002), an empirically based model was successively developed to 

approach incivility from the perspective of social perception. 
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II Challenges for incivility research 

1 Incivility, a threat to (online) democracy? 

There is an ongoing debate about the actual contribution of online discussions to 

democracy (Coleman & Moss, 2012; Graham, 2015; Schäfer, 2011). Whereas some scholars 

focus on the benefits of online discussions for the public political exchange (e.g., Benkler, 

2006; Brundidge, 2010), others have expressed concerns about the gain of such discussions 

for democratization (e.g., Dahlberg, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002). Although Papacharissi (2002) 

concedes that the Internet creates new spaces for political discussion and interpersonal 

contact, she emphasizes that the Internet will not automatically lead us to a democratic utopia 

by its technical features. She argues that it is rather crucial in which ways people use the 

Internet and which dynamics evolve in Internet-based public spaces. 

Indeed, scientific research identified dynamics in online discussions that can be 

considered destructive to the democratic process. For instance, it was reasoned that social 

media platforms foster political polarization due to the way of disseminating political content 

(Settle, 2018). It was also found that anonymity in the online environment facilitates offensive 

comment behavior (Santana, 2014). However, a prevailing concern seems to be that uncivil 

communication behavior is increasing more and more (Coe et al., 2014; Sobieraj & Berry, 

2011). Therefore, a discussion has arisen about the extent to which the Internet's potential to 

promote democratic processes is undermined by a decline of civility in online communication 

(e.g., Chen, 2017; Garton Ash, 2016; Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Herbst, 2010; Papacharissi, 

2004; Quandt, 2018; Rowe, 2015). Chen (2017) argues that incivility in online discussions 

could hinder deliberative moments – moments that “offer some support for the ideals of free 

debate, inclusiveness of viewpoints, and discussions across difference” (p. 176). On the other 

hand, scholars emphasize the merit of heated discussions for democracy and argue that a 

robust democracy could endure certain levels of uncivil communication (Garton Ash, 2016; 

Papacharissi, 2004). 

Research attests that incivility is a common feature of (political) online discussions 

(Coe et al., 2014; Su et al., 2018). Likewise, for the US, recent survey data from the Pew 

Research Center indicate that adult Internet users increasingly experience uncivil behavior 

online – especially on social media. Whereas in 2014, 23% of adult Internet users personally 

experienced offensive name-calling, in 2020, 31% of users experienced such behavior. In the 

same period, users’ experiences of purposeful embarrassment increased from 19% to 26%, 

and even incidents of physical threats have risen from 7% to 14%. Overall, in 2020, 41% of 

surveyed individuals reported having experienced some online harassment (Pew Research 
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Center; Vogels, 2021). Based on these dynamics, the German Government even enacted a law 

– the Network Enforcement Act (Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz) – that obliges social media 

providers to delete uncivil comments as soon as someone reports content that violates the law 

(Federal Ministry of Justice and Consumer Protection, 2017). 

Likewise, incivility in online discussions gained considerable scientific attention, and 

concerns have been expressed that incivility is indeed a serious threat to democratic discourse 

(Anderson et al., 2018; Ceron & Memoli, 2016; Han et al., 2018). So far, research has 

identified various consequences caused by incivility that may undermine democratic values. 

For instance, it was found that exposure to incivility fosters attitude polarization towards the 

discussion topic (Anderson et al., 2014) and increases perceptions of a polarized public 

(Hwang et al., 2014). Similarly, Goyanes and colleagues (2021) found that uncivil discussion 

comments can facilitate disengagement from others (i.e., unfriending) on social media, which 

can foster the avoidance of contentious political content. Consequently, this outcome might 

also boost polarization dynamics. Although such dynamics can also encourage citizens to 

participate politically (e.g., Borah, 2014), concerns are that polarization leads to a more 

intolerant and divided society (Stroud, 2010). It was also demonstrated that uncivil comments 

related to online news increase perceptions of a biased coverage (Anderson et al., 2018). As it 

was found that people holding such biased perceptions are more likely to speak out and to 

seek out differences in political conversations (Barnidge & Rojas, 2014), incivility has 

seemingly the potential to decrease diversity in online discussions. However, the probably 

most detrimental consequence of incivility in online discussions for the (online) democracy is 

that it can directly discourage citizens from participating in discussions. Han and Brazeal 

(2015) found that exposure to an uncivil discussion decreases individuals’ willingness to 

participate in future online discussions. This seems especially true for individuals who try to 

avoid conflicts (Sydnor, 2019). Moreover, Muddiman and colleagues (2020) demonstrated 

that people are less likely to engage with online news that tends to be uncivil. In turn, it was 

found that individuals who frequently comment in discussions are less likely to do this in a 

civil and informational manner (Blom et al., 2014). From this perspective, incivility hinders 

democratic discourse by diminishing diversity of opinion and encouraging only certain people 

to discuss. 

At this point, it is important to note that it was also found that incivility can have 

positive consequences on the democratic process. For instance, it was demonstrated that 

incivility can foster political engagement. Borah (2014) showed that incivility in the 

blogosphere increases the willingness to join an online petition. Likewise, Chen and Lu 
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(2017) found that people exposed to uncivil comments posted on a news story about abortion 

were more likely to engage in political activities (online and offline) regarding this issue. 

Additionally, it was found that incivility can encourage individuals to speak out when having 

a minority opinion through the way of emotions (Masullo et al., 2021). Although these effects 

of incivility appear favorable at first glance, the actual consequences of these effects have not 

yet been sufficiently researched. This said, when responding to incivility, people tend to react 

in an uncivil way as well (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015; Kwon & Gruzd, 2017; Ziegele et 

al., 2018). Thus, speaking out in an uncivil discussion might end up being rather destructive 

because aggression in comment sections generates further aggression (Gonçalves, 2018), and 

incivility is likely to encourage individuals to participate politically due to defensive 

motivations (Borah, 2014; Chen & Lu, 2017; Hwang et al., 2008). From this perspective, 

incivility will probably prevent deliberative moments, as Chen (2017) described, even when it 

encourages users to speak out. Although political engagement is an important cornerstone of 

our democracy, it is less valuable for democracy when it is accompanied by close-mindedness 

and polarized attitudes.  

Taken together, there is evidence that incivility in online political discussions can have 

certain adverse effects – at least when these discussions take place in public. Nevertheless, 

scholarly voices against seeing incivility as inherently bad are getting louder (Chen et al., 

2019). Already Papacharissi (2004) reasoned that even rude and heated discussions could 

benefit democracy as long as they promote democratic exchange. However, the adverse 

effects described above show that incivility can have undesirable consequences for the public 

online political discourse.  

One major challenge for research on incivility is that it is often very subjective and 

context-dependent, whether a comment is uncivil or not. For that reason, (in)civility is 

considered “notoriously” difficult to conceptualize (Boyd, 2004; Coe et al., 2014; Muddiman 

et al., 2020). This had led to distinct approaches to defining and operationalizing incivility. 

Therefore, it is difficult to determine how incivility actually has adverse consequences and 

when it even might foster online political discussions. Likewise, research often neglected to 

differentiate between distinct types of incivility when examining its consequences. Usually, 

the effects of incivility were investigated by exposing participants to various uncivil 

comments, mixing different incivility types (e.g., Masullo et al., 2021; Hutchens et al., 2019). 

The following section discusses how incivility was defined, operationalized, and measured so 

far. 
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2 The different facets of incivility  

In the broadest sense, incivility can be considered as norm violating communication 

(Jamieson & Hardy, 2012; Muddiman, 2017; Oz et al., 2017; Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 

2019; Sydnor, 2018). However, which communicative behavior is compliant with norms and 

which behavior is norm violating is often context-dependent and can change over time (Chen 

et al., 2019; Herbst, 2010; Rossini, 2019). Therefore, the perception of civility and incivility is 

“very much in the eye of the beholder” (Herbst, 2010, p. 3). The target of incivility can be 

very different, too. For instance, incivility can be aimed at recipients themselves or against 

other discussants (Chen & Ng, 2016, 2017). Incivility can also be aimed either against people 

present in the discussion or against people who are not present (e.g., authors of a news article 

or politicians; Rowe, 2015; Su et al., 2018). Furthermore, it can be aimed at a whole (often 

marginalized) social group (Chen, Fadnis, et al., 2020; Papacharissi, 2004) or can be against 

institutions like news media, companies, or governments (Papacharissi, 2004; Rost et al., 

2016).  

Consequently, incivility in online political discussions can take many forms. However, 

although online incivility is far from being a new phenomenon, as mentioned above, there is 

an ongoing debate about its definition (Chen et al., 2019). In the next section, it will be 

discussed which definitions and operationalization exist so far and where are still 

shortcomings in the literature.   

2.1 Definition and operationalization 

Often, incivility is defined and operationalized as disrespectful and offensive 

comments towards other discussants (Chen & Lu, 2017; Coe et al., 2014; Gervais, 2014; 

Sobieraj & Berry, 2011; Sydnor, 2019). Coe and colleagues (2014) defined incivility as 

“features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily disrespectful tone toward the discussion 

forum, its participants, or its topics” (p. 660). Consequently, they operationalized incivility as 

comments that include name-calling, aspersion, lying accusations, vulgarity, and pejorative 

speech. In the past, these manifestations of incivility have often been conceptualized as 

uninhibited online communication and have been labeled as flaming (Lea et al., 1992). Other 

scholars argue that incivility is more than an impolite discussion tone. Papacharissi (2004) 

argues that a more significant distinction needs to be made between impoliteness and 

incivility. Whereas impoliteness does not necessarily decrease the democratic merit of a 

discussion, she argues that only behavior with a lasting negative impact on democracy can be 

considered uncivil. Therefore, she defined incivility as “disrespect for the collective traditions 

of democracy” that can be operationalized “as the set of behaviors that threaten democracy, 
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deny people their personal freedoms, and stereotype social groups” (p. 267). Indeed, people 

seem to differentiate between these forms of incivility. Muddiman (2017) introduced the 

concepts of personal-level incivility and public-level incivility. This differentiation comes 

close to the distinction made by Papacharissi (2004). Whereas personal-level incivility refers 

to violations of politeness norms, public-level incivility refers to violations of political and 

deliberative norms and, therefore, corresponds to Papacharissi's (2004) idea of true incivility. 

In her study, it has to be noted that the operationalization of public-level incivility was much 

broader than the one of Papacharissi (2004). For instance, in Muddiman's (2017) study, 

deceptive behavior (e.g., spreading rumors or accusations of lying) was also assigned to 

public-level incivility. In a more recent approach, Rossini (2022) distinguishes between 

incivility and intolerance. In accordance with previous suggestions (Coe et al., 2014), she 

conceptualizes incivility in terms of a disrespectful and impolite discussion tone that, 

however, does not necessarily lack justification. In contrast, she argues that political 

intolerance is inherently harmful to democracy as it threatens the rights of individuals or 

specific groups, signals moral disrespect, and fosters violence.  

Therefore, the most important distinction seems to be the differentiation between the 

violation of interpersonal respect and politeness norms as well as the violation of democratic 

and deliberative norms. Although these approaches are beneficial and vital, there is still a 

need to classify uncivil discussion behavior further as incivility can take forms that go beyond 

this two-dimensionality. In this vein, Chen (2017) stated that incivility could be 

conceptualized as a “continuum of non-normative speech that ranges from impoliteness to 

virulent hate speech” (p. 84).  

Another aspect is that the danger posed by the violation of politeness norms is often 

deemphasized (Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 2022), even though previous research clearly 

shows that people perceive disrespectful communication to be highly uncivil (Kenski et al., 

2020; Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016). Following previous findings (Han & Brazeal, 

2015), Rossini (2021) also found that incivility focusing on violations of respect and 

politeness norms is less likely to get replies in online discussions. Thus, the threat to 

democracy by this type of incivility must not be underestimated as it can prevent an open 

political discourse by discouraging individuals from participating.  

Chen et al. (2019) noted that it might be helpful to focus on the actual outcomes of 

incivility rather than focus on the usage of certain words or phrases. Indeed, in this manner, 

new ways could be found to categorize distinct types of incivility and examine which types of 

incivility should be encountered and which types are less harmful to online discussions. 
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However, so far, little effort has been taken to categorize incivility based on its consequences. 

A major problem is that the distinct definitions and conceptualizations of incivility are 

seldomly theory-driven but usually depend on the conceptual differences in its manifestation. 

Bormann and colleagues (2021) address this shortcoming by proposing a theory-based 

typology of incivility. The typology categorizes different types of uncivil communication 

based on their common ground: The authors argue that incivility in political discussions has 

its origins in the violation of individuals' expectations of others to adhere to norms of 

cooperative communication. It is emphasized that cooperative communication does not 

exclude dissent between different parties but can even foster the discourse by allowing 

cultivated conflicts (see also Garton Ash, 2016, p. 148 ff.). In other words, to have merit for 

the democratic discourse, political discussions do not have to be consensus-oriented, and 

people do not always have to agree with each other. A heated debate is not necessarily 

uncooperative in this vein – even if it is not overly polite. Therefore, this perspective meets 

Papacharissi's (2004) concerns that heated disagreement must not be equated with incivility. 

However, on that note, a certain degree of cooperative communication is needed so that 

deliberative moments can occur, as proposed by Chen (2017). Consequently, Bormann and 

colleagues (2021) conclude that incivility can be defined as communicative acts in public 

(online and offline) political discussions that violate certain norms of cooperative 

communication and is severely disapproved by the debate’s participants. Then, different types 

of incivility can be conceptualized as violations against distinct norms of cooperative 

communication that are expected by discussants in political (online) discussions. Drawing on 

this assumption, the authors derived five generic communication norms, which, if violated, 

can have a decisive negative impact on cooperative communication.  

Based on Grice's (1975) cooperation principle, Bormann and colleagues (2021) 

deduced norms they assume individuals expect others to adhere to when communicating. 

First, the authors propose an information norm and a modality norm: The information norm 

refers to Grice's (1975) communication maxims of quantity (e.g., “Make your contribution as 

informative as is required”) and quality (e.g., “Do not say what you believe to be false”) 

whereas the modality norm refers to the maxim of manner (e.g., “Avoid ambiguity”) (p. 45 – 

46). Thus, from this perspective, behavior like spreading disinformation or using misleading 

exaggerations can be considered violations of the information norm. In contrast, although 

more seldomly addressed in the literature of incivility, ambiguous communication behavior 

like being ironic or sarcastic can be considered as violations of the modality norm. Moreover, 

Bormann and colleagues (2021) argue that cooperative communication can only succeed 
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when it is connected and consistent. Therefore, they propose a process norm that postulates 

that ignoring others’ discussion contributions or deviating from the discussion topic can be 

regarded as significant norm violations of cooperative communication. Although not 

explicitly stated by Bormann and colleagues (2021), this norm also corresponds to Grice's 

(1975) relation maxim (i.e., “Be relevant”). However, Grices (1975) leaves largely open what 

that norm includes exactly. 

Nonetheless, ignoring others’ discussion contributions or deviating from the 

discussion topic can be regarded as significant violations of the process norm. Corresponding 

to more common types of incivility (e.g., Coe et al., 2014), Bormann and colleagues (2021) 

also propose a relation norm that states that cooperative communication should be respectful. 

Hence, being offensive and disrespectful to other discussants is a violation of this norm. 

Finally, the authors propose a context norm stating that communication should consider the 

communicative context to enable cooperation. Regarding (online) political discussions, the 

authors argue that public communication should meet the principles of liberal democracies. 

Thus, incivility in the form of democratic threatening behavior as operationalized by 

Papacharissi (2004) can be allocated to violations against the context norm.  

Although Bormann and colleagues (2021) take a strong perspective from 

communication science and sociology, this framework is also helpful to approach incivility 

from a psychological perspective. First, the core of the approach roots in evolutionary 

psychology (Tomasello, 2008, 2019; Tomasello et al., 2005), and reasoning from social 

psychology (e.g., Cialdini et al., 1991; Kerr & Kaufman-Gilliland, 1994) is broadly 

integrated. Second, whereas incivility is often treated as a feature of a message (e.g., Coe et 

al., 2014; Muddiman, 2017; Papacharissi, 2002; Rossini, 2021), this framework puts the focus 

on what incivility actually is – a social act. In this way, Bormann and colleagues (2021) 

acknowledge the subjective nature of incivility by conceptualizing it as a perceptual construct. 

Yet, empirical validation of the framework is missing. So far, individuals’ assessment of 

incivility itself has received relatively little attention. As diverse as the definitions and 

conceptualizations are, as diverse are the approaches to measure perceived incivility. 

2.2 Perception and measurement 

As incivility can be considered a perceptual construct (Bormann et al., 2021), it is 

essential to explain what differences exist in the individual perception for understanding 

which effects different incivility types have on its recipients. However, this aspect has been 

largely neglected in the literature. Perceptions of incivility primarily served as a manipulation 

check (e.g., Anderson et al., 2018; Hutchens et al., 2019; Hwang et al., 2014) or to pre-test 
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stimulus material (Chen & Lu, 2017; Chen & Ng, 2016). Moreover, only a few studies 

examined differences in the perception of uncivil comments between distinct types of 

incivility. For instance, Stryker et al. (2016) investigated lay people’s consensus about the 

perception of incivility among different communicative acts. The authors found that there is 

high agreement about the perceptions of incivility and, based on individuals’ assessments, 

they deductively identified three distinct dimensions of incivility: utterance incivility (e.g., 

name-calling, vulgarity), discursive incivility (e.g., interruption, refusal to listen), and 

deception (e.g., misleading, no evidence). Muddiman (2017) examined whether her proposed 

distinction between personal-level incivility and public-level incivility can be validated on a 

perceptual level. She found that people differentiate between the two concepts and that – 

against Papacharissi's (2004) reasoning – people consider personal-level incivility as more 

uncivil than public-level incivility. Likewise, Kenski and colleagues (2020) examined 

whether people perceive distinct types of incivility as operationalized by Coe et al. (2014; i.e., 

name-calling, aspersion, lying accusations, vulgarity, pejorative of speech) differently. 

Results demonstrated that individuals perceived name-calling and vulgarity as more uncivil 

than the other types of incivility.  

Thus, overall, research indicates that there is variance in the perception of incivility 

based on its manifestation. However, although these studies are critical first steps to 

highlighting the perceptual character of incivility, it remains inconclusive how the differences 

in perception affect individuals. First, the mere perception of whether a communicative 

behavior is uncivil or not says little about the actual impact of the behavior. For instance, 

people can perceive something as uncivil while at the same time considering incivility as 

justified. Second, the reliability of the employed measures of perceived incivility is limited. In 

the studies of Stryker et al. (2016) and Muddiman (2017), perceptions of incivility were 

measured on a single item scale, asking participants how uncivil particular behavior or 

comments are. Kenski and colleagues (2020) measured perceived incivility with five items 

corresponding to the definition of incivility from Coe et al. (2014): civil/uncivil, polite/rude, 

necessary/unnecessary, and respectful/disrespectful. Although this approach is more 

comprehensive than a single-item measure, it focuses on a specific conceptualization of 

incivility, lacking a theoretical foundation. Thus, since incivility is a very complex 

phenomenon and in none of the studies individuals were exposed to a definition or 

conceptualization of incivility, it remains inconclusive what actually has been measured. 

Likewise, these studies hardly investigated what consequences follow from the perception of 
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incivility. Therefore, new ways must be found to understand how people appraise incivility 

and how this influences them on a behavioral level. 

3 New perspectives on (online) incivility – incivility as a social act  

  In sum, it can be noted that research on incivility so far lacks a theoretical foundation 

in different ways. The distinction between different types has been relatively unsystematic 

and lacks comprehensive theoretical derivation with a common ground. Therefore, the 

approach introduced by Bormann and colleagues (2021) is to be applauded as it does not only 

help to differentiate distinct types of incivility based on a more robust theoretical fundament 

but also highlights the need for a deeper understanding of how people appraise incivility on a 

perceptual level. Nevertheless, here, the approach of Bormann and colleagues (2021) is also 

limited since it mainly focuses on the systematization of different types of incivility. 

Moreover, their proposed typology and definition of incivility still lack empirical validation. 

In particular, how individuals process distinct uncivil messages and which roles perceptions 

of cooperation and conflict play have not been investigated sufficiently. Only when we 

understand why people appraise certain messages to be uncivil, we can predict which 

reactions will follow and, therefore, assess incivility’s consequences.  

From this perspective, new opportunities to measure and operationalize incivility can be 

derived that consider the context and individuals’ subjective interpretation. Especially, the 

role of social perception has been neglected in this context. Yet, the appraisals of uncivil 

commenters are probably a more reliable measure of uncivil behavior than the mere 

assessment of a message as it considers the context and the relationship between 

communicators. Although this point of view is not entirely new (see O’Sullivan & Flanagin, 

2003), it gained little further attention within the literature on online incivility. 

This perspective is critical in the online context: Due to the audiovisual anonymity in 

online discussions, people have to make inferences about other commenters primarily based 

on the content of their messages. The way in which an opinion is expressed has, therefore, 

particular importance for recipients’ interpretation of the message in such settings. Also, the 

number of individuals reading in public online discussions is probably higher than in offline 

discussions, as people can read and participate in an online discussion with little cost. Based 

on these factors, uncivil messages might have a more substantial impact in online discussions 

than in offline discussions. Consequently, a research model will be derived that will be 

examined in the context of online discussions but is not necessarily limited to the online 

environment.
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III Empirical approach 

4 Incivility in online political discussions: A lack of cooperative communication, 

aggression, or both? 

A fundamental framework on which Bormann and colleagues (2021) draw stems from 

evolutionary psychology. Tomasello's (2008, 2009, 2019) work highlights that cooperative 

communication is basically built on shared goals and jointly coordinated to reach the goal. 

Here, Tomasello and colleagues (2005) describe well what is needed for cooperative activities 

(the authors originally used the term collaboration) from a person-centered perspective: Joint 

intentions result from shared goals and coordinated action plans on how to achieve the 

respective purpose. Likewise, interaction partners need to give attention to each other to 

understand each others’ intentions. Tomasello and colleagues (2005) argue that understanding 

each others’ intentions and forming joint intentions is a unique ability of humans that 

distinguishes them from animals. Although this describes very basic human social behaviors, 

it can also be well applied to (online) communication. Only when people share a 

communication goal, understand each others’ intentions, and basically coordinate the 

communication can the communication outcome be constructive. However, the process 

described by Tomasello and colleagues (2005) only describes the basic mechanisms of how 

cooperation (or collaboration) works. In this way, it only rudimentarily considers which 

factors can affect cooperation negatively or even lead to a failure of cooperation. Concerning 

communicational acts, Allwood and colleagues (2000) provide a more nuanced view on 

cooperative behavior. In accordance with the conceptualization of shared intentionality by 

Tomasello et al. (2005), Allwood and colleagues (2000) argue that cooperation requires at 

least that involved agents consider each other cognitively and that the agents have joint 

purposes. 

However, the authors state that the involved agents must not automatically be aware of the 

latter requirement. This notion is an important supplement. Especially in communication, 

people are probably not always aware of the communication goal. Rather, they have implicit 

expectations of how communication should proceed to be successful (Grice, 1975). For online 

discussions, this means that people do not necessarily be aware of each others’ purposes. 

Nevertheless, each agent must have the same purpose for cooperative communication on a 

basic level to develop. For instance, discussing a particular political topic would be the 

minimum of shared purpose in online political discussions. Thus, people neither must share 

the same opinion on the topic nor a prerequisite for cooperative communication that 
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individuals have the shared purpose to reach an agreement. Quite the contrary, Allwood and 

colleagues (2000) state that purposes can be of antagonistic nature (e.g., hurting each other). 

Even when this purpose can be induced by only one side, on a basic level, this purpose will 

probably be adopted by the other side as long as the agents consider each other cognitively. 

Therefore, on this basic level, even uncivil communication can be cooperative to some 

degree. 

As the cited requirements largely correspond to the basic mechanisms of shared 

intentionality proposed by Tomasello and colleagues (2005), Allwood and colleagues (2000) 

add further prerequisites that are needed for what they name ideal cooperation. First, they 

state that ideal cooperation requires not only mutually cognitive consideration but also ethical 

consideration. Basically, this means that agents should act in an ethical manner when 

interacting with others. That includes not forcing others, not trying to prevent others from 

pursuing their own goals, or not trying to prevent others from acting rationally. Moreover, 

Allwood and colleagues (2000) name trust as the last precondition for ideal cooperation. In 

this context, trust does not mean holistic trust in each other, but that the other agent(s) is 

willing and able to fulfill the other requirements. 

When others do or cannot comply with the respective obligations, social sanctions may be 

the consequence (Allwood et al., 2000). In other words, when individuals violate norms of 

cooperation, others are likely to punish them. By punishing norm violators, Tomasello (2019, 

Chapter 9) states that individuals aim to reinforce social norms and restore their justice 

perceptions. Here, Tomasello (2019) emphasizes that aggression is the usual way to encounter 

perpetrators (p. 263). Noteworthily, as outlined above, the resulting behavior is not 

necessarily uncooperative if the involved persons adopt the same purpose of the 

communication and cognitively consider each other. Nevertheless, it probably does not meet 

the requirements for ideal cooperation as individuals do not ethically consider each other 

(e.g., preventing each other from reaching their respective goals). 

Moreover, it is important to note that people do not seem to punish others because of the 

mere norm violation. Instead, the perceived intention appears to be crucial for individuals’ 

reactions. Based on experiments with toddlers, Kachel et al. (2018) found that an intentional 

norm violation in a collaborative game is likely to arouse emotional protest (i.e., punishment). 

In contrast, when norms of collaboration were violated due to ignorance, toddlers were more 

likely to be engaged in teaching the roles than to protest the behavior. 

In conclusion, whether communicative cooperation arises or not depends on individuals’ 

intentions and the perceived intentions of others. Therefore, people must have a certain level 
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of cognitive awareness of each other. However, whether the cooperation proceeds ideally 

depends on individuals’ degree of ethical considerations and their trust in each other. 

Especially when people have antagonistic intentions, these requirements are likely to fail. 

Thus, aggressive intent can prevent ideal cooperative communication, although basic 

cooperation can still emerge. 

For incivility in online political discussions, this means that cooperation does not 

necessarily fail at all, but ideal cooperation is likely to be hampered. However, little is known 

about people's intentions when behaving uncivilly and which intentions people “read” within 

the other side. As the appraisal of incivility is largely subjective (Chen et al., 2019; Herbst, 

2010), it is not given that peoples’ actual intentions when behaving in an uncivil manner are 

correctly assessed by recipients. Thus, misperceptions of real and inferred intentions might 

hamper further cooperative communication. Especially when distinguishing between different 

types of incivility (see Bormann et al., 2021), differences may arise within and between 

individuals’ intentions and the intentions recipients infer from the behavior. 

 To understand how individuals assess others’ behavioral intentions, attribution theories 

are helpful. These theories address how people explain others’ behavior and which behavioral 

intentions they infer from the behavior (Heider, 1958; Jones & Davis, 1965; Kelley, 1967; 

Malle, 1999; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; Weiner, 2000). Through the attributions recipients of 

incivility make, it can be examined whether they lose trust in the sender’s cooperativeness and 

to which extent they perceive aggressiveness. Therefore, the overarching research questions 

of the current thesis are: 

 

• To which degree do people have cooperative and aggressive intentions when 

commenting in an uncivil manner in online political discussions? 

• To what degree do people attribute cooperative and aggressive intentions to others 

who comment in an uncivil manner in online political discussions, and how do these 

attributions influence the recipients’ assessment of the commenter? 

• How do the attributed intentions and the sender's assessment of an uncivil message 

influence recipients’ discussion behavior? 

• How do these patterns differ between different types of incivility? 

 

Answering these questions has several merits. First, knowing how people assess the 

sender of an uncivil message helps us to understand how people process uncivil messages. We 

can only determine when incivility has adverse effects on recipients and if it should be 
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counteracted when we have this understanding. Second, assessment of the sender of an uncivil 

message, particularly the senders’ intentions, is probably a more reliable way to measure 

perceived incivility as it captures incivility beyond the mere evaluation of certain words and 

phrases. Third, when understanding why different types of incivility have which outcomes, in 

supplement to the approach of Bormann et al. (2021), different types of incivility can be 

categorized by the consequences they cause.  

From a theoretical perspective, it stands to reason that incivility roots in both a lack of 

cooperative communication and aggression. Tomasello (2019, Chapter 9) argues that 

perceptions of uncooperative behavior can trigger feelings of aggression. Therefore, 

uncooperative communication behavior can lead to aggressive communication. In turn, 

aggressive communication can become the new basic cooperative communication if 

communicators consider this as the new joint purpose (Allwood et al., 2000). However, so far, 

the literature on incivility fundamentally lacks insights into these mechanisms. Based on 

surveys and experimental designs, the current dissertation aims to close this gap by 

investigating what people drive to communicate in an uncivil manner and how recipients 

process such behavior. 

As a first step of the thesis, it will be explored which motives people have when 

behaving in an uncivil manner to gain knowledge about the driving factors behind incivility 

and how these factors differ between distinct types of incivility. 

5 What drives incivility?  

Based on the adverse effects of incivility, scientific research examined which factors 

cause and facilitate uncivil commenting behavior in the online environment. As 

communication on the Internet, especially on social media, has specific characteristics that 

fundamentally differ from face-to-face communication, research initially focused on how 

certain features of online discussion spaces influence the emergence of incivility. For 

instance, it has been argued that social media promotes impulsivity (Ott, 2017) and that 

impulsive usage of social media facilitates incivility (Turel & Qahri-Saremi, 2018). In this 

vein, it was also reasoned that the usage of mobile devices reinforces impulsive commenting 

behavior on social media and, therefore, facilitates certain types of uncivil and impolite 

commenting behavior, which – at least for the latter – could indeed be demonstrated (Groshek 

& Cutino, 2016). 

Moreover, the visual anonymity in the online environment was considered the main 

driver for antinormative and disinhibited behavior for a long time (e.g., Dahlberg, 2001; Lea 

& Spears, 1991; Papacharissi, 2002; Rowe, 2015; Santana, 2014). The assumptions have been 
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that individuals experience “a loss of identity leading to an antisocial state” and “a lack of 

rationality” due to the absence of social cues in computer-mediated communication (Lea & 

Spears, 1991, p. 285). Noteworthily, recent research found that the perceived anonymity in 

online discussions is related to perceptions of uncivil online commenting, whereas the actual 

anonymity was no significant predictor (Van Duyn & Muddiman, 2022). 

Following the model of social identity and deindividuation effects (SIDE), anonymity 

in online communication can also increase feelings of a salient social identity and, in this way, 

can also foster group normative behavior (Postmes et al., 1998, 2001). Drawing on this 

approach, Rösner and Krämer (2016) found that people have been more likely to comment in 

an uncivil way when peers commented in an uncivil manner before. They also demonstrated 

that anonymity had no direct effect on the uncivil commenting behavior but that people were 

more likely to conform to an uncivil norm in anonymous discussion settings than in non-

anonymous discussions. These findings indicate that others’ behavior plays a vital role in 

uncivil online behavior. Accordingly, Frischlich and colleagues (2021) found that the 

strongest predictors for uncivil online behavior roots in the experiences with others’ 

communication behavior. Foremost, people who personally experienced online victimization 

were more likely to behave in an uncivil manner. Similarly, witnessing uncivil 

communication behavior increased the likelihood of uncivil online participation by 

individuals themselves. It must be noted that in this study, uncivil participation was not only 

operationalized by producing uncivil content but also by sharing or liking such content. 

Nevertheless, Koban and colleagues (2018) also found that perceived provocations positively 

predicted uncivil communication behavior. 

Whereas these findings support the idea of the “social side” of incivility, little is 

known about the goals people pursue with such behavior. However, as people are “goal-

oriented active communicators seeking to gratify felt needs” (Alonzo & Aiken, 2004, p. 207), 

the motivation for uncivil online behavior can tell a lot about the causes of incivility. 

Moreover, although a sender’s personality has been identified as a predictor for uncivil online 

behavior, it was hardly examined how different personality traits foster uncivil commenting. 

Therefore, the first study of the cumulus aimed to explore the motives people have for 

behaving uncivilly and which role their personality plays in this context.  

This step has three merits: First, peoples’ actual motives can be put in relation to 

recipients’ appraisal of these motives. Second, different types of incivility could be 

categorized by differences in senders’ motives. Third, by exploring commenting motives for 
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different types of incivility, we can better generate assumptions about distinct effects on 

recipients, respectively. 

5.1 Motivation for uncivil discussion behavior  

Humans inherently strive for control over the physical and social environment to 

achieve desired goals (Heckhausen, 2000; Heckhausen & Heckhausen, 2018, Chapter 1; Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). When it comes to motivated actions, individuals have to coordinate their 

perceptions, emotions, cognitions, and skills to achieve the anticipated outcomes in the 

environment (Heckhausen, 2000; Heckhausen & Heckhausen, 2018, Chapter 1). Although 

this very basic perspective is highly characterized by evolutionary psychology, the idea can be 

transferred to the online environment. When people perform certain behavior online to 

achieve a specific desired goal, they will cause changes in the respective environment that 

others can observe. However, which goals people want to accomplish when behaving 

uncivilly have been largely neglected in research for a long time (see also Santana, 2014).  

When examining individuals’ motivation for media usage, researchers often draw on 

the uses and gratification theory. Originally developed for “traditional” media like television 

and radio, the theory postulates that people deliberately choose certain media content to 

receive certain (expected) gratifications like tension release or knowledge gain (Katz et al., 

1974; Palmgreen & Rayburn, 1982). However, this approach has also been transferred to the 

context of the Internet (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000; Ruggiero, 2018; Sundar & Limperos, 

2013). Primarily, research on social media usage broadly draws on the uses and gratifications 

theory to explain users’ behavior. This research includes the examination of users’ motives 

for general usage of social networking sites like Facebook (e.g., Cheung et al., 2011; Smock 

et al., 2011) but also specific behavior on social media like photo and video sharing (Malik et 

al., 2016), engagement with social media content (Dolan et al., 2016), social bonding (Phua et 

al., 2017), or interpersonal communication (Eginli & Tas, 2018). Until now, little research 

addressed which motives people have when engaging in online commenting spaces and, more 

specifically, which gratifications they sought when behaving uncivilly. 

Springer and colleagues (2015) conducted one of the few studies that examined what 

motivates people to write and read user comments in the context of online news articles. They 

found that motives related to social interaction and the desire to discuss were the main driver 

for commenting behavior. This suggests that when people comment in online spaces, they 

have a desire that has to be gratified by influencing the social environment. Regarding 

incivility, Alonzo and Aiken (2004) examined which motives individuals have to behave 

uncivilly online by commenting in an offensive and disrespectful manner (in this study 
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labeled as flaming). The authors found that such behavior is driven by the desire to pass the 

time, escape, relax, or desire entertainment. In the context of YouTube, other scholars found 

that people use this type of incivility to express anger, react to offensive behavior, or express 

disagreement and critique (Moor et al., 2010).  

Although these early insights into the motivation for uncivil online behavior are 

beneficial, these studies have some shortcomings. First, in the study of Alonzo and Aiken 

(2004), participants were requested to assess motives that originally stem from research on 

television usage. Likewise, in the study of Moor and colleagues (2010), participants were 

exposed to a limited amount of preselected statements. Therefore, certain motives may have 

remained undetected. The authors also focused only on one specific type of incivility. As 

incivility can take many forms, the motives for distinct types of uncivil behavior probably 

differ as well. For instance, it is unlikely that people have the same motives for insulting 

others as they have for stating negative stereotypes. Furthermore, no study has explored 

individuals’ motives for acting uncivilly in the context of online political discussions. 

Hence, more research is needed on the motivation for uncivil online communication, 

especially in online political discussion. In this way, we can not only better understand 

individuals’ intentions, but we can also identify contextual factors that promote uncivil 

discussion behavior. However, behavioral motives do not emerge independently but are 

closely related to an individual’s person characteristics. Therefore, in the next section, the 

potential role of personality is discussed. 

5.2 Person factors 

How people behave in the social world is strongly influenced by their personality 

(Snyder & Ickes, 1985). Therefore, research started to investigate how individuals’ 

dispositions influence their online social behavior. For instance, it was investigated how 

users’ personality traits influence users’ general social media usage (Correa et al., 2010), their 

self-presentation on social media (Seidman, 2013), or their online political engagement 

(Russo & Amnå, 2016). Recently, it was demonstrated that users’ personality traits are better 

predictors for online political discussion behavior than their political ideology (Boulianne & 

Koc-Michalska, 2021). 

Yet, these studies predominantly draw on one of the most prominent personality 

systems, the Big Five traits (i.e., openness to new experiences, extraversion, 

conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism; McCrae & Costa, 2003). Indeed, these traits 

have proven to be comparatively stable over time (Rantanen et al., 2007; Soldz & Vaillant, 

1999) and are also relatively robust concerning other person factors like sex or age (Soto, 



Empirical approach 19 

2021). Nevertheless, other important personality systems can also have a crucial impact on 

individuals’ behavior. In this vein, the Dark Triad personality traits gained noticeable 

attention in research when examining antisocial online behavior (for an overview, see Moor & 

Anderson, 2019). This personality model encompasses the subclinical levels of 

Machiavellianism, psychopathy, and narcissism found in all people to some degree (Paulhus 

& Williams, 2002). Machiavellianism reflects persons’ cold, exploitative, and manipulative 

side of personality (Moor & Anderson, 2019; Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Narcissism reflects 

individuals’ “normal” feelings of grandiosity, entitlement, dominance, and superiority 

(Paulhus & Williams, 2002, p. 557). Furthermore, psychopathy is characterized by a high 

propensity to impulsive behavior and thrill-seeking, whereas levels of empathy and anxiety 

are rather low (Paulhus & Williams, 2002).  

For the online context, it was found that the dark triad correlates with diverse 

behaviors like compulsive Internet usage or self-presentation on social media (Petit & 

Carcioppolo, 2020). Moreover, it has been found that a range of antinormative online 

behaviors correlates with the dark triad. For example, all three traits correlate with 

cyberbullying (van Geel et al., 2017) and cyber-aggression (Pabian et al., 2015). Likewise, it 

was demonstrated that psychopathy and Machiavellianism are related to online trolling 

behavior (Lopes & Yu, 2017). Concerning incivility, results are mixed. Koban and colleagues 

(2018) did not find that any dark triad traits can predict uncivil online behavior. However, 

they only tested whether these traits predict concrete uncivil responses to provoking 

comments. When examining if the dark traits can predict whether people behave uncivilly at 

all, Frischlich and colleagues (2021) found that individuals’ Machiavellianism and 

psychopathy are positive predictors for uncivil online behavior. Although narcissism did not 

affect uncivil participation in this study, it is still reasonable that narcissism plays a role in 

people's motives when commenting in an uncivil manner.  

Thus, first studies indicate that the dark triad personality traits can foster incivility and 

related behavior. So far, little research has addressed how individuals’ personality traits affect 

motivations for behaving in an uncivil manner. From a theoretical perspective, individuals’ 

personality has a more substantial influence on their behavioral intentions than on their actual 

behavior (Ajzen, 1987, 1991). 

5.3 First study 

Taken together, the goals people pursue with uncivil online behavior are largely 

unexplored. Although some first insights exist on which motives people have when acting 

uncivilly online in general (Alonzo & Aiken, 2004; Moor et al., 2010), little is known about 
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individuals’ motivation to behave in an uncivil way in online political discussions. Moreover, 

until now, no study has examined how the motives differ among distinct types of incivility. 

Therefore, it remains inconclusive to which degree people aim to communicate cooperatively 

in online political discussions when commenting in a specific uncivil manner. Consequently, 

the primary purpose of the first study is to explore the motives people have for distinct uncivil 

communication behavior in online political discussions and whether these motives are 

basically uncooperative or not. 

However, as individuals’ personality traits probably have a substantial impact on 

behavioral motives (Ajzen, 1987, 1991), it was also examined which role plays for acting in 

an uncivil manner. As the dark triad personality system was frequently associated with 

antinormative online behavior (Moor & Anderson, 2019), the focus lies on individuals’ levels 

of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism. Since research lacks insights into the 

motivations for uncivil discussion behavior, the study employs a qualitative research approach 

to explore which motives people identify for distinct uncivil. In addition, this approach is 

complemented with quantitative methods to provide more generalizable insights. 

5.3.1 Article 1: It's the aggression, stupid! An examination of commenters’ motives for 

using incivility in online political discussions. (Kluck & Krämer, 2020) 

Drawing on the uses and gratification approach, the first study sought to identify 

motives people have when behaving in an uncivil manner in online political discussions. As 

incivility can take many forms, it was basically distinguished between different types of 

incivility as conceptualized by Bormann and colleagues (2021): (1) Disinformation and 

misleading exaggerations (i.e., violation of the information norm); (2) Insulting others, 

mocking others, or using vulgar speech (i.e., violation of relation norms); (3) Expressing 

antagonistic stereotypes, voicing threats against opposing groups, or denying opinion 

expressions of others (i.e., a violation against the context norm). Moreover, as less severe 

types of uncivil commenting behavior, (4) deviation from the discussion topic (i.e., a violation 

against the process norm), and (5) the usage of irony or sarcasm in comments (i.e., a violation 

against the modality norm) were included.  

 As a first step, it was of interest which motives people have when using one of the 

types of incivility in concrete situations. In this way, it was aimed to explore what people 

precisely drive to act uncivilly in online political discussions and which role situational 

aspects play. However, individuals have some overarching needs on a broader level that they 

want to gratify by participating in online discussions (Springer et al., 2015). These motives 

differ from specific commenting motives as they reflect individuals’ more continuous 
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motivation to participate in online discussions. Therefore, these motives were assumed to be 

better predictors for explaining persistent (uncivil) behavioral patterns.  

Although people's general discussion motives are more stable than their motives for 

sending specific comments, these can also change over time and be very situation-dependent. 

Hence, it is helpful to consider individuals’ stable social needs. Here, Foulkes and colleagues 

(2014) argue that people experience certain social rewards when interacting with others. The 

authors reason that social rewards differ from social goals as they represent the hedonic value 

individuals experience when interacting with others and not which goals people want to 

achieve. Therefore, social rewards can be considered precursors of social goals that function 

on a higher level (Foulkes et al., 2014). By exploring different factors of social rewards, 

Foulkes and colleagues (2014) found that the hedonic value experienced from “being cruel, 

callous and using others for personal gains” is strongly related to the dark triad traits (p. 3). It 

was already demonstrated that this factor, which was labeled as negative social potency, can 

predict antinormative online behavior in the form of trolling (Craker & March, 2016). 

However, it has neither been investigated in which ways negative social potency affects 

lower-level behavioral motives nor has its role been investigated in uncivil online behavior. 

On the same level, peoples’ personality predicts their behavioral intentions rather than the 

actual behavior (Ajzen, 1987, 1991). Therefore, personality traits have been considered to be 

more related to goal striving than to goal accomplishment (Parks & Guay, 2009). In the 

context of online communication, the dark triad personality traits seem to be drivers for 

antisocial online behavior (Moor & Anderson, 2019). As the dark triad's role is largely 

unexplored, the focus of the current study lies on the influence of psychopathy, 

Machiavellianism, and narcissism. 

Taken together, motivation can be distinguished on different levels. People have 

certain goals they pursue at the micro-level when writing a specific comment or joining a 

concrete discussion. As little is known about individuals’ particular goals when acting in an 

uncivil manner, the study's first aim was to explore individuals’ motives for different 

manifestations of incivility. At the meso-level, people who actively discuss online have more 

general goals that continually lead them to online discussions. Hence, it was further of interest 

how these motives affect the frequency of uncivil discussion behavior. At the macro-level, in 

turn, the hedonic value people experience from specific social interactions or their levels of 

certain personality traits such as the dark triad reflect their inherent motivation to interact in 

the social world. Thus, it was expected that these variables affect uncivil commenting 

behavior through the pathway of antisocial discussion motives. 
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A survey-based study was conducted to investigate the research objectives addressing 

German-speaking individuals who actively discuss online (N = 115). The study was divided 

into two central parts: First, using open-ended questions, peoples’ motives for using the 

distinct types of incivility were explored within a qualitative approach. The resulting data 

were analyzed inductively so that higher-order categories were developed so that theoretical 

assumptions could be derived (Thomas, 2006). Second, within a quantitative approach, it was 

examined how participants’ general discussion motives influence the frequency of uncivil 

commenting and how these motives are related to the dark triad and individuals’ experienced 

value from negative social potency. These quantitative data were analyzed within a path 

model (AMOS 25) and a series of ordinary least square regressions (SPSS 25). 

 Although only people who reported actively discussing online were surveyed, all types 

of incivility were infrequently used by participants. However, participants reported seeing 

such behavior regularly. The analysis of the qualitative data revealed different categories of 

motives for uncivil discussion behavior: Information related motives (i.e., correcting 

information, adding information, or explaining certain facts), discursive motives (i.e., 

directing others’ attention, exchanging with others, stimulating others to think), identity-

related motives (i.e., signaling standpoints and group belongingness), aggressive motives (i.e., 

signaling intellectual inferiority, fueling conflicts, and annoying, provoking, mocking, 

embarrassing, or discrediting others), counteractive motives (i.e., objectification of emotional 

or irrational discussions, criticizing others’ behavior or point of view, or paying back others 

improper behavior), and affective motives (i.e., expressing emotions, self-regulation as well as 

self-reflection, and having fun). Descriptive data showed that, for most types of incivility, 

people indicated having counteractive motives (i.e., insulting or mocking others, using 

antagonistic stereotypes, denying opinion expressions of others, deviating from the discussion 

topic, and using irony or sarcasm). However, for stating disinformation or misleading 

exaggerations, people predominantly indicated having information-related motives. Likewise, 

participants indicated mostly having affective discussion motives when commenting in a 

vulgar manner. For voicing threats against others, they stated most often having discursive or 

identity-related motives. Interestingly, aggressive motives were rarely indicated as a motive 

for uncivil behavior and did not predominate for any of the different types of incivility. 

 Overall, the qualitative data analysis implied that people predominantly aim to 

counteract antinormative or undesired behaviors of others when behaving in an uncivil 

manner. This tendency was already demonstrated in the context of flaming on YouTube 

(Moor et al., 2010). However, descriptive data of the current study suggest that this tendency 
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also applies to the context of online political discussions. Participants also reported having 

counteractive motivations for most types of incivility – not only for types of incivility related 

to flaming behavior. In this vein, Gervais (2017) reasoned that incivility is partly an anger-

induced reaction to perceived uncivil attacks. Therefore, a broad range of uncivil behavior 

might be considered an appropriate way to penalize others' perceived competitive behavior. 

 Regarding the quantitative analyses, four distinct discussion motives have been 

identified by employing an explorative factor analysis: Cognitive discussion motives (i.e., 

knowledge gain), affective discussion motives (to compensate feelings of anxiety and 

sadness), discussion motives related to positioning (i.e., disagreeing, counteracting other 

comments, or expressing one’s opinion), and aggressive discussion motives (i.e., being hostile 

towards others). A path model revealed that aggressive discussion motives were the strongest 

predictor for frequently behaving in an uncivil manner. However, motives of positioning also 

facilitated the usage of incivility. In contrast, affective motives decreased the frequency of 

uncivil discussion behavior, whereas cognitive motives did not influence the dependent 

variable. Moreover, the path model revealed that individuals’ experience of negative social 

potency and individuals’ levels of psychopathy and Machiavellianism positively predicted 

aggressive discussion motives and, therefore, indirectly increased uncivil commenting 

frequency. Consequently, additional regression analyses revealed that aggressive motives 

were the main driver for most types of incivility. Only for the usage of antagonistic 

stereotypes, having positioning-related motives was a slightly stronger predictor. 

 On the one hand, it appears contradictory to qualitative results that aggressive 

discussion motives had the most substantial effect on frequent uncivil online behavior to the 

findings of the qualitative analyses at first glance. On the other hand, positioning-related 

discussion motives also had a relatively strong positive effect on frequent uncivil discussion 

behavior – predominantly on antagonistic stereotyping. However, when examining the 

differential effects, only aggressive discussion motives predicted all types of incivility. In 

contrast, positioning-related motives only predicted mockery, the usage of antagonistic 

stereotyping, and being ironic or sarcastic. Thus, people seem to be more likely to derogate 

the “opposing side” when having positioning-related discussion motives. 

5.3.2 Conclusions from Study I and subsequent steps 

The first study of the thesis identified two predominant motives for acting uncivilly in 

online political discussions: Counteracting inappropriate discussion behavior was frequently 

indicated as commenting motivation when looking at single cases of uncivil behavior. From 

this perspective, incivility is rather driven by contextual factors as others’ discussion behavior 
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provokes it. However, it was also found that general aggressive discussion motives 

predominantly drive frequent uncivil behavior. This pattern was found to be highly influenced 

by persons’ “dark” dispositions. Therefore, routine uncivil behavior seems to be caused by 

person characteristics rather than contextual factors. 

Regarding cooperative communication, it seems that those who frequently behave in an 

uncivil manner are not driven by cooperative goals but instead want to induce conflict in the 

discussion. On the other hand, as counteraction is a predominant motive for behaving 

uncivilly on a single case level, it can be assumed that people aim to punish violators of 

communicative norms and/or seek to enforce communicative norms that have been perceived 

to be violated (see also Tomasello, 2019, Chapter 9). Then, as people severely disapprove 

violations of communicative norm violations, it can be said that people react uncivilly to 

others’ uncivil behavior (Bormann et al., 2021). This tendency seems to apply largely to all 

types of incivility, although minor variations were found. Please see Figure 1 for a schematic 

illustration of the findings.  

 

Figure 1. Schematic overview of the findings revealed by Study I. The dots indicate that the 

examined types of incivility are not exhaustive. 
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Thus, senders of incivility with rather malicious motives are predominantly driven by 

their “dark side” of personality. On the other side, individuals can also become the sender of 

an uncivil message when trying to counteract messages that they appraise as uncivil. The 

question arises of how they come to such a conclusion and why they regard incivility as 

proper means to react to perceived norm violations in discussions. Following Bormann and 

colleagues (2021), perceptions of incivility should result from recipients’ disappointed 

expectations of cooperative communication. Empirical validation for this assumption is, 

however, still missing. Moreover, as the first study of the current thesis focused on people’s 

motivation for discussing in an uncivil manner, it could not be examined how people react to 

different types of incivility. Hence, it remains unclear whether certain types of incivility 

trigger certain others or the same types of incivility. Based on these shortcomings, in the next 

step, the thesis examines how different types of incivility affect recipients’ appraisals of 

cooperation. 

6 A lack of perceived cooperation? Appraising incivility in a social environment 

The first study gave valuable insights into individuals’ motives for behaving in an uncivil 

manner online. As no differences between the distinct types of incivility have been found, the 

sender’s motives are not helpful to categorize incivility by senders’ motives. However, as 

shown in Study I, distinct types of senders can be classified by their commenting motives. On 

the one hand, some commenters infrequently employ incivility to counteract perceived norm 

violations. On the other hand, some commenters frequently act in an uncivil way driven by 

their dark side of personality via aggressive discussion motives. That highlights that further 

research and interventions against incivility must be differently addressed based on the 

senders’ motives. Since users’ personality traits cannot be easily changed, it is more 

reasonable to find ways to cope with counteractive incivility in the first step. Although people 

who have counteractive motives seem to read uncivil content more often than they produce 

such content (see also Moor et al., 2010), uncivil behavior driven by counteractive motives is, 

in total, probably not seldom. This assumption is supported by findings that showed that 

preceding uncivil behavior and personal victimization is a stronger predictor of behaving 

uncivilly on a single case level than individuals’ dark personality traits (Frischlich et al., 

2021). Likewise, Koban and colleagues (2018) found that single uncivil responses are rather 

driven by perceived provocation than by the dark triad personality traits. Therefore, on a 

single case level, provocations and preceding incivility seem to be a better predictor of uncivil 

online behavior than personality traits. 
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At first glance, this tendency might not appear very surprising. However, at the same 

time, this highlights the ambivalence of uncivil communication as people violate 

communication norms themselves to counteract others’ violations of communicational norms. 

On a perceptual level, incivility is more than the disapproval of the usage of certain words. In 

the end, recipients' interpretation of the message determines whether they appraise a message 

as uncivil or not. 

So far, little is known about the mechanisms that lead individuals to appraise a message 

as uncivil. As discussed in Chapter 2.2, the appraisal of incivility is usually measured in a 

unidimensional way and focuses on the message rather than on the sender of the message. 

However, the appraisal of the sender of an uncivil message is probably a better predictor of 

recipients’ reaction than the mere perception of the uncivil message. Here, the basic approach 

of Bormann and colleagues (2021) is again helpful as the focus highlight the social nature of 

incivility. 

Yet, although Bormann and colleagues (2021) highlight that humans’ ability to share and 

read each others’ intentions is a central prerequisite for cooperative (communication) behavior 

(see Tomasello et al., 2005 for a detailed discussion), the authors did not further address how 

uncivil online communication can affect this process. O’Sullivan and Flanagin (2003) 

reasoned that the perceived intention determines how people assess communication norm 

violating behavior. In the context of flaming, the authors argue that only corresponding norm 

violations that are perceived to be intended are considered as true flaming behavior. In 

contrast, unintentional norm violations would be more likely to be viewed by recipients as 

miscommunication. Thus, when defining incivility as uncooperative behavior that its 

recipients disapprove, the question arises of how people conclude that senders of norm 

violating messages are unwilling to cooperate and whether they react in another form when 

they think that the sender of a norm violating comment is basically willing to discuss. To 

explain how people conclude that a (potential) discussion partner is uncooperative, attribution 

theories are helpful. These theories have a long tradition in social psychology and basically 

suggest that people rely on certain attributions about others’ intentions and/or dispositions to 

make sense out of their behavior. Drawing on these core assumptions, the next studies of the 

thesis addressed how people process incivility in online political discussions and how this 

influences their own behavior.  

6.1  Making sense out of others’ (uncivil) behavior – the role of attribution theories 

 Heider (1958) was the first who noticed that attributions are a central process for 

forming subjective interpretations of the world and laid the foundation for subsequent 
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attribution theories, developed and refined in many ways. For a long time, attribution 

researchers assumed that people rely on the distinction between internal and external causes 

when explaining others’ behavior (e.g., Kelley, 1967). By now, scholars emphasize the 

importance of perceived intentionality for behavior. Based on Heider’s (1958) initial 

reasoning, it is argued that the internal-external dichotomy is only helpful to explain 

unintentional behavior or outcomes of actions (e.g., success or failure) because, in these cases, 

an actor lacks direct control. Intentional behavior, in contrast, is explained by the intentions 

and/or dispositions that are inferred to an actor by the receiver of specific behavior (Jones & 

Davis, 1965; Malle, 1999; Malle & Korman, 2013; Reeder, 2009; Reeder & Brewer, 1979; 

Weiner, 2000). That means, if people think that a person behaves intentionally, they do not 

evaluate whether the cause lies within internal (person) factors or external factors. Rather, 

people consider which goals the actor has and which reasons the person has for the action. 

Transferring this thought to online discussions, people will, of course, not assume that 

someone accidentally writes a comment. However, in terms of uncivil comments, they will 

probably question what motivates someone to violate norms of communication. According to 

the fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977), people tend to overestimate the driving force 

of dispositional factors and underestimate the influence of situational cues. 

Reeder (2009; see also Reeder et al., 2004) argues that people make multiple 

inferences when they observe others’ intentional behavior. His proposed multiple inference 

model suggests that people search for others’ intentions when they observe certain behavior. 

Also, the model suggests that people consider the situational factors under which the behavior 

is performed to identify these intentions accurately. From these inferences, people then make 

attributions about the persons’ stable traits to obtain a more comprehensive picture of the 

causes of the behavior. Thus, these attributions help observers to understand others' behavior 

and, therefore, to assess a social situation (Reeder, 2009). Another attribution approach to 

describe how people explain others’ behavior was introduced by Malle (1999). Following his 

folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation, three modes of behavior explanation are used 

when people consider others’ behavior as intentional: reason explanation, causal history of 

reason explanations, and explanations based on enabling factors. According to Malle (1999, 

2011), the most common mode on which people rely when making sense of others’ behavior 

is the mode of reason explanation. Then, people infer particular intentions from others’ 

behavior, which is formed by the attributed beliefs and desires of the behaving person. 

However, Malle (1999, 2011) argues that sometimes people additionally rely on factors that 

lay behind the actors’ reasons (i.e., causal history of reason explanation). This mode 
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addresses, for instance, attributions or knowledge about the actors’ personality, cultural 

background, or unconscious mental states. According to Malle (1999, 2011), the third mode, 

enabling factors, does not directly explain why someone performed particular behavior but 

rather which factors enabled the person to perform the behavior (e.g., she trained a lot, so she 

could run the marathon). Of course, people do not rely exclusively on one mode but can also 

combine these modes to explain others' behavior. 

Although the folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation (Malle, 1999, 2011) and 

the multiple inference model (Reeder, 2009; Reeder et al., 2004) differ in certain ways, they 

are not mutually exclusive. Quite the contrary, the approaches can be combined to explain the 

appraisal of others’ behavior more comprehensively. In this vein, a major shortcoming of both 

approaches is that the focus lies on the passive explanation of others’ behavior, and the 

possible active role of the observer in a social situation is hardly considered. Consequently, 

how observers’ attributions affect their own behavior is not further addressed. Primarily, 

Malle's (1999, 2011) approach focuses on the mere explanatory value of attributions. 

Therefore, he sharply distinguishes between dispositional attributions as addressed by the 

multiple inference model (i.e., making trait inferences from behavior) and causal attributions 

(i.e., why was the behavior performed; see Malle & Korman, 2013 for a detailed overview). 

Although he concedes that these approaches are related, he emphasized that trait inferences 

have little explanatory value. However, when observers decide how to react to others’ 

behavior, both types of attributions are probably important. Especially in situations of 

cooperative interactions, people must make a range of attributions that determines their own 

behavior (Tomasello et al., 2005). The other way around, making the “wrong” attributions can 

lead to the perception of uncooperative behavior. Nevertheless, as a first step, Malle's (1999) 

approach seems to be more valuable in explaining how the uncivil behavior of others is 

evaluated in terms of cooperation because in such cases people usually have to make different 

attributions that offer explanatory value for successful interaction with the counterpart 

(Tomasello et al., 2005). 

6.2 Second study 

In summary, people must make diverse attributions to decide whether one or more 

interaction partners are cooperative communicators. As discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter, individuals must assess others’ intentions to be cooperative and interpret others’ 

behavior as ethical to achieve cooperative communication. Moreover, they must trust that the 

interaction partners have the skills to communicate cooperatively (Allwood et al., 2000). In 

terms of uncivil online behavior, the attributions which recipients of potential uncivil 



Empirical approach 29 

messages make about the sender are likely to determine whether ideal cooperative 

communications emerge or whether cooperative communication fails at all. However, 

violations of communication norms can be very different (Bormann et al., 2021). Therefore, 

within the next study, it was examined how attributions differ between distinct types of 

incivility and how this affects recipients' own behavior. As it is unlikely that people make the 

same attributions for all types of incivility, we can gain knowledge of why people appraise 

specific behavior as uncivil and how this appraisal influences their discussion behavior. In 

this way, different types of incivility can be categorized by violations against norms of 

cooperative communication (Bormann et al., 2021) and, on a perceptual level, by which of 

recipients’ expectations towards the sender are violated the most. 

6.2.1 Article 2: Unwilling, intolerable views, or incapable? – How different types of 

incivility can be distinguished based on attributions about cooperative communication 

(Kluck, Bormann, Rieß, & Krämer, 2021) 

Within Study II, the assumptions about cooperation and cooperative communication 

(Allwood et al., 2000; Tomasello et al., 2005) and the folk-conceptual theory of behavior 

explanation (Malle, 1999, 2011) were combined. It was argued that in potential cooperative 

situations, people have to make certain inferences about others based on their behavior to 

decide whether they are suitable for cooperative interactions or not. More specifically, in the 

context of online discussions, it was argued that people need to appraise other commenters as 

cooperative discussion partners for a constructive discussion to occur. However, incivility was 

shown to decrease cooperative behavior, such as joining or staying in a discussion, 

respectfully acknowledging others’ perspectives, and adding new perspectives to the 

discussion (Han et al., 2018; Han & Brazeal, 2015). Therefore, recipients of incivility are not 

likely to have trust that the sender will behave in a manner consistent with the requirements of 

cooperation as proposed by Allwood and colleagues (2000). Based on these assumptions and 

suggestions from Malle's (1999) folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation, distinct 

dimensions of attributions have been derived in Study II. First, people must have a certain 

trust in others to have the intention to discuss. In line with the idea of ethical considerations 

from Allwood and colleagues (2000), they must also consider the perspectives of others to be 

tolerable. Finally, people must expect that discussion partners have appropriate discussion 

skills. Otherwise, cooperative communication is probably impeded, as described by Bormann 

and colleagues (2021). However, we expected that different types of incivility could lead to 

varying kinds of attributions. Moreover, we aimed to explore how the different types of 

incivility and connected attributions affect individuals' uncivil behavior, willingness to 
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answer, and constructive discussion behavior.  In this way, we aimed to find new ways of 

categorizing incivility based on its outcomes.  

An online experiment (N = 374) was conducted to investigate the research objectives. 

Based on the different violations of cooperative norms as proposed by Bormann and 

colleagues (2021), it was tested how attributions differed between civil comments and 

comments, including misleading information, ironic sarcasm, topic deviation, disrespect 

towards other discussants, or violations of democratic norms. An allegedly real discussion 

forum – “Let’s Discuss!” – was specially constructed for the study. Specific discussion rules 

were developed to create a situation in which cooperative communication is required and 

ensure that participants answered the manipulated comment. The cover story told participants 

that the study was about testing the forum and that they would in fact discuss with other 

people.  

As expected, results revealed that the distinct types of incivility lead to different 

attributions. An interesting finding was that disrespect towards others was consistently rated 

low on all attributional dimensions, whereas other types of incivility were inconsistently 

distributed across the different dimensions. For instance, the exposure to comments that 

violates democratic norms predominantly decreased attributions of tolerable political views 

and even did not decrease attributions of discussion skills compared to civil comments. 

Likewise, commenters who deviated from the discussion topic were attributed with fewer 

discussion intentions than civil comments but did not significantly differ regarding the other 

attributions. Thus, attributions, indeed, allow a new way of categorization. Seemingly, 

disrespect towards others is considered to be highly uncivil (Kenski et al., 2020; Muddiman, 

2017; Stryker et al., 2016) as it fails to signal cooperation on various dimensions. 

However, although seldomly conceptualized as uncivil, it was shown that topic 

deviation leads to decreased attributions of discussion intentions. As this attribution can 

probably impede further cooperative communication (Allwood et al., 2000; Tomasello et al., 

2005), topic deviation can be deemed uncivil (Bormann et al., 2021), and it can be identified 

what the reason is. Likewise, as violations against democratic norms predominantly decreased 

attributions of tolerable views, cooperative communication might rather fail because people 

do not assess the person to communicate in an appropriately ethical manner. These patterns 

demonstrated that assessing distinct attributions about the sender allows a more nuanced way 

to measure and categorize incivility on a perceptual level. Please see Figure 2 for an 

illustrated summary.  
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Figure 2. Visual categorization of the different types of incivility based on recipients’ 

attributions. The illustration is adopted from the submitted manuscript. 

Regarding the behavioral outcomes, participants discussed the given issue primarily in 

an exemplary manner, and only a few uncivil commenting behavior cases occurred. Hence, 

we did not find that exposure to the distinct types of incivility appreciably affects people’s 

usage of incivility. Only for topic deviation when being exposed to a topic deviation, people 

seemingly tend to further deviate from the discussion (i.e., introducing a point that neither 

addresses the content of the previous comment nor the topic of discussion). This outcome 

supports the assumption that topic deviation should not be underestimated as a type of 

incivility. However, none of the attributional variables affected this behavior. Therefore, this 

behavior can probably be “contagious” itself. 

It also appeared that most participants decided to write an answer in the study’s 

discussion forum. For those who chose to pass or to leave the discussion, no significant 

differences between the conditions could be found. Likewise, we did not find that people 

significantly used more or fewer arguments based on the comment they were exposed to. 
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However, results revealed that people tend to deviate from the discussion topic when they 

were exposed to a topic deviation before. We also found that people were especially more 

inclined to criticize individuals who disrespect other discussants or violated democratic 

norms. Additional analyses revealed that the less tolerable political view and discussion skills 

were attributed to the sender of the comment, the more participants were likely to express 

critique. 

Interestingly, attributions about discussion intention did not affect critique expression. 

In this context, previous research demonstrated that people are more likely to punish 

intentional uncooperative behavior and rather teach individuals who are uncooperative due to 

ignorance (investigated on toddlers; Kachel et al., 2018). Therefore, on a speculative basis, 

this implies that critique expression triggered by uncivil commenting behavior might be more 

than mere punishment. Instead, people may aim to educate others when engaging in this 

behavior.  

6.2.2 Conclusions from Study II and next steps 

Study II demonstrated that uncivil online behavior is not appraised separately from its 

sender. Quite the contrary, inferences about a commenter can be very different depending on 

whether they comment in an uncivil way and which type of incivility they use. Therefore, the 

assumption that incivility can be categorized by recipients’ attributions was supported. 

Especially disrespecting behavior was associated with low levels of cooperative behavior on 

all attributional levels. However, in contrast to the results of Study I, we could not support 

that the attributions triggered further uncivil behavior on a significant level. Only deviations 

from the discussion seemingly increase when people are exposed to the preceding topic 

deviations. Noteworthily, as indicated by Study I, uncivil commenting behavior is rarely 

performed by discussion participants (see also Moor et al., 2010) – even when counteracting 

incivility. Instead, we found that critique expressions can be triggered by decreased 

attributions of tolerable political views and discussion skills. Thus, people seem to be more 

likely to verbally disapprove of behavior that lies in peoples’ person characteristics rather than 

their immediate intentions. See Figure 3 for an illustration of the findings. 
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Figure 3. Visualization of the findings of Study II. Misleading information is crossed out, as it 

was not found that it influences attributions about cooperativeness. Moreover, it was not found 

that the usage of specific types of incivility is affected by the attribution process. However, 

recipients of topic deviation were slightly more likely to engage in further deviating behavior. In 

that cases, the norm violation itself probably has a direct contagious effect. The dots indicate that 

the examined types of incivility and findings are not exhaustive. 

Nevertheless, we did not account for all possible motives which people can attribute to 

uncivil behavior. We explicitly investigated whether people attribute cooperative intentions 

(i.e., discussion intentions) to the sender of an uncivil message. Therefore, other attributed 

motives might also lead to critique expressions. Likewise, although we did not find that 

individuals were more likely to behave in an uncivil way when exposed to incivility, other 

studies have found such effects (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015; Kwon & Gruzd, 2017; 

Ziegele et al., 2018). Hence, it still can be assumed that the likelihood of critique expression 

can be increased by other attributions people make. As Study I revealed that an aggressive 

discussion intent increases the frequency of uncivil commenting behavior, the attribution of 

aggressive intent might cause further aggression (Gonçalves, 2018; Tomasello, 2019, Chapter 

9).  

However, it was shown that different types of incivility lead to distinct attribution 

patterns. In that sense, it is unlikely that people attribute an aggressive intent to individuals 

who deviate from the discussion topic. In Study II, topic deviation was predominantly 

associated with a lack of discussion intentions but did not affect attributions of tolerable views 

or discussion skills. Thus, such behavior seemingly does not lead to a comprehensive negative 

evaluation of the sender. Rather, people might focus on a lack of interest in the discussion 

topic. In contrast, incivility in the form of disrespect towards others was associated with the 

lowest attributions of discussion intent and significantly decreased attributions of tolerable 

political views and discussion intentions. As such behavior usually attacks individuals on a 
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personal level (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Chen & Lu, 2017), people might perceive more 

than just a lack of cooperative behavior. Indeed, in Study I, aggressive discussion motives had 

the strongest effects on disrespecting behavior in the form of insults and vulgar expressions. 

Based on these considerations, in the next step, a broader understanding of the motives that 

people attribute to others who engage in disrespecting behavior should be generated.  

7 The role of attributed aggressive intent: Incivility within the general aggression model  

So far, the first two studies focused on the question of why people use distinct types of 

incivility and which attributions recipients make about the senders. However, people can 

make a range of attributions that assumably lead to different outcomes. Here, the intentions 

people attribute to others seem to be crucial for how individuals explain others' (uncivil) 

behavior (Malle, 1999; O’Sullivan & Flanagin, 2003; Reeder, 2009). So far, the intentions for 

uncivil discussion behavior have hardly been investigated. It was argued that although uncivil 

behavior can be basically cooperative if communicators cognitively consider each other, it 

probably impedes ideal cooperative communication as it decreases trust in communication 

partners’ ethical considerations (see Allwood et al., 2000). Then, a constructive discussion 

outcome is rather unlikely. In other words, when behaving in an uncivil way, people can 

cooperatively attack each other but then will probably not cooperatively discuss an issue. 

Then, people must first conclude that their (potential) discussion partner has intentions like 

attacking others or disrupting the discussion. As the results of Study II suggest, such 

inferences might occur especially based on disrespectful behavior. How people can come to 

such a conclusion and how this process affects their own behavior is described well by the 

general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). 

The general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) allows a more nuanced 

perspective on how individuals process uncivil discussion contributions. Combining theories 

addressing social interaction and cognitive processing, the model was initially developed to 

describe how aggression evolves in humans and leads to violent behavior. However, it is also 

valuable for explaining nonviolent behavior due to its integrative approach (Buckley & 

Anderson, 2006). Broadly outlined, the model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) proposes a three 

stages process of how individuals are affected by certain (aversive) events. In the first stage, 

inputs are given by the situation and an individual's person characteristics. In turn, these 

inputs affect individuals’ cognitions, emotions, and arousal in the second stage. Finally, in the 

third stage, people appraise the given situation and decide how to react to a related event. A 

core idea of the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) is that individuals 

develop specific knowledge structures based on their experiences, guiding how the different 
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steps proceed. Some knowledge structures are emphasized as particularly important: 

perceptual schemata (i.e., how to perceive entities and events), person schemata (i.e., beliefs 

and attitudes towards other individuals and social groups), and behavioral scripts (i.e., 

knowledge about which behavior is appropriate for a particular situation). However, the list 

can be continued. For instance, Allen et al. (2018) added an individual’s beliefs and attitudes 

to the list of important knowledge structures. Thus, the model proposes that knowledge 

structures guide how contextual factors and person characteristics influence an individual’s 

cognitions, emotions, and arousal, which in turn influence the person’s appraisal of the 

situation and the related reaction. Importantly, Anderson and Bushman (2002) do not propose 

that this process follow a strict order. Instead, the model suggests that the internal state 

variables (i.e., cognitions, emotions, and arousal) and the appraisal of the situation can 

influence each other mutually. This model may also prove helpful for understanding in which 

situations incivility has a destructive effect on discussion dynamics – such as discouraging 

others from participating or resulting in reciprocal uncivil attacks. Indeed, many findings 

related to incivility can be integrated into the general aggression model (Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002).  

Concerning contextual factors, it was found that whether distinct types of incivility 

(i.e., insults or mockery) increase negative emotions depends on the topic being discussed 

(Wang & Silva, 2018). Likewise, the media platform on which incivility occurs can shape its 

awareness (Sydnor, 2018). Studies also demonstrated that the recipient’s person characteristic 

are essential for the processing of incivility. Sydnor (2019) found that conflict-avoidant 

individuals are more likely to suffer negative consequences from incivility in contrast to 

conflict-oriented individuals. Furthermore, Kenski and colleagues (2017) found that people 

high in agreeableness are more likely to assess incivility as uncivil, whereas conservative 

individuals were less likely to consider incivility as actually uncivil.  

Further supporting the assumptions of the general aggression model (Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002), there is ample evidence that incivility can influence individuals' emotional 

states (Masullo et al., 2021; Gervais, 2015, 2017; Hutchens et al., 2019; Lu & Myrick, 2016), 

and cognitions (Rösner et al., 2016). By contrast, little attention has been paid to how its 

recipients eventually appraise incivility. Though, this stage is crucial because, at this point, it 

is decided how recipients will react to an uncivil message. Here, Anderson and Bushman 

(2002) differentiate between immediate appraisals and reappraisals. The authors argue that 

immediate appraisals occur rather automatically, effortlessly, spontaneously, and 

unconsciously. In contrast, when individuals have sufficient resources and regard their 
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reaction to be important, the authors argue that they are likely to make a reappraisal. Hence, 

the reappraisal proceeds more conscious and effortful. Anderson and Bushman (2002) state 

that individuals then search for alternative interpretations of the situation and choose their 

reactions more carefully. Nevertheless, how individuals come to the respective appraisals is 

only described broadly within the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002). 

Allen and colleagues (2018) explain that  

immediate appraisals often include trait or situational inferences. For example, if a 

man bumps into a woman at a crowded party, she could make a trait inference (e.g., 

“He meant to do that— what a jerk!”) or a situational inference (e.g., “It’s so 

crowded—I’m sure that was an accident.”). (p. 77) 

Although this complies with the assumption that attribution theories are helpful to 

explain how people appraise a social event (see Chapter 6.1), this is a very abbreviated 

description of a more complex attribution process. To be more precise, the notion “He meant 

to do that— what a jerk!” includes related but different attributions: The recipient makes 

attributions about the man's intentions for bumping into a woman and then makes conclusions 

about his personality. That is the process described by the multiple inference model (Reeder, 

2009). As outlined in Chapter 6.1, the model suggests that people search for the behavioral 

motives of other agents, considering situational factors. Within the context of the general 

aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), this approach indeed seems to be more 

valuable than Malle's (1999) folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation, since here the 

agents’ behavioral motives are decisive in the first place. Although the multiple inference 

model (Reeder, 2009) does not further address how the distinct attributions influence 

observers’ own behavior, the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) 

indicates that the assessment can be crucially for individuals’ reactions, respectively. When 

people come to the appraisal that someone is a “jerk” or an “idiot,” based on observed 

behavior, uncooperative responses are assumably more likely than cooperative ones. Even 

more, in accordance with the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), such 

appraisals likely encourage individuals to react aggressively. However, it has not yet been 

investigated how uncivil commenting behavior facilitates such an assessment and which 

motive attributions promote this. 

In this vein, people must first perceive a comment to be uncivil. This is not as trivial as 

it may sound. As incivility is a perceptual construct, people must consider that a 

communicative norm is violated (Bormann et al., 2021). That said, following the general 
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aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), individuals' knowledge structures are crucial 

for how people come to such a perception. These structures include distinct schemata that 

allow individuals to classify certain events. Therefore, a closer look at which factors of online 

discussion might affect the perception of incivility is necessary. Two factors seem to be 

especially important for the assessment of an uncivil comment: The represented stance and 

the appearance of other comments. In the following, it is discussed why these factors are 

important and in which ways they can influence the perception of incivility. 

7.1 The role of others’ stance 

One significant advantage of online discourses is seen in enhancing opinion 

heterogeneity in online political discussions (Brundidge, 2010). Indeed, people are likely to be 

confronted with opinions that differ from their own stance within online discussions 

(Barnidge, 2015; Kim et al., 2013), which is also recognized by users (Barnidge, 2017). In 

this sense, Mouffe (2000, Chapter 4) makes a sharp distinction between agonism and 

antagonism (see also Bormann et al., 2021). She argues that “antagonism is struggle between 

enemies while agonism is struggle between adversaries” (p. 102-103). Hence, having different 

opinions does not necessarily delegitimate the other side. Only when individuals aim to 

destroy the other side, the democratic exchange is impeded (Mouffe, 2000). This view is 

consistent with the notion in Chapter 4 that cooperative discussions need not be like-minded. 

Quite the contrary, pluralism and diversity are seen as essential parts of the democratic 

exchange between citizens (Brundidge, 2010). However, this idea follows a theoretical ideal. 

Although disagreement, indeed, can have positive outcomes for online discussions, it also can 

bias individuals’ perceptions of others and can discourage them to participate in discussions 

(Chen, 2017, see also Chapter 2). Whether disagreement in online political discussions is 

perceived in an antagonistic or agonistic way is arguably a fine line. Here, incivility might 

make a crucial difference. Foremost, incivility in the form of disrespecting behavior might 

signal others that they aim to see others as delegitimate enemies instead of adversaries as 

stated by Mouffe (2000). 

So far, it is pretty unclear which influence the represented stance within an uncivil 

comment has on its perception and outcomes. As one of the first, Gervais (2015) highlighted 

this aspect. He found that opposing incivility is more likely to increase anger and aversion, 

whereas like-minded incivility is more likely to trigger further incivility. However, in a 

subsequent study, Gervais (2017) showed that opposing incivility triggers further uncivil 

behavior, whereas like-minded incivility does not lead to more incivility. In another study, 

Chen and Lu (2017) found that disagreement has a “chilling effect” on discussions by 
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increasing negative affect and aggressive intentions (p. 108). Hutchens and colleagues (2019) 

demonstrated that compared to an uncivil discussion, people's enthusiasm is increased by a 

civil conversation only if the comment comes from a group they do not belong to (liberals vs. 

conservatives). Likewise, Muddiman (2017) found that the same uncivil behavior is assessed 

as more uncivil when it comes from individuals of an opposing political party. Therefore, 

although it is not clear in which ways, it can be noted that the represented stance of an uncivil 

comment influences its processing and its consequences. 

To better understand how an uncivil comment’s stance affects recipients, basic social 

psychological theories addressing intergroup conflict combined with assumptions from 

attribution theory might be vital. According to the self-categorization theory by Turner and 

colleagues (1987), people favor individuals from an ingroup when a specific social identity is 

made salient. As within online political discussions group affiliations and opinions towards 

particular topics are often close together (e.g., Kim, 2015), it is likely that disagreement in 

online discussions causes certain feelings of group belongingness. Then, attributions about 

others are biased negatively. Kenworthy and Miller (2002) showed that individuals explain 

the attitudes of individuals from an outgroup with more external, more emotional, and fewer 

rational reasons.  

Furthermore, in the context of the Iraq war, Reeder and colleagues (2005) 

demonstrated that people who were against the war attributed more selfish motives and less 

morality to people who favored the war. Therefore, it can be assumed that participants' 

stances in online political discussions attribution processes are biased. When people are 

exposed to opposing views, feelings of cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957) are likely to 

arise as recipients see their stance challenged (see also Chen, 2017, Chapter 2). To relieve this 

feeling, people may derogate individuals who oppose their views (Cooper & Mackie, 1983). 

Indeed, in Study I, it was found that people who aim to position themselves in a discussion are 

more likely to use types of incivility that disparage others (e.g., mockery). Hence, making 

negative attributions about others might help individuals cope with the cognitive dissonance 

induced by opposing opinions.  

So far, it has not been investigated whether such effects can alter the attributions made 

to uncivil commenters. That might be an essential step to understanding the inconsistent 

findings regarding the impact of disagreement. In particular, capturing the motives people 

attribute to others who disagree with them can be crucial. Then, it can be examined whether 

incivility in combination with disagreement facilitates the perceptions of antagonism as 

proposed by Mouffe (2000). 
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7.2 The role of discussion norms 

Another factor that is probably important for an individual’s appraisal of uncivil 

messages lies in the salient discussion norms. In online political discussions, guidelines like 

“netiquettes” usually prompt users to use a respectful tone and respect democratic norms. 

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 2.1, people typically have certain normative expectations 

regarding how communication should proceed in (online) political discussions (Bormann et 

al., 2021). However, this is not necessarily the prevailing norm in all discussions. Chen and 

colleagues (2019) note that individuals' uncivil commenting behavior could sometimes be 

regarded as appropriate. Therefore, in Study II, cooperative norms have been highlighted 

accordingly to ensure that the distinct types of incivility are perceived as corresponding norm 

violations of cooperative communication.  

Indeed, as incivility can trigger further incivility (see also Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 

2015; Ziegele et al., 2018), it was concluded that offensive comments could shape the 

communicative norms within a discussion (Kwon & Gruzd, 2017). Shmargad and colleagues 

(2021) recently found that people are more likely to engage in repeated uncivil behavior when 

preceding comments were also uncivil and when others approved their uncivil commenting 

with upvotes. Another study by Rösner and colleagues (2016) suggests that an increasing 

number of uncivil comments mitigates the adverse effects of incivility. The authors 

demonstrated that exposure to an uncivil discussion increases individuals’ hostile cognitions 

compared to a civil discussion. However, against their predictions, such cognitions did not 

increase with the number of uncivil comments in a discussion. Means even declined when the 

discussion consisted only of uncivil comments. Although the effect was not significant, this 

finding corresponds to the suggestion that incivility can become normative when it occurs 

more frequently (Kwon & Gruzd, 2017; Shmargad et al., 2021). This also corresponds to the 

conceptualization of incivility provided by Bormann and colleagues (2021) which highlights 

incivility as a perceptual construct. Therefore, if recipients of supposed uncivil behavior do 

not associate a norm violation with this behavior, it is, in principle, not uncivil. In other 

words, if uncivil comments define the communicational norm, they are not uncivil anymore 

on a perceptual level. Rather, overly polite comments are then likely to be viewed as violating 

cooperative communication norms.  

 Noteworthily, this idea is not new. Following the focus theory of normative conduct 

(Cialdini et al., 1990), social norms can be distinguished between injunctive norms and 

descriptive norms. Injunctive norms describe what people think others typically approve or 

disapprove of. Descriptive norms, on the other hand, refer to the actual behavior that is 
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observed in others. In terms of incivility, injunctive norms usually disapprove of such 

behavior as it violates expectations about cooperative communication (e.g., Bormann et al., 

2021) or violates the policies typically set by discussion boards’ (e.g., netiquettes). In 

contrast, when most or all participants of a discussion communicate in a supposedly uncivil 

manner, the descriptive norm would be to behave in such a way. It is important to note that 

these two norms are not mutually exclusive. However, which of the norms has the more 

substantial impact crucially depends on which norm is perceived to be more salient (Cialdini 

et al., 1990). Anyway, the aforementioned empirical findings (Kwon & Gruzd, 2017; Rösner 

et al., 2016; Shmargad et al., 2021) indicate that uncivil commenting as descriptive norms can 

override injunctive norms of polite and respectful communication. This assumption, again, 

highlights that incivility is more than a message characteristic. Nevertheless, more research is 

needed to understand whether people regard frequent uncivil behavior to be acceptable or 

incivility is contagious due to hostility attribution.  

7.3 Third and fourth study 

In sum, the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) provides a useful 

framework to investigate further how individuals process incivility. Consistent with the 

previous argumentation, the model highlights the role of attributions for individuals’ reactions 

to others’ (antinormative) behavior. Since in Study II the attribution of aggressive intentions 

was neglected, the role of such an appraisal should be investigated in the following steps. 

Although it was found that especially disrespect towards others leads to low perceptions of 

cooperation, this did not affect participants' discussion behavior. Therefore, it should be 

investigated more comprehensively which commenting motives people attribute to senders of 

such messages. Since the attributions of motives can lead to a more general evaluation of the 

sender (Reeder, 2009), it was of particular interest which attributed motives were most likely 

to result in a negative appraisal of the sender: the attribution of aggressive motives or a lack of 

attribution of discussion-centered motives. This should help understand why in Study II, 

disrespecting behavior had been attributed to low levels of cooperation on a rather universal 

level.  

As explained in Chapter 7.1, the stance represented in an uncivil comment might bias 

the attribution process as well. Here, it might make a difference whether people disrespect the 

“own side” or “the others.” Therefore, a further purpose of the study was to investigate which 

influence an (uncivil) comment’s stance has on the attribution process.  

Moreover, the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) suggests that 

the resulting attributions affect individuals’ reactions. Hence, it was also of interest how 
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individuals’ discussion behavior is affected by negative appraisals of the sender of an uncivil 

message. Although we did not find such effects within Study II, it was still assumable that 

uncivil messages – especially in the form of disrespect – can have such consequences. As a 

significant limitation of the study was that the discussion platform was fictional and had 

specific discussion rules, it was assumed that a more familiar setting would expand the 

findings of the attribution process and how this affects individuals’ willingness to participate 

in discussions.  

7.3.1 Article 3: “What an idiot!” – How the appraisal of the writer of an uncivil comment 

impacts discussion behavior (Kluck & Krämer, 2021) 

Drawing on the assumptions of the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 

2002) and the multiple inference model (Reeder, 2009; Reeder et al., 2002), it was expected 

that people attribute more aggressive discussion motives to an uncivil commenter than 

nonaggressive (i.e., discussion-centered motives). Moreover, it was assumed that individuals 

then make more negative trait inferences through the pathway of the attributed discussion 

motives. In other words, it was examined whether people conclude that someone is an “idiot” 

through the attribution of distinct discussion motives. Based on the assumptions discussed in 

Chapter 7.1, it was further suggested that the stance of an uncivil comment could be a critical 

influencing variable of the attribution process. Following the self-categorization theory 

(Turner et al., 1987) and assumptions about cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957), we 

expected further that people attribute more aggressive and less nonaggressive discussion 

motives to commenters with an opposing stance than to commenters with a like-minded 

stance. Again, we additionally expected that, through this effect, inferences about negative 

traits increase. Since few consistent findings exist on the interaction of incivility and 

disagreement, it should be explored how these factors together affect the attribution process. 

Following the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) and previous 

empirical findings (Han & Brazeal, 2015), it was further assumed that as a result of the 

attribution process, hostile trait inferences discourage individuals from taking part in the 

discussion Moreover, based on the behavioral outcomes of incivility that had been found 

earlier (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015; Ziegele et al., 2018) it was suggested that these 

inferences increase the likelihood that participants write an uncivil comment in the form of 

disrespect and that they express critique about the preceding incivility.  

Finally, the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) highlights the role 

of individuals’ characteristics, and Study I found that the Dark Triad personality traits (see 

Chapter 5.2) can positively affect the usage of incivility. Therefore, it was also of interest how 



42   Empirical approach 

these traits function on a perceptual level. The literature indicates that psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism can be related to a lack of empathy (Ali & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010). 

Likewise, it was found that psychopathy negatively affects the ability to identify interpersonal 

threats. Consequently, it was assumed that both traits decrease the likelihood that individuals 

attribute aggressive motives to senders of an uncivil message. For narcissism, such an effect 

could not be derived. However, narcissism was expected to influence attributions based on the 

comment’s stance: As people high in narcissism are more vulnerable to ego threats (Li et al., 

2016), and a dissonant opinion can lead to a related aversive cognitive state (Festinger, 1957), 

it was expected that people high in narcissism are more likely to attribute aggressive 

discussion motives to people opposing their stance.  

An online experiment with 452 participants was conducted to investigate the research 

objectives with a 2 (civil vs. uncivil) x 2 (like-minded vs. opposing stance) between-subjects 

design. This time, participants were exposed to a mock-up discussion on Twitter. Individuals 

saw a Tweet asking about others’ opinions. Under the Tweet, a single answer was 

manipulated according to the conditions. Two distinct topics were employed to increase the 

generalizability but were not treated as an additional factor. 

As disrespecting behavior can manifest in different ways, the comments in the uncivil 

condition included either name-calling or vulgarity. As there was no difference in the 

perception of the two forms of disrespecting behavior, they were merged into a single factor 

in the analyses. To measure the attributed discussion motives, scales were constructed in an 

explorative way as a first step. By conducting an exploratory factor analysis and a 

confirmatory factor analysis, three different discussion motives could be extracted: The first 

factor directly addressed aggressive motives, whereas the latter factors, interest-related and 

counteractive motives, were employed as nonaggressive discussion motives as both can be 

considered as norm-conforming. 

The results of the analyses largely supported the theoretical assumptions. Both uncivil 

comments and opposing stances positively influenced hostile trait inferences. It was also 

shown that the exposure to uncivil comments significantly and strongly increased attributions 

of aggressive discussion motives and decreased the attribution of nonaggressive comments. 

Likewise, it was found that the exposure to an opposing stance positively affected the 

attribution of aggressive motives, albeit much more weakly than uncivil comments. Regarding 

the nonaggressive motives, being confronted with an opposing stance only decreased interest-

related motives but not counteractive motives. Hostile trait inferences were, however, only 

affected by aggressive motives. 
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Nevertheless, the indirect effects of both conditions on hostile trait inferences through 

this path have been supported. Interestingly, the interaction of the conditions yielded no 

significant impact. These results again supported the assumption that people do not simply 

assess an uncivil message but also assess its sender. The effect sizes were remarkably large. 

Interestingly, the attribution of aggressive motives and interest-related motives (which came 

closest to cooperative intentions, as it addressed interest in other views) were about the same 

strength. However, as only the attribution of aggressive motives affected hostile trait 

inferences and, in turn, these inferences influence individuals’ commenting behavior, it is 

reasonable to assume that aggressive attributions and a more general negative appraisal of 

people can better explain outcomes of incivility than the lack of perception of cooperation. In 

addition, the study provides evidence that incivility and disagreement yield similar effects but 

function independently. This finding is quite important as it is the first study investigating this 

issue within assumptions of social perception. In this vein, both incivility and disagreement 

seemingly cause a negative state that increases negative appraisals about its sender.  

Regarding the behavioral outcomes, participants’ willingness to participate in the 

discussion was indeed decreased, albeit the effect was small. Supporting the findings of Study 

II, hostile trait inferences only increased the likelihood of critique expression but did not 

increase uncivil commenting behavior in the form of disrespecting behavior. Here, Study III 

demonstrated that the attribution could indeed explain in parts the negative consequences of 

incivility. Therefore, the study provides a valuable base on which future interventions can 

build when designing interventions against incivility. First, interventions can try to alter 

attribution about others to mitigate such adverse outcomes. Second, as discussed earlier, the 

attribution theory approach can help identify whether uncivil comments are perceived to be 

offensive beyond their mere appearance. Finally, moderation analyses revealed that people 

who are very high in psychopathy did not attribute more aggressive intentions to senders of an 

uncivil message than those who wrote a civil one. However, the moderation effect was 

supported for neither Machiavellianism nor narcissism. Thus, in contrast to individuals’ 

uncivil commenting behavior (see Study I), the dark traits have comparatively small to no 

effects on the perceptual level. 

7.3.2 Conclusions from Study III and purposes of Study IV 

 In sum, Study III indicated that the attribution of aggressive motives could play an 

important role in the consequences of incivility. As only aggressive intentions led to an 

overall negative evaluation of the appraised commenter, these attributions seem to be more 

important than a perceived lack of cooperative intent as discussed earlier (see Chapter 4). 



44   Empirical approach 

However, attributing an aggressive discussion intent does not exclude that the lack of 

perceived cooperative purpose alone can have a negative impact. For instance, Study II found 

that deviating from the discussion topic can encourage individuals to further deviate from the 

topic. It was also shown that the violation of democratic norms tends to trigger more of such 

norm violations. Since Study III focused on incivility in the form of disrespectful discussion 

behavior, the results must be viewed primarily in this context. 

Nevertheless, this study demonstrated how important motive attributions are for the 

appraisal of an uncivil commenter. Regarding the categorization of incivility based on 

different attributions as investigated in Study II, Study III provides additional insight into how 

attribution processes might alter based on the type of incivility. Thus, the perspective of 

cooperative communication as introduced by Bormann and colleagues (2021) provides an 

integrative framework useful for comparing the consequences of different types of incivility. 

However, as shown in this study, for incivility in the form of disrespecting behavior, the 

attributed aggressiveness seems to be more critical than the lack of cooperative intent. Of 

course, this is not mutually exclusive but it shows that types of incivility are probably still 

evaluated on a different basis at a micro-level than at the cooperative level. Therefore, 

categorizing different types of incivility should be extended to whether people attribute 

aggressive intentions to the sender since there are probably essential differences between the 

distinct types. 

 Study III also broadens the understanding of the attribution process. Independently 

from incivility, an opposing stance negatively biased the motive attributions made by 

participants. From a theoretical perspective, it is conceivable that both manipulations 

increased perceptions of antagonism instead of agonism, as explained by Mouffe (2000). 

Then, the study results can be interpreted in the way that incivility in the form of disrespect 

signals that others are seen as enemies and not as legitimate adversaries – regardless of which 

opinion is represented. As an opposing stance provoked similar, albeit much weaker, effects, 

it might be that incivility alone causes a stronger perception of antagonism than an opposed 

opinion. Noteworthily, as such effects were not directly examined, these considerations are on 

a theoretical basis. Nevertheless, these findings are significant as they further shed light on the 

relationship between incivility and disagreement.  

 Finally, it was found that the Dark Triad personality traits have little impact on a 

perceptual level. This is also an interesting finding, as in Study I, psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism had a strong effect on uncivil commenting behavior. Therefore, the results 

support the assumption that two ways of the causes of incivility can be separated: Incivility 
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driven by individuals’ dark person characteristics and incivility caused by preceding 

incivility.  

Overall, Study III provides important insights into how incivility in the form of 

disrespect can affect the attributions about others in online discussions. Here, the attribution 

of aggressive motives seemingly plays a key role. However, some questions remained 

unanswered: As discussed in Chapter 7.2, the salient discussion norm is likely to affect which 

attributions people make about an uncivil commenter. People might attribute fewer aggressive 

discussion motives to individuals who join an uncivil discussion in an uncivil way compared 

to individuals who join a civil discussion in an uncivil way. Therefore, in Study IV, it should 

be investigated how the extent of incivility in preceding comments affects the appraisal of an 

uncivil commenter. Another shortcoming of Study III was that it did not investigate how 

emotions and cognitions impact the attribution of discussion motives. However, following the 

general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), this pathway is crucial for 

individuals’ appraisal of a particular event. This aspect was assumed to be especially crucial 

to understanding the effects of preceding (un)civil comments. Finally, although it was found 

that hostile trait inferences can decrease recipients’ willingness to join the discussion and 

increases the likelihood of critique expressions, uncivil answers were not more likely. Hence, 

something more is needed that people engage in such behavior as well. Thus, it should also be 

examined what eventually causes uncivil responses. 

7.3.3 Article 4: Appraising Uncivil Comments in Online Political Discussions: How do 

preceding incivility and sender’s stance affect the processing of an uncivil comment? 

(Kluck & Krämer, 2020) 

Based on the assumptions of the focus theory of normative conduct (Cialdini et al., 

1990), the main purpose of the study was to investigate whether incivility in preceding 

comments and the appraisal of an uncivil comment. In line with the general aggression model 

(Anderson & Bushman, 2002) and literature on emotions in the political context (Marcus et 

al., 2000, 2006), research on incivility has identified distinct emotions affected by uncivil 

discussion comments. This includes increased negative emotions like anger (Masullo et al., 

2021; Gervais, 2015, 2017) and anxiety (Lu & Myrick, 2016), as well as reduced feelings of 

enthusiasm (Hutchens et al., 2019). Likewise, as discussed in Chapter 7.2, Rösner and 

colleagues (2016) found that incivility can increase recipients' hostile cognitions. Therefore, it 

was assumed that people have fewer feelings of anger, anxiety, higher levels of enthusiasm, 

and fewer hostile cognitions when exposed to an uncivil comment accompanied by other 

uncivil comments compared to civil ones. Likewise, people were expected to then attribute 
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less aggressive motives to the sender of an uncivil message and that individuals’ emotions and 

hostile cognitions mediate this effect. While Study III did not find that attributions based on 

uncivil comment behavior depended on the stance of the commenter, like-minded individuals 

might have a more substantial impact on the perception of norms than people with an 

opposing stance (Hogg & Reid, 2006). Consequently, it was of further interest whether the 

represented stance would influence the expected effects of preceding comments. Finally, in 

line with Study III, it was investigated how the attribution of aggressive discussion motives 

affects expressions of critique and uncivil commenting behavior in the form of disrespecting 

behavior. However, additionally, Study IV asked for participants’ discussion intentions 

expecting that the attribution of aggressive discussion motives increases their aggressive 

answering intention and decreases discussion-centered answering intentions. As it is well 

established that intentions can predict actual behavior (Ajzen, 1991), it was also investigated 

whether the expected influence of motive attributions on the uncivil commenting behavior 

and critique expression is mediated by the answering intentions. 

 An online experiment (N = 611) with a 3 (uncivil vs. civil vs. no preceding comments) 

x 2 (opposing vs. conforming recipient’s views) between-subjects design was conducted to 

investigate our assumptions and research questions. Within an online survey, participants 

were presented with a mock Facebook post asking them what they thought about a specific 

topic that was socially relevant. Like in Study III, participants had been exposed to one of two 

topics to increase the generalizability of the findings. In line with the experimental design, 

participants were exposed to an uncivil comment that should be apprised later on. The 

comment was either preceded by five uncivil comments, five civil comments, or, as control, 

by five blurred comments. In addition, all of the comments either agreed or disagreed with the 

participants' stance on the discussion topic. 

 To investigate the assumptions, a path model was conducted. However, the data 

provided a poor fit to the proposed theoretical model. Hence, an alternative model has been 

tested, which was derived from assumptions of the general aggression model (Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002). The model suggests that individuals can engage in a reappraisal that, in turn, 

can alter initial emotions and cognitions when people when enough motivation and resources 

are present. As emotions and cognitions were not measured immediately, it was deemed 

conceivable that such a reappraisal may have occurred. Therefore, in a well-fitting alternative 

model, it was tested how participants’ attributions about the senders’ motives affect their 

emotions and cognitions and how these variables affect participants’ discussion intentions. 
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 Replicating findings of Study III, results revealed that people who were confronted 

with an opposing stance were more likely to attribute aggressive motives to the sender of the 

last uncivil comment (i.e., the comment that was appraised by participants). It was revealed 

that for attributions of aggressive discussion motives, it did not matter whether preceding 

comments were uncivil, too. This suggests that people appraise incivility in the form of 

disrespect independently of others’ uncivil behavior. On the one hand, the perceptions of 

descriptive norms (how do others behave?) as proposed by Cialdini and colleagues (1990) 

might not have been strong enough. On the other hand, it is also conceivable that the 

injunctive norm (what is approved?) is more firmly rooted in people's knowledge structures 

and cannot be easily overridden by descriptive norms. Likewise, no interaction with 

comments’ stance emerged, indicating that the represented stance in a comment plays an 

essential role in attributions of the sender’s discussion motives but does not affect normative 

behavior. 

 In line with the assumptions of the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 

2002), it was also shown that attributions about the last commenter’s aggressive discussion 

motives were positively related to participants’ emotions (i.e., anger, anxiety, enthusiasm) and 

hostile cognitions. That enthusiasm also increased was surprising. As enthusiasm is related to 

positive goal pursuit (Marcus et al., 2000), it was assumed that people regard their general 

discussion behavior to be more purposeful, which might have triggered feelings of 

enthusiasm. Moreover, it was found that the attribution of aggressive discussion motives 

positively affects individuals’ aggressive answering intentions. In addition, an indirect effect 

was suggested mainly through the pathway of individuals’ feelings of anger. This finding 

supports that the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) is suitable to 

investigate the processing of uncivil messages. Surprisingly, however, in a similar strength, 

both anger and enthusiasm increased participants’ intentions to answer in a discussion-

centered way. 

Consequently, an indirect positive effect of attributions about senders’ aggressive 

discussion motives on discussion-centered answering intentions was found. Astonishingly, 

anger and enthusiasm increased these intentions to a similar extent. This can partly explain 

why incivility can lead to destructive and constructive behavior (Borah, 2014; Chen & Lu, 

2017; see also Chapter 1 of the current thesis). When anger leads to more constructive 

behavior, people might try to neutralize this negative affective state (Marcus et al., 2006). 

From the perspective of the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), people 

then probably react in a more controlled and conscious way. Finally, it was found that 
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aggressive motive attributions positively predicted expressions of critique but not uncivil 

answering behavior. However, aggressive motive attributions indirectly increased uncivil 

answering behavior through the mediating way of aggressive answer intentions. Thus, 

whether incivility leads to aggressive answering intentions or not can make the difference. 

When people have high aggressive answering intentions, they probably react in a more 

uncontrolled way, increasing the likelihood of uncivil commenting behavior in the form of 

disrespect. 

7.3.4 Conclusions from Study IV 

Study IV added some important insights into how incivility is processed. First, preceding 

incivility in other comments seems to be less critical for how people assess the discussion 

motives of an uncivil commenter. This does not necessarily contradict the findings of 

Shmargad and colleagues (2021). The authors found that people are more likely to engage in 

uncivil commenting behavior repeatedly when other users upvoted (i.e., affirming incivility as 

an injunctive norm) their initial uncivil comment or other commenters answered in an uncivil 

manner (i.e., affirming incivility as a descriptive norm). As these people had already behaved 

in an uncivil way before the other user reactions emerged, they are probably more susceptible 

to such norms. 

Moreover, in Study IV, it was not measured whether people perceived incivility as the 

norm in the discussion. Therefore, it might be that people indeed considered uncivil behavior 

as normative in the condition with the preceding uncivil comments but still associated such 

behavior with an aggressive discussion motivation. This would strengthen the argumentation 

of Bormann and colleagues (2021), as this indicates that certain expectations for 

communication cannot be easily changed.  

The stance of the comment was again a more important predictor for the extent of 

aggressive motive attributions. However, as revealed in Study III, this effect emerges 

independently from a comment’s incivility. Nevertheless, it is an essential finding that a 

comment’s stance can affect the attribution process, whereas the extent of incivility in other 

comments is less critical.  

Finally, Study IV demonstrated that the interplay of emotions, cognitions, and 

attributions could be crucial for individuals answering intentions. Moreover, in Study II and 3, 

it was found that attributions of more stable characteristics (i.e., intolerable political views, a 

lack of discussion skills, or negative traits) increase the likelihood of critique expressions. 

Study IV showed that the attribution of aggressive discussion motives also triggers critique. In 

contrast, a negative appraisal of an uncivil commenter’s discussion motives does not 
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automatically lead to uncivil reactions. People are only more likely to engage in such behavior 

when this appraisal leads to aggressive answering intentions. This corresponds to the 

conclusion of Study I: “It’s the aggression, stupid!” Then, as people adopt the intentions they 

attribute to the other side, people seemingly communicate cooperatively in an aggressive way 

(Allwood et al., 2000). Please see Figure 4 for a schematic visualization of the findings from 

Study III and Study IV. 

 

 

Figure 4. Illustration of the findings from Study III and Study IV. Preceding incivility is crossed out as 

no effects were found for this factor. Attributions influence whether people respond at all. If people 

respond, aggressive answer intentions determine whether people respond in an uncivil way. The arrow 

with the dotted line indicates the hypothetical reciprocal effect between attributions and emotions as 

 well as cognitions.
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IV Discussion 

8 General conclusions from the empirical studies 

This dissertation aimed to investigate incivility in online political communication from 

a new perspective. It was claimed that incivility is not simply a message characteristic but 

should be considered a social act. Therefore, the perspective of social perception was assumed 

to be vital for explaining how people process others’ uncivil commenting behavior. Here, the 

key research question has been: What is more critical for causes and consequences of 

incivility: a lack of (perceived) cooperation, (perceived) aggression, or both? It was assumed 

that both factors play an essential role in uncivil online (political) communication. Although 

results were mixed, this assumption was supported. Strengthening the theoretical assumptions 

of Bormann and colleagues (2021), the perspective of cooperative communication is valuable 

to compare and categorize different types of incivility. Further uncivil behavior seems to rise 

out of aggression – at least for incivility in the form of disrespect. Then, aggression seems to 

become the new fundament of cooperative communication. However, ideal cooperation, as 

described by Allwood and colleagues (2000), probably fails because mutual trust in each 

other's ethical actions is likely to be diminished. 

Overall, it was proved that attributions about its senders are an essential factor for the 

processing of incivility. The following part discusses in detail what accounts for incivility as a 

lack of cooperation and what accounts for incivility as a manifestation of aggression, and how 

these two perspectives can be brought together. 

8.1 Incivility as a lack of cooperative communication   

 Based on the novel conceptualization of incivility provided by Bormann and 

colleagues (2021), it was argued that the common theoretical ground of different types of 

incivility could be found in violations of cooperative communication norms. The findings of 

Study I and Study II empirically supported this idea. Study I found that perceived violations 

of communicative norms are often the cause for further uncivil commenting. Seemingly, then, 

people try to guide the discussion back into normative directions (Tomasello, 2019, Chapter 

9). Although these results have been descriptive due to the qualitative analysis, a relatively 

clear picture has emerged. Overall, participants most frequently indicated counteractive 

motives for behaving uncivilly in a specific case. As outlined in Chapter 4, it can have 

different reasons why cooperative communication fails. For instance, following Allwood and 

colleagues (2000), a crucial requirement for cooperation to emerge is that individuals trust 

each others’ cooperative intentions. Likewise, they must be convinced that others cognitively 



Discussion 51 

consider them. For ideal cooperation, people additionally must trust in others’ ethical 

behavior. Although these requirements of Allwood and colleagues (2000) do not seem to be 

very extensive, in complex activities as in discussions, it is hard to determine on which level 

cooperation fails. Even when reacting in an uncivil way to perceived antinormative 

communication behavior, people behave cooperatively since they still cognitively consider 

and communicate with the “other side.” Thus, a primary joint purpose (i.e., communicating 

with each other) is present. 

Nevertheless, certain expectations about communication must have been violated. 

Otherwise, people would not aim to counteract the behavior, respectively. However, Study I 

did not allow more profound insights into why people consider others’ behavior 

antinormative. A major shortcoming is that the study did not systematically examine which 

behaviors people responded to in a particular uncivil manner. Even if there is a presumption 

that it was other uncivil behavior, it is difficult to determine whether it was actually norm 

violating behavior because of the subjectivity of such appraisals. Therefore, in Study II, it was 

investigated how violations of communicational norms, as proposed by Bormann and 

colleagues (2021), are appraised by recipients in a more controlled way. 

 Study I revealed that individuals’ assessment of others' behavior could be crucial for 

their uncivil behavior. In this context, it was argued that people do not simply appraise the 

message but rather assess the sender behind the message. Therefore, an attribution theory 

approach was considered appropriate to investigate how people appraise uncivil behavior in 

Study II. By combining the perspective of cooperative communication (Allwood et al., 2000; 

Bormann et al., 2021; Grice, 1975) with assumptions of attribution theory (i.e., folk-

conceptual theory of behavior explanation; Malle, 1999), it was indeed found that distinct 

types of incivility led to different appraisals about senders’ of incivility. More specifically, 

different types of incivility led to distinct attributions about the sender’s intention to discuss, 

tolerable political views, and discussion skills. These findings support the thesis’s assumption 

that a lack of cooperation can be explained on different attributional dimensions. Here, the 

folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation (Malle, 1999) proved to be particularly useful, 

as this approach considers that people do not necessarily have a unique explanation for the 

behavior of others. Although Malle (1999) argues that reason explanation (i.e., the attribution 

of behavioral motives) has the most significant explanatory value, his framework 

acknowledges that other inferences can be crucial, too. When considering the prerequisites for 

cooperative action (Allwood et al., 2000) and the complex inferences people have to draw 

about others (Tomasello et al., 2005), attributions about others' behavioral motives indeed 
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seem not to be enough to explain (un)cooperative behavior. As incivility can take many 

forms, it is all the more important to understand how people process its distinct types and 

manifestations. In other words, it is important to know why people conclude that uncivil 

behavior is uncooperative. Only then, consequences of incivility can be assessed in 

comparison with each other. 

Although the results of Study II provide valuable insights into how people assess 

incivility from the social perspective, the approach has not been exhaustive. Future studies 

should derive other cooperation-related attributions that people are likely to make when 

communicating with others). Moreover, this approach should be employed to investigate other 

types of incivility. However, it has been proven that incivility, conceptualized as a lack of 

cooperative communication, can help to understand different types of incivility on a common 

theoretical ground. 

8.2 Incivility as aggressive communication 

 Although the perspective of cooperative communication allows a valuable view on 

incivility in online political online communication, it does not rule out that aggression plays 

an essential role in uncivil commenting behavior. Indeed, Study I found that general 

aggressive motives for discussion are a primary driver for frequent uncivil behavior. This 

study also found that this effect is especially true for insulting and vulgar behavior – thus, 

behavior typical for disrespecting behavior. Therefore, although counteractive discussion 

motives are a primary driver for uncivil behavior on a single case level, aggression plays a 

more critical role in uncivil commenting behavior from a person-centered perspective. It also 

has to be noted that having counteractive motives does not exclude that people feel 

aggression. Indeed, earlier studies suggest that individuals have increased aggressive feelings 

when exposed to incivility (e.g., Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015, 2017). That does not mean 

that this contradicts the assumptions about incivility and violations of cooperative 

communicational norms. As perceptions of uncooperative behavior and aggression are closely 

related (Tomasello, 2019, Chapter 9), this is instead a more nuanced perspective on the 

previous results. Hence, even though (a lack of) cooperative communication is the common 

ground that can gather different types of incivility, for disrespecting behavior, aggression 

might play the more crucial role – both for the processing and behaving in this way. Here, the 

present dissertation draws on the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), 

suggesting that individuals’ appraisal of a social situation is crucial for their reaction. 

Study III and Study IV drew a comparatively comprehensive picture, though not an 

exhaustive one, of the role of aggression in uncivil online communication in the form of 
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disrespecting behavior. First, by drawing on the multiple inference model (Reeder, 2009), it 

was demonstrated that the attribution of aggressive discussion motives is crucial for the 

hostile assessment of the sender of an uncivil message. Although incivility affected both the 

attribution of aggressive and nonaggressive discussion motives (i.e., interest-related motives 

and counteractive motives), only aggressive motives increased the attribution of negative 

traits. This finding is notable because it demonstrates that aggression rather than a perceived 

lack of cooperation leads to hostile thoughts about an uncivil commenter. As it was shown in 

Study III that such a hostile appraisal of a person diminishes recipients’ willingness to join a 

discussion, it can be argued that, through this path, incivility has undesired consequences for 

the democratic exchange by impeding cooperative communication. Although this effect was 

small, it demonstrates that negative appraisals of others can shape discussion dynamics. The 

unwillingness to discuss can be considered inherently uncooperative. Even basic requirements 

such as the joint purpose to communicate or cognitively considering each other are not 

present (Allwood et al., 2000). Hence, hostile appraisals can have a detrimental effect on 

subsequent cooperative communication as they already prevent the initial stages of such 

communication. However, interestingly, such an appraisal did not increase uncivil answers. 

Only critique expressions were more likely when people considered an uncivil commenter to 

be an “idiot.” This finding did not comply with the idea that incivility rises out of preceding 

incivility through the appraisal process. That was assumed based on the results of Study I and 

previous findings (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015; Kwon & Gruzd, 2017; Ziegele et al., 

2018). However, already Study II did not reveal such a pattern. As Study I implied that people 

are only engaged in counteractive incivility in single cases, it was reasonable that something 

more is needed for people to respond in an uncivil way. 

Indeed, the dissertation’s last study revealed some additional insights into how 

attributions about an uncivil sender influence the emergence of uncivil reactions. It was 

shown that the likelihood of uncivil reactions only increased when aggressive attributions lead 

to an aggressive answering intention. Hence, only when the attribution process triggers such 

intentions, do people seemingly disrespectfully react to disrespect. This result closes the loop 

to Study I, showing that aggressive discussion motives also drive counteractive incivility. 

Albeit this effect was relatively small, it significantly adds to the understanding of when 

incivility leads to further uncivil communication. 

In this connection, it was found that emotions play a crucial role in guiding behavioral 

intentions. Foremost, anger and enthusiasm directed which of recipients’ answering intentions 

were more prevalent. This is in line with previous works that highlighted the function of 
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emotions in processing incivility (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015, 2017; Hutchens et al., 

2019). However, Study IV added to these findings by demonstrating that anger plays an 

ambivalent role as it can increase both aggressive and discussion-centered (thus, cooperative) 

answering intentions. That finding corresponds to earlier results that incivility can also have 

beneficial consequences, such as increased political participation (Borah, 2014; Chen & Lu, 

2017). As anger is an aversive state that people typically want to reduce (Marcus et al., 2006), 

recipients of uncivil messages probably engage in different strategies to neutralize this 

emotion. Although Study IV did not examine such effects, following the general aggression 

model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), it probably depends on individuals’ consciousness and 

self-control, whether they have aggressive answer intentions or discussion-centered answer 

intentions. When reacting in an uncivil manner, individuals seemingly try to reduce the 

aversive state by engaging in venting behavior. When having discussion-centered answering 

intentions, people probably aim to avoid this aversive state more constructively. However, as 

this has not been explicitly examined, it is on a hypothetical level. Here, more research is 

needed.  

In sum, for disrespecting behavior, the focus on aggressive communication behavior 

adds some valuable insights into how incivility is processed and how it leads to further uncivil 

commenting behavior. From this point of view, incivility would be associated with aggression 

rather than a lack of cooperative communication. Nevertheless, as already noted, combining 

the two perspectives seems to be a promising approach. Therefore, next, it is discussed how 

these two approaches fit together. 

8.3 Combined perspectives 

 The present dissertation has shown that both perspectives offer added value to the 

understanding of how incivility is processed by individuals: Incivility as a lack of cooperative 

communication as well as incivility as aggressive communication. Thus, combining both 

views seems to be most valuable to explain how people process incivility and which 

consequences incivility has. As already noted, aggression is a typical strategy to punish 

violators of cooperative norms (Tomasello, 2019, Chapter 9). However, as people inherently 

expect others’ communication behavior to be cooperative (Bormann et al., 2021; Grice, 

1975), people must first conclude that specific behavior (e.g., uncivil commenting behavior) 

is uncooperative. Only when they come to such a conclusion, problems of subsequent 

cooperation arise from the recipient's side. Then, individuals will probably make further 

attributions that lead to an appraisal of the behavior because “cooperation only pays off if 

others cooperate as well” (Gollwitzer & Rothmund, 2009, p. 137). In other words, people 
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must first scan whether others’ behavior in potential cooperative behavior is cooperative. 

Here, individuals have to draw various inferences from others’ behavior (Tomasello et al., 

2005). In this case, the folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation (Malle, 1999) seems to 

be more helpful as it focuses on how people explain others’ behavior. Thus, people make a 

bigger picture of the communicative situation. When they recognize failures within the other 

side’s cooperative behavior (e.g., a lack of cooperative intentions, cooperation skills, or 

ethical considerations), they have to make further attributions to decide how to react to the 

norm violating behavior (see also Anderson & Bushman, 2002).  

In the context of virtual aggression, it was already demonstrated that aggressive 

behavior decreases trust in others’ cooperative behavior and, consequently, negatively 

affected cooperation with them (Rothmund et al., 2011). This finding corresponds with the 

argument that trust in others’ cooperative behavior plays a crucial role in successful 

cooperation (Allwood et al., 2000).  However, Tomasello (2019, Chapter 9) argues that 

aggression is a typical reaction to punish violators of cooperative norms. He also notes that it 

depends on individuals' reasons for being uncooperative (see also Kachel et al., 2018). Hence, 

when people have concluded that others’ behavior is uncooperative, they probably make 

further inferences about the reasons to respond to the uncooperative behavior appropriately. 

 In this stage, Reeder's (2009) multiple inference model seems to be more helpful than 

the folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation (Malle, 1999) to explain how people react 

to incivility. People then need to come to an appraisal of the behavior. As Anderson and 

Bushman (2002) argue, this often goes hand in hand with the evaluation of a person. Of 

course, Malle’s (1999) approach also includes implicit appraisals about others. However, his 

theory focuses on the explanation process, whereas the multiple inference model (Reeder, 

2009) explicitly addresses the process of how people come to more stable inferences about 

others. In the case of incivility, the present dissertation showed that this approach is indeed 

helpful to understand how people process incivility as aggressive-motivated behavior. 

Although not explicitly investigated in the current work, based on the above arguments, it can 

be assumed that this process is secondary to the conclusions about cooperative behavior. 

In this dissertation, this subordinate process was only examined in the context of 

incivility in the form of disrespect. This type of incivility seemed particularly important as it 

has crucially inhibited the perception of cooperation at various attributional levels in Study II. 

In future studies, it should be examined which motives people attribute to senders of other 

types of incivility. For instance, it is unlikely that individuals attribute aggressive discussion 

intentions to individuals who deviate from the discussion topic. Nevertheless, such behavior 
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can increase aversive emotions and, therefore, might also lead to aggressive response 

reactions. 

 The empirical investigations of the current thesis also revealed that certain factors 

influence the usage of incivility and its processing. In accordance with the general aggression 

model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), it was focused on individuals’ personality and 

contextual factors. Surprisingly, in Study IV, we found that preceding incivility does not 

affect peoples’ appraisal of an uncivil comment. However, individuals’ dark side of 

personality seems to influence their uncivil commenting behavior and also can affect the 

processing. Moreover, the stance towards the discussion topic can bias attributions when 

processing uncivil messages, though no interaction effect emerged. Although these results 

primarily refer to the view of aggressive communication, from a theoretical point of view, it is 

also to be expected that these factors influence the evaluation of cooperative communication. 

8.3.1 The role of personality 

Study I demonstrated that personality plays an essential role in the usage of incivility. 

Foremost, “dark” personality traits like psychopathy and Machiavellianism seem to increase 

aggressive discussion motives and, in this way, foster uncivil commenting behavior. 

Likewise, in Study III, it was found that psychopathy can lever out the impact of incivility on 

the attribution of aggressive discussion motives. However, compared to the effects seen in 

Study I, these were comparatively small. Nonetheless, these results suggest that individuals' 

personality traits are important for uncivil comment behavior and its processing. One 

shortcoming of the current dissertation is that it was not investigated how these traits affect 

cooperative behavior and perceptions of cooperation. Here, psychopathy and 

Machiavellianism have already been found to impede cooperative behavior (Malesza, 2020). 

The lack of social cognitive abilities that can be found in individuals high in these traits (Ali 

et al., 2009; Ali & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2010) is probably the main reason for that. As 

cooperation requires a broad spectrum of social cognitions (Tomasello et al., 2005), people 

high in psychopathy and Machiavellianism probably fail to „read others‘ minds” adequately.   

 Yet, the dark triad is only one of many personality systems that can be related to 

uncivil online commenting. As already noted, the extent to which people are conflict-

orientated might be crucial for using and processing incivility (Sydnor, 2019). Moreover, the 

impact of Big Five personality traits in this context has been investigated by only a few 

studies so far (e.g., Kenski et al., 2020). Concerning cooperative behavior, individuals’ 

sensitivity to mean intentions can affect trust in others' cooperative behavior (Gollwitzer & 

Rothmund, 2009). Thus, much more work is needed to understand the role of personality 
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within the current approach. Nonetheless, it can be stated that an individual’s personality can 

influence whether individuals behave in an uncivil way and how they process incivility. In the 

current work, this was shown empirically for the dark side of peoples’ personality in the 

context of incivility as aggressive communication. From a theoretical perspective, this should 

also apply to the perspective of incivility as uncooperative communication behavior. 

8.3.2 The role of comment’s stance 

 Based on assumptions about patterns of social categorization (Turner et al., 1987), 

Study III and Study IV demonstrated that the represented stance towards the discussion topic, 

represented in comments, biases how recipients process it. Adding to previous findings (Chen 

& Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015, 2017; Hutchens et al., 2019), these are the first insight into how 

disagreement can affect attributions about uncivil commenters. Foremost, attributions of 

aggressive discussion motives were increased by disagreement. Surprisingly, Study III found 

that a commenter’s stance did not influence how incivility is processed. However, 

disagreement caused similar, albeit weaker, effects as incivility. Hence, it can be viewed as an 

amplifier for the adverse impact of incivility on attribution processes. That pattern was also 

confirmed by Study IV. 

These findings provide some important implications. First, independently from the 

discussion about the consequences of incivility, they indicate that we have seemingly not yet 

reached the point where people regard others with different opinions as entirely legitimate 

adversaries, as stated by Mouffe (2000). People probably see others still as antagonists since 

they associate increased aggressive discussion motives with an opposing stance. From this 

perspective, people still have to be educated that disagreement is not necessarily related to 

aggressive intents. Again, the effects of a comment’s represented stance have only been 

investigated in the context of incivility as aggressive communication. However, as with the 

influence of personality traits, similar effects can likely be found regarding (un)cooperative 

communication. Social categorization (i.e., perceptions of out-group in-group differences) can 

also lead to biases in cooperative actions because people are likely to have decreased trust in 

others' cooperative behavior (Kramer et al., 2001). Thus, disagreement can probably reduce 

trust in others’ cooperative discussion behavior. Here, future studies should investigate what 

patterns emerge in combination with incivility. 

9 Theoretical implications 

 The empirical findings of the thesis validate the usefulness of the social perspective on 

incivility. Based on the findings and theoretical assumptions discussed in Chapter 8, it can be 

modeled how individuals process incivility as a social act. It was also shown that this 
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approach discloses a new way to categorize incivility based on recipients’ appraisals about its 

sender. Therefore, it empirically validates and adds to the theoretical typology of incivility 

introduced by Bormann and colleagues (2021). Finally, the thesis provides some theoretical 

implications for attribution theory and its application. 

9.1 Modeling the social processing of incivility  

Based on the studies' empirical findings and the related theoretical discussion, a model 

can be derived that describes how people process incivility as a social act (please see Figure 5 

below). For a better overview, the results and theoretical assumptions discussed in Chapter 8 

are summarized in the following to describe the model’s integral parts: 

Study I has shown that the main drivers for uncivil commenting behavior are 

aggressive or counteractive discussion motives. It was demonstrated that individuals’ 

personality traits substantially impact the occurrence of aggressive discussion motives. 

Although Study I focused on the individuals’ dark side of personality, the influence of other 

traits (e.g., the Big Five personality traits) is very likely. 

If people act in an uncivil manner, not because of aggressive motives but because they 

have the intention to counteract others' communicative behavior, they must have concluded 

that this behavior is not normative. The findings of Study II to IV provide considerable insight 

into how people come to such a conclusion and allow us to model this process more 

generically. Here, the novel approach to uncivil communication by Bormann and colleagues 

(2021), the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), and attribution theories 

(Malle, 1999; Reeder, 2009) serve as a vital theoretical fundament. 

Study II found that uncivil communication affects attributions about the sender’s 

cooperativeness. In turn, these attributions partly predicted critique expressions. However, it 

was not confirmed that attributions about uncivil commenters trigger subsequent uncivil 

commenting behavior – but results implied that certain types of incivility lead to further 

incivility per se. This was found for incivility in the form of deviating behavior, but this is 

probably also true for other types of incivility not examined in the study (Study II). 

As discussed above, it is likely that attributions about others’ cooperativeness also 

interact with other inferences from a theoretical perspective. Study III and IV demonstrated 

that attributions about aggressiveness and adverse traits are particularly important when 

appraising disrespectful behavior. Yet, the processes examined in these studies are probably 

not exclusively applicable for this type of incivility but can also be transferred to other types. 

For instance, violating democratic norms might trigger similar patterns when manifested in 

threatening behavior. 



Discussion 59 

Study IV also revealed that the interplay of emotions, cognitions, and attributions 

plays an essential role in processing uncivil messages. Although this was only investigated for 

the attribution of aggressive discussion motives in the current thesis, following the general 

aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), this should also apply to other (more 

favorable) attributions. 

Study III focused again on individuals ' dark side concerning the influence of 

recipients’ personality traits on the appraisal process. It was shown that psychopathy affects 

the attributions of aggressive discussion motives. However, as an individual's personality is 

very complex, many other traits potentially affect this process (e.g., Gollwitzer & Rothmund, 

2009; Kenski et al., 2020; Sydnor, 2019). Therefore, a more generic influence of people’s 

personality traits can be assumed. 

Moreover, Study III and Study IV demonstrated that the stance of (uncivil) messages 

is a significant, influential variable. Thus, people attribute less desirable motives and traits to 

people with an opposing stance. As discussed in Chapter 7.1, this should be true for most 

kinds of attributions. 

Finally, the process including emotions, cognitions, and distinct attributions about an 

uncivil sender’s aggressiveness and cooperativeness determines how individuals respond. 

This can be refraining from commenting (Study III), but also the expression of critique (Study 

II, III, and IV) or uncivil reactions (Study IV). However, whether people respond in an uncivil 

manner depends on the extent of aggressive answering intentions (Study IV). Therefore, as 

illustrated in Figure 5, if recipients’ aggressive response intentions increase, they can become 

the sender of an uncivil message. Then, seemingly aggressive communication is the new 

cooperative communication. 

In sum, the findings of the current dissertation offer vital evidence for the derived 

model. Nevertheless, further research is needed to confirm these results and empirically 

validate the theoretical assumptions included in the model. Of course, the model is not 

exhaustive. Yet, it provides an essential first step to explaining how people process and 

respond to incivility from a social perspective. Although the model was developed and 

examined in the online context, it is not necessarily limited to this context as it draws on 

fundamental social psychological assumptions. Therefore, future research should examine the 

validity of the model in other communication contexts.
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Figure 5. Model describing the social processing of incivility. Dotted lines indicate theoretical assumptions that have not 

been empirically investigated. The arrow pointing from incivility back to incivility indicates that certain types can 

facilitate further uncivil communication by themselves (e.g., deviating behavior). 
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9.2 New opportunities to categorize incivility 

Further theoretical implications arise from the opportunity to categorize incivility 

based on recipients’ appraisal: First, the results of Study II can complement the theoretically 

derived typology introduced by Bormann and colleagues (2021). The authors argue that 

incivility can cause different problems regarding cooperative actions: problems of motivation 

(e.g., prioritizing individual goals over joint goals), cognition (i.e., insufficient common 

knowledge), and coordination (i.e., unclear or ambiguous responsibilities). However, the 

authors do not assume that different problems are more or less likely to occur depending on 

the type of incivility. Instead, they argue that incivility can lead to problems on all levels. 

Study II complemented this approach by focusing on the recipient's perspective. In this way, it 

could be empirically confirmed that problems as described by Bormann and colleagues (2021) 

can arise. The study’s findings imply that specific problems occur more likely than others 

based on the recipients’ attributions. For example, it was shown that topic deviating behavior 

or disrespect towards others lead more likely to problems on a motivational level because 

people attribute particular low levels of discussion intentions to the sender. 

Second, the approach allows categorizing different types of incivility in a recipient-

centered way. As incivility lies in the eye of the beholder (Chen et al., 2019; Herbst, 2010), it 

offers a new way of understanding how different types of incivility affect its recipients. So 

far, on a perceptual level, different types of incivility have only been categorized by the extent 

to which people consider an expression to be uncivil (Kenski et al., 2020; Stryker et al., 

2016). Such approaches have different shortcomings. Foremost, it is a unidimensional 

perspective on a multidimensional concept. A message can, of course, be considered to be 

uncivil, but at the same time, people can regard such a behavior to be appropriate (e.g., when 

verbally punishing another person). Hence, this assessment says little about the impact of 

uncivil messages on the recipients. Likewise, assessing a specific communicative behavior to 

be uncivil says little about its evaluation in the context of concrete communication. For 

instance, Stryker and colleagues (2016) found that deceptive behavior is regarded as uncivil 

by people but Study II did not find that spreading misleading information led to a negative 

appraisal of the sender. It is therefore reasonable that this behavior is considered uncivil in the 

abstract but has little influence on processing the corresponding message in concrete 

situations. 

The social perspective introduced by the current dissertation allows a 

multidimensional categorization of distinct types of incivility based on recipients' appraisals. 

Results of Study II confirmed that people make different attributions about commenters 
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depending on the type of incivility they use. Therefore, it is possible to examine more 

precisely how the different types of incivility influence the dynamics of discussions. 

Interestingly, confirming previous studies (Kenski et al., 2020; Stryker et al., 2016), Study II 

found that incivility in the form of disrespecting behavior is the most problematic. However, 

in addition to former approaches, it was found that disrespecting behavior severely impedes 

cooperation on different dimensions. Such behavior seems to affect cooperative behavior 

much more substantially than other types of incivility. 

Taken together, this dissertation complements the framework of Bormann and 

colleagues' (2021). It provides the first empirical evidence for their typology and additionally 

provides recipient-centered subcategorization of the distinct types of incivility. The usefulness 

of other attributions (e.g., aggressive discussion motives) to categorize incivility should be 

investigated within the next steps. 

9.3 The utility of attribution theories  

 The present doctoral thesis also provides some theoretical implications for the 

application of attribution theories. Although attribution-making plays a crucial role in other 

theoretical frameworks like the hypothesis of shared intentionality introduced by Tomasello 

and colleagues (2005) or the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), 

comparatively little attention is paid to this aspect within these approaches. However, the 

folk-conceptual theory of behavior explanation (Malle, 1999) and the multiple inference 

model (Reeder, 2009) show how complex this process is. Hence, attributions theories should 

be stronger integrated when modeling how people interpret others’ behavior. Especially the 

general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) seems to be a beneficial supplement 

since the model explicitly refers to attribution theory when describing how people come to an 

appraisal about an event. Therefore, integrating concrete assumptions about the attribution 

process would make the model more comprehensible. As Reeder's (2009) multiple inference 

model describes how people come to appraisals about others, this attribution theory seems to 

be central in particular here. 

 This also leads to the next theoretical implication. As discussed in Chapter 3.3, some 

attribution theories might be more helpful than others in certain situations. Basically, it can be 

distinguished between attribution theories that focus on how individuals explain others’ 

behavior and theories that focus on the inferences of dispositions (e.g., traits) people make 

from others’ behavior (Malle & Korman, 2013). So far, little effort has been made to bring 

these two approaches together. The results of the current dissertation suggest that different 

attributions might be made within different appraisal stages. For instance, when people 
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appraise others’ cooperative behavior, they have to explain the interaction partner's behavior 

to ensure that cooperation is successful (see also Tomasello et al., 2005). As long as 

cooperation succeeds, people do not necessarily make attributions about others’ stable 

characteristics. However, when cooperation fails, people must come in some ways to an 

appraisal of the person to decide how to react to the norm violating behavior. Then 

dispositional attribution theories like the multiple inference model (Reeder, 2009) seem to be 

more helpful to explain how people reach such an assessment. Of course, these two 

approaches cannot be sharply distinguished, and the assumptions are on a rather speculative 

basis. Nevertheless, future studies should address in which situation which attribution theories 

are more applicable and how the different approaches are related. 

10 Practical implications 

  The four studies conducted within the dissertation also provide some practical 

implications for research and administrators of online discussion boards. Foremost, people's 

attributions when exposed to incivility offer some ideas on dealing with uncivil discussion 

behavior in the future. 

10.1 Measuring incivility 

 The approach presented in this dissertation not only enables new ways of categorizing 

incivility (see Chapter 4.2). It also provides new ways of how incivility can be measured on a 

perceptual level. People's attributions about senders of uncivil messages allow for a 

multidimensional assessment of incivility beyond its mere manifestation. As shown in Study 

II to IV, such a measurement assesses whether people regard a behavior as uncooperative or 

aggressive and considers why people do that. Primarily Study II provides a more 

comprehensive way to measure individuals’ perception of uncivil online behavior through the 

lens of cooperation. Results showed that this approach is vital for the understanding of 

differences between distinct types of incivility. Therefore, further scale-based measurements 

of perceived incivility should consider the different attributional dimensions assessed in Study 

II or expand this approach. Another benefit is that the assessed attributions can be customized 

in each case depending on the research focus (e.g., aggressive vs. cooperative commenting 

motives). However, a more substantial scale development is needed. Although the scales used 

in the studies have consistently shown good reliability, more comprehensive methods for 

validation are required. The present work shows that it is worthwhile to develop standardized 

measurements that include different attributions for further research on online incivility. 
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10.2 Interventions 

 The findings of the dissertation also give some implications for designing 

interventions that counter incivility. A vital benefit of the dissertation’s approach is that it 

makes it easier to identify harmful types of incivility. For instance, in Study II, it was shown 

that incivility in the form of disrespect is crucially assessed as uncooperative on distinct 

dimensions. Therefore, such a type of incivility probably needs to be countered with more 

vigor and through more measures than other types. Moreover, by assessing distinct 

dimensions of attributions, interventions against certain types of incivility can be better 

tailored. As this approach arises from the perspective of social perception, implications for 

social interventions are the most obvious. 

Concerning the recipients of incivility, people should be encouraged to reconsider the 

attributions they have made to prevent an immediate disruption of the discussion. For 

instance, when exposed to topic deviations, people could be informed that the sender can still 

have the intention to discuss and that the person should be guided back to the topic. Likewise, 

it might help to tell people that the sender does not necessarily lack discussion skills when 

exposed to irony or sarcasm. They could be encouraged to tell the norm violator that they 

associate a lack of discussion skills with such behavior. Of course, this does not prevent 

incivility from appearing in discussions. However, such interventions might help avoid 

misunderstandings in communication and strengthen discussion dynamics by showing users 

ways to cope with certain types of incivility. This approach seems to be promising, as only 

people with aggressive response intentions were inclined to respond disrespectfully. Thus, by 

triggering a reappraisal as proposed by the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 

2002), people might be encouraged to answer in a discussion-centered manner. This can also 

be important when people are confronted with disagreement. As an opposing stance can 

negatively bias the attribution process independently of incivility, people should also be aware 

that they are susceptible to such effects to avoid additional undesired consequences for 

discussion dynamics.  

Of course, the question arises how such measures can be implemented. Here, different 

approaches are conceivable. For example, this could be a supplement to auto-detection 

intervention. Before deleting undesired comments, other discussants could be informed as 

described above by pop-up messages. Likewise, discussion board moderators or guidelines 

(e.g., netiquettes) could share such information, whereas moderators could do this more 

targeted. However, most important is probably that such information is included in media 
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literacy campaigns (Arendt, 2013) that focus on online discussions to educate people in the 

long term. 

Regarding senders of incivility, similar approaches might be beneficial. For instance, 

senders of disrespectful messages or sarcastic individuals could be informed that others regard 

their behavior as unskillful or generally negatively appraise them. Then, feelings of cognitive 

dissonance (Festinger, 1957) may arise, which leads a sender to refrain from this behavior. 

Likewise, individuals could be informed that uncivil communication impedes cooperative 

communication even when it is not intended. However, discussion board administrators 

should be aware that individuals who frequently discuss in an uncivil manner are probably 

driven by a dark personality and, therefore, are assumably harder to influence by simple 

educational approaches. Consequently, in these cases, the exclusion of the persons from the 

discussion might be justifiable. 

11 Limitations and future studies 

Although it has been shown that this is a promising approach, some overarching 

limitations must be mentioned. First, the generalizability of the findings is limited in certain 

ways: In all studies, the sample was not representative as we draw on convenience samples. 

As a result, participants have been rather female, well educated, and left-leaning. This 

imbalance might have biased the results. Foremost the perception of incivility seems to be 

influenced by these variables. For instance, Kenski and colleagues (2020) found that females 

are more likely to assess potentially uncivil speech as actually uncivil. In contrast, 

conservatives were less likely to do so. However, as participants were recruited most on social 

media, it was accomplished to reach people who discuss online. Especially in Study I and 

Study II, a comparatively large number of people participated who comment online regularly 

(cf. Springer et al., 2015). 

Further, all studies addressed a German-speaking population. It still has to be 

investigated whether the findings of the current dissertation apply to other cultural 

backgrounds. It was already indicated that people’s cultural background affects how people 

use social media platforms (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017), how they react to uncivil behavior 

(Brauer & Chaurand, 2009), and which attributions they make (Betancourt et al., 1992). 

Therefore, future studies should expand the approach of the present work to other cultural 

contexts.  

Another limitation of the generalizability of the findings results from the 

operationalization of incivility in the four studies. Although care was taken to use different 

manifestations of incivility in each study, uncivil commenting behavior can theoretically 
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show up in an infinite number of ways (see also Chen, 2017). Varying operationalizations of 

the different types of incivility might cause different results. Future research must validate the 

findings for other manifestations of incivility. 

Some further limitations result from the methodological approaches employed in the 

four studies. In Study III and IV, participants have been exposed to hypothetical scenarios. 

Therefore, the external validity of the findings is limited. Likewise, although in Study II, 

participants were told that they comment in an allegedly real discussion forum, it had 

uncommon discussion rules impairing the external validity. Hence, future studies should 

investigate the influence of incivility on attribution processes in more realistic settings. 

It also has to be noted that all measures relied on individuals’ self-reports. Likewise, in 

Study II to IV, uncivil commenters had been assessed on preselected items. Thus, it is not 

given that people make exactly these attributions. Future studies should examine other 

potential attributions people make when being exposed to incivility. Here more open and 

implicit measures could be beneficial. For instance, diary-based methods might help explore 

which attributions people make when reading online discussions.  

Finally, as the dissertation focused on the perceptual level of incivility, it was hardly 

examined which undesirable consequences distinct types of incivility can have beyond the 

appraisal of the recipients. Foremost, the violation of democratic norms has much potential to 

do lasting harm to our democracy (Papacharissi, 2004). Therefore, the present approach must 

be delimited from the research of such consequences.  

12 Conclusion 

 This dissertation aimed to strengthen the perspective of incivility as a social action 

instead of a mere message characteristic. Based on four empirical studies and in-depth 

theoretical reasoning, a model was derived that explains how incivility arises and is processed 

from the perspective of social perception. At its heart, the model builds on assumptions about 

cooperation (Allwood et al., 2000; Bormann et al., 2021; Grice, 1975; Tomasello et al., 2005), 

attribution theories (Malle, 1999; Reeder, 2009), and the general aggression model (Anderson 

& Bushman, 2002). In this way, an integrative approach was introduced that allows 

investigating incivility in online political discussions from a social perspective. Core findings 

are that incivility is not only triggered by aggressive discussion motives but can also be part 

of counteractions against preceding norm violations. It was also found that incivility leads to 

more negative attributions about its sender. This includes attributions about the sender’s 

cooperativeness and aggressiveness. However, if such attributions lead to further incivility 

seemingly depends on whether they develop aggressive response intentions or not. Thus, 
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interventions against incivility should take the most care that people do not come to such 

behavioral intentions to avoid spirals of incivility.  

 Supporting the recently introduced approach by Bormann and colleagues (2021), it 

was shown that different types of incivility lead to varying attributions regarding the sender’s 

suitability as a cooperative discussion partner. In this way, it was confirmed that incivility 

causes certain problems that potentially impede cooperative communication. Furthermore, the 

differences that have been found regarding recipients’ attribution making allow for 

subcategorization and new ways of measuring the different types of incivility on a perceptual 

level. 

 Taken together, looking at incivility from the social perspective has proven to be an 

added value for this field of research. In particular, attribution theories have proven to be a 

useful framework to understand how people process incivility. Future research should more 

strongly include this view and should expand the approach of the current dissertation. 
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ABSTRACT 
Incivility in online political discussions is an urgent problem for society as it can have detrimental effects on democratic 

discourse. However, knowledge about people´s inherent motives for behaving in an uncivil way is scarce. To close this gap, 
this online study employed a mixed-methods approach and surveyed 115 discussion commenters to explore their motives for 
communicating in an uncivil manner. Qualitative analyses revealed that in individual cases, people’s motives for uncivil 
commenting can be very complex, and differ between distinct forms of incivility. Participants also indicated that they often try 
to counteract other comments. In contrast, quantitative data revealed that motives related to aggression were the key drivers for 
frequent uncivil commenting behavior among different forms of incivility. In sum, the study demonstrated that although 
aggressive motives are not the only predictors of uncivil commenting, they still seem to be a key factor for an individual’s 
tendency to write uncivil comments. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
•Human-centered computing~Human computer interaction (HCI)~Empirical studies in HCI 

KEYWORDS 
Incivility, online political discussions, motivation, user comments 

1 Introduction 
Scholarship has noted that online communication has become increasingly uncivil, and that this tendency may decrease 

the Internet’s potential value in fostering political discourse [6]. Indeed, incivility has been associated with various negative 
effects that might corrupt the formation of civic opinions. For instance, incivility has the potential to polarize attitudes [1] and 
can lead to less open-mindedness [3]. Moreover, it can discourage users from participating in online discussions [12], thus 
lowering the potential of the Internet to promote diversity in political debates. 

Although the issue has garnered academic interest, the causes of uncivil behavior remain difficult to determine. However, 
the dissemination of incivility can only be counteracted if we understand the mechanisms that drive persons to act in uncivil 
ways. Various factors have been identified as fostering the prevalence of uncivil comments [e.g., 6, 11, 24], but less is known 
about users’ underlying motivation for writing uncivil comments. One major problem is that incivility is a multidimensional 
concept, which encompasses a range of distinct antisocial communication behaviors [30]. However, research has largely 
neglected to differentiate between various forms of incivility when exploring which factors foster its occurrence. Since 
people’s underlying motivation determines their behavior [8], identifying individuals’ motivation for being uncivil might be 
key to understanding the dynamics of incivility in online discussions. To address this, we employed a unique approach by 
conducting a survey that incorporated qualitative and quantitative measures to interview 115 commenters of online political 
discussions. In this way, we sought to identify the motives people have when commenting in uncivil ways and how these 
motives differ between different forms of incivility. Moreover, we aimed to explore how individuals’ personalities influence 
their motivation for uncivil commenting. To gain an understanding of the range of motives people may have when 
commenting uncivilly, we used qualitative measures to ask about specific situations in which commenters behaved uncivilly. 
Furthermore, quantitative data were collected to understand how people’s general motives for commenting in online 
discussions influence their use of incivility. Additionally, the Dark Triad traits were assessed to examine whether they 
influence people’s propensity for aggressive motives. 

1.1  Incivility and its causes 
Incivility has been defined as “features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily disrespectful tone toward the 

discussion forum, its participants, or its topics” [6]. However, Papacharissi [21] claimed that incivility differs from 
impoliteness, and should be regarded as “disrespect for the collective traditions of democracy” (p. 267), operationalized as 
the usage of antagonistic stereotypes, the verbalization of threats to democracy or the threat to other personal rights. 
Addressing this discrepancy, Stryker and colleagues [30] found that incivility is a multidimensional concept, and identified 
three dimensions on which incivility can function: utterance incivility (e.g., name-calling or vulgarity), discursive incivility 
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(e.g., preventing discussion or refusing to listen), and deception (e.g., exaggerating or misinforming others). However, it was 
proposed that people also use more subtle forms of attacking others in discussions, such as irony [2] or disrupting a 
discussion by posting comments that do not match the topic of discussion [29]. Although these forms are not directly 
considered to be uncivil, they appear to have the potential to lower the quality of a discussion and might thus be perceived as 
uncivil at least in some contexts. 

Ultimately, however, the assessment of incivility is highly subjective. A discussion comment can be perceived as uncivil 
even when it was not meant to be, and conversely, a comment might be perceived as civil even when it was meant to be 
harmful. Therefore, it has been argued that the consequences of uncivil comments might be a better indicator for the 
assessment of incivility than the intent of the sender [4]. As such, we define incivility as a discussion feature used by 
discussion participants, which intentionally or unintentionally threatens the discussion’s potential for adding value to 
democratic discourse. As incivility can manifest in many forms, by using this definition we not only investigate motives for 
commenting in a disrespectful tone, but also explore people’s motives when they are deceiving others, violating democratic 
norms, and engaging in more subtle forms of incivility (e.g., irony and topic deviation). 

Since uncivil behavior has become a serious problem, it is important to understand the drivers that induce people to 
comment in uncivil ways, as only then can effective interventions be developed. However, scholars have mainly focused on 
contextual factors to explain what causes uncivil behavior. For instance, people often lose their inhibitions when operating 
online due to the visual anonymity they experience; this has long been considered to be a main driver for uncivil online 
behavior [26]. Other research suggests that previous incivility might be a strong predictor of future uncivil online behavior 
[11, 24]. According to Gervais [11], emotional uncivil reactions to like-minded incivility might simply be induced by 
conformity processes (i.e., accepting and reusing like-minded messages), whereas offending uncivil reactions are triggered by 
uncivil disagreement because the resulting anger motivates recipients to “fight” (p. 400).  

Indeed, people’s willingness to perform certain behaviors depends on their goals and the expected outcomes [8]. Against 
this background, the uses and gratifications approach has often been employed to explain why people use certain online 
media and related features. Although this approach is not a coherent theory, it provides theoretical assumptions that help to 
investigate media usage behavior. According to this approach, people behave in a goal-directed and active manner when 
using media, have certain expectations for media use, and select specific media to fulfill their social and psychological needs 
[25]. Based on this idea, scholars have already determined distinct motives people have for writing comments. For instance, 
Springer, Engelmann, and Pfaffinger [28] identified cognitive motives (e.g., knowledge gain) and interactive motives (e.g., 
responding to journalists) as key drivers for commenting on online news. Similarly, other research found that people’s 
motives for commenting online are related to information behavior (e.g., adding/correcting information), personal identity 
(e.g., expressing opinions), entertainment, and social interaction (e.g., debating) [9]. Further studies that explicitly focused on 
uncivil communication indicate that people often write uncivil comments to express anger, to react to perceived offenses, or 
simply to express critique or disagreement [19]. Research addressing more extreme forms of antisocial online behavior like 
trolling or cyberbullying found that people’s motives can also predominantly aim to cause damage or to feel superior when 
commenting online [16, 27]. One would intuitively expect that – equivalent to other antisocial behavior – a person acting 
uncivilly in online discussion must also be pursuing an aggressive goal (e.g., causing harm or disrupting a discussion). On the 
other hand, incivility differs from antinormative behavior such as trolling and cyberbullying insofar as its goal is not 
necessarily to cause any harm or to provoke others. People might also use incivility to pursue other goals like interactive or 
cognitive aims. Since there is no evidence regarding which goals people pursue when commenting uncivilly, we ask (RQ1): 
What goals do people have when commenting in an uncivil way in online political discussions?  

Whereas the aforementioned goals function in a rather direct way, people also have desires on a higher-order level that 
can affect their more immediate goals. For instance, it has been proposed that the experienced value of rewards resulting from 
social interaction can influence individuals’ goals, and in turn predict either typical or dysfunctional social behavior [10]. In 
an analysis of different categories of social rewards, it was found that negative social potency, the subjective value 
experienced from “being cruel, callous and using others for personal gains”, is related to the malicious side of an individual’s 
personality [10]. Moreover, it has been demonstrated that negative social potency can predict antisocial online behavior [7]. 
However, whereas Craker and March [7] conceptualized the value of social rewards as an immediate motivational force, we 
consider the experienced value of such rewards to be a precursor: the experienced reward value is likely to predict an 
individual’s goals [10], which can be considered as the more immediate motivational force [8]. Therefore, we hypothesized 
that (H1) the experienced value of negative social potency positively influences participants’ frequency of uncivil commenting 
through the pathway of attributed motives.  

However, given the diverse forms of incivility, it seems unlikely that people have the same motives across all forms of 
incivility. For instance, the motives of people who deceive others (e.g., by spreading misleading information) probably differ 
substantially from the motives of people who directly insult others. To date there is hardly any evidence regarding how 
people’s motives differ between distinct forms of incivility. To fill this gap, we ask (RQ2): How do people’s goals when 
commenting in an uncivil way differ between distinct forms of incivility? 

1.2  The impact of an individual’s dark side 
Although understanding people’s motives for being uncivil might be key to understanding the causes thereof, the effect of 

an individual’s personality on motivational processes should not be disregarded [22]. In this respect, antisocial online 
behavior has often been associated with the “darker side of personality”, illustrated by the Dark Triad personality model [18], 
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which includes the malicious but subclinical traits of narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism. Narcissism describes a 
person’s tendency to feel grandiose, dominant and superior, and to be demanding. Subclinical psychopathy is characterized 
by high impulsivity and thrill-seeking but also by low empathy and anxiety, and people high in Machiavellianism have an 
increased tendency to manipulate others for their own personal gain [23]. Although these traits are very different, they are all 
offensive in particular ways [23] and all three have been found to correlate with antisocial behavior such as cyber-aggression, 
trolling behavior, or cyberbullying [18]. However, in the case of sexting (here, meaning disseminating images with explicit 
sexual content), it was demonstrated that when controlling for the motivation to perform such behavior, the Dark Triad traits 
were no longer independent predictors of non-consensual sext dissemination [5]. This indicates that the Dark Triad might not 
directly foster antinormative online behavior, but rather predict behavioral motives that encourage such behavior. Therefore, 
an examination of which individuals have predispositions for motives that foster uncivil online behavior may help to refine 
the understanding of what causes uncivil behavior. People scoring high on the Dark Triad traits, for instance, presumably 
have rather offensive motives for commenting in online discussions. Thus, it is assumed that (H2) the Dark Triad traits 
positively affect participants’ frequency of uncivil commenting through the pathway of motives that are primarily associated 
with antisocial online behavior. 

2 Methods 
To explore which motives people have for behaving in uncivil ways, we employed a mixed-methods approach by 

collecting qualitative and quantitative data. Since research on individuals’ motivation for uncivil commenting is scarce, this 
approach provides a more comprehensive perspective of what drives people to behave in such a manner. Given that online 
discussions can follow many different courses, we used a scenario-based approach, including qualitative questions about 
individuals’ motives when posting a concrete uncivil comment in order to gain a better understanding of the situational goals 
people pursue when behaving uncivilly. People will also have specific traits such as psychological and social needs that guide 
their behavior in online discussions; therefore, quantitative questions were also included, targeting more general commenting 
behavior to elucidate the underlying discussion needs and motives that can foster uncivil commenting. The study was 
conducted as an online survey, and data were only collected from individuals who indicated that they comment in online 
political discussions. All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 25 and Amos 25. The study was approved by the local 
ethics committee. 

2.1  Sample 
Participants from a German-speaking convenience sample were recruited mainly via Facebook groups related to political 

discussions and news comment sections, but also through online discussion forums and other social media platforms. Gift 
cards from an online retail store were offered as an incentive to take part in the study. Despite the recruitment approach and 
the incentive on offer, it proved difficult to acquire a sample of participants who actively comment (as only a small minority 
of Internet users post comments [31]). For the sake of validity of the results, however, we took great care to only include 
participants who actively comment. In sum, 152 individuals completed the survey. However, based on unrealistic completion 
time and/or implausible response behavior, 37 participants were excluded from the analyses, resulting in a total sample of 
115 participants (71 females, 42 males, and 2 participants who did not specify their sex) aged between 19 and 70 years (M = 
41.42, SD = 14.19). Most of the participants reported having a university degree (53%) or higher-track school-leaving 
qualifications (19%) as their highest level of education, and the majority were employees (42%) or university students (26%). 
Participants’ political stance was mainly left-leaning (M = 31.20, SD = 20.29; from 0 = far left to 100 = far right). 
Concerning online discussion behavior, participants indicated that they commented in online political discussions on average 
35 times a month (SD = 52.34) and read comments of other users on average 83 times a month (SD = 76.77). 

2.2  Design and Procedure 
To examine why people comment uncivilly, survey participants were presented with twelve different texts in random 

order. Each text was introduced as an example of a common communication behavior which is often found in online 
discussions, although ten of the texts described a specific type of incivility. If participants indicated that they had already 
used the respective type of incivility in a discussion comment, they were asked several open-ended questions about a specific 
situation in which they had commented in this way. Moreover, for further exploratory purposes, participants answered some 
scale-based questions regarding the perception of their own comment (which were not relevant for the present research 
question and manuscript). Subsequently, quantitative data were collected. Participants rated the perceived value of different 
social rewards and of the Dark Triad personality traits. Furthermore, they indicated their motives for commenting in online 
political discussions in general. At the end, participants answered questions regarding their demographics and their general 
online behavior. 

2.3  Materials 
We generated different descriptions for ten distinct forms of incivility; this selection was oriented to the literature [6, 21, 

30] and sought to capture different dimensions of incivility. Forms of incivility belonging to deception were as follows: 
disinformation (deliberately sharing information that is not entirely true) and exaggeration (using exaggerated wording which 
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can cause misperceptions), as a rhetorical form of deception. We also included forms of incivility that represent ad-hominem 
attacks and disrespect: insulting (deliberately using language that is potentially perceived as insulting by others), vulgarity 
(using swear words) and mockery (making fun of other people’s statements). Additionally, we addressed forms of incivility 
that violate democratic norms: antagonistic stereotyping (disliking others based on belonging to a certain social group), 
voicing threats (counteracting opposing groups with violence) and denying opinion expression (demanding that others should 
not express their opinion). We likewise included irony/sarcasm (making an assertion but simultaneously underlining that this 
is not one’s true opinion) and topic deviation (deviating from the focus of discussion), because people often use more subtle 
forms of attacking others in discussions or of disrupting discussions [2, 29]. Notably, to prevent social desirability bias, the 
descriptions did not explicitly indicate that the respective communication behavior refers to incivility but rather implied that 
the respective behavior is common. For example, in case of vulgarity, the description stated: “In online political discussions, 
it happens again and again that people use swear words which other people might consider as inappropriate (e.g., ‘fucking 
hell!’).”1 Additionally, two other ways of communicating in discussions (i.e., moderating between different opinions and 
pointing out false information) were included in the survey to reduce perceived negativity of the behaviors; however, data 
associated with these were not analyzed. 

2.4  Measures 
Frequency of commenting and reading uncivil comments. For each form of incivility, participants were asked how often 

they have read such comments and how often they have commented in such a fashion themselves. Both questions were rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 = never to 5 = very often). To create a sum score of the frequency of uncivil commenting, 
we aimed to explore subscales among the different types of incivility. Although an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with 
principal component analysis implied a three-factor solution, Horn’s parallel analysis [14] indicated a single factor. 
Therefore, the final scale included all types of incivility, providing acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α = .76). 

Motives for uncivil commenting (qualitative exploration of motives). If participants indicated having already commented 
in a respective uncivil way, they were instructed to think of a specific situation in which they had done so. To help 
participants to recall respective situations, three open-ended questions were asked (e.g., “On which political issue did you 
write the comment?”). To explore participants’ motives for commenting in a specific uncivil way, they were asked to indicate 
their motives in a further open-ended question: “What goal were you pursuing by commenting in this way, i.e., what did you 
want to achieve by writing the comment?” For this question, we conducted a content analysis. Since comprehensive 
theoretical assumptions about individuals’ motivation for uncivil commenting are lacking, we analyzed participants’ answers 
in an inductive manner. This approach enables higher-order categories and theoretical assumptions to be derived from 
qualitative data [32]. As a result, 19 motive categories were derived. All key elements of the categories were described in a 
codebook, through which answers were coded with 1 or 0, depending on whether or not a motive category applied. Since 
answers were open-ended, multiple answers were possible. Two additional independent raters who were blind to the research 
questions coded the answers showing high overall agreement (from 81% to 99%). In case of dissent, motives were coded 
according to the majority. Subsequently, the distinct motive categories were summarized to six superordinate motive 
dimensions: information related motives (i.e., motives that focus on the mere distribution or correction of facts), discursive 
motives (i.e., motives that focus on the discourse with other), identity motives (i.e., motives that focus on demonstrating 
one’s own social or political identity), aggressive motives (i.e., motives that focus on harming others), counteractive motives 
(i.e., motives that focus on counteracting inappropriate discussion behavior), affective motives (i.e., motives that focus on the 
direction of one’s own emotions). See Table 1 for details. 

 
 
1 All descriptions can be found in an online Appendix on the OSF website: https://osf.io/ybj2s/ 
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Table 1: Derived motive categories 

Motive 
categories 

Examples Motive descriptions (intercoder agreement in 
percentage) 

Information-
related 
motives 

“Exposing the 
putative claim of 
responsibility as 
fake” 

Correcting information and/or expose information as 
wrong (93%); adding and/or explaining facts in the 
discussion (88%) 

Discursive 
motives 

“That the person being 
addressed questions 
him/herself” 

Increasing awareness of one's own comment or an issue 
addressed in the comment (92%); exchanging opinions 
and/or experiences, chatting with or answering questions of 
other discussion participants (92%); encouraging discussion 
participants to think about and/or rethink certain issues 
(89%) 

Identity motives 
“Valuing those who 
have been offended, 
rejecting offenders” 

Signaling others that oneself is completely different from 
them (92%); signaling others that one feels connected to 
them (98%); indicating one’s own explicit (political) 
position (87%) 

Aggressive 
motives 

“Annoying the author 
as much as possible” 

Showing others that they are intellectually inferior (98%); 
annoying and/or provoking others as well as fueling 
conflicts (95%); embarrassing, mocking, and/or 
discrediting individuals or groups (92%) 

Counteractive 
motives 

“Putting hate in the 
discussion into 
perspective” 

Making the discussion more factual, unemotional and/or 
reasonable (93%); Criticizing others by indicating that they 
behave improperly, have a reprehensible (political) point of 
view, or state inadequate arguments (81%); paying back 
other’s negative behavior (97%) 

Affective 
motives 

“Getting rid of my 
frustration” 

Expressing emotions and/or processing emotions (96%); 
goals that aim to regulate oneself in the communicative 
situation but also to reflect upon oneself in the situation 
(9%); amusing oneself or others and having fun (99%) 

General motives for commenting (quantitative exploration of motives). To measure participants’ motives for 
commenting in online political discussions in general, 25 items were adapted from Springer et al. [28], measuring motives for 
writing comments. We also adapted and modified 25 additional items from the Motivation Aggression Questionnaire [20] to 
capture aggressive motives for commenting. All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = does not apply at all to 
7 = applies completely). An EFA with principal component analysis and varimax rotation suggested a five-factor solution, 
which was confirmed by Horn’s parallel analysis [14]. With a first series of EFAs with principal axis analysis and promax 
rotation for a fixed number of five factors, 25 items were removed based on low factor loadings (main factor < 0.50, other 
factors > 0.30). In this process, one factor was eliminated completely. Therefore, an additional EFA with a fixed number of 
four factors was computed, revealing the final structure2. The first factor, aggression, includes eight items targeting hostile 
intent (e.g., “to annoy others in the discussion”, Cronbach’s α = .92 ); the second factor includes eight items comprising 
motives associated with knowledge gain, and was termed cognition (e.g., “to broaden my knowledge”, Cronbach’s α = .90); 
the third factor contains six items which represent goals focusing on disagreeing, counteracting other comments, or 
expressing one’s opinion, and was therefore labeled positioning (e.g., “to counteract inappropriate comments” but also “to 
express my opinion”, Cronbach’s α = .81); and the fourth factor, affect, includes three items addressing individuals’ feelings 
of anxiety and sadness (e.g., “when the subject of the discussion frightens me”, Cronbach’s α = .76).  

Negative social potency. Negative social potency, the experienced reward value from being cruel and harmful to others, 
was rated on the Social Reward Questionnaire (SRQ) [10]. The subscale consists of five items (rated on a 7-point Likert 
scale from 1 = does not apply at all to 7 = applies completely) including statements like “I enjoy embarrassing others” or “I 
enjoy seeing others get hurt” (Cronbach’s α = .75). 

Dark Triad. The Dark Triad personality traits were measured using the German version of the Short Dark Triad 
personality measure [17], with items rated on 7-point Likert scales (from 1 = does not apply at all to 7 = applies completely). 
For each dimension of the Dark Triad, participants rated nine items. Machiavellianism was assessed with items such as “Most 
people can be manipulated” (Cronbach’s α = .82), narcissism was assessed with items such as “People see me as a natural 

 
 
2 The items and their factor loadings can be found in an online Appendix on the OSF website: https://osf.io/ybj2s/ 
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leader” (Cronbach’s α = .74), and psychopathy was assessed with items such as “People often say I’m out of control” 
(Cronbach’s α = .68). 

3 Results 
Descriptive analyses revealed that participants do indeed engage in uncivil commenting, albeit rather infrequently (Table 

2). Whereas disinformation and voicing threats were employed with the lowest frequency, participants stated using 
irony/sarcasm most often.  

Table 2: Means and standard deviations of frequency participants stated to read and post uncivil comments in 
political online discussions. 

 Frequency of reading 
uncivil comment 

 Frequency of posting 
uncivil comment 

N = 115 M SD  M SD 
Disinformation 4.23 0.99  1.10 0.32 
Exaggeration 4.31 0.97  1.46 0.87 
Insulting 4.55 0.85  1.46 0.82 
Vulgarity 4.18 1.01  1.29 0.57 
Mockery 4.38 0.88  1.65 0.90 
Antagonistic 
stereotyping 4.61 0.68  1.84 1.09 

Voicing threats 3.91 1.14  1.15 0.57 
Denying opinion 
expression 3.38 1.12 

 
1.27 0.72 

Topic deviation 4.45 0.81  1.42 0.81 
Irony/sarcasm 4.44 0.83  2.04 1.17 

Regarding participants’ motivation for uncivil commenting in online political discussions (RQ1) and how these motives 
differ between distinct forms of incivility (RQ2), qualitative analyses indicated that above all, counteractive motives seem to 
be an important main driver for insulting, mockery, and antagonistic stereotyping. Moreover, counteractive motives are 
predominant as drivers for topic deviation and opinion expression. For voicing threats, participants indicated most frequently 
having discursive and identity related motives for commenting in a respective way. For disinformation and exaggeration, 
informational motives were most frequently indicated and for using vulgarity, participants seem to have mainly affective 
motives. Moreover, information centric motives and counteractive motives were mostly cited as drivers for irony/sarcasm. 
Notably, aggressive motives were not present in any of the different types of incivility as the primary driver. However, for 
insulting and mockery, individuals still seem to have aggressive motives. Likewise, after affective motives, identity motives 
were indicated the most frequently for the usage of vulgarity. See Table 3 for an overview. 
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Table 3: Proportion of motives indicated for the different forms of incivility. 

Form of 
Incivility 

 Motive categories 

 n Infor-
mation 

Discourse Identity Aggression Counter- 
action 

Affect 

Disinformation 10 n = 4 , 
33,3% 

n = 3,  
25.0% 

n = 0 
0.0% 

n = 1,       
8.3% 

n = 3, 
25.0% 

n = 1 
8.3% 

Exaggeration 31 n = 9, 
25.0% 

n = 8,  
22.2% 

n = 4, 
11.1% 

n = 5,     
13.9% 

n = 7, 
19.4% 

n = 3, 
8.3% 

Insulting 35 n = 5, 
13.2% 

n = 5,  
13.2% 

n = 5, 
13.2% 

n = 7,     
18.4% 

n = 11, 
28.9% 

n = 5, 
13.2% 

Vulgarity 27 n = 1, 
3.8% 

n = 0,    
0.0% 

n = 6, 
23.1% 

n = 4,     
15.4% 

n = 5, 
19.2% 

n = 10, 
38.5% 

Mockery 50 n = 8, 
15.4% 

n = 6,  
11.5% 

n = 3, 
5.8% 

n = 11,   
21.2% 

n = 19, 
36.5% 

n = 5, 
9.6% 

Antagonistic 
Stereotyping 

54 
n = 13, 
23.2% 

n = 7,    
12.5% 

n = 12, 
21.4% 

 n = 4,       
7.1% 

n = 16, 
28.6% 

n = 4, 
7.1% 

Voicing threats 8 n = 1, 
16.7% 

n = 2, 
33.3% 

n = 2, 
33.3% 

n = 0,       
0.0% 

n = 1, 
16.7% 

n = 0, 
0.0% 

Denying opinion 
expression 

20 
n = 5,  
22.7% 

n = 2,    
9.1% 

n = 2, 
9.1% 

n = 1,       
4.5% 

n = 10, 
45.5% 

n = 2, 
9.1% 

Topic deviation 33 n = 9, 
27.3% 

n = 3,    
9.1% 

n = 4, 
12.1% 

n = 3,       
9.1% 

n = 13, 
39.4% 

n = 1, 
3.0% 

Irony/sarcasm 64 n = 12, 
18.8% 

n = 9,  
14.1% 

n = 9, 
14.1% 

n = 11,   
17.2% 

n = 12, 
18.8% 

n = 11, 
17.2% 

Note. Multiple answers were possible; some answers (n = 19) could not be allocated to a motive. 
Examining quantitatively which motives might foster uncivil commenting (RQ1) and what influence negative social 

potency and the Dark Triad have on motives that are associated with antisocial behavior (H1 & H2), we conducted a path 
analysis and maximum likelihood estimation. For the anticipated “antisocial” motives, we employed the aggression factor 
that was revealed by the EFA. Indirect effects were tested by using bias-corrected bootstrapping with 5000 resamples (95% 
confidence interval). The model fit well: [15]: ² (17) = 18.425, p < .363, ²/df = 1.08, CFI = 1.00, TLI = .99, RMSEA = .027 
(90% CI [.00, .09]), SRMR = .073. The model is visualized in Figure 1. 

Whereas cognitive motives did not influence uncivil commenting, positioning and aggressive motives (as the strongest 
predictor) positively affected participants’ frequency of uncivil commenting. In contrast, affect-related motives negatively 
predicted the frequency of uncivil commenting. Regarding the experienced value of negative social potency (H1), the results 
revealed a significant positive influence on aggression-related motives. Likewise, the experienced value of negative social 
potency indirectly predicted the frequency of uncivil commenting (β = -.02, p < .555, 95% CI [-0.11, 0.06]). Similarly, 
psychopathy and Machiavellianism significantly predicted aggressive motives. As expected, through this pathway, both traits 
indirectly affected the frequency of uncivil commenting (psychopathy: β = 09, p < .015, 95% CI [0.02, 0.17] and 
Machiavellianism: β = .42, p < .005, 95% CI [0.03, 0.21]). However, narcissism did not influence participants’ predisposition 
for aggressive discussion motives and thus did not indirectly affect the frequency of uncivil commenting (β = -.02, p < .555, 
95% CI [-0.11, 0.06]). Nevertheless, H2 was partially confirmed. Taken together, aggressive motives were the strongest 
predictor for the frequency of uncivil commenting behavior. Moreover, this tendency was affected by participants’ levels of 
psychopathy, Machiavellianism and their experienced value of negative social potency. 
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Figure 1: Path model (N = 115). Standardized effect sizes are reported; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. Model fit: ² 
(17) = 18.425, p < .363, ²/df = 1.08, CFI = 1.00, TLI = .99, RMSEA = .027 (90% CI [.00, .09]), SRMR = .073. 

We also quantitatively examined whether the influence of distinct motives on uncivil commenting differs between the 
distinct forms of incivility (RQ2). Therefore, for each type of incivility, we calculated a series of ordinary least square 
regressions that included the different motives as predictors and participants’ indicated frequency of using the respective type 
of incivility as the criterion (see Table 4). As before, aggression-related motives significantly predicted the frequency of use 
among all forms of incivility, although the predictive power differed between the distinct types. In addition, positioning 
significantly predicted the use of irony/sarcasm, mockery, and antagonistic stereotyping. In the latter case, positioning was 
even a better predictor than aggression motives. Furthermore, results indicate that cognition and affect-related motives only 
predict the use of exaggeration. Whereas cognitive motives positively predicted the frequency of using exaggeration, affective 
motives were negatively related to the frequency of using exaggeration.  

Table 4: Regression analyses with different motive dimensions as predictors of frequency of using specific types of 
incivility. 

Frequency of using 
type of incivility 

Predictors β  

N = 115 Cognition Affect Positioning Aggression R² 

Disinformation .12 .15 -.12 .28** .11 
Exaggeration .24* -.23* .10 .31** .16 
Insulting .02 -.16 .12 .41*** .17 
Vulgarity -.06 -.10 .04 .41*** .19 
Mockery -.03 -.09 .25* .27** .10 
Antagonistic stereotyping  -.07 -.12 .41*** .21* .15 
Voicing threats -.01 -.09 .14 .31** .10 
Denying opinion 
expression 

-.04 -.04 .16 .30** .10 

Topic deviation .12 -.09 .13 .30** .10 
Irony/sarcasm .06 -.10 .24* .29** .11 

Note. Standardized regression coefficients are reported; *p< .05, ** p< .01, ***p< .001. 

4 Discussion 
The current study was designed to obtain insights into people’s motivation for acting uncivilly in online political 

discussions. Therefore, we inductively derived different motives from participants’ qualitative answers. Qualitative results 
showed that counteractive motives (i.e., putting the discussion into perspective and rebuking others) were dominantly cited 
drivers for expressing insults, mockery, and antagonistic stereotypes, along with denying opinion expressions and deviating 
from the discussion topic. When purposefully misinforming others or using exaggerations, participants most frequently 
professed to having information-centered motives (i.e., correcting/adding information). Voicing threats was mostly linked to 
discourse-related motives (i.e., exchanging views or drawing attention) and identity motives (i.e., highlighting one’s own 
stance), whereas expressions of vulgarity were mostly attributed to affective motives (i.e., expressing and regulating 
emotions). Importantly, aggressive motives (i.e., inducing conflict, provoking or derogating others) were not cited as main 
drivers for any of the identified behaviors. Although participants’ answers were limited to isolated cases of uncivil 
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commenting, they provide valuable insight into understanding motivations for writing uncivil comments. Notwithstanding 
the participants self-reported drivers, path analyses of the quantitative data revealed that aggressive discussion motives 
(manifested in causing harm, unsettling others, and disrupting the discussion) are main drivers for frequent uncivil 
commenting. Regression analyses confirmed that these motives predict the frequency of uncivil commenting across all 
distinct types of incivility. In sum, results suggest that most people report rather unaggressive motives for specific uncivil 
comments – but findings also show that individuals who frequently behave uncivilly are mostly driven by aggressive 
discussion motives. Moreover, it was found that people’s experienced value from negative social potency positively predicts 
the incidence of aggressive motives. Likewise, persons with higher scores on psychopathy and Machiavellianism were more 
likely to have such motives. 

Qualitative data demonstrated that motives related to counteraction are important drivers for uncivil commenting. 
Although answers suggest that aggression-centered motives can provoke especially insults and mockery, participants mostly 
indicated that even through using these types of incivility, they were trying to counteract. Likewise, antagonistic stereotyping 
seems to be mainly motivated by counteractive goals. It is conceivable that in such cases, negative emotions like anger foster 
individuals’ willingness to act uncivilly through the desire to fight back [11]. In contrast, topic deviation and denying opinion 
expressions, which also seem to be mainly motivated by counteractive goals, might be an avoidance-related way of coping 
with others’ antinormative behavior. Interestingly, topic deviation was considered to be a more subtle form of negative online 
behavior [29], whereas denying opinion expression can be considered as a restriction of the individual’s freedom of speech 
and therefore perceived as a more democracy-threatening behavior [21]. Thus, people might perform incivility in very 
different ways, while pursuing similar goals. Regarding topic deviation and antagonistic stereotyping, results further indicate 
that people often have information-centered motives. Such motives may be considered rather social because they put into 
perspective the public discourse [9]. In our case, these motives are probably related to counteractive motives insofar as 
people might inform others about negative facts regarding antagonistic social groups. That said, people frequently stated that 
they stereotype others based on identity-related motives. Thus, such motives might also be driven by negative emotions and 
therefore culminate in dysfunctional behavior like uncivil commenting. Participants’ use of exaggerations likewise seems to 
be driven by information-centered motives, discursive motives, and counteractive motives. Although exaggeration is usually 
used to obscure the truth [30], it might therefore be the case that people are actually motivated to improve the discussion, 
such as by adding information or by expressing criticism. Furthermore, participants mainly stated having affect- or identity-
related motives when commenting in vulgar ways. Thus, people might aim to highlight experienced emotions by expressing 
vulgarity instead of deliberately impairing the discussion. Another interesting finding is that information-related motives 
were mostly indicated for spreading disinformation in discussions. Therefore, some people might accept a loss of accuracy to 
exemplify or simplify information. Although the number of persons who reported a history of spreading disinformation or 
having voiced threats in an online discussion is relatively small, it remains remarkable that in a sample of 115 people, at least 
four (or three, respectively) people admitted having used these extreme forms. Nevertheless, the generalizability of the 
answers is limited. Finally, compared to the other forms of incivility, we did not identify a dominant pattern of motives for 
the use of irony/sarcasm in our data. Since irony/sarcasm was also proposed as a more subtle form of attacking others [2], 
people might use it as rhetorical act when pursuing different goals. However, although irony/sarcasm might be often 
employed to attack others, it is not necessarily used in an uncivil manner. 

Overall, qualitative analyses indicated that, on a case-on-case basis, motivations for behaving uncivilly are complex and 
differ between distinct forms of incivility. Nevertheless, participants mostly indicated having counteractive motives and 
therefore probably use incivility strategically. Qualitative data referred only to individual cases of uncivil commenting to gain 
a better understanding of the range of motives which people have for acting uncivilly. Therefore, we also quantitatively 
analyzed individuals’ motives for acting uncivilly and investigated how these motives affect people’s tendency to write 
uncivil comments. 

In contrast to the qualitative data, quantitative data demonstrated that aggressive motives are key drivers for frequent 
uncivil behavior. Motives related to (political) positioning also positively predicted the frequency, whereas affect-related 
motives negatively predicted the frequency of uncivil commenting. Previous studies have demonstrated that people have 
aggressive motives for habitual antisocial online behavior [e.g., 16, 27], and incivility appears to be no exception. 
Nevertheless, the present study provides evidence that other motives (i.e., positioning oneself by disagreeing, counteracting 
or expressing one’s opinion) can facilitate the use of uncivil commenting too. Presumably, people who have the primary 
motivation of positioning themselves during online discussions prefer to participate in discussions in which they are faced 
with antagonistic attitudes. Since the confrontation with opposing attitudes is associated with increased anger and dislike 
[13], people who want to take a stance in discussions might be more likely to comment uncivilly because they have to cope 
with undesired emotions. In contrast, people with affective motives (i.e., feeling sad and/or anxious) when writing comments 
might be generally more conflict-avoidant and therefore less likely to comment in an uncivil way. 

When examining the influence of different motives for each type of incivility separately (RQ2), results showed that 
aggressive motives positively predict the frequency of uncivil commenting across all different types. In contrast, positioning 
related motives only predicted people’s frequency of antagonistic stereotyping and the use of irony/sarcasm. Thus, 
individuals might be more likely to counter a contradictory stance by disparaging antagonistic social groups, and 
irony/sarcasm might be the rhetorical device best suited to do so. Likewise, affect-related motives solely negatively predicted 
people’s frequency of using exaggerations. To explain this, it might be speculated that when persons feel sad or anxious, they 
attempt to calm down the discussion and thus endeavor to avoid the use of exaggeration. Although cognitive motives did not 
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affect the overall score regarding the frequency of uncivil commenting, analyses on the individual types of incivility revealed 
that people who participate in online discussions to gain knowledge are more likely to use exaggerations. Again, it may be 
speculated that people use particular caution in keeping the discussion as factual as possible, but use exaggerations to elicit 
opinion expressions in an effort to better understand others’ perspectives. Taken together, quantitative analyses revealed that 
aggressive motives are the most important predictor for frequent uncivil commenting, even when differentiating between 
distinct forms of incivility. 

Notably, qualitative and quantitative data seem to contradict each other: overall, participants mostly cited counteractive 
motives for specific acts of incivility, but aggressive discussion motives were the strongest predictor for frequent uncivil 
commenting. It may be that people are particularly likely to recall incivility that they consider to have been justified, 
explaining why aggressive motives were not cited as dominant drivers. However, individuals who comment uncivilly are also 
more likely to have aggressive motives for joining online discussions. 

We further hypothesized that individuals’ experienced value from negative social potency positively influences the 
frequency of uncivil commenting through the pathway of discussion motives that are usually associated with antisocial online 
behavior (H1). Indeed, negative social potency positively affected the frequency of uncivil commenting through the pathway 
of aggressive motives. Therefore, on a higher-order level, when people have aggressive motives for commenting in online 
discussions, they generally expect to receive gratification from being cruel or causing harm to others. Thus, people who 
experience high value from negative social potency also aim to cause harm when commenting in online discussions and 
consequently write uncivil comments more frequently. 

Lastly, as the Dark Triad has been found to foster people’s antisocial online behavior [18], we argued that this tendency 
would be mediated by motives associated with antisocial behavior (H2). We found that psychopathy and Machiavellianism 
affected the frequency of uncivil commenting through the pathway of aggressive motives. Since people scoring high on these 
traits were also shown to be more prone to engage in antisocial online behavior like trolling [7], these individuals might be 
more likely to have aggressive motives because they behave in a more destructive and strategic manner. Notably, narcissism 
did not affect participants’ aggressive motives. In fact, narcissism showed the weakest and most inconsistent relationship to 
distinct antisocial online behaviors, suggesting that narcissism is not as “dark” as psychopathy and Machiavellianism [18]. 
However, people who score high on narcissism possibly have other motives for commenting in online political discussions 
(e.g., motives focusing on feelings of superiority) that were not assessed by the current study. 

4.1  Limitations 
Some important limitations of the current study need to be acknowledged. First, the sample studied is relatively small and 

has limited representativeness. Therefore, the results should be generalized with caution. However, as it is well known that 
only a small proportion of Internet users actively posts comments, we successfully acquired a relevant sample of people who 
indicated engaging in online discussion. A further limitation lies in the self-report of participants’ answers: although not 
explicitly indicated as incivility, the descriptions of the different forms of incivility were probably understood as 
antinormative behavior, potentially leading to a social desirability bias. Furthermore, we only investigated a limited selection 
of different types of incivility. As this study provides evidence that the particular manifestation of incivility employed by 
individuals matters, future research should consider further types of incivility. Finally, when examining the impact of 
people’s general motives for commenting in online political discussions, we also provided a limited choice of possible 
motives, and it is possible that people have more diverse motives for discussing politics online. 

4.2  Conclusions 
We found that people can have very diverse motives for behaving uncivilly in online political discussions. Moreover, it 

was shown that motives can differ depending on of the type of incivility that is used. The qualitative findings indicated that 
for specific discussion incidents, people often report writing uncivil comments to counteract experienced norm violations. 
This implies that people do not use incivility in a completely uncontrolled manner, but rather employ it strategically to 
change unwanted situations. On the other hand, the results also indicate that people are more likely to act uncivilly if they 
have aggressive discussion motives, irrespective of which form of incivility is employed. Therefore, future research should 
primarily concentrate on examining how aggressive motives can be reduced when designing interventions to combat 
incivility. Nevertheless, considering the complexity of motives for uncivil commenting as revealed by the qualitative data, 
future research should further investigate how other motives might affect people’s tendency for uncivil commenting. 
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Unwilling, intolerable views, or incapable? – How different types of incivility can be 

distinguished based on attributions about cooperative communication 

 

Abstract 

Incivility in online discussions has gained notable attention from both academia and the 

public. However, incivility has become a fuzzy concept as definitions and operationalizations 

vary in the literature. We argue that this issue results from the lack of a common theoretical 

basis that allows categorizing different types of incivility. Therefore, we draw on assumptions 

about cooperative communication and attribution processes to provide a comprehensive 

framework to categorize different types of incivility based on recipients’ assessment of 

cooperative communication. An online experiment (N = 374) was conducted in which 

participants were exposed to either one of five different types of incivility or a civil comment. 

It was explored how attributions about the sender’s (1) intentions to discuss, (2) tolerable 

political views, and (3) discussion skills differ between the experimental conditions. 

Moreover, we explored how the distinct types of incivility affect individuals’ behavior. 

Results demonstrated that attributions about senders differed according to the type of 

incivility participants were exposed to and, therefore, provide a novel opportunity to 

categorize incivility on a perceptual level. Foremost, disrespect towards others stood out on 

all attributional dimensions as uncooperative. However, the effect of the experimental 

conditions on participants’ discussion behavior was limited.  

Keywords: Incivility, online discussions, cooperative communication, attribution theory, user 

comments 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

Due to its negative impact on discussion dynamics, incivility is usually considered a 

serious challenge for online political discussions (e.g., Gervais, 2015; Ziegele, Jost, et al., 

2018). However, incivility research faces some obstacles. Foremost, definitions and 

operationalizations of incivility are often inconsistent. Consequently, different studies on 

incivility are only comparable to a limited extent. Moreover, recent studies often highlight the 

subjective nature of incivility and conceptualize incivility as a perceptual construct that can 

manifest in different ways (e.g., Kenski et al., 2020; Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016). 

Hence, Chen (2017) argues that incivility lies on a “continuum of non-normative speech that 

ranges from impoliteness to virulent hate speech” (p. 84). Although scholars have shifted to 

multidimensional and differentiated concepts of incivility, experiment-based studies usually 

consider only one type of incivility or mix different types of incivility when examining how 

incivility affects discussion dynamics (Chen & Lu, 2017; Hutchens et al., 2019; Rösner et al., 

2016). As different types of incivility are conceptually distinct, it is important to examine 

whether they have different effects, which have not yet been scrutinized. Studies on 

perceptions of incivility suggest that distinct types of incivility are not equally harmful (e.g., 

Kenski et al., 2020; Stryker et al., 2016). Yet little is known about the underlying mechanisms 

that lead to different consequences of distinct types of incivility. Therefore, we introduce a 

novel approach to measure and categorize incivility based on recipients’ attributions about the 

sender and the resulting discussion behavior. Drawing on a more recent approach to incivility 

(Bormann et al., 2021), we conceptualize incivility as perceived violations of norms of 

cooperative communication. Hence, based on hypotheses about cooperative communication 

(Allwood et al., 2000; Tomasello et al., 2005) and assumptions of attribution theory (Malle, 

1999), we explored how attributions about intentions to discuss, tolerable political views, and 

discussion skills vary among the distinct types of incivility. Additionally, we investigated how 

recipients’ discussion behavior is affected by the distinct types of incivility. This way, we aim 

(1) to highlight the role of social perception within the discussion about incivility, (2) to 
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provide new opportunities to measure incivility on a perceptual level, and (3) to offer new 

perspectives on how distinct types of incivility can be categorized based on recipients’ 

assessments about cooperation. 

Literature review 

Although incivility is not a new phenomenon, there is an ongoing debate on which 

behavior can be considered uncivil and whether incivility is inherently bad (Chen et al., 

2019). A common denominator of different studies is that they usually conceptualize incivility 

as communicative behavior that violates norms (e.g., Chen, 2017). However, there is 

disagreement about which norms constitute uncivil communication. Here, the distinction 

between violations against interpersonal politeness norms and democratic norms is most 

prominent. While some scholars approach incivility as impoliteness (e.g., Chen & Lu, 2017; 

Mutz, 2007), other scholars such as Papacharissi (2004) postulate that violations of politeness 

norms are not per se detrimental to discussions but can even foster open exchange. In contrast, 

she conceptualizes incivility as a violation of democratic norms (i.e., verbalizing threats to 

democracy or individual rights and assignments of stereotypes) and argues that only such 

norm violations negatively affect the democratic discourse. Muddiman (2017), on the other 

hand, integrates both concepts and distinguishes between personal-level incivility, which 

corresponds to conceptualizations of impoliteness, and public-level incivility, which is 

conceptualized as violations against political and deliberative norms.  

Thus, the most prominent dimensions of incivility in the extant literature are violations 

of politeness norms and democratic norms. As the politeness norm is usually violated on an 

interpersonal level, it can be considered a threat to people’s faces, which can be defined as 

one’s socially desired public image (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Chen & Lu, 2017). In contrast, 

the violation of democratic norms is rather immoral towards (often not present) others 

compared to face-threatening and is often associated with ideologic opinion expression (e.g., 

Rossini, 2019, 2020).  
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In addition, literature on incivility also highlights non-normative communication 

behaviors beyond the violation of these norms. For instance, Stryker and colleagues (2016) 

found that people perceive deceptive behavior as uncivil as well. Likewise, other discussion 

behaviors such as the usage of sarcasm or topic deviation have been linked to incivility within 

literature (e.g., Anderson & Huntington, 2017; Hopp, 2019; Ziegele & Jost, 2020). Although 

it has not yet been tested whether people perceive such behaviors as uncivil, categories of 

incivility seemingly go beyond the violation of interpersonal politeness norms and democratic 

norms.  

Although recent studies have moved to a broader approach to incivility, a 

comprehensive theoretical framework that justifies why different types of non-normative 

communicative behavior can be subsumed under the umbrella of incivility is still missing. So 

far, most approaches addressing this issue have focused on differences in the manifestation of 

non-normative speech acts (e.g., Muddiman, 2017; Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 2020). 

However, when considering incivility as a multidimensional construct encompassing a range 

of violations against communicative norms (e.g., Chen, 2017), a theoretical fundament is 

needed that focuses on the common roots of the distinct behaviors rather than their 

differences. An approach, recently introduced by Bormann et al. (2021), takes this into 

account by conceptualizing incivility as a perceived violation of distinct communication 

norms that facilitate cooperative communication. 

Thus, as incivility can be approached as a perceptual construct (see also Chen et al., 

2019; Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016), one suggestion is that incivility should be 

assessed by its consequences rather than by its mere manifestation (Chen et al., 2019). 

However, to assess incivility in this way, we need to find new ways to (1) measure incivility 

on a perceptual level, and we need to (2) generate more knowledge about the consequences 

for recipients of distinct types of incivility. Only then, meaningful categories of incivility can 

be derived, which allow predictions about their potential outcomes. The most (at least 
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immediate) negative outcomes are those which have a direct negative impact on the 

discussion dynamics. Therefore, we argue that a theoretical fundament of incivility can be 

derived from assumptions about cooperative communication. 

1.1. Cooperative communication 

Although discussing politics online might not be the first activity that comes to mind 

when thinking of cooperative actions, such discussions require a high degree of mutual 

coordination and consideration. Discussions thrive on interaction and reciprocal exchange 

between people and, hence, are a highly social activity – even if people have different 

opinions. Allwood and colleagues (2000) argue that communication between two or more 

parties is basically cooperative as long as the parties cognitively consider each other and have 

the joint purpose of understanding each other (see also earlier conceptualizations by Grice, 

1975). This corresponds to the hypothesis of shared intentionality as proposed by Tomasello 

and colleagues (2005). The authors argue that only human beings can form shared 

intentionality to act cooperatively. This ability does not only involve an understanding of joint 

intentions and shared goals but also a mutual cognitive representation of each other’s skills 

and actions.  

However, for ideal cooperation, Allwood and colleagues (2000) added two further 

requirements: ethical consideration and trust. Ethical consideration means that 

communication partners each have ethical goals, make ethical decisions, and act ethically. 

With trust, Allwood and colleagues (2000) do not refer to a holistic trust in others, but the 

trust that someone will act following the other requirements. Thus, ethical consideration and 

trust are strongly related to the basic requirements for cooperation: cognitive consideration 

and joint purpose (Allwood et al., 2000).  

Therefore, cooperative communication in online discussions can be hindered in 

different ways. When people do not trust others to have an intention to discuss or to consider 

others cognitively, cooperative communication probably fails at a very basic level. Moreover, 
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when people do not trust others’ ethical considerations, basic cooperation might develop, but 

the cooperation will probably not proceed in an ideal way.  

1.2.  Incivility as a signal for uncooperative communication 

A recent approach by Bormann and colleagues (2021) suggests that all types of 

incivility root in violations of norms that enable cooperative communication. Indeed, whether 

cooperative communication succeeds strongly depends on individuals’ trust in others to act 

following the requirements proposed by Allwood and colleagues (2000). Here, an obvious 

assumption is that incivility can decrease this trust and consequently impedes cooperative 

communication. Indeed, scholars identified various negative outcomes of incivility that 

support this assumption. For instance, Han and Brazeal (2015) found that people are less 

willing to participate in online discussions when exposed to incivility. Likewise, Han and 

colleagues (2018) found that exposure to incivility decreases the likelihood that people 

respectfully acknowledge others’ perspectives, people stay on the discussion topic, and add 

new perspectives to the discussion. Although individuals who were exposed to incivility have 

not been more likely to communicate uncivilly themselves in this study, other studies found 

that incivility triggers additional uncivil commenting (Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015, 2017; 

Ziegele, Weber, et al., 2018). In sum, these results indicate that incivility and uncooperative 

discussion behavior are related in important ways. Therefore, the lens of cooperation helps to 

understand why and when incivility has detrimental effects on discussion dynamics. Based on 

the framework provided by Allwood and colleagues (2000), it can be suggested that such 

behavior results from a lack of trust in the sender’s willingness and/or ability to cooperate. 

Thus, incivility might be better categorized by perceptions about cooperative communication 

instead of the mere usage of a certain wording.  

In this vein, following the assumptions of Bormann and colleagues (2021), we 

consider that a linguistic perspective might also prove to be helpful in explaining why people 

appraise certain antinormative behavior to be uncivil that goes beyond the violation of 
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politeness norms or democratic norms: Grice’s (1975) cooperation principle suggests that 

people expect that conversation partners make their contribution “such as is required, at the 

stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which 

[they] are engaged” (p. 45). He introduced four categories of maxims that ensure that the 

principle of cooperation is fulfilled. The categories have been labeled quantity (i.e., “Make 

your contribution as informative as is required” but “not more informative than it is required” 

), quality (i.e., “Try to make your contribution one that is true”), relation (i.e., “be relevant”), 

and manner (i.e., “be perspicuous” p. 45 – 46). Although these maxims seem to be 

prescriptive, Grice (1975) rather describes what people expect from others when they 

communicate. In other words, Grice (1975) elucidates communicative norms. If people 

strongly violate these norms, it probably leads to a perceived lack of willingness and ability to 

cooperate and to negative implications about the relationship between the violator and the 

recipient (Mooney, 2004). Then, just like for violations against politeness norms or 

democratic norms, the (ideal) cooperation as outlined by Allwood and colleagues (2000) is 

hindered.  

Thus, from Grice’s (1975) cooperation principle and its maxims, we can derive 

categories of incivility that are less highlighted in the literature on incivility. First, following 

the maxims of quality and quantity (i.e., be as informative as required and tell the truth), we 

suggest that people consider severe norm violations that focus on information sharing as 

uncivil since inaccuracy can hamper cooperative communication. Here, communicating 

misleading information might be the most prominent norm violation, also reflecting the 

deception category identified by Stryker et al. (2016). Moreover, following the maxim of 

relation (i.e., be relevant), in online discussions, people are supposed to stick to the discussion 

topic and communicate reciprocally; otherwise, no mutual exchange, and thus no discussion 

can arise. Therefore, it is not surprising that some studies have conceptualized topic 

deviations, interruptions, and ignoring other participants’ contributions as types of incivility 
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(e.g., Hopp, 2019; Stryker et al., 2016; Sydnor, 2018). Although Grice (1975) noted that there 

are cases in which it can be legitimate to change the topic of conversation, in (online) political 

discussions, an unjustified departure from the topic of interest is probably perceived as 

uncooperative behavior. Regarding the maxims of manner (i.e., be perspicuous), irony and 

sarcasm are common stylistic devices in discussions. Although not necessarily intended to be 

ambiguous, the usage of irony can lead to misunderstandings, and sarcasm is often 

additionally mocking. Therefore, we consider ironic sarcasm to be a representative type of 

incivility when violating norms of modality. Even though this type of incivility might also 

work on an interpersonal politeness norm, we think that the fact that someone intentionally 

expresses oneself ambiguously is the more salient norm violation.  

Taken together, communicative contributions can be considered a vehicle to signal 

cooperation. Conversely, this means that a lack of willingness or ability to cooperate can 

already be signaled at a very basic linguistic level by violating inherent communication 

norms.. Thus, incivility can be defined as perceived violations of norms of cooperative 

communication (Bormann et al., 2021). This way, different types of incivility can be 

categorized by the way they negatively affect cooperative communication on a perceptual 

level. As can be seen in Table 1, different types of incivility can manifest in the violations of 

distinct communication norms. 
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Table 1 

Overview of distinct communicative norms and distinct types of incivility as norm violations.  

Communicative Norms Representative norm violation 

Information norm Spreading misleading information (e.g., Stryker et al., 2016) 

Norms of manner Using irony or being sarcastic (e.g., Anderson & 

Huntington, 2017) 

Norms of relation Deviating from the discussion topic (e.g., Hopp, 2019) 

Politeness norms Disrespecting other participants (e.g., Coe et al., 2014) 

Democratic norms Violations of democratic norms such as negative 

stereotyping of groups or threats of violence (e.g., 

Papacharissi, 2004) 

However, it is important to understand the ways people interpret others’ 

communication behavior and which inferences they make when observing it. Here, online 

environments are especially challenging. Participants only have limited cues to understand 

what the reasons for others’ behavior are. When individuals want to discuss with others 

online, they usually have to decide whether someone is an appropriate discussion partner 

solely based on the appearance of their comments.  

1.3.  Attributions in cooperative discussion behavior 

The process of how people interpret others’ behavior is addressed by attribution 

theories. These theories aim to answer the question of how people make sense of other 

people’s behavior. When people explain others’ behavior, they sharply distinguish between 

intentional (e.g., lie down) and non-intentional behavior (e.g., fall down; Malle, 2011). When 

asking whether a comment is written on purpose, probably everyone would agree that people 

do not write user comments by accident but that they write comments quite intentionally. 

However, this question becomes more complex when asking why a person wrote a comment 

in a certain form (e.g., in an uncivil way).  
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 Following Malle’s (1999) Folk-Conceptual Theory of Behavior Explanation, people 

rely on distinct modes of explanation when they assess others’ behavior as intentional. The 

most important modes are reason explanations and the causal history of reason explanations. 

In a nutshell, reason explanations represent the intentions that are inferred from actors. The 

mode of the causal history of reason explanations addresses factors that lie beyond 

individuals’ intentions. This comprises, for example, the observed actor’s personality, the 

person’s cultural background, as well as the person’s unconscious mental state. The third 

mode, enabling factors, is described as a rare mode of explanation as it does not provide 

explanatory power for the actor’s motivation but only clarifies how it was possible that the 

intended behavior was (not) performed.  

The Folk-Conceptual Theory of Behavior Explanation by Malle (1999) has much in 

common with theories and analyses addressing cooperation (Allwood et al., 2000; Grice, 

1975; Tomasello et al., 2005) since people have to derive attributions about other’s intentions 

and personal characteristics from the cooperation partner’s behavior. Despite this strong 

overlap, these two lines of research have, so far, barely been brought together. However, a 

combination of these frameworks might be fruitful to explain how people make sense of 

others’ (uncivil) discussion behavior. When people perceive certain behavior as 

uncooperative, individuals can derive the reasons from different dimensions: Are certain 

personal characteristics central for uncooperative behavior? Does the person not want to 

cooperate? Or is the person not able to cooperate? 

Thus far, literature fundamentally lacks knowledge on how different types of incivility 

affect attribution processes and, more specifically, attributions about the potential 

cooperativeness of others. Only when individuals assume that an uncivil commenter has the 

purpose of discussing will they probably expect further discussion potential (Allwood et al., 

2000). Nevertheless, the other modes of explanation as proposed by Malle (1999) can be 

important, too. In online political discussions, various factors can affect the attribution 
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process. Especially the political stance and attitudes toward certain topics seem to be 

important in online discussions. Even when people think a person has the desire to discuss, 

the mode of the causal history of reason explanation might indicate that the underlying factors 

are not ethical and, consequently, the person will not consider the other person as an 

appropriate discussion partner (Allwood et al., 2000). Although this attribution is also likely 

to be related to the attribution of the persons’ intentions, this inference might be more 

important for assessing the cooperative potential. Moreover, people must be convinced that 

people have a certain ability to discuss a specific topic with others. That is important because 

people can be convinced that others have ethical attitudes and ethical intentions, but at the 

same time, they can doubt the discussion skills of these persons and, therefore, are less likely 

to see them as appropriate discussion partners. Of course, people probably do not always 

make these attributions consciously. However, to some degree, people must be convinced that 

others cognitively and ethically consider them in the discussion and have the intention to 

discuss to recognize them as discussion partners (see Allwood et al., 2000; Tomasello et al., 

2005).  

Overall, an attribution theory approach clarifies how people process uncivil behavior 

in terms of ascribing cooperation potential. However, as this perspective has been neglected in 

research, little is known about the attributions people make when others behave uncivilly in 

different ways.  

1.4.  Different types of incivility – different types of attributions?  

Although it is rather subjective which discussion behaviors are uncivil and which are 

acceptable (e.g., Chen et al., 2019), certain standards can be applied to public discourse. In 

public online discussions (e.g., in discussion forums or comment sections on social media), 

there are usually guidelines (e.g., netiquettes) indicating that violations of politeness and 

democratic norms are not acceptable, or asking participants to stay on topic and to discuss 

reciprocally. Moreover, as people inherently expect that people communicate in accordance 
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with Grice’s (1975) cooperation principle, strong violations of his maxims will probably be 

perceived as such. Therefore, in the context of common public discussions, we expect that 

people who violate norms are perceived as less cooperative. More precisely, following 

Allwood et al. (2000), if people regard others’ attitudes or commenting intentions as 

unethical, they are probably less likely to see them as discussion partners. Likewise, people 

must have a certain trust in the commenter’s skills to discuss.  

Against this background, we argue that violations of communicative norms of 

cooperation affect the attribution process as they can be interpreted as signals for violators’ 

uncooperative characters; and thus are considered uncivil. Therefore, if people are exposed to 

comments that include such signals, we expect that they attribute fewer discussion intentions 

to the sender of the message, less tolerable political views, and fewer discussion skills than to 

senders of comments without such signals. We expect that this applies to norm violations as 

derived by Grice (1975): information norms, norms of manner, and norms of relation. 

Likewise, we expect that this applies to interpersonal politeness norms, and democratic norms 

(e.g., Muddiman, 2017; Papacharissi, 2004): 

H1: Compared to civil commenting behavior, violations against (1.1) information 

norms, (1.2) norms of manner, (1.3) norms of relation, (1.4) interpersonal politeness norms, 

and (1.5) democratic norms negatively affect recipients’ attributions of the violator’s (a) 

intentions to discuss, (b) tolerable political views, and (c) discussion skills. 

Furthermore, the question arises of how the assessment of the distinct types of norm 

violations differs regarding these attributions. So far, little work has been done on this. Since 

all of the proposed norm violations have unique features, we expect that they are processed 

differently. For violations of politeness norms, it was already found that using vulgar 

language and name-calling (compared to norm-compliant comments) leads to stronger 

attributions of aggressive discussion motives and decreased attributions of interest in others’ 

opinions, indicating that people attribute less discussion intention to commenters who violate 
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against incivility in the form of politeness norms (Kluck & Krämer, 2021). Therefore, one 

could argue that violations against interpersonal politeness norms decrease attributions of 

cooperative intentions in the form of discussion intentions. However, Papacharissi (2004) 

argues that impoliteness can even foster the exchange in discussions. Accordingly, Rossini 

(2020) found that such behavior is often related to justified opinion expressions. Therefore, it 

is difficult to predict to which degree people attribute cooperative intentions (i.e., discussion 

intentions) to people who violate interpersonal politeness norms. Moreover, since violations 

of politeness norms are often associated with emotionality (e.g., Chen & Ng, 2017; Gervais, 

2015, 2017), people might attribute limited discussions skills (see also Kluck & Krämer, 

2021) to the violator as they attribute a low amount of self-control to them. Likewise, which 

attributions are related to violations of democratic norms is difficult to determine. Such 

violations are often characterized as immoral acts (e.g., Rossini, 2020). However, Rossini 

(2020) found that such norm violations in the form of politically intolerant behavior are most 

likely to spread in ideologically homogeneous spaces. Therefore, if people politely violate 

democratic norms, people might attribute intentions to discuss to the violator.  

 Also, little is known about the attributions people make when commenters violate 

more basic communicative norms of cooperation like those derived from Grice’s (1975) 

maxims. Since individuals inherently assume that others communicate according to the 

principle of cooperation, they usually do not consider violations of the related communicative 

norms to be serious. Rather they are searching for the implicature of the message (Grice, 

1975). Nevertheless, if these violations are more severe, they will probably also have an 

impact on the perceived cooperation. However, again, the attributions which are most likely 

to be affected by violations of basic communication norms are difficult to predict. As people 

usually search for the meaning of a message rather than focusing on linguistic norm violations 

(Grice, 1975), these norm violations might strongly influence which intentions are attributed 
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to the violator. On the other hand, people might lose trust in the violator’s discussion skills, as 

basic conversational norms are violated that are usually expected to be followed.   

In sum, it is unlikely that the distinct norm violations lead to the same attributions 

about the violator. However, as this research issue has been scarcely addressed so far, no 

hypotheses can be derived about how the different types differ concerning the attributions of 

the recipients. Therefore, we expect and ask: 

H2: Attributions about the violator’s (a) intentions to discuss, (b) tolerable political 

views, and (c) discussion skills will differ among the distinct norm violations. 

RQ1: In which ways do these attributions differ among the distinct norm violations? 

1.5.  Behavioral outcomes 

Similar to the attribution process, little is known about how the different types of norm 

violations lead to different cooperative discussion outcomes. Some types of incivility have 

already been found to have negative effects on the discussion behavior of its recipients. For 

instance, Han and Brazeal (2015) found that incivility leads to less agreement, discourages 

individuals from adding new perspectives to the discussion, and discourages them from 

discussing at all. Likewise, Han and colleagues (2018) found that people are less likely to add 

a new perspective to the discussion when being exposed to uncivil comments and are less 

likely to stay on the discussion topic. However, these studies did not distinguish between 

different types of incivility but mixed distinct types of norm violations.  

 As studies that examined behavioral outcomes rarely differentiate between distinct 

types of incivility, we expect that the derived norm violations have different effects on 

individuals’ behavior. Since the most detrimental effect of incivility probably is that people 

do not discuss at all, it is important to examine which type of incivility has the most potential 

to have such an effect. Further, to be constructive, participants of a discussion need to stay on 

the discussion topic, and contributions need to be argumentative (see also Han et al., 2018). 
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All of these aspects are particularly important when participants answer the uncivil comment. 

Therefore, we further ask: 

RQ2a-d: Which norm violations have the most detrimental effect on the receiver’s 

likelihood (a) to stay in the discussion, (b) to answer to the norm violating comment, (c) to 

stay on the discussion topic when answering the norm violating comment, and (d) to add 

arguments to the discussion when answering the norm violating comment? 

Moreover, whereas some researchers found that incivility leads to more incivility 

(Chen & Lu, 2017; Gervais, 2015, 2017; Ziegele, Weber, et al., 2018), other researchers could 

not support this finding (e.g., Han & Brazeal, 2015; Rösner & Krämer, 2016). The conflicting 

findings can partly be explained by the fact that most of these studies coded uncivil reactions 

differently and did not systematically distinguish between different types of incivility. Thus, 

when differentiating distinct types of incivility, specific patterns might emerge: 

RQ3: Do the distinct norm violations trigger further uncivil behavior, and are there 

differences between distinct types of incivility?  

Based on our theoretical argumentation, it can be expected that the attributions about 

the norm violator’s cooperativeness affect the behavioral outcomes. However, as no 

differential effects can be derived, we finally ask:  

RQ4: Which role do attributions regarding the violator's cooperativeness play in 

different behavioral outcomes? 

2. Method  

To investigate the hypotheses and research questions, an online experiment was 

conducted from 6 to 22 April 2021, addressing a German-speaking population. Participants 

were requested to participate in an ostensible real online discussion. Within the discussion, 

individuals were either exposed to a civil discussion comment or a comment including one 

type of incivility (i.e., stating false information, deviating from the discussion topic, using 
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ironic sarcasm, being disrespectful to other discussants, or violating democratic norms). 

Analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS 26. The study was preregistered1 and approved by 

the local [blinded for Review] Ethics Review Board. Informed consent was obtained from all 

individual adult participants included in the study; children were not allowed to participate. 

2.1.  Sample 

 In total, 393 participants were recruited from a commercial online panel (n = 272) and 

a non-commercial platform for scientific surveys (n = 121). Sixteen cases have been excluded 

from analyses based on suspicious response behavior, identified through attention checks and 

a manual data check. The remaining 374 individuals (189 females, one diverse, and one not 

specified) were aged between 18 and 68 (M = 38.01, SD = 14.33). Most participants indicated 

being employed (47%) or being university students (29%). Moreover, most participants 

reported having a university degree (39%). Around 30% of participants indicated that they 

take part in social media discussions daily or several times a week, whereas around 51% said 

they discuss less frequently than once a month on these platforms. However, the majority 

stated that they read social media discussions daily or several times a week (60%). 

2.2.  Design and Procedure 

An ostensible discussion platform with the name "Let's discuss" was created using a 

no-code website builder. Within a separate survey, participants were exposed to the study’s 

cover story. They were told that the study is about testing a new kind of discussion forum. It 

was claimed that the forum has innovative rules allowing a more balanced discussion. In fact, 

these rules were developed to control the sequence of the discussion posts and to ensure that 

the participants had to react to a specific comment that was manipulated according to the 

experimental conditions. In this way, a situation was created in which communicative 

cooperation was requested. The rules claimed that the discussion is turn-based and that 

discussants should always address the previous comment to ensure that no opinion is 

 
1 https://osf.io/p8z6u/?view_only=ad81ffd6d58742cf919b69e1ac128f9c 
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neglected. It was also explained that if discussants cannot or do not want to reply to the 

previous comment, they can pass one round.  

When participants were directed to the extern discussion forum, they were equally 

allocated to one out of two fixed topics (i.e., the expansion of referendums in Germany or the 

introduction of an unconditional basic income in Germany). These two topics were merged in 

the analyses to increase the generalizability of the results. Within the discussion, some 

information about the discussion topic has been provided to ensure that all participants have 

the same basic knowledge about the issue. Comments were displayed one after the other, and 

it took on average 39 seconds until a comment was posted. For all participants, the order of 

comments was the same. The first comment indicated an ambivalent attitude towards the 

discussion topic; the second comment indicated a con position towards the discussion topic; 

the third comment indicated a pro position towards the discussion topic. Participants always 

answered last and were supposed to react to the third comment according to the forum’s rules. 

The third comment was manipulated regarding the experimental condition and was either civil 

or included one type of incivility: Stating false information, deviating from the discussion 

topic, using ironic sarcasm, being disrespectful to other discussants, or stereotyping and 

threatening social groups.  

When the last comment was displayed, participants had the chance to react. They had 

the opportunity to write an answer, pass a round, or leave the discussion. If they chose to pass 

a round or leave the discussion, they were redirected to the survey – ostensibly to answer 

some questions about their experience of participating in the first round of discussions. If 

participants chose to write an answer, they could do so and were redirected to the survey 

afterward. First and in a random order, participants answered questions about the discussion 

intentions, the general attitudes, and the discussion skills of the preceding commenter. Last, 

they evaluated the commenter’s warmth and competence as well as the extent of aggressive 

discussion motives. Likewise, participants were asked about their perception of the comment.  
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2.3.  Experimental manipulation  

To ensure that the different types of incivility are perceived as such, we pretested all 

comments. Please see online Appendix A for the results of the pretest. Except for the 

condition of topic deviation, for each topic, all manipulated comments included the same core 

argument and addressed the previous commenter. However, the comment’s form was 

manipulated according to the different types of incivility. Within the condition of false 

information, the comment included additional untrue claims and misleading exaggerations. 

The ironic comment apparently stated the opposite of the sender’s actual opinion, which was 

marked by an overemphasis of counterintuitive arguments typical for irony. The comment 

deviating from the discussion topic neither included any argument regarding the subject of 

discussion nor – against the forum’s rules – addressed the previous commenter. Instead, it was 

implied that another topic is more important. The comment being disrespectful to other 

discussants was offensive to the previous commenter and included profane language. Finally, 

the comment with violations of democratic norms included antagonistic stereotyping of and a 

call for violence against certain social groups (in both cases, elites). Please note that a 

comprehensive description of the forum, its features, and the manipulation of the comments 

can be found in the online Appendix B. 

2.4.  Measures  

3.4.1. Attributions. Since no standardized measurements exist which would capture 

the attribution variables, we constructed our own scales with five items each (7-point Likert 

scales from 1 = do not agree at all to 7 = totally agree). To measure which extent of (1) 

discussion intentions participants attribute to the (un)civil sender, participants rated statements 

such as “The person wants to discuss with the other participants” or “The person wants to 

bring new perspectives to the discussion” (Cronbach’s α = .92). To measure the attribution of 

(2) tolerable political views, participants were informed that they should assess whether the 

preceding commenter’s political views are basically tolerable and whether they agree with 
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these views. Exemplary items are “Most people would tolerate the person's political views” or 

“The person has political views that are basically acceptable” (Cronbach’s α = .91). The 

attribution of (3) discussion skills was measured with items like “The person can formulate 

contributions in such a way that she/he achieves the intended goal” or “The person can 

formulate comments in a way that does not create misunderstandings” (Cronbach’s α = .94). 

For validation of the measurements, please see Appendix C.  

3.4.2. Discussion behavior. To investigate individuals’ reactions, we analyzed their 

actual discussion behavior. Participants’ willingness to stay in the discussion and to answer 

the preceding comment was assessed by the usage of the buttons “pass round” and “leave the 

discussion.” If the corresponding button was used, it was coded as 1 and otherwise as 0. If 

participants used one of the buttons, they were not able to write a comment anymore. To 

examine the commenting behavior of those who decided to respond (n = 314, M = 37.89 

words SD = 19.39, word range: 5 – 111), answers were coded by two authors of the study. A 

codebook was written to define the different categories and the authors trained the coding 

scheme based on 15 comments. Afterward, 60 comments were coded by both researchers to 

examine the intercoder reliability measured by Krippendorff’s alpha. The remaining 

comments were each coded half by one author. 

It was examined whether the comments addressed the discussion topic (i.e., explicitly 

addressing the discussion topic or an aspect of the topic; α = .84) and whether comments 

contained an argument (i.e., giving justifications for opinions and statements; α = .86). 

Additionally, although not indicated in the preregistration, we coded whether the comments 

criticized the preceding comment. Following Gervais (2015), critique is a way to signal 

aversion toward other discussants by negatively assessing “specific personal qualities, 

behavior, and traits” of them (α = .73).  

Moreover, it was investigated which types of incivility have been used in the 

comments. Therefore, based on the employed manifestations of incivility in the stimulus 
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material, it was coded whether the comment included (1) misleading information (i.e., 

dubious factual allegations or misleading exaggerations; α = .70), (2) irony or sarcasm (i.e., 

clear ironic or sarcastic statements; α = .73), (3) derailing behavior (i.e., in no way connected 

to the previous discussion; α = .71), (4) violations against respect or politeness norms towards 

other discussants (e.g., insults, name-calling, vulgarity, profanity, degradation; α = 1.00), (5) 

violations of democratic norms (e.g., negative stereotyping of or threats against certain 

groups, threats to democracy; α = .79).  

3.4.3. Manipulation check. To check whether participants recognized the distinct 

norm violations as intended, for each norm violation, participants rated on one item (7-point 

Likert scale from 1 = do not agree at all to 7 = totally agree) whether the comment included 

the respective features (e.g., “has personally attacked a person present in the discussion” for 

disrespect towards others). 

3. Results 

3.1.  Manipulation check 

To check whether individuals recognized the respective norm violations, we conducted 

a series of t-tests. This involved comparing the mean values of the one-item measures 

assessing the presence of each norm violation between the civil condition as a baseline and 

the condition with the relevant norm violation. As provided in Table 2, all norm violations 

have been assessed as such by participants providing large effect sizes. Noteworthily, 

misleading information seemed to be the most difficult for participants to identify. 
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Table 2. 

T-tests checking whether manipulations of the comments were perceived in the intended 

direction. 

 

Civil condition 

Condition with 

respective norm 

violation 

   

Item asking 

for… 
M SD M SD t(df) p d 

misleading 

information 
1.84 1.55 3.77 2.13 

- 5.85  

(114,97) 
< .001 1.04 

ironic 

sarcasm 
1.36 0.98 4.09 2.55 

-8.01 

(81,29) 
< .001 1.41 

topic 

deviation 
1.55 1.08 4.28 1.83 

-10.04 

(94,46) 
< .001 1.81 

disrespect 

towards 

others  

1.25 0.89 4.71 2.59 
-9.74 

(70,54) 
< .001 1.82 

violation of 

democratic 

norms 

1.47 1.13 4.06 2.38 
-7.83 

(88,10) 
< .001 1.39 

3.2.  Attributions 

 We expected that compared to civil comments, all types of incivility decrease 

attributions of recipients’ attributions of the violator’s (H1.1a – H1.5a) intentions to discuss, 

(H1.1b – H1.5b) tolerable political views, and (H1.1c – H1.5c) discussion skills. Moreover, 

we expected (H2) that there are differences between the distinct types of incivility regarding 

the dependent variables and asked (RQ1) what patterns emerge.  

As Levene’s test indicated that variances were unequal across the groups for all 

dependent variables, we conducted ANOVA’s employing Welch’s F and Bonferroni post hoc 

tests to examine differences between the groups (Field, 2013). See Table 3 for all means and 

standard deviations of the dependent variables. 
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Table 3 

Means and standard deviations of the different attributions for each condition. 

 Attributions 

 

Discussion 

intentions 

 Tolerable 

political views 

 Discussion 

skills 

 

M SD 

 

M SD 

 

M SD Conditions   

(a) Civil (n = 64) 27.83c,d,e,f  5.61  28.31c,e,f 5.35  27.97c,e  5.85 

(b) Misleading information        

(n = 64) 

25.98d,e 5.71  25.86e,f 5.54  27.00c,e 5.45 

(c) Ironic sarcasm (n = 64) 22.30a,e 7.16  24.07a,f 6.39  21.61a,b 8.57 

(d) Topic deviation (n = 60) 21.73a,b,e 7.28  25.93e,f 5.28  25.15e 6.70 

(e) Disrespect to others (n = 59) 17.51a,b,c,d,f 8.68  21.07a,b,d 7.15  20.00a,b,d,f 8.84 

(f) Violation of democratic norms 

(n = 63) 

23.10a,e 9.01  20.11a,b,c,d 8.87  25.11e 7.05 

Note. Superscript letters indicate that the mean values are significantly different from the conditions 

prefixed with the same letter (p < .05 based on Bonferroni post hoc tests). 

 

4.2.1. Discussion intentions. Regarding discussion intentions, results revealed that 

there was a significant difference between the experimental groups (Welch’s F(5,169.97) = 

15.85, p < .001, ω2 = .16). Bonferroni post hoc tests indicated that the civil condition 

significantly differed from conditions including ironic sarcasm (p < .001), topic deviation (p < 

.001), disrespect to other discussants (p < .001), and violations of democratic norms (p = 

.005). When exposed to misleading information, attributions of discussion intent significantly 

differed from topic deviation (p = .020) and disrespect to other discussants (p < .001). 

Moreover, attributions of discussion intentions were significantly for disrespect towards other 

discussants than for ironic sarcasm (p = .005), topic deviation (p = .027), and violations of 

democratic norms (p < .001). However, no significant differences were found between the 

civil condition and misleading information (p > .999); ironic sarcasm and topic deviation (p > 

.999) as well as misleading information (p = .070). Likewise, no differences between 

democratic norms and misleading information (p = .405), ironic sarcasm topic (p > .999), and 

topic deviation emerged (p > .999). Thus, in sum, the assumptions that the distinct types of 
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incivility lead to decreased attributions of discussion intentions have largely been supported 

(H1.2a – H1.5a). However, contradicting H1.1a, the exposure to misleading information did 

not lead to decreased attributions of discussion intentions. Supporting H2a, the effects on the 

attribution of discussion intentions differed among the distinct types of incivility. Foremost, 

disrespect to other discussants decreased attributions of discussion intentions (RQ1).  

4.2.2. Tolerable political views. For attributions of tolerable political views, again, 

significant differences have been revealed (Welch’s F(5,170.65) = 13.03, p < .001, ω2 = .15). 

Compared to the civil condition, individuals attributed less tolerable political views to a 

commenter who applied ironic sarcasm (p = .004), disrespect to other discussants (p < .001), 

or violations against democratic norms (p < .001). Additionally, significant differences 

emerged between disrespect and misleading information (p = .001), topic deviation (p = .001), 

and violations against democratic norms (p < .001). Likewise, violations of democratic norms 

differed significantly from misleading information (p < .001), ironic sarcasm (p = .011), and 

topic deviation (p < .001). In contrast, no differences emerged between the civil condition and 

the usage of misleading information (p = .522) and topic deviation (p = .660). Likewise, 

misleading information did not differ from ironic sarcasm (p > .999) and topic deviation (p > 

.999) regarding attributions of tolerable political views. Also, disrespect to other discussants 

did not differ significantly from ironic sarcasm (p = .170) and violations of democratic norms 

(p > .999).  

As the exposure to ironic sarcasm decreased attributions of tolerable political views, 

and as individuals attributed significantly less tolerable political views to commenters 

showing disrespect to others or violating democratic norms, H1.2b, H1.4b, and H1.5b were 

supported. However, as the exposure to misleading information or topic deviation did not 

influence the attributions about the commenter’s tolerable political views, H1.1b, and H1.3b 

had to be rejected. Moreover, regarding H2b and RQ1, especially disrespect to others and 

violations of democratic norms diminished attributions of tolerable political views.  
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4.2.3. Discussion skills. Examining the attribution of discussion skills, significant 

differences have been found, too (Welch’s F(5,170.18) = 10.35, p < .001, ω2 = .12). The civil 

condition differed significantly from the conditions with ironic sarcasm (p < .001) and 

disrespect towards others (p < .001). Likewise, when exposed to misleading information, 

people attributed significantly more discussion skills than when exposed to ironic sarcasm (p 

< .001) or disrespect towards other discussants (p < .001). Additionally, when exposed to 

disrespect towards other discussants, participants attributed significantly fewer discussion 

skills than when exposed to topic deviation (p = .002) or the violation of democratic norms (p 

< .001). However, the civil condition did not differ significantly from the condition with 

misleading information (p > .999), topic deviation (p = .440), and violations against 

democratic norms (p = .380). Moreover, misleading information and topic deviation as well as 

violations of democratic norms (both p > .999) did not differ significantly whereas ironic 

sarcasm did not differ from topic deviation (p = .094), disrespect to other discussants (p > 

.999), and the violation of democratic norms (p = .093). Likewise, topic deviation did not 

significantly differ from the violation of democratic norms (p > .999).  

Taken together, H1.1c, H1.3c, and H1.5c were not supported because neither 

misleading content, topic deviation, nor the violation of democratic norms decreased 

attributions of discussion skills compared to civil comments. However, H1.2c was supported 

as ironic sarcasm decreased attributions of discussion skills. Likewise, as comments including 

disrespect to others decreased these attributions compared to civil comments, H1.4c was 

confirmed. Again, supporting H2c and addressing RQ1, differences between the distinct types 

of incivility were found. Foremost, disrespect towards other discussants but also ironic 

sarcasm decreased the attribution of discussion skills. 

3.3.  Behavioral outcomes 

To examine behavioral outcomes, we initially planned to calculate a series of logistic 

regression analyses. However, only a few cases of uncivil or non-constructive discussion 
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behavior emerged among the experimental conditions. Therefore, for the effects of the 

experimental conditions on participants’ behavior, we focused on descriptive analyses. The 

Fisher-Freeman-Halton (FFH) Exact Test was employed to examine the resulting differences.  

First, it was examined whether there were differences between the conditions 

concerning participants’ tendency to write a comment (RQ2a&b). However, as presented in 

Table 4, FFH Exact Test revealed no significant differences in the number of individuals who 

used the “pass” (p = .795) or the “leave” button (p = .795). Additionally, we tested whether 

there are differences between the conditions when merging the two variables (i.e., generally 

refrain from discussing). However, again no differences were found (p = .795).  

Table 4 

The tendency of participants not to write a comment.  

N = 374 Civil      

(n = 64) 

Misleading 

information 

(n = 64) 

Ironic 

sarcasm      

(n = 64) 

Topic 

deviation  

(n = 60) 

Disrespect 

towards 

other 

discussants 

(n = 59) 

Violation of 

democratic 

norms        

(n = 63) 

Pass  4 (6.3%) 6 (9.4%) 8 (12.5%) 5 (8.3%) 7 (11.9%) 8 (12.7%) 

Leave 1 (1.6%) 2 (3.1%) 5 (7.8%) 2 (3.3%) 6 (10.2%) 5 (7.9%) 

No 

comment 

(Pass or 

Leave) 

5 (7.8%) 8 (12.5%) 13 (20.3%) 7 (11.7%) 13 (22.0%) 13 (20.6%) 

 

Next, differences between the conditions regarding participants’ discussion behavior 

were explored (RQ2c-d). FFH Exact Test indicated that there were significant differences in 

terms of addressing the discussion topic (p < .001). As presented in Table 5, the given 

discussion topic was addressed by 98.3% of participants in the civil condition, 98.2% in the 

condition of misleading information, 100% of participants in the condition of ironic sarcasm, 

80.8% of participants in the condition of topic deviation, 89.1% in the condition of disrespect 

towards other discussants, and by 94.0% of participants who were exposed to violations of 

democratic norms. Regarding participants’ use of arguments, FFH Exact Test indicated no 



26 
 

significant differences among the experimental conditions. However, differences emerged 

regarding expressions of critique (FFH Exact Test, p < .001). Whereas in the civil condition, 

no cases of critique occurred, the preceding comment was criticized by 12.5% of participants 

in the condition of misleading information, 5.9% of participants in the condition of ironic 

sarcasm, 3.9% of participants in the condition including topic deviation, 34.8% in the 

condition including disrespect towards other discussants, and by 20.0% of participants in the 

condition with violations of democratic norms.  

Table 5 

Participants’ discussion behavior. 

N = 314 Civil 

(n = 59) 

Misleading 

information 

(n = 56) 

Ironic 

sarcasm 

(n = 51) 

Topic 

deviation 

(n = 52) 

Disrespect 

towards 

other 

discussants 

(n = 46) 

Violation of 

democratic 

norms 

(n = 50) 

Discussion 

Topic 

58 

(98.3%) 
55 (98.2%) 

51 

(100.0%) 
42 (80.8%) 41 (89.1%) 47 (94.0%) 

Argument 
51 

(86.4%) 
44 (78.6%) 

47 

(92.2%) 
41 (78.9%) 38 (82.6%) 43 (86.0%) 

Critique  0 (0.0%) 7 (12.5%) 3 (5.9%) 2 (3.9%) 16 (34.8%) 10 (20.0%) 

 

Last, we investigated whether participants used different types of incivility based on 

the type of incivility they have been exposed to (RQ3). However, as presented in Table 6, 

only a few instances of uncivil behavior occurred at all. Overall, 23 cases of misleading 

information, 3 cases of sarcastic irony, 13 cases of topic deviation, 2 cases of disrespecting 

behavior, and 12 cases of violations against democratic norms were identified.  

 Regarding participants’ usage of misleading information, no significant differences 

were found between the conditions (FFH Exact Test, p = .917). Likewise, as only three 

instances of irony or sarcasm were identified, no significant differences were found (FFH 

Exact Test, p = .116). However, FFH Exact Test indicated that there are differences between 

the conditions regarding individuals’ tendency to deviate from the discussion content (i.e., 
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addressing a new topic that was not included in the discussion before). 15.4% of participants 

who were exposed to a topic deviation, further derailed from the discussion by introducing a 

new issue that neither addressed the discussion topic nor the claim of the preceding comment. 

This was also true for 3.4% of participants in the civil condition and 6.0% in the condition 

including violations of democratic norms. In all other conditions, no cases of derailing 

emerged.  

Regarding participants’ disrespect towards other discussants, only two cases emerged 

in the condition in which they were exposed to the same behavior (3.9%). FFH Exact Test 

indicated that the difference was significant (p = .021). However, based on the small number 

of cases, explanatory power is very limited. Regarding participants’ violation of democratic 

norms, FFH Exact Test again indicated a significant difference among the different conditions 

(p = .029). Democratic norms were violated by 5.1% of participants in the civil condition, 

1.9% of participants in the condition of topic deviation, 5.8% of participants who were 

exposed to disrespect towards another discussant, and 10.0% of individuals who were 

exposed to earlier violations of democratic norms. No cases emerged in the conditions of 

misleading information or ironic sarcasm.  
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Table 6 

Participants’ uncivil commenting behavior. 

N = 314 

 

Civil  

(n = 59) 

Misleading 

information 

(n = 56) 

Ironic 

sarcasm 

(n = 51) 

Topic 

deviation  

(n = 52) 

Disrespect 

towards 

other 

discussants 

(n = 46) 

Violation of 

democratic 

norms  

(n = 50) 

Misleading 

information 
5 (8.5%) 4 (7.1%) 2 (3.9%) 5 (9.6%) 3 (5.8%) 4 (8%) 

Ironic 

sarcasm 
1 (1.7%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (3.9%) 0 (0.0%) 

(Further) 

Derailing 
2 (3.4%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 8 (15.4%) 0 (0.0%) 3 (6.0%) 

Disrespect 

towards 

other 

discussants 

0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 2 (3.9%) 0 (0.0%) 

Violation of 

democratic 

norms 
3 (5.1%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1 (1.9%) 3 (5.8%) 5 (10.0%) 

Note. Rows represent participants' behavior.  

For the behavioral variables for which differences were found between the conditions, 

we additionally investigated which role the different attributions regarding preceding 

commenters’ discussion intention, tolerable political views, and discussion skills played 

(RQ4). Since the cases were generally low in all experimental groups, logistic regressions 

were performed separately with the different attributions as predictors.  

Regarding participants’ discussion behavior beyond incivility, it was found that most 

participants did not address the discussion topic when exposed to the condition which 

included a topic deviation. When examining which influence the attributions had on this 

behavior, the model was not significant (χ2 (3) = 2.04, p = .565, Nagelkerke’s R2 = .02). Thus, 

whether participants addressed the discussion topic was not influenced by attributions of 

discussion intentions, (b = .02, SE = .04, Odds = 1.02, p = .716), the attribution of tolerable 

political views (b = -.06, SE = .05, Odds = 0.94, p = .219), or the attribution of discussion 

skills (b = -.00, SE = .05, Odds = 1.00, p = .972). When investigating the influence of these 

attributions on participants likelihood of criticizing, the overall model was significant (χ2 (3) = 
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43.63, p < .001, Nagelkerke’s R2 = .25). It was revealed that the attribution of discussion 

intentions did not affect participants’ likelihood of expressing critique (b = -.00, SE = .05, 

Odds = 1.00, p = .972). However, the attributions of more tolerable political views (b = -.07, 

SE = .03, Odds = 0.93, p = .023) and more discussion skills (b = -.07, SE = .05, Odds = 0.93, 

p = .028) decreased the likelihood of criticizing the preceding commenter. However, the 

effects were small.  

Concerning participants’ own uncivil behavior, it was found that individuals derailed 

the most from the discussion when exposed to a topic deviation. Therefore, in the first logistic 

regression, it was tested whether participants attributions had an influence on this behavior. 

However, the model was not significant (χ2 (3) = .08, p = .151, Nagelkerke’s R2 = .07). 

Neither the attribution of discussion intentions, (b = .05, SE = .06, Odds = 1.05, p = .424), the 

attribution of tolerable political views (b = .06, SE = .07, Odds = 1.06, p = .368), nor the 

attribution of discussion skills (b = .02, SE = .07, Odds = 1.02, p = .788) influenced 

participants derailing behavior. Furthermore, it was found that people mostly violated 

democratic norms when exposed to such norm violations before. Therefore, next it was 

investigated whether participants’ attributions of the preceding commenter influenced the 

likelihood of such norm violations. Again, the model was not significant (χ2 (3) = 1.15, p = 

.764, Nagelkerke’s R2 = .01). Consequently, participants’ violations of democratic norms 

were not influenced by attributions of discussion intentions, (b = .01, SE = .06, Odds = 1.01, p 

= .906), the attribution of tolerable political views (b = -.04, SE = .06, Odds = 0.96, p = .441), 

or the attribution of discussion skills (b = .05, SE = .06, Odds = 1.05, p = .410). Thus, 

individuals’ uncivil behavior was not affected by the attributions.  

4. Discussion 

The main purpose of the current study was to explore how distinct types of incivility 

differ regarding recipients’ attributions of the sender and how their behavioral reactions alter. 

It was proposed that, by this, new ways can be found to categorize incivility based on its 
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effects and not simply its manifestation. In line with assumptions about attribution processes 

(Malle, 1999) and cooperative communication (Allwood et al., 2000; Grice, 1975), we 

expected that all types of incivility decrease recipients’ attributions about senders’ intentions 

to discuss, tolerable political views, and discussion skills (H1.1a – H1.5c). Indeed, for most 

types of incivility, these assumptions were confirmed. Comments including ironic sarcasm or 

disrespect towards other discussants led to lower attributions about all the three dimensions. 

This indicates that these types of incivility signal a lack of cooperation on a rather universal 

level. However, comments including a topic deviation only decreased attributions of 

discussion intentions, but not tolerable political views or discussion skills. Nevertheless, as 

shared intentions are a rather basic precondition for cooperative behavior (Allwood et al., 

2000; Tomasello et al., 2005), this is probably sufficient to intrude discussions. Here, Hopp 

(2019) argued that intentionally suppressing or limiting a deliberative discussion is inherently 

uncivil as it disrupts the democratic exchange. Accordingly, on a perceptual level, people 

seemingly assume that the people who deviate from the topic in a discussion are less willing 

to cooperate within this exchange. Such intentional refusals to cooperate are perceived as 

worse than uncooperative behavior due to ignorance (Kachel et al., 2018). Nevertheless, it is 

surprising that individuals did not attribute lower levels of tolerable political views or 

discussion skills to persons who deviate from the discussion topic compared to civil 

comments. One would assume that the violation of basic cooperative norms (Grice, 1975) 

would also decrease such attributions. However, it might be that this type of incivility does 

not provide sufficient information about the other attribution dimensions as it focuses on 

discussion suppression rather than providing arguments or own perspectives. Moreover, 

compared to civil comments, violations of democratic norms did not lead to decreased 

attributions of discussion skills. This indicates that people sharply distinguish violators’ 

discussion skills from their intent and their views. Thus, it can be assumed that people 

consider this behavior to be performed quite deliberately.  
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Moreover, although it was already found that individuals assess misleading 

information behavior as uncivil (Stryker et al., 2016), we could not find that the exposure to 

misleading information led to decreased attributions about senders’ intentions to discuss, 

tolerable political views, and discussion skills. Identifying misleading information is a 

complex process that is biased in many ways (see Lewandowsky et al., 2012 for an overview). 

Indeed, as indicated by the manipulation check, people had the most problems identifying 

misleading information. Nevertheless, the manipulation check indicated that most participants 

recognized the norm violations within the comment, including misleading information. 

Hence, misleading information is seemingly not affected by the dimensions of cooperative 

communication that we assessed.  

4.1.  Differences between distinct types of incivility 

We further hypothesized that there are differences between the types of incivility 

regarding recipients’ attributions (H2a – c) and asked how these differences look like (RQ1). 

Supporting H2a – c, we found differences regarding all three attributional levels based on the 

type of incivility – albeit, not all types of incivility differed significantly from each other.  

5.1.1. Discussion intentions. We found that of all types of incivility, disrespect 

towards others decreased attributions of discussion intentions by far the most. Even 

individuals, who did not address the discussion topic, were attributed with more discussion 

intentions. This outcome is rather surprising as, in this condition, the comment included the 

same arguments that were included in the other conditions that did not deviate from the topic. 

However, Kluck and Krämer (2021) already demonstrated that disrespect leads to increased 

attributions of aggressive intent. Therefore, disrespectful behavior towards others might be 

interpreted as the ultimate signal of a lack of cooperation as it induces conflict. Topic 

deviation, ironic sarcasm, and violations of democratic norms did not differ from each other 

regarding attributions of discussion intentions, but the mean scores were at a moderate level. 

As these types of incivility are quite diverse, this is a surprising finding. Of course, people are 
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likely to infer a different set of motives from different behaviors. However, discussion 

intentions seem to be perceived on a similar level. Therefore, regarding individuals’ intentions 

to cooperate, these types of incivility can be clustered as people assess them on a similar 

level. Noteworthily, although the attributions of discussion intentions did not differ between 

the civil condition and the condition including misleading information, the exposure to 

misleading information did not lead to significantly more attributions of discussion intentions 

than the exposure to ironic sarcasm or violations of democratic norms.  

 5.1.2. Tolerable political views. We also found that there were differences between 

the distinct types of incivility in terms of attribution of tolerable political views. First, the 

lowest ratings of tolerable political views were given to those that violate democratic norms. 

This is not surprising as the violation against democratic norms often roots in violators’ 

beliefs (e.g., towards social groups or democracy itself; Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 2020). 

However, what is rather surprising is that disrespect towards other discussants did not differ 

significantly from violations of democratic norms regarding the attribution of tolerable 

political views. Although types of incivility related to these norm violations are most often 

distinguished in literature (Muddiman, 2017; Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 2020), they might 

share some similarities on a perceptual level. Since our analysis revealed that disrespect is 

associated with the lowest levels of discussion intentions, people seemingly do not regard 

disrespect towards others as “heated disagreement” (Papacharissi, 2004, p. 262). Rather, it can 

be assumed that people regard this type of incivility as disrespectful beyond individual 

attacks. When individuals communicate in this way, recipients are probably less convinced of 

the sender’s ethical considerations, which, Allwood and colleagues (2000) argue, is a 

prerequisite for cooperative communication. The result is all the more astonishing as in the 

condition of disrespect, no additional political views were included, but only personal attacks 

on the preceding commenter.  
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Furthermore, we found that the differences in attributions about tolerable political 

views were significant between the conditions of ironic sarcasm and violations of democratic 

norms, but not between the conditions of ironic sarcasm and disrespect towards other 

discussants. Again, in the condition of ironic sarcasm, the uncivil sender did not include a 

dissenting or additional view. However, as ironic sarcasm usually obscures people’s real 

stance, this might also indicate less trustworthiness in an unknown sender’s ethical 

considerations, as a common ground for the interpretation of the message is missing 

(Anderson & Huntington, 2017). This demonstrates that people do not simply make 

inferences about others’ political views by the content of their statements but also by how 

they communicate. Interestingly, ironic sarcasm did not differ from topic deviation and 

misleading information, which both in turn did not differ significantly from the civil 

condition. Thus, disrespect towards others and violations of democratic norms lead to the 

attribution of less tolerable political views, whereas ironic sarcasm seems to be associated 

with more tolerable political views – probably because senders’ opinion is more difficult to 

assess. Moreover, people might rather consider such behavior accusatory instead of 

opinionated (Stroud & Muddiman, 2013). 

5.1.3. Discussion skills. Finally, we also found differences between the distinct types 

of incivility regarding the attribution of discussion skills. Participants attributed the fewest 

skills to senders, who showed disrespect towards other discussants. This was followed by 

ironic sarcasm, which did not differ significantly from the condition of disrespect. Thus, these 

kinds of incivility seem to decrease trust in senders’ ability to cooperate. Probably, recipients 

assume that senders of such messages are not able to communicate their opinion 

appropriately. However, the reasons might differ. As disrespect is likely to be associated with 

increased aggressive motives (Kluck & Krämer, 2021), people might rather assume reduced 

self-control, whereas ironic sarcasm might rather be associated with an inability to 

communicate one’s thoughts clearly and comprehensibly (see also Grice, 1975). However, 
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ironic sarcasm did not differ from violations of democratic norms or topic deviation, which 

again did not differ from the civil condition. This indicates that usage of ironic sarcasm is 

perceived as moderately uncooperative regarding all three dimensions of cooperation tested in 

our study. Violation of democratic norms, topic deviation, and misleading information did not 

differ significantly from each other and were not assessed differently than civil comments. 

Thus, these types of incivility are apparently not associated with a lack of discussion skills – 

which is rather surprising. However, this underscores that different types of incivility operate 

in very different ways. 

Taken together, we found that disrespect consistently resulted in low ratings among all 

attribution levels. This result can explain why strong markers of disrespect towards others are 

assessed as more uncivil than other forms of incivility (Kenski et al., 2020; Muddiman, 2017). 

As this type of incivility negatively affects the basic requirements for cooperation as proposed 

by Allwood et al. (2000), people assumably perceive an overarching lack of cooperativeness. 

In contrast, violations of democratic norms especially decreased attributions of tolerable 

political views. Thus, in accordance with Muddiman's (2017) finding that personal-level 

incivility is perceived as more uncivil than public-level incivility, people seem to regard this 

type of incivility to be rather cooperative than disrespectful towards others as they infer more 

intentions to discuss and higher discussion skills from this behavior.  

Moreover, we also found that the usage of more subtle types of incivility can have a 

negative effect on recipients’ attributions about their sender. For instance, topic deviation was 

associated with a lack of discussion intent. Moreover, ironic sarcasm led to low attributions of 

discussion skills. As outlined in Figure 1, this allows us to categorize incivility based on the 

attributions people make.  
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Figure 1. Visual categorization of the distinct type of incivility based on attributions of cooperation. 

4.2.  Behavioral outcomes 

We further argued that the behavioral outcomes provide an additional way to identify 

differences between the distinct types of incivility. Therefore, we investigated which impact 

the exposure of the different uncivil messages has on participants' behavior. First, we 

examined whether distinct types of incivility trigger different uncivil reactions (RQ2). 

However, only a few cases of uncivil behavior emerged at all. We found that the exposure to a 

topic deviation more often led to further derailing than the other conditions. Likewise, we 

found that democratic norms were most often violated when people were exposed to this type 

of incivility before. Nevertheless, the number of cases was very small. We assume that due to 

participants’ unfamiliarity with our discussion platform, the communicated rules, and the civil 

behavior of the other discussants, people rather followed a civil norm. Even when explicitly 

addressing a norm violation, participants often reacted in a respectful and understanding 
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manner. Moreover, previous research shows that uncivil commenting behavior is rare among 

online commenters. The majority seem to write such messages in more exceptional cases to 

counteract previous incivility (Kluck & Krämer, 2020; Moor et al., 2010). Accordingly, in our 

study, findings that preceding incivility triggers further uncivil behavior or identifies specific 

patterns of uncivil behavior among the distinct types of incivility were limited. 

 We also wanted to know how the distinct types of incivility would affect participants’ 

discussion behavior beyond incivility. We found that regardless of the experimental 

conditions, most participants wrote a comment (RQ3a&b), and our content analyses revealed 

that most comments were rather topically related (RQ3c) and argumentative (RQ3d). 

However, the analyses showed that there were differences between the conditions in 

addressing the topic of the discussion. Descriptive values indicated that topic deviations, in 

particular, have led to people deviating from the topic of discussion. This is not very 

surprising as the rules of our discussion platform stated that people should explicitly address 

the preceding comment. However, even here, most participants managed to address both the 

new topic introduced in the condition of topic deviation and the actual discussion topic. Thus, 

it is rather remarkable how strongly people have adhered to all the rules of the discussion 

forum. We additionally investigated how often the distinct types of incivility were criticized 

by recipients. Here, we have found clearer results. It turned out that people criticized the 

senders of uncivil messages mainly when they faced disrespect, followed by violations of 

democratic norms. This corresponds to the findings that disrespect was consistently assessed 

low on our attributional dimensions of cooperative behavior, and violation of democratic 

norms was associated with a low extent of tolerable political views.  

 Furthermore, regarding RQ4, we did not find that participants’ attributions influenced 

derailing behavior or violations of democratic norms. Likewise, the attribution variables did 

not influence whether people address the discussion topic or not. This is comprehensible as 

these behaviors are less addressing the sender of the message but rather refer to thematic 
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aspects. However, we found that critique behavior was more likely when people attributed 

lower levels of tolerable political views and lower levels of discussion skills. Attributions 

about the commenter’s discussion intentions did not affect critique behavior. In this context, 

Kachel et al. (2018) found that humans tend to emotionally protest against intentional 

uncooperative behavior and to teach individuals who behave uncooperatively due to 

ignorance. Indeed, when expressing critique, participants often engaged in teaching behavior 

by pointing out rules and explaining why certain behavior is destructive. People are seemingly 

more likely to engage in such behavior when they perceive increased cooperative potential 

due to personal characteristics and not their intentions. Therefore, critique is probably a mere 

form of punishment or an expression of aversion as proposed by (Gervais, 2015). It is 

important to note that due to participants’ laudable discussion behavior, the validity of our 

inferences in terms of behavioral outcomes is very limited. Nevertheless, we were able to 

identify some tendencies that deserve further attention in future studies.  

4.3.  Theoretical and practical implications 

Our study yielded some important theoretical and practical implications. First, our 

approach provides a more nuanced way to categorize incivility on a perceptual level. So far, 

differences between distinct types of incivility on a perceptual level have only been found by 

evaluating comments (Kenski et al., 2020) or descriptions of certain discussion behaviors 

(Stryker et al., 2016) in terms of the perceived extent of incivility. Extending these findings, 

we demonstrated that people perceive differences in the person-related causes for uncivil 

behavior. Thus, if recipients of uncivil messages make differences regarding the origins of the 

behavior, research should do this, too. This measure of incivility allows a more reliable 

assessment of perceived incivility as it goes beyond the mere appraisal of a message. In this 

way, we provide a new theoretical and methodological approach for categorizing incivility. 

Although in our study effects on behavioral variables were limited, from a theoretical 
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perspective, attributions about others’ willingness and ability to cooperate allow new ways to 

understand the consequences of incivility.  

In this way, we can better tailor interventions against different types of incivility. For 

instance, in the case of topic deviation, it might be more helpful to encourage individuals to 

respond to such comments by teaching them, that people who deviate from the discussion 

topic might still have an interest to discuss the issue when seeing connections between the 

topics or understanding the relevance of the initial discussion topic. In contrast, in the case of 

ironic sarcasm, it might be more helpful to encourage individuals to react to the comment by 

explaining that a brief request to refrain from such behavior can improve the person's 

discussion contributions. The other way around, when addressing uncivil commenters, it 

might be more fertile to explain to them which attributions people make about them rather 

than to tell them that their comments are uncivil. For example, in the case of comments 

including disrespect towards others, telling the sender that others perceive them as unwilling 

to discuss, unskilled, and associate intolerable views with them could be more effective than 

explaining to them that the message is inappropriate. However, further research is needed to 

develop and evaluate respective interventions.  

4.4.  Limitation 

Some limitations of the current study must be noted. First, although the sample is 

relatively heterogeneous, it is not representative. Therefore, the generalizability of our results 

is limited. Regarding the external validity, the study has some shortcomings but also provides 

some strengths. On the one hand, we developed a discussion forum with rather unusual rules 

to control the discussion and induce a cooperative situation. Thus, the usage was not only 

unfamiliar to the participants but discussion norms were made very salient, which might have 

influenced participants’ discussion behavior more than it was intended. On the other hand, we 

achieved that the participants – for the most part – felt that the discussion was real and that 

they were talking to real people. Another limitation is that we only included a limited number 
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of types of incivility. However, there are many more types of incivility that can manifest in 

various ways. Further limitations result from our measurements. First, as no standardized 

measures that would have been suitable for our study existed, we drew on self-developed 

scales. Therefore, the validity of the scales can only be determined to a limited extent. 

Second, we only examined a few reactive behaviors. Other behavioral outcomes should be 

addressed in future studies.  

5. Conclusion 

This study provides a new fundament to measure and categorize different types of 

incivility. Drawing on assumptions about cooperative behavior and communication norms 

(Allwood et al., 2000; Bormann et al., 2021; Grice, 1975; Tomasello et al., 2005), we found 

that people make different attributions about senders of uncivil messages depending on the 

type of incivility. This result highlights that incivility is not a message characteristic but a 

social act that is processed by recipients accordingly. Therefore, future studies examining the 

effects of incivility can draw on this framework to identify mechanisms in which incivility 

works. Likewise, interventions can be designed in a more tailored way by addressing the 

perceived person-related causes of uncivil commenting behavior. 
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Appendix A: Pretest 

To develop the stimulus material, we first constructed a civil comment as a baseline 

for each topic (i.e., the expansion of referendums in Germany or the introduction of an 

unconditional basic income in Germany). Then, within an iterative process, the uncivil 

comments were constructed for each topic. The concrete manifestation of distinct types of 

incivility has been differed between the different topics to increase the generalizability of the 

results. Care has been taken to ensure that the comments’ core arguments remain comparable 

(except for topic deviation) and that there is no severe overlap between different types of 

incivility. Thus, in sum, twelve comments have been developed. To enhance the quality of the 

material, it was pretested (N = 47, Mage = 42.60, SD = 13.70, 68.1% female) to identify the 

remaining flaws of the comments. Drawing on a within-subjects design, all participants rated 

eight items for each comment. The items were worded straightforwardly and asked whether 

features corresponding to norm violations were present (7-point Likert scale from 1 = do not 

agree at all to 7 = totally agree). Comments were presented in random order and without any 

preceding comments. Results indicated that most norm violations were assessed as intended 

(see Table A1 and Table A2). However, as some comments were rated high on items that did 

not address the respective norm violations, we refined the comments to avoid undesired 

perceptions. For instance, comments including violations of democratic norms were more 

strongly marked as an opinion, and the reference to the topic was emphasized more strongly.  

Deeper conversations with some participants helped us to identify problematic formulations.  

Noteworthily, these conservations revealed that participants largely perceived the norm 

violation as it was intended but were unsure about some items and did not want to "misjudge" 

a comment. For instance, they could conceptually differentiate between misleading 

information and the violation of democratic norms but were unsure whether stereotyping can 

be considered a form of doubtful fact. 



 

Table A1 

The mean values of the ratings of the eight items for comments addressing the topic of the expansion of referendums in Germany. 

 Topic: Referendums 

 Civil 

comment 

Misleading 

information 

Ironic 

sarcasm 

Topic 

deviation 

Disrespect 

to others 

Democratic 

norm violation 

The comment… M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

...presents doubtful facts as being proven 

without giving concrete references to 

sources 

2.83 2.07 6.19 1.33 3.13 2.23 2.02 1.42 3.23 2.06 4.26 2.31 

...contains ironic/sarcastic statements 1.47 1.20 1.87 1.50 6.26 1.55 1.17 0.43 2.77 2.21 2.57 1.80 

...deviates strongly from the actual 

discussion topic 
1.94 1.41 2.19 1.36 2.51 1.49 5.00 2.04 2.98 1.76 3.66 1.83 

... responds directly to another person 5.32 1.96 5.11 1.98 5.40 1.70 2.85 2.21 6.23 1.09 4.96 2.00 

...contains vulgar expressions 1.32 1.05 1.34 1.05 1.38 0.97 1.26 0.85 6.13 1.33 3.77 2.34 

...personally attacks a person from the 

discussion 
1.38 1.03 2.53 1.79 3.70 2.02 1.81 1.45 6.85 0.42 2.72 2.12 

...generally ascribes negative 

characteristics to people of a certain 

group 

1.47 1.23 2.04 1.62 2.55 1.84 1.43 0.93 2.91 2.07 6.40 1.36 

...threatens the well-being of others 

because of a group affiliation 
1.47 1.14 1.66 1.22 1.89 1.56 1.43 1.18 1.96 1.41 4.83 2.22 

 

 



 
 

Table A2 

The mean values of the ratings of the eight items for comments addressing the topic an unconditional basic income in Germany. 

 Topic: Basic income 

 Civil 

comment 

Misleading 

information 

Ironic 

sarcasm 

Topic 

deviation 

Disrespect 

to others 

Democratic 

norm violation 

The comment… M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

...presents doubtful facts as being proven 

without giving concrete references to 

sources 

2.79 1.94 6.43 1.14 3.98 2.15 3.40 1.93 4.34 2.03 4.89 2.08 

...contains ironic/sarcastic statements 1.32 0.81 1.81 1.44 6.34 1.55 1.38 1.03 2.70 2.03 2.06 1.50 

...deviates strongly from the actual 

discussion topic 
2.72 1.70 2.13 1.28 3.21 1.52 5.36 1.63 3.55 1.70 4.26 1.57 

... responds directly to another person 5.51 1.80 5.02 1.90 5.00 1.87 2.53 1.89 6.02 1.64 5.06 1.90 

...contains vulgar expressions 1.23 0.76 1.28 0.77 1.72 1.43 1.21 0.75 4.77 2.21 3.26 2.14 

...personally attacks a person from the 

discussion 
1.72 1.26 1.94 1.28 3.64 2.37 1.53 1.37 6.51 1.00 2.74 2.06 

...generally ascribes negative 

characteristics to people of a certain 

group 

1.98 1.47 1.79 1.25 3.09 2.07 1.62 1.21 3.23 2.07 6.60 0.83 

...threatens the well-being of others 

because of a group affiliation 
1.53 1.08 1.66 1.13 1.94 1.50 1.51 1.20 2.13 1.68 4.57 2.23 



 
 

Appendix B: Materials 

Before being directed to the discussion platform, participants were presented with the 

forum’s rules within the questionnaire. At the beginning of the rules, the participants were 

informed that they would be automatically assigned to a discussion topic and that the opinion 

climate of the discussion forum is balanced by the following topic-related questions. The 

following is an abbreviated overview of the rules presented to the respondent: 

• The first rule is that discussions on "Let's Discuss!" are turn-based 

o For each round, all participants (maximum six people) write a comment one 

after the other  

o The order in which the participants write their comments will be determined 

randomly at the beginning of each round. 

• Reply only to the previous comment 

o Only the person who writes the first comment at the beginning of the 

discussion can express his opinion on the topic once independently of other 

comments. 

o Even if another comment seems more interesting at the first moment, you are 

only allowed to react to the previous comment. 

o There should always be a reference to the previous comment - but of course, 

new arguments can be introduced. 

o If you cannot or do not want to reply to the previous comment, you can skip a 

round by clicking "Pass." In this case, the next person must reply to the 

corresponding comment. 

 

At the welcome page of the discussion forum, participants had the opportunity to look 

at the forum’s rules again or to join a discussion (see Figure B1). When they chose to join a 



discussion, they were asked about their opinions on various societal issues to suggest that they 

would be automatically assigned to a discussion based on these answers (see Figure B2). 

However, subjects were equally allocated to one out of two fixed topics (i.e., the expansion of 

referendums in Germany or the introduction of an unconditional basic income in Germany). 

Please note that materials are provided for the topic of referendums in Germany. 

Figure B1. Welcome page of the discussion forum. 

 



 
Figure B2. Alleged questions about the opinion of the participants for the assignment of a discussion 
forum. 

 

The participants moved to the actual discussion part (see Figure B3). First, information 

about the assigned topic was displayed, and the respondent is given time to read through it 

carefully. After predefined time intervals, a notification about the writing activity of another 

user is displayed, and after another time interval, his corresponding answer is displayed. In the 

design, special attention was paid to defining the times close to reality to give the participant 

the impression that he receives answers from a real person. The time intervals used can be 

seen in the following table (see Table B1). 

 

 



Table B1 

Time Intervals of the Writing Notices and Responses in the Forum. 

Element Writing 1 Answer 1 Writing 2 Answer 2 Writing 3 Answer 3 
Time in Seconds 15 22 17 25 14 23,5 

 

A total of one topic and three responses are displayed to each participant. Posts one 

and two are static per topic (see Figure B3), and post three was manipulated in accordance 

with the allocated condition (see Table B2). All posts were related to the assigned topic. After 

all, the content was displayed, and the subject is offered a choice of three different actions. 

The respondent can either post a reply to the previous comment, pass one round or leave the 

discussion entirely. After submitting the answers, deciding to pass one round or leave the 

discussion, the respondent is returned to the questionnaire. 



Figure B3. Discussion at participants’ turn. 

 

 



 
 

Table B2 

Manipulation of the comments.  

Type of incivility Comment 

Civil Hey Soly, I think that you can also give the citizens the necessary 

information via information campaigns. In the end, from my point of 

view, there is no better representation of interests than when everyone 

gives a vote directly for themselves... 

False information Hey Soly, there are a million studies that clearly show that direct 

democracy is the only true democracy. In fact, information campaigns 

can provide citizens the necessary information without any problems. 

In the end, this is the only true representation of interests for each 

individual... 

Ironic sarcasm Hey Soly, as well, it is aaaaaabsolutely not conceivable to give the 

necessary information to the citizens by information campaigns. It 

would be completely crazy if everyone could directly represent their 

own interests - that would be muuuuuch too democratic... 

Topic deviation I think there are currently more important issues that should concern us 

than the extent of direct democracy in Germany. It is much more 

important to discuss who will win the next election and how well 

Germany can then position itself economically after Corona... 

Disrespect to 

other discussants 

@Soly, I think this is a really stupid argument from you, apparently, 

your mind is somewhat limited. Still, you can give citizens the 

necessary information through information campaigns. I think it sucks 

anyway if not everyone with his voice directly can represent their own 

interests ... 

Violation of 

democratic norms 

Hey Soly, you can also give citizens the necessary information through 

information campaigns. I personally believe that our mendacious 

politicians do not really represent the interests of the citizens anyway. 

Therefore, these political actors should be best kicked directly out of 

the parliaments if we can represent our interests directly with our 

vote... 

Note. Comments are only presented for the topic of referendums. In the original German 

version, comments included minor misspellings to increase the authenticity of the comments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Appendix C: Validation of measures 

To validate the self-constructed measures, we additionally measured the perception of 

persons’ warmth (e.g., sincere or good-natured) and competence (e.g., intelligent or 

confident) as proposed by Fiske and colleagues (1999). Likewise, we measured the 

attribution of aggressive commenting motives (e.g., to humiliate others in the discussion ) 

adopted from Kluck and Krämer (2021). Again, both scales were measured on a 7-point 

Likert scale (from 1 = do not agree at all to 7 = totally agree). We expected that there would 

be a strong positive between the warmth factor and the attribution of tolerable political views. 

Likewise, we expected a strong positive correlation between the competence dimension and 

the attribution of discussion skills. Additionally, we assumed that there is a strong negative 

correlation between the attribution of discussion intentions and the attributions of aggressive 

motives. 

As can be seen in Table C1, the scales correlated as expected, respectively. However, 

it must be noted that all scales are highly correlated with each other. Foremost, discussion 

intentions correlated strongly with the warmth and competence dimensions. This pattern 

might emerge because people draw inferences about more stable person characteristics from 

the attributed behavioral motives (Reeder, 2009). However, as the items for the measures of 

attribution have been formulated in a straight manner and correlated with the other scales as 

intended, we considered them to be suitable for the study’s purpose. Since the measures of 

attribution were also relatively highly correlated, we further checked for indices of 

multicollinearity. However, we could not find any evidence for multicollinearity. 

 

 

 



 
 

Table C1 

Correlations between the dependent measures and the scales for validation.   

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

(1) Discussion 

intentions  

     

(2) Tolerable political 

views 

.604*     

(3) Discussion skills .695* .608*    

(4) Competence .660* .501* .625*   

(5) Warmth .745* .653* .651* .715*  

(6) Aggressive motives -.575* -.494* -.541* -.433* -.601* 

*p < .001 
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Appraising Uncivil Comments in Online Political Discussions:  

How do preceding incivility and the sender’s stance affect the processing of an uncivil 

comment? 

 

Abstract 

Although the appraisal of online incivility highly depends on the social context in which it 

occurs, little research has focused on this aspect. Drawing on the General Aggression Model, 

we assumed that the appraisal of and the reaction to an uncivil discussion comment is 

affected by its represented stance and the appearance of accompanying comments. To 

examine these assumptions, we conducted an online experiment (N = 611) with a 3 (uncivil 

vs. civil vs. no preceding comments) x 2 (opposing vs. conforming recipient’s views) 

between-subjects design. Data revealed that the influence of preceding comments is limited. 

However, people were more likely to attribute aggressive motives to senders of incivility 

when it opposed their own opinion. In turn, these attributions increased individuals’ anger, 

anxiety, hostile cognitions, and even enthusiasm. Furthermore, aggressive motive 

attributions, participants’ emotions, and hostile cognitions guided participants’ intentions to 

answer in a discussion-centered and/or aggressive way. 

Keywords: Incivility, social norms, user comments, online discussions 
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Introduction 

On social media, citizens can easily engage in political conversations that influence 

their involvement in online and offline political activities (e.g., Hyun & Kim, 2015). 

However, discussions on social media are not always constructive. Research demonstrated 

that social media users often discuss uncivilly (e.g., Su et al., 2018). Incivility has been 

defined as “features of discussion that convey an unnecessarily disrespectful tone toward the 

discussion forum, its participants, or its members” (Coe et al., 2014, p. 600). It was found that 

the exposure to incivility increases individuals’ negative emotions (Chen et al., 2020; 

Gervais, 2015, 2017) as well as their hostile cognitions (Rösner et al., 2016), polarizes 

opinions (Anderson et al., 2014), and inhibits open-mindedness towards opposing positions 

(Borah, 2014; Hwang et al., 2018). Moreover, it was shown that incivility can negatively 

influence recipients’ behavior as it increases the likelihood of uncivil reactions (Chen & Lu, 

2017; Rösner & Krämer, 2016) and discourages individuals from participating in online 

discussions (Han & Brazeal, 2015). 

To explain how incivility affects people in these ways, the General Aggression Model 

(GAM; Anderson & Bushman, 2002) is helpful. The model was developed to explain human 

aggression comprehensively and postulates that humans develop certain (aggression-related) 

knowledge structures through their experiences. These structures are connected to 

individuals’ affective states and guide how people perceive, interpret, and react to their social 

environment under consideration of situation-related factors. Anderson and Bushman (2002) 

highlight three knowledge structures that particularly affect the interpretation of aggression in 

social situations: (1) perceptual schemata (e.g., identifying a comment as an uncivil social 

act); (2) person schemata (e.g., beliefs about the sender of a comment); and (3) behavioral 

scripts (e.g., information about how individuals should react to a discussion comment). 
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Therefore, if people regard a comment written by specific persons as uncivil, their 

reaction is guided by behavioral scripts they have learned through past experiences (e.g., 

reacting uncivilly or refraining from commenting). However, research on incivility faces 

challenges because the dynamics in online discussions can be very complex. For instance, 

when approved by all communication partners, incivility can even serve positively as a social 

function that helps to manage relationships (Chen et al., 2019). Thus, the consequences of 

uncivil user comments depend strongly on the social context. As incivility in most studies 

was treated as an attribute of a discussion that is either present or not, at this time, little is 

known about how people appraise specific uncivil messages and how the social context alters 

this appraisal. This is important because, in online discussions, individuals are typically 

confronted with several comments of very different types. Whereas some comments might be 

uncivil, others are probably written in a civil manner. Especially in public online discussions, 

people are usually exposed to heterogeneous opinions. Thus, to make an impression of a 

discussion, people must process various comments that can be very distinct. In this respect, it 

has not been confirmed that the negative effects of incivility linearly increase with the 

amount of incivility. Quite the contrary, when a discussion is solely uncivil, negative 

consequences of incivility might even drop (Rösner et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important to 

examine how people assess single uncivil comments in the social context to disentangle how 

incivility has undesired outcomes.  

To explain how individuals assess and react to uncivil messages based on contextual 

factors such as the extent of incivility in accompanied comments or the stance of a comment, 

the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) provides a valuable theoretical framework. We 

conducted an online experiment expecting that the extent of incivility in preceding comments 

and the opinion of the sender alter how an uncivil comment influences recipients’ emotions 

and cognitions. In turn, we expected that recipients’ emotions and cognitions guide the 
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interpretation of senders’ commenting motives which lead to more or less aggressive 

reactions. The study has been preregistered within the open science framework (OSF2). 

Incivility and the General Aggression Model 

The GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) has already been applied to different 

contexts, such as physical violence or the consumption of violent media (Allen et al., 2018). 

A key component of the GAM is the assumption that people develop certain knowledge 

structures through their experiences which guide how people assess and react to aggressive 

events. These knowledge structures can be activated more or less automatically and are 

triggered by certain stimuli (e.g., violent media) or personal characteristics (e.g., beliefs and 

attitudes). Anderson and Bushman (2002) named three knowledge structures as particularly 

important: (1) Perceptual schemata guide how individuals categorize certain events. In the 

context of online discussions, this can be the identification of a discussion comment as a 

comment but also to identify a comment as uncivil. (2) Person schemata represent the beliefs 

about others, including social groups. For instance, in online discussions, that can be beliefs 

about persons with a specific opinion or affiliation to a certain party. (3) Behavioral scripts 

guide people’s behavior under given circumstances. Thus, behavioral scripts can determine in 

which way individuals react to other (uncivil) comments. Each of these three structures is 

elementary as they guide how situational aspects influence individuals’ internal state, which 

is characterized by their affect, arousal, and cognitions. Indeed, there is broad evidence that 

incivility influence individuals’ internal state variables. 

Affect represents individuals’ emotions and moods. Whereas the GAM (Anderson & 

Bushman, 2002) focuses on negative emotions like anger or hostility, in the political context, 

three distinct emotional states are highlighted in the literature (Marcus et al., 2000, 2006): 

enthusiasm, anxiety, and aversion. Enthusiasm reflects individuals’ willingness to like and 

 
2 https://osf.io/m67u8/?view_only=e6691f4455ad478ca6ab4bf69923e354 
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engage with political stimuli, whereas aversion relates to individuals’ intention to avoid hated 

stimuli (Marcus et al., 2006). Anxiety is particularly important in novel situations as it helps 

individuals to deal with surprising and threatening stimuli (Marcus et al., 2000). Indeed, all 

three emotions have already been found to be affected by incivility. For instance, it was 

found that people feel higher levels of enthusiasm when exposed to civil discussion 

comments compared to uncivil discussion comments (Hutchens et al., 2019). Likewise, it was 

shown that feelings of aversion in the form of anger increase when individuals are exposed to 

incivility (Chen et al., 2020; Gervais, 2015, 2017). However, different findings were made 

regarding anxiety. Whereas Gervais (2017) found that exposure to incivility reduces feelings 

of anxiety, Lu & Myrick (2016) found that disagreeable uncivil comments increase 

recipients’ feelings of anxiety. Since anxiety, in the first place, increases to heighten attention 

and consciousness in new and threatening situations (Marcus et al., 2000), it probably 

depends on the context of whether incivility positively or negatively affects anxiety. 

Apart from individuals’ affect, their cognitions are a central part of the internal state. 

Within the GAM, hostile cognitions are considered as the “acceptability of aggressive 

concepts in memory” (Anderson & Bushman, 2002, p. 38). In this respect, Bushman and 

Anderson (2002) demonstrated that people who played a violent video game are more likely 

to indicate aggressive thoughts within a story completion task. Likewise, Rösner and 

colleagues (2016) found that exposure to uncivil discussion comments increases recipients’ 

hostile cognitions. 

In the next stage, the model suggests that individuals’ emotions and cognitions 

determine how people appraise a social (aggressive) situation which in turn guides their 

behavior. How people appraise a social situation can be explained by attribution processes 

that usually take place when people try to make sense out of others’ behavior. Anderson and 

Bushman (2002) propose that people often make certain trait or situation inferences when 
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explaining others’ behavior. However, attribution theorists highlight that this person–

situation dichotomy is only useful to explain accidental behavior or outcomes of actions (e.g., 

success or failure) because in these cases, actors lack direct control. Intentional behavior, in 

contrast, is explained by the intentions and traits that are inferred to an actor (Jones & Davis, 

1965; Malle, 2011; Reeder, 2009). Especially, the motives people attribute to other persons 

seem to be important. To interpret another persons’ intentional behavior, people usually 

search for the actor’s motives to understand the reasons behind their behavior. By doing so, 

individuals also consider the influence of certain situation-related aspects, such as the 

behavior of bystanders and other actors (Reeder, 2009; Reeder & Trafimow, 2004). 

Accordingly, we argue that the motives that are attributed to the sender of an uncivil message 

play an important role in assessing others’ discussion behavior. 

It is important to note that although the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) proposes 

that processes related to the internal state variables (i.e., affect, arousal, and cognitions) 

precede the appraisal process. It also acknowledges that a reappraisal can change an 

individuals’ initial rudimentary internal state. A reappraisal is likely if people are motivated 

to appraise a situation accurately and have enough resources to do so. This is an important 

aspect as other scholars even argue that making attributions is a precondition for feeling 

emotions like anger (e.g., Clore & Centerbar, 2004). Thus, how people appraise a situation, 

driven by attribution processes, is guided by individuals’ initial emotions and cognitions. 

However, in turn, the appraisal can alter individuals’ initial emotions and cognitions when 

people are motivated to think about a situation (see also Berkowitz, 1990). 

 Finally, the appraisal of a situation determines how people react. Depending on 

individuals’ mental resources and motivation, this can be thoughtful or impulsive and, in both 

cases, depending on the behavioral scripts that are activated (aggressive or unaggressive; 

Anderson & Bushman, 2002). For online discussions, it has been repeatedly demonstrated 
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that people are more prone to react uncivilly themselves when exposed to uncivil comments 

compared to more civil ones (e.g., Chen & Lu, 2017; Rösner & Krämer, 2016). 

Impact of Preceding Comments 

The GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) provides an integrative and comprehensive 

framework that helps to explain how incivility affects individuals and how the context can 

alter this process. Therefore, we assume that the model provides insights into how the effects 

of uncivil discussion comments can differ based on which perceptual schemata are activated 

(i.e., how a social event is categorized). We expect that the process proposed by the GAM 

alters depending on whether comments that precede an uncivil comment are also uncivil or 

not. Rösner and colleagues (2016) found that individuals’ hostile cognitions increase when 

being exposed to uncivil comments compared to civil comments. However, participants’ 

hostile cognitions did not increase linearly to the proportion of uncivil comments. Quite the 

contrary, comparing hostile cognitions when exposed to one, three, or six uncivil comments 

(out of six discussion comments), no significant difference was found. Data indicated that the 

impact of incivility on an individual’s cognitions even dropped when all comments were 

uncivil. Thus, more incivility does not automatically lead to more negative internal states. 

This indicates that the proportion of incivility in a discussion might determine whether 

incivility is perceived as a norm violation or not.  

This pattern could be explained by the Focus Theory of Normative Conduct (Cialdini 

et al., 1990). This theory distinguishes descriptive norms and injunctive norms. Descriptive 

norms refer to the perception of what is typically done and drive individuals’ behavior “by 

providing evidence as to what will likely be effective and adaptive action” (p. 1015). 

Injunctive norms refer to assumptions about which behavior is approved or disapproved by 

others. These norm perceptions can co-exist, but which norm has more impact on individuals’ 

behavior crucially depends on which norm is more salient. In the context of uncivil 
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comments, people probably consider such behavior as antinormative because they follow an 

injunctive norm (i.e., incivility is societally disapproved). However, if all comments in a 

discussion are uncivil, the descriptive norm might mitigate the influence of the injunctive 

norm because, in this context, incivility might be regarded as normative behavior. Therefore, 

the effects of incivility on anger (Chen et al., 2020; Gervais, 2015, 2017) and hostile 

cognitions (Rösner et al., 2016) should be weaker when individuals are exposed to an uncivil 

comment that is preceded by other uncivil comments. Likewise, the negative effect of 

incivility on enthusiasm (Hutchens et al., 2019) should decrease in that context. Moreover, 

levels of anxiety should decrease when individuals are exposed to an uncivil comment that is 

preceded by other uncivil comments because an uncivil comment that is preceded by civil 

comments might occur more unexpectedly (see Marcus et al., 2000, 2006). Therefore, it is 

hypothesized: H1.1: When exposed to an uncivil comment which is accompanied by 

preceding uncivil comments, people will have (a) fewer feelings of anger, (b) anxiety, (c) 

higher levels of enthusiasm, and (d) fewer hostile cognitions compared to an uncivil user 

comment accompanied by preceding comments not including incivility. 

Although little is known about the motives attributed to senders of uncivil messages, 

it was already demonstrated that people attribute more negative motives to individuals who 

behave proactively aggressive compared to individuals who aggressively react to offensive 

behavior (Reeder et al., 2002). Therefore, we assume further: H1.2: When exposed to an 

uncivil comment which is accompanied by preceding uncivil comments, people will attribute 

less aggressive motives to the comment’s sender compared to the sender of an uncivil 

comment which is accompanied by preceding comments, not including incivility. 

Further, we expect that individuals’ internal state has a mediating function between 

the input variables and the appraisal process. Thus, it is assumed that: H1.3 Preceding uncivil 

comments have an indirect negative effect on the attribution of aggressive motives through 
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the pathway of (a) feelings of anger and anxiety, (b) levels of enthusiasm, and (c) hostile 

cognitions. 

Influence of Comment Sender’s Opinion  

As proposed by the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), person schemata seem to be 

important for how people process incivility, too. It was shown that both civil and uncivil 

comments arouse negative emotions and aggressive intentions when they contradict the 

opinion expressed by recipients (Chen & Lu, 2017). Moreover, it was found that individuals 

have increased feelings of anger and aversion when they are confronted with incivility from 

an opposing social group (Gervais, 2015, 2017). Likewise, Hutchens and colleagues (2019) 

found that the negative effect of incivility on enthusiasm can only be found when a comment 

is written by people from a social group with different attitudes. Thus, the stance of the 

sender can predict how people react to uncivil messages.  

This tendency can be explained by the Self-Categorization Theory (Turner et al., 

1987). The theory postulates that people assess individuals from like-minded groups more 

positively than individuals from a group to which they feel not belonging. Noteworthily, 

feelings of group belongingness and individuals’ personal identity can co-occur. Whether 

people perceive boundaries to others depends on which identity is salient. Therefore, we 

expect that individuals are more likely to have a negative internal state when confronted with 

oppositional stances in discussions. Although it was not confirmed that anxiety increases 

when exposed to civil or uncivil disagreement compared to a neutral control (cf. Gervais, 

2017), we still assume that incivility opposing one’s view increases feelings of anxiety when 

directly compared to like-minded incivility, as the latter one should be experienced as less 

threatening. Therefore, we assume that: H2.1: When exposed to discussion comments 

opposing one’s stance, people will have higher feelings of (a) anger, (b) anxiety, (c) lower 
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levels of enthusiasm, and (d) more hostile cognitions compared to discussion comments with 

a like-minded stance. 

Moreover, it was shown that people attribute more negative motives to individuals 

with dissimilar attitudes than to like-minded individuals (Reeder et al., 2005). Being exposed 

to opposing opinions challenges one’s own attitudes. People seem to misattribute the 

resulting negative feelings to the “other side” to restore cognitive consistency by derogating 

the respective out-group (Cooper & Mackie, 1983). Thus it is expected that: H2.2: When 

exposed to an uncivil comment opposing one’s stance, people will attribute more aggressive 

motives to the sender of the comment compared to an uncivil comment with a like-minded 

stance. 

Again, if people’s internal state is rather negative when exposed to opposing views, 

these cognitions and feelings should also affect the motives for sending an uncivil comment. 

Therefore, we expect that: H2.3 The exposure to comments with an opposing stance has an 

indirect positive effect on the attribution of aggressive intentions through the pathway of (a) 

feeling of anger, (b) anxiety, (c) levels of enthusiasm, and (d) hostile cognitions. 

Interaction of Preceding Comments and Stance of the Comment 

The perception of social norms is affected by processes of self-categorization because 

in-group members have a stronger prescriptive value than out-group members (Hogg & Reid, 

2006). This suggests that people are more willing to accept incivility as a norm when they are 

exposed to a comment from an in-group member, which is preceded by like-minded incivility 

and not by opposing incivility. Consequently, they should feel less aversion, more 

enthusiasm, and less hostile cognitions. Otherwise, individuals do not conform to a perceived 

social norm from an in-group because they think it is the right thing to do but to comply with 

empirical and normative expectations (Bicchieri, 2017). Thus, they might be more likely to 

conform to behavior, but their emotions and hostile cognitions are not affected by an 
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interaction of the experimental conditions. Since empirical evidence is scarce, we ask: RQ1: 

Will there be an interaction between incivility in preceding comments and comments’ stance? 

Behavioral Intentions of Recipients 

When people have appraised a certain (aggressive) situation, they decide how to react 

(Anderson & Bushman, 2002). Hence, we expect that individuals activate certain behavioral 

scripts when perceiving hostility which in turn leads to more aggressive behavior. When 

people assess a comment to be aggressively motivated, we expect that this appraisal activates 

aggressive behavior scripts. Therefore, people should have a stronger intent to answer 

aggressively to the uncivil comment (see also Chen & Lu, 2017) and less the intention to 

discuss constructively with the person. Thus, we expect that: H3: The attribution of 

aggressive intent (a) negatively affects an individual’s intentions to write a discussion-

centered answer and (b) positively affects an individual’s intentions to write an aggressive 

answer to the respective comment. 

 It was repeatedly demonstrated that people are more likely to answer in an uncivil 

way when confronted with incivility in discussions. For instance, Chen and Lu (2017) found 

that uncivil disagreement, but not civil disagreement, increased uncivil responses. Moreover, 

Gervais (2017) found that compared to like-minded incivility, only incivility from an 

opposing group fostered uncivil answers. This indicates that people are more likely to react 

uncivilly to incivility when they feel threatened. However, Gervais (2015) postulates that 

criticizing others is also a good indicator for an anger-induced reaction. Indeed, some people 

probably have learned that criticizing others in a civil manner is a more appropriate reaction 

to aggression. Thus, although critique can be uncivil, it does not have to be. Therefore, we 

argue that: H4: Attribution of aggressive discussion motives positively affects an individual’s 

likelihood of (a) writing an uncivil answer and of (b) criticizing the sender of the comment.  
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 Noteworthily, although not hypothesized in the preregistration, from a theoretical 

perspective, the strength of individuals’ behavioral intentions guides whether people act 

accordingly. Ajzen (1991) argues that “the stronger the intention to engage in a behavior, the 

more likely should be its performance” (p. 181). As aggressive intentions can be considered 

as a precursor of the discussion behavior addressed in H4, the relationship is probably 

mediated by individuals’ own aggressive answering intentions. Therefore, it is also explored 

whether such mediating effects occur. The conceptual model visualizing all hypotheses is 

presented in Figure 1. 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Method 

To test the hypotheses, an online survey addressing a German-speaking population 

was conducted. A single uncivil statement has been constructed to serve as a basic uncivil 

comment (i.e., the comment to be evaluated). According to the experimental conditions, the 

basic uncivil comment was preceded by either five civil comments, five uncivil comments, 

or, as a control, by no comments. Moreover, comments were consistently either pro or con 

the issue. Data analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS 25 and IBM SPSS Amos 25. 

Sample 

In total, 651 participants completed the survey. Individuals were primarily recruited 

via social media platforms. However, some individuals have additionally been recruited via 

surveycircle.com (n = 101) and prolific.com (n = 49), which are platforms for scientific 

survey recruitment. As an incentive to take part in the study, gift cards for retail stores were 

raffled. In total, 40 participants were excluded from the analyses based on unrealistic 

completion times and incomprehensible answering behavior (e.g., when answering inversed 

items). Thus, the final sample included 611 individuals (397 females, 6 not specified) who 

were on average 32 years old (ranging from 18 to 76). Most participants indicated that they 

had a university degree (47.5%) or graduated from high school (29.8%) and were either 
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university students (43.5%) or employees (36.8%). Moreover, individuals stated that they use 

social media on average 2.22 hours (SD = 1.76) per day and 32.9% of participants indicated 

to write a discussion comment on social media at least once a week. 

Stimulus Construction and Pre-Test 

The comments to which the participants were exposed were embedded in a Facebook 

post that neutrally asked for others’ opinions towards a socially relevant topic. To enhance 

the generalizability of the findings, we selected two different issues as it was shown that the 

topic of discussion can alter the effects of incivility (Wang & Silva, 2017). We considered 

both topics as socially relevant, and both topics are regularly discussed on social media. One 

issue has addressed the question of whether school canteens should be obliged to offer only 

vegetarian food (n = 307), and the other issue has addressed the question of whether fees for 

public broadcasting services should be abolished (n = 304). To avoid undesired effects of 

names or profile pictures, these features were blurred. In all experimental conditions, 

participants were exposed to one uncivil comment that was either preceded by five uncivil 

comments, five civil comments, or blurred comments as a control. These comments were 

consistently either pro or con the issue addressed by the Facebook post. Examples of the 

comments are presented in Table 1 

[Insert Table 1 here] 

To ensure that the uncivil version of the preceding comments and the basic uncivil 

comment is perceived in a similar uncivil manner, we conducted a pre-test (N = 30). 

Therefore, all uncivil comments employed in the study have been evaluated a priori. To have 

comparative values, three extreme uncivil and three civil comments were additionally 

included in the pre-test. Results revealed that the six comments intended for the study were 

not perceived differently uncivil. However, the six comments differed significantly from the 



14 
 

civil comments and the extreme uncivil comments as intended. For the data analysis of the 

pre-test, please see online Appendix A. 

Measures 

Emotions. Individuals’ enthusiasm, anger, and aversion were each measured by items 

recommended by Marcus and colleagues (2006). For each emotion, we supplemented some 

items to receive a more comprehensive measurement. Individuals indicated how much they 

feel certain states on a 7-point Likert scale (from 1 = not at all to 7 = very). For enthusiasm, 

individuals rated on enthusiastic, hopeful, proud, interested, elated, motivated, activated and 

encouraged (Cronbach’s α = .90). For anger, individuals rated on hatred, contempt, 

bitterness, resentful, furious, angry, and hostile (α = .92), and for anxiety, individuals rated 

on anxious, worried, afraid, unsettled, nervous, frightened (α = .91). 

Hostile cognitions. Hostile cognitions were measured by the approach employed by 

Bushman and Anderson (2002). Participants read an ambiguous story stem about a car 

accident and were asked to indicate open-ended ideas about what the protagonist might do, 

feel, think, or say in the further course. It must be noted that this task originally includes two 

further stories. However, as Rösner and colleagues (2016) found that only the story with the 

car accident (i.e., the first story) captured individuals’ hostile cognitions, we only adapted this 

story for the current study. Individuals could indicate up to 20 ideas on how the story could 

continue. To measure individuals’ hostile cognitions, the percentage of answers including 

aggressive acts, thoughts, or feelings was calculated from the total number of individuals’ 

answers. Overall, 16.42% of the answers were coded as aggressive. A second rater, blind to 

the hypotheses and conditions, also coded the responses. Following the previous approaches 

(Bushman & Anderson, 2002; Rösner et al., 2016), we calculated the intraclass correlation 

coefficients (ICC) for the sum scores of aggressive answers indicating good reliability (ICC = 

.86; Cicchetti, 1994). 
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Attributed aggressive motives. As no standardized measurements exist, we captured 

the attributed aggressive motives with nine self-constructed statements which were rated on a 

7-point Likert scale (from 1 = I do not agree at all to 7 = I totally agree). An exploratory 

factor analysis (EFA) with a principal component analysis (PCA; Varimax rotation) revealed 

a two-factor solution that was supported by Horn’s (1965) parallel analysis. Based on an EFA 

with a principal axis analysis (PAA; Promax rotation) for a fixed number of two factors, two 

items with low loadings on the main factor (< 0.50) were removed. The first factor included 

five items that addressed aggressive attributions. The second factor included two items that 

addressed positive motives, which should serve as reserved items. As the second factor did 

seemingly not capture aggressive attributions (e.g., “...to encourage other people”) only the 

first factor (e.g., “...to unsettle other people” or “...to attack other people;” α = .80) was 

employed in the analyses. All items and factor loadings are presented in online Appendix B.  

Intentions to react. To capture individuals’ aggressive and discursive intentions to 

react to the comment, we constructed eight items each that were rated on a 7-point Likert 

scale (from 1 = I do not agree at all to 7 = I totally agree). An EFA with PCA (Varimax 

rotation) supported a two-factor solution that was also confirmed by Horn’s (1965) parallel 

analysis. Based on a further EFA with PAA (Promax rotation) for a fixed number of two 

factors, only one item was excluded from the scale because of high loading on the other 

factor (>0.20) leading to the anticipated factors aggressive (e.g., “...to signal the person to 

shut up “or “...to humiliate the person; “α = .93) and discursive intent (e.g., “...to better 

understand the opinion of the person “or “...to share your knowledge with the person; “α = 

.87). Again, items and factor loadings are presented in online Appendix B. 

 Uncivil commenting and critique expression. To measure the likelihood of uncivil 

commenting and critique expressions, individuals were asked to write a comment regardless 

of their actual intention to do so. Answers were coded based on markers as proposed in 
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incivility literature (Coe et al., 2014; Stryker et al., 2016). Moreover, comments were coded 

as critique expression when they negatively assessed “specific personal qualities, behavior, 

and traits” of the commenter (Gervais, 2015, p. 18). 8.67% of the responses were identified as 

uncivil and 61.54% were identified as critique expression. Again, a second rater, blind to the 

assumptions, coded 10% of answers, leading to a satisfactory intercoder agreement (uncivil 

comments: Krippendorff’s α = .93 and critique expressions: Krippendorff’s α = .83). 

Control. To test whether people perceived the basic uncivil comment as well as the 

preceding comments in the intended direction, individuals assessed both on a 7-point 

semantic differential including five adjective pairs reflecting perceived incivility (polite – 

impolite, respectful – disrespectful, friendly – hostile, adequate – inadequate and nice – 

nasty). Both scales provided a good reliability (basic uncivil comment: α = .88 and preceding 

comments: α = .98). Individuals in the control condition only rated on the basic uncivil 

comment. 

Procedure 

Within the survey, participants first indicated their opinion towards the two discussion 

topics. In addition to specific aspects of the topics, they also indicated their general opinion 

on the topics on a semantic 7-point differential (con - pro). Based on the answers, in 

accordance with the experimental condition, individuals were either assigned to like-minded 

or opposing comments. Individuals who were neither pro nor con regarding the relevant topic 

were excluded from the survey. The remaining participants were then allocated to the 

stimulus according to the experimental condition they were assigned to. Then, they indicated 

their willingness to join the discussion. Afterward, individuals answered open questions as 

part of a story completion task and indicated their emotional state. Afterward, individuals 

were again exposed to the stimulus, but this time they were asked to focus on the last 

comment (i.e., the basic uncivil comment). In random order, individuals assessed the 



17 
 

comment writer’s motives and indicated how they would react to the comment. Thereafter, 

they rated on the perceived incivility of the evaluated comment and preceding comments. 

Last, individuals rated their characteristics3 and indicated some sociodemographic 

information. 

Results 

Manipulation Check 

An independent sample t-test revealed that uncivil preceding comments (M = 29.19, 

SD = 6.14) were perceived as more uncivil than the civil preceding comments (M = 11.91, SD 

= 6.02; t(407) = 28.73, p < .001). Moreover, a pair-wise t-tests indicated that the civil 

preceding comments were perceived as less uncivil (M = 11.91, SD = 6.02) than the basic 

uncivil comment (M = 31.36, SD = 3.90; t(199) = 34.65, p < .001, d = 3.84). Against our 

intention, uncivil preceding comments were perceived as slightly less uncivil (M = 29.19, SD 

= 6.14) than the basic uncivil comment (M = 31.70, SD = 4.24, t(208) = 6.67, p < .001, d = 

.48 ). However, the difference was comparatively small and therefore negligible. 

Hypotheses test 

A path analysis was conducted using SPSS Amos 25 to test the theoretical model as 

proposed in H1.1a – H3b and to answer RQ1. Indirect effects were examined by using bias-

corrected bootstrapping with 5000 resamples (95% confidence interval). To determine the 

model fit, we followed indices proposed in the literature (Byrne, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

As the individuals’ response comments were coded dichotomously, the effects of aggressive 

motive attribution on the likelihood to criticize or to comment uncivilly (H4a/b) and the 

mediating effects of aggressive answering intent were tested employing the Process macro for 

SPSS (Hayes, 2018), which automatically uses logistic regressions for binary dependent 

variables.  
 

3 Please note that we have also generated some moderation hypotheses within the preregistration. However, as 

the moderation analyses did not provide notable additional explanatory value, the result are solely presented in 

the online Appendix C  
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In a first step, we tested the path model as proposed in the hypotheses H1.1a – H3b. 

The experimental conditions were included as dummy coded variables. As the factor 

preceding comments has been multicategorical, it was included in the model by employing 

indicator coding (Hayes & Montoya, 2017). In this way, the uncivil preceding comment 

condition and the control condition (no preceding comments) were each tested against the 

civil comment condition to examine whether effects are caused by preceding uncivil 

comments or based on the absence of civility. For the interaction term, the dummy-coded 

variables uncivil preceding comments and opposing stance were multiplied. Correlations of 

the metric variables are presented in Table 2. 

[Insert Table 2 here] 

 When calculating the path model as proposed, it poorly fitted the data: ² (18) = 

140.105, p < .001, ²/df = 7.78, CFI = .91, TLI = .74, RMSEA = .11 (90% CI = [.09, .12]), 

SRMR = .07. The modification indices provided by AMOS 25 indicated that adding paths 

from the variables opposing stance, the interaction term, anger, and hostile cognitions to the 

dependent variable aggressive answering intentions would improve the fit. We also added 

respective path from the uncivil preceding comments condition as only then the interaction 

can be meaningful. However, the model still did not acceptably fit to the data: ² (13) = 

80.851, p < .001, ²/df = 6.219, CFI = .95, TLI = .80, RMSEA = .09 (90% CI = [.07, .11]), 

SRMR = .05. 

Since the data did not fit our hypothesized model, based on theory, we slightly 

adapted the proposed model: As explained by the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), 

persons’ internal state and the appraisal of a situation do not follow a clear hierarchy. An 

initial rudimentary internal state can also be overridden by the subsequent appraisal process 

when people are motivated to think about a situation (Anderson & Bushman, 2002; 

Berkowitz, 1990). In this vein, individuals were aware of the study situation and were 
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explicitly asked to focus on the comments. It is therefore conceivable that individuals were 

motivated to accurately make sense out of the comments and therefore made a reappraisal 

which has overwritten rudimentary emotions and cognitions. Consequently, in the alternative 

model, we have replaced the aggressive motive attributions before the internal state variables 

in the way that the experimental conditions affect the aggressive motive attributions, which in 

turn influences the internal state variables. However, both the attributed motives as well as 

the internal state variables were assumed to affect individuals’ intentions to respond as these 

variables presumably interactively influence persons’ behavior. Indeed, the alternative model 

fitted the data considerably better: ² (26) = 52.201, p = .002, ²/df = 5.779, CFI = .95, TLI = 

.96, RMSEA = .04 (90% CI = [.06, .82]), SRMR = .04. Therefore, this model was employed 

for the analyses. The final model is visualized in Figure 2. 

[Insert Figure 2 here] 

As the alternative model did not include the paths between the experimental 

conditions and the internal state variables, H1.1a – d and H2.1a – d could not be examined. 

Consequently, the indirect effects of internal state variables on the attribution of aggressive 

motives (H1.3a – d and H2.3a – d) could not be observed. However, we also hypothesized 

that preceding uncivil comments (H1.2), as well as an opposing stance (H2.2), will positively 

affect to which extent individuals attribute aggressive motives to the sender of the basic 

uncivil comment. Whereas, neither uncivil preceding comments (β = .00, p = .963) nor the 

control condition (β = .08, p = .148) affected the extent of aggressive attribution making, 

H1.2 was rejected. However, as expected (H2.2), individuals attributed more aggressive 

motives to the basic uncivil comment when they were confronted with opposing stances 

compared to like-minded stances (β = .12, p = .014). Nevertheless, the interaction of 

preceding comments and opposing stances did not influence the extent of aggressive motive 

attributions (RQ1; β = -.03, p = .631). Although not hypothesized, we found that attributing 
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aggressive motives to the sender of an uncivil message increased individuals’ anger (β = .11, 

p = .005), anxiety (β = .19, p < .001), enthusiasm (β = .19, p < .001), and hostile cognitions (β 

= .12, p = .004). This picture reflects in part the relationships expected by the indirect effects 

expected in H1.3a – d and H2.3a – d. Surprisingly, however, feelings of enthusiasm also 

increased when higher levels of aggressive motives were attributed to the sender of the basic 

uncivil message. Furthermore, as expected we found that attributing aggressive motives 

increased individuals’ intentions to answer aggressively (H3b; β = .24, p < .001) but did not 

influence intentions to answer in a discussion-centered manner (H3a; β = -.04, p = .291). 

However, aggressive motive attributions had a positive indirect effect on both answering 

intentions through the pathway of internal state variables (β = .07, p = .003, CI = [.05, .11] 

for discussion-centered intentions and β = .05, p = .009, CI = [.03, .09] for aggressive 

intentions). 

Moreover, although the alternative model did not include direct paths of the 

experimental conditions on the internal state variables, we found that an opposing comment 

stance indirectly increased anger (β = .01, p = .006, CI = [.00, .04]), anxiety (β = .02, p = 

.008, CI = [.01, .07]), enthusiasm (β = .02, p = .006, CI = [.01, .05]), and hostile cognitions (β 

= .01, p = .020, CI = [.00, .03]) through the path of motive attributions. However, preceding 

uncivil comments did not show such an effect (anger: β = .00, p = .922, CI = [-.01, .04], 

anxiety: β = .00, p = .922, CI = [-.02, .06], enthusiasm: β = .00, p = .903, CI = [-.02, .05], and 

hostile cognitions: β = .00, p = .835, CI = [-.01, .01]). Further, data revealed that anger (β = 

.24, p < .001), enthusiasm (β = .08, p = .048), and hostile cognitions (β = .09, p = .022) 

positively influenced intentions to answer in an aggressive manner whereas anxiety did not 

influence this variable (β = .00, p = .916). Moreover, anger (β = .22, p < .001) and enthusiasm 

(β = .23, p < .001) positively influenced individuals’ intentions to answer in an discussion-
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centered way. In contrast, anxiety (β = -.00, p = .939) and hostile cognitions (β = .01, p = 

.771) did not affect this intention. 

We also expected that individuals are more likely to write an uncivil answer to the 

basic uncivil comment (H4a) and to criticize its sender (H4b) when attributing higher levels 

of aggressive motives to the sender. Although not hypothesized a priori, based on well-

established psychological mechanisms (Ajzen, 1991), it was also tested whether individuals’ 

aggressive answering intentions functions as a mediator within this relationship. Therefore, 

for each dependent variable, a mediation analysis was conducted. Please note that results for 

the dependent variables are reported as log-odds metrics. 

In both models, aggressive motive attributions increased aggressive answering 

intentions message (R2 = .09, F(1, 609) = 57.96, p < .001; B = .49, SE = .06 , p < .001). 

 When examining the effect of aggressive motive attributions on uncivil answers, the 

mediation model was significant (χ(1) = 319.52, p < .001, Nagelkerke’s R2 = .15). Against 

H4a, aggressive motive attributions did not affect the likelihood of using uncivil expressions 

(B = -.04, SE = .02 , Z = -1.72,  p = .086, CI = [-.08, .01]). However, participants aggressive 

answering intentions positively affected uncivil answering behavior (B = .07, SE = .01 , Z = 

6.28,  p < .001, CI = [.05, .10]). Although the direct effect of aggressive motive attributions 

was not significant, the indirect effect through aggressive answering intentions was 

significant – albeit small (B = .03, SE = .01, CI = [.02, .05]). When entering critique 

expressions as dependent variable, the overall model was significant (χ(1) = 791.40, p < .001, 

Nagelkerke’s R2 = .05). Noteworthily, the model was not well-fitting as indicated by 

Nagelkerke’s R2. As expected (H4b), aggressive motive attributions increased the likelihood 

of criticizing the sender of the basic uncivil message (B = .06, SE = .01 , Z = 4.26  p < .001, 

CI = [.03, .08]). Likewise, aggressive answering intentions significantly, but negatively, 

affected the likelihood of critique expressions (B = -.02, SE = .01 , Z = -3.21  p = .001, CI = 
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[-.04, .-01]). Consequently an significant but negative indirect effect emerged (B = -.02, SE = 

.00 , CI = [-.02, .-00]). 

Discussion 

By drawing on the general aggression model (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), the 

current study examined how people process an uncivil comment based on situational factors. 

We expected that the extent of incivility in comments preceding an uncivil comment and the 

stance of an uncivil comment influence individuals’ internal state variables (i.e., emotions 

and cognitions) as well as the extent of aggressive attribution making. In turn, we expected 

that this process directs recipients’ reactions to the comment. Although our theoretical model 

did not fit the empirical data, results from an adapted path model that still corresponds to the 

theoretical framework (Anderson & Bushman, 2002) provides valuable insights into how an 

uncivil comment affects its recipients. We found that the uncivil comment’s stance is more 

important than the extent of incivility in preceding comments. However, the direct effects of 

the experimental conditions on individuals’ emotions and cognitions (H1.1a – d & H2.1a – d) 

could not be examined as the alternative model did not include these paths. Accordingly, the 

indirect effects of the experimental conditions on the attribution of aggressive motives 

through the pathway of the internal state variables (H1.3a–d & H2.3a–d) could not be 

investigated. Nevertheless, against our expectations (H1.2), people were not more likely to 

attribute aggressive motives to the sender if an uncivil comment was accompanied by 

preceding uncivil comments instead of civil comments. However, as proposed (H2.2), people 

were more likely to attribute aggressive motives to the sender of an uncivil comment when 

the comment opposed the recipient’s stance. Contradicting our assumptions (H3a), 

individuals were not less likely to answer in a discussion-centered manner to the basic uncivil 

comment when attributing higher levels of aggressive motives to the sender. Supporting H3b, 

they were more likely to answer aggressively. Moreover, as expected (H4a), individuals were 
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slightly more likely to criticize the sender of the uncivil message but did not use more 

incivility in their answers as proposed by H4b. However, mediation analyses provide a more 

comprehensive picture: It was found that aggressive motive attributions indirectly increased 

the likelihood of uncivil comment behavior, whereas critique behavior was decreased through 

this path. 

Our results suggest that people appraise individuals’ motives for behaving uncivilly 

independent of others’ uncivil commenting behavior. Compared to preceding civil comments, 

neither preceding uncivil comments nor the absence of preceding comments influenced 

individuals’ attribution of aggressive motives to the sender of an uncivil comment. This result 

can have many potential reasons. For instance, the perception of descriptive norms, as 

proposed by Cialdini and colleagues (1990), might not have been strong enough to outweigh 

perceptions of injunctive norms. Thus, people still considered incivility as unacceptable 

behavior in discussions. Indeed, some comments that were written by participants indicated 

that they considered the uncivil basic comment to be an adaptive behavior in the condition 

with preceding uncivil comments but still disapproved of this kind of communication. For 

instance, one person commented: “Please remain objective and try to understand the motives 

of the others. You should not stoop to the level of others.” Another person stated: “You may 

have been tempted by the rude and impolite language of the other posts in this forum, but 

should we not discuss such a serious topic objectively?” In this vein, the initial Facebook post 

to which the manipulated comments answered were written in a civil manner. This may have 

been enough to activate an injunctive norm, as it reminded individuals that incivility is 

usually disapproved (see also Cialdini et al., 1990). Another explanation could be that the 

presentation of uncivil user comments at one time was not sufficient to activate a descriptive 

norm that mitigates the effects of incivility. A relatively high number of participants (32.9%) 

stated that they commented on social media discussions at least once a week, and the use of 
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social media was prevalent. Therefore, in terms of the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), 

people might have developed more stable knowledge structures regarding incivility through 

experiences that cannot be easily altered. Moreover, important to note, in the current study, 

the preceding comments and the basic uncivil comment represented the same stance. Thus, 

when stances in uncivil discussions are mixed, people might make different appraisals. 

In accordance with our expectations and previous findings (Reeder et al., 2005), 

people attributed more aggressive motives to the sender of an uncivil comment when it 

opposed their stance (compared to a like-minded stance). As stated by the Self-Categorization 

Theory (Turner et al., 1987), individuals probably perceived persons with opposing stances as 

members of a competing group. Nevertheless, we could not confirm that this tendency is 

mediated by individuals’ negative emotions. As argued earlier, we assumably did not capture 

individuals’ initial rudimentary emotions. It is, therefore, still plausible that people attribute 

negative motives to opposing stances to mitigate negative feelings triggered by cognitive 

dissonance (Cooper & Mackie, 1983). 

Regarding our research question (RQ1), no interaction effect of preceding comments 

and the stance on aggressive motive attributions has been found. As the type of preceding 

comments did not influence these attributions, it is not surprising that no interaction effect 

emerged. However, the influence of the comment’s stance on the perception of incivility can 

be very complex. Even the type of incivility (e.g., insult vs. vulgarity) might determine how it 

is perceived (Gervais, 2017). Thus, future research should not underestimate the influence of 

the comment’s stance on the perception of incivility. 

Further, aggressive attributions significantly increased individuals’ anger, anxiety, 

enthusiasm, and hostile cognitions. Although not hypothesized in this way, these results 

provide valuable insights into the mechanisms of how incivility affects individuals. 

Moreover, aggressive motive attributions directly increased intentions to answer 
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aggressively. However, this tendency was in part mediated by internal state variables. 

Similarly, aggressive motive attributions only indirectly increased intentions to answer in a 

discussion-centered manner indicating a full mediation effect through anger and enthusiasm. 

In this respect, it was already demonstrated that incivility can increase anger (e.g., Chen et 

al., 2020), anxiety (Lu & Myrick, 2016), and hostile cognitions (Rösner et al., 2016). As 

aggressive motive attributions also increased these variables, this suggests that individuals’ 

appraisal of an uncivil comment can reinforce or alter rudimentary emotions and cognitions 

triggered by exposure to an uncivil comment. Moreover, anger and hostile cognitions in turn 

affected individuals’ intentions to answer aggressively to the basic uncivil comment.  

Additionally and surprisingly, anger also increased individuals’ intentions to answer 

in a discussion-centered way. The effect of aggressive motive attributions, as well as the 

effects of anger and hostile cognitions on aggressive answering intentions, correspond to the 

assumptions of the GAM (Anderson & Bushman, 2002), that an aversive internal state and a 

negative appraisal increase the likelihood of aggressive reactions. However, anger also 

increased the likelihood of constructive behavior. This result is particularly important as it 

shows that anger can produce both constructive and aggressive reactions. This might also 

explain why incivility can simultaneously have positive and negative effects (e.g., Borah, 

2014). Importantly, the two dimensions of answering intentions (discussion-centered or 

aggressive) are not mutually exclusive. For instance, people can have the intent to show 

uncivil others that they are “idiots” but still are motivated to understand those persons better. 

In this respect, anger might serve as a motivating force to “neutralizing disliked elements” 

(Marcus et al., 2006, p. 36). To get in a discussion-centered conversation with others might 

simply be a strategy to avoid further incivility.  

This assumption is supported by our finding that aggressive motive attributions 

increased the likelihood of criticizing the sender and not the likelihood of behaving uncivilly 
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– albeit this effect was small. However, it was also found that the attribution of aggressive 

discussion motives can indirectly increase the likelihood of uncivil commenting behavior and 

decrease the likelihood of critique expressions through the pathway of aggressive answering 

intentions. Therefore, when aggressive motive attributions increase aggressive discussion 

intentions, people seem to be more likely to engage in uncivil commenting behavior and less 

likely to criticize others.  

Contradicting earlier findings regarding the impact of incivility (cf. Hutchens et al., 

2019), aggressive motive attributions increased individuals’ feelings of enthusiasm, too. In 

the context of political stimuli, enthusiasm is associated with positive goal pursuit, whereas 

feelings like anger are associated with neutralizing undesired inputs (Marcus et al., 2000). 

Otherwise, these emotional states can probably co-occur. Concerning the current study, 

people might have felt increased anger as they perceived an undesired threat which is 

reflected by attributions of aggressive motive attributions. At the same time, they can also be 

convinced that their behavior is much more purposeful which in turn triggers feelings of 

enthusiasm. Indeed, enthusiasm positively influenced individuals’ intentions to answer to the 

basic uncivil comment in a discussion-centered manner. This also explained why aggressive 

motive attributions indirectly increased participants’ intention to answer in a discussion-based 

manner. Noteworthily, this was also true for the aggressive answering intention, but the effect 

was relatively small. Therefore, being confronted with a threat might lead to aggressive 

motive attributions but if individuals are convinced that their behavior is more purposeful, 

this probably encourages them to further action in this way – i.e., constructively. Thus, 

aggressive motive attributions only indirectly increased the likelihood of reacting in a 

discussion-centered manner. 

Interestingly, in the study’s context, anxiety did not affect individuals’ behavioral 

intentions. Indeed, although associations between incivility and anxiety have been found 
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(Gervais, 2017; Lu & Myrick, 2016), there is only limited evidence that anxiety directly 

affects individuals’ behavior. In general, anxiety is connected to a surveillance system that 

directs individuals’ attention (Marcus et al., 2000, 2006). Therefore, anxiety might rather 

drive people to take a closer look at the situation but not directly to alter their behavior. 

Future studies should investigate which concrete role anxiety plays in online discussions. It 

must be noted that only a small amount of the variances of all internal state variables could be 

explained (1 – 4%). Thus, there are assumably other variables that guide individuals’ 

emotional states. 

Limitations and Further Directions 

Some limitations of the study have to be acknowledged. First, the representativeness 

of the sample is limited as we draw on a convenience sample. Further, participants’ self-

reported emotions and cognitions were measured with a time delay. Therefore, we probably 

did not capture their initial immediate affective state, which led to the poor fit of the original 

theoretical model. Future studies should measure the internal state more implicitly and 

immediately (e.g., by physical measurements). Moreover, the stance of preceding comments 

and the basic uncivil comment were kept constant. Future studies should investigate how 

discussions with mixed stances influence the appraisal of uncivil comments. Further, we did 

not measure all motives which people can attribute to the sender of an uncivil message and 

did not measure all possible answering intentions. Likewise, many forms of incivility can 

affect individuals differently. Thus, it could be examined how different types of incivility 

alter the attribution of motives. Finally, participants were aware that they were exposed to a 

hypothetical scenario. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mitigate the effects of incivility, 

as the relevant knowledge structures are assumably activated to a similar extent. 
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Conclusion 

 This study provides insights into which ways an uncivil comment is processed 

depending on accompanied (uncivil) comments and its represented stance. Surprisingly, 

whether an uncivil comment is posted in civil or uncivil discussions seems to be less 

influential. More important is that people tend to attribute more aggressive motives to the 

sender of an opposing uncivil comment than to the sender of a like-minded uncivil comment. 

This indicates that in cross-cutting discussions civility might be of particular importance to 

mitigate undesired additional detrimental effects on attribution processes. Moreover, we 

found that the interplay of individuals’ emotions and cognitions and the appraisal of an 

uncivil comment significantly impact individuals’ intentions to react. However, while anger 

fostered constructive and aggressive answering intentions to a similar extent, the attribution 

of aggressive discussion motives increased, in particular aggressive answering intentions. 

Thus, future interventions should preliminarily focus on how attributions can be altered to 

 avoid the negative effects of incivility.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model visualizing H1.1a – H4b. Dashed lines represent indirect paths. Hypotheses in 

parentheses represent the indirect effects of the experimental conditions on aggressive motive attributions.  
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Table 1 

Examples of comments employed in the study.  

 Pro Issue (n = 310) Con Issue (n = 301) 

Basic uncivil 

comment to be 

appraised 

Yeah man!! We all have 

something of that... But well, 

there are apparently always a 

few dumb asses who think that 

meat belongs in school. But 

they should better think about 

whether they can’t keep their 

shitty attitude to themselves! 

No man!! Nobody has anything of 

that... But well, there are apparently 

always a few dumb asses who think 

that meat doesn’t belong in school 

at all. But they should better think 

about whether they can’t keep their 

shitty attitude to themselves! 

Uncivil preceding 

comment 

I think that shitty politics 

should generally pay more 

attention to the demands for a 

meat ban in schools... It makes 

me want to puke if some fools 

want to tell me that this is not 

the wish of the majority. 

I think that shitty politics should 

generally pay less attention to the 

demands for a meat ban in 

schools... It makes me want to puke 

if some fools want to tell me that 

this is the wish of the majority. 

Civil preceding 

comment 

I think that politics should 

generally pay more attention to 

the demand for a meat ban in 

schools... Even though I 

respect other opinions, I 

believe that this is the wish of 

the majority. 

I think that politics should 

generally pay less attention to the 

demand for a meat ban in schools... 

Even though I respect other 

opinions, I do not believe that this 

is the wish of the majority. 

Note. Example comments are only presented for the topic of meat ban in school canteens. 
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Table 2 

Bivariate correlations of variables in the path model. 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

1. Hostile Cognitions       

2. Enthusiasm -.04      

3. Anger .23*** .04     

4. Anxiety .07 .10* .68***    

5. Aggressive 

Attributions 
.12** .19*** .11** .19***   

6. Discourse Intention .05 .23*** .23*** .16*** .03  

7. Aggressive 

Intention 
.17*** .13** .30*** .23*** .30*** .29*** 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001 

 

 
Figure 2. Computed path model. Standardized effects are reported. 

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Appendix A: Pre-Test 

Within the pre-test, the six comments intended for the main study, as well as three 

extreme uncivil and three civil comments have been evaluated by participants (N = 30). In 

random order, each statement was rated on a 7-point semantic differential, including four 

adjective pairs reflecting perceived incivility (polite – impolite, respectful – disrespectful, 

friendly – hostile, and peaceful – aggressive). No discussion topic was mentioned in the pre-

test. A repeated-measures ANOVA4 revealed that there was a significant difference between 

comments regarding the perceived incivility (F(4.931, 143.003) = 304.84, p < .001, η² = 

.913). Pairwise comparisons with Bonferroni corrections revealed that the six comments 

intended for the study did not differ significantly among each other (each pair p > .05). 

However, the six comments differed significantly from the three civil comments (each pair p 

< .001) and the three extreme uncivil comments (each pair p < .05). See Table 1 for means 

and standard deviations. 

Table 1 

Means and standard deviations of perceived incivility.  

Comment Type  M SD 

Comments for the main study   

Uncivil Comment 1 22.83 0.67 

Uncivil Comment 2 22.17 0.73 

Uncivil Comment 3 24.67 0.50 

Uncivil Comment 4 23.40 0.69 

Uncivil Comment 5 23.67 0.61 

Basic Uncivil Comment 23.73 0.65 

Comparative comments   

Extreme uncivil comment 1 27.77 0.17 

Extreme uncivil comment 2 27.90 0.07 

Extreme uncivil comment 3 26.67 0.39 

Civil comment 1 5.63 0.68 

Civil comment 2 6.60 0.67 

Civil comment 3 5.40 0.43 

 

 

 
4 As Mauchly's Tests of sphericity has been significant, Greenhouse-Geisser corrections are reported. 



 

Appendix B: Results of the Exploratory Factor Analyses 

Table 1 

Results of the EFAs with principal axis analysis and promax rotation for the measures of 

hostile attributions and intentions to react. 

Items  Factor 1 Factor 2 

Hostile attribution    

...to unsettle other people .72  

...to threaten other people .70  

...to annoy other people .69  

...to attack other people .65  

...to disturb the discussion .59  

...to promote the discussion (reserved)  .73 

...to encourage other people (reserved)  .59 

Intentions to react   

...to signal the person to shut up .86  

...to show the person that she/he is an idiot .84  

...to express anger about the person .82  

...to show the person that she/he is inferior .80  

...to humiliate the person .80  

...to pay back the person .78  

...to punish the person in the discussion .76  

...to tell the person to leave the discussion .75  

...to better understand the opinion of the person  .81 

...to learn more about the person’s opinion  .81 

...to discuss the topic with the person respectfully  .77 

...to get into a deeper conversation with the person  .73 

...to share her/his knowledge with the person  .64 

...to motivate the person to continue expressing their opinion  .64 

...to show that nobody has anything to fear from other 

opinions 

 .59 

Note. Bartlett’s test of sphericity for hostile attributions: χ2 = 860.28, df = 10, p < .001 and for 

intentions to react: χ2 = 6093.06, df = 105, p < .001. 

 

 



 
 

Appendix C: Moderation Analyses 

In the following, results of the moderation analyses as hypothesized in the 

preregistration are presented. The hypotheses were tested by using the PROCESS macro for 

SPSS (Model 1; Hayes, 2018). Uncivil preceding comments and the control with no preceding 

comments were tested against the civil preceding comment condition.  

Results of the moderation analyses H5a-H7d are presented in Table 1. It was stated 

that the effects of preceding uncivil comments on individuals’ emotions are altered by their 

levels of psychopathy (H5a-c) and Machiavellianism (H6a-c). Testing the moderating effects 

of psychopathy, results revealed that when using anger as the dependent variable, the overall 

model was significant (F(5,605) = 10.04, p < .001, R2 = .08). However, neither preceding 

uncivil comments nor the control condition affected anger. Only psychopathy had a positive 

effect, but no significant interaction with preceding uncivil comments nor the control 

emerged. When using anxiety as dependent variable, the overall model indicated significance, 

too (F(5,605) = 2.25, p = .048, R2 = .02). However, again, psychopathy was the only 

significant predictor, and no interaction effect emerged. For enthusiasm, the overall model 

was not significant (F(5,605) = 1.58, p = .163, R2 = .01). Thus, H5a-c were not confirmed.  

Testing the effects of Machiavellianism as moderator, the overall model for anger as 

dependent variable was significant (F(5,605) = 9.61, p < .001, R2 = .07). However, only the 

moderator predicted anger but neither the experimental conditions nor the interaction terms 

did. The overall model for anxiety was not significant (F(5,605) = 0.76, p = .577, R2 = .01). 

None of the included variables predicted anxiety. When entering enthusiasm as dependent 

variable, the overall model was significant (F(5,605) = 2.97, p = .012, R2 = .02). Data 

revealed that although only the control had a direct positive effect on enthusiasm, the 

interaction of uncivil preceding comments and Machiavellianism was significant, too. 1% of 

explained variance increased statistically significant (F(2,605) = 4.22, p = .015, ΔR2 = .01). 

Conditional effects showed that there was a significant effect of uncivil preceding comments 

on enthusiasm for low Machiavellianism (-1 SD; B = 3.64, SE = 1.53, p = .018, CI = [.63, 

6.65]) but not for average (B = 1.53, SE = 1.03, p = .138, CI = [-.49, 3.55]) or high 

Machiavellianism (+1 SD; B = -.59, SE = 1.44, p = .684, CI = [-3.41, 2.24]). Thus, H6a&b 

had to be rejected whereas H6c was confirmed. 

Moreover, H7a-d proposed that narcissism moderates the effects between the exposure 

to opposing stances (vs. like-minded stances) and emotions as well as hostile cognitions. 

When adding anger as dependent variable, the overall model reached significance  (F(3,607) 

= 2.97, p = .004, R2 = .02). However, only narcissism influenced individuals’ feelings of 



 

anger. Moreover, neither anxiety (F(3,607) = 0.74, p = .530, R2 = .00), enthusiasm (F(3,607) 

= 0.28, p = .843, R2 = .00), nor hostile cognitions (F(3,607) = 0.45, p = .718, R2 = .00) were 

predicted by an opposing stance, the moderator or the interaction terms. 

Table 1 

Effects of variables included in the moderation analyses to examine H5a – H7d. 

 Anger 

B (SE) 

[95% CI] 

Anxiety 

B (SE) 

[95% CI] 

Enthusiasm 

B (SE) 

[95% CI] 

Hostile 

cognitions 

B (SE) 

[95% CI] 

H5a-c     

Preceding uncivil 

comments 

-.12 (.73) .56 (.82) 1.48 (1.03)  

Control .28 (.73) .03 (.83) 2.33 (1.04)*  

Psychopathy .26 (.08)*** .18 (.09)* -.04 (.11)  

Preceding uncivil 

comments x Psychopathy 

-.02 (.11) 

[-.23, .20] 

-.06 (.12) 

[-.21, -.05] 

-.06 (.15) 

[-.36, .24] 

 

Control x Psychopathy .13 (.11) 

[-.08, .34] 

-.01 (.12) 

[-.30, .18] 

.18 (.15) 

[-.12, .48] 

 

H6a-c     

Preceding uncivil 

comments 

.36 (.73) .77 (.83) 1.53 (1.03)  

Control .80 (.74) .20 (.84) 2.60 (1.04)*  

Machiavellianism .22 (.06)*** .10 (.07) .10 (.09)  

Preceding uncivil 

comments x 

Machiavellianism 

-.07 (.08) 

[-.24, .09] 

-.05 (.09) 

[-.24, .13] 

-.23 (.12)* 

[-.45, -.00] 

 

Control x 

Machiavellianism 

.05 (.08) 

[-.11, .20] 

-.06 (.09) 

[-.24, .11] 

.07 (.11) 

[-.15, .30] 

 

H7a-d     

Opposing stance -.25 (.61) -.07 (.68) -.16 (.85) -.73 (.63) 

Narcissism .16 (.05)*** .08 (.05) .05 (.07) .09 (.10) 

Opposing stance x 

Narcissism 

-.12 (.09) 

[-.31, .06] 

-.02 (.10) 

[-.23, .18] 

-.03 (.13) 

[-.29, .22] 

-.06 (.19) 

[-.43, .32] 

 



 
 

Finally, we predicted that individuals high in trait emotional intelligence are less likely 

to have aggressive answer intentions when attributing hostile motives to the sender of a 

message (H8). However, the hypothesis was not confirmed. Although the overall model was 

significant (F(3,607) = 37.68, p < .001, R2 = .16) and both hostile motive attributions (B = .48, 

SE = 0.06, p < .001) as well as trait emotional intelligence (B = -.14, SE = 0.02, p < .001) 

affected individuals’ aggressive answer intentions, the interaction yielded no significance (B = 

-.00, SE = .00, p = .459, CI = [-.01, .00]). 
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