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Rude awakenings
Impolite encounters can affect your concentration as well as ruin your day – and it’s even possible 
that uncivil behaviour is catching. Luckily, there’s still time to stop the spread of bad manners

In Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince the protagonist asks 
his headmaster why they can’t just apparate, or teleport, 
directly into an old colleague’s house. ‘Because it would be quite 
as rude as kicking down the front door,’ answers Dumbledore. 
‘Courtesy dictates that we offer fellow wizards the opportunity 
of denying us entry.’ Even in JK Rowling’s fantastically fictional 
world of magic and treachery, courtesy holds sway over many 
of its characters. And it says much about how integral manners 
are to human behaviour. Often small, one-word acts and 
gestures – a knock on the door, a handshake, a please, a thanks 
– are among the first things taught to toddlers, forming the 
foundation of a future full of social interaction. 

What’s deemed courteous is ever-changing and differs 
according to country and culture but it’s always important. 
Being well mannered means having empathy and respect  
for others, be they a family member, neighbour, stranger, 
or even a witch or wizard, and it often involves voluntarily 
performing a task that serves someone else’s interests rather 
than your own.

In her book Talk to the Hand, writer Lynne Truss laments the 
rudeness of modern life: the impersonal, recorded messages  
on switchboards and cashiers or taxi drivers chatting to 
someone else through a headset while serving a customer. ‘In 
the current climate of unrestrained solipsistic and aggressive 
self-interest, you can equate good manners not only with virtue 
but with positive heroism,’ she states. 

She also explores the darker side of honeyed heroism, 
good deeds and sunny demeanours. When someone doesn’t 
follow a particular code of conduct, for example, there 
are repercussions. This is because while an individual’s 
understanding of courtesy will be shared by their nearest and 
dearest, there are also likely to be differences. This leaves room 
for misunderstandings, mistakes and even purposeful breaches, 
too, occurring in moments of forgetfulness or frustration.

Ultimately, when someone is polite to you, your humanity 
is reconfirmed. You feel seen and respected. If they’re rude, 
the opposite occurs, and you might feel offended, slighted or 
ridiculed. Clinical psychologist Nicola Scott explains that this  
is because humans think they are right all the time. ‘I don’t  

mean we’re all big-headed,’ she says, ‘it’s just that we don’t  
go around thinking that our own thoughts are silly.’ This 
explains why, when you think someone has been impolite,  
you might struggle to perceive the incident in any other way. 
‘Our emotions mirror these thoughts,’ Nicola continues, ‘and 
given this rudeness might involve something happening that 
goes against what we believe should be happening, we might 
feel strong emotions.’

How you feel afterwards also depends on the people  
involved. Nicola explains that bad manners might pack a  
harder punch if they come from someone close. ‘We know 
how friends and family typically behave, and might even have 
learned to expect rudeness from them,’ she says. Examples 
might include a nephew who never says thank you for  
birthday presents or a flatmate who can’t even a muster a good 
morning at breakfast. But this free pass for expected slights 
can make it even more upsetting when they are exceptionally 
offhand or inconsiderate.

Strange world
Incivility from strangers can be even more disconcerting.  
‘We all like to think of the world as safe,’ says Nicola, ‘but if 
people start to break the rules that we think are in place, then 
we can begin to feel less sure about our beliefs and safety in  
the world.’ 

There are other effects too. Studies show that the 
performance and kindly disposition of those who have been  
on the receiving end of ill-mannered behaviour can be 
negatively affected. In a 2007 study involving 82 participants, 
two US-based scientists, Christine Porath and Amir Erez, 
exposed 42 members of the group to discourteous behaviour 
and discovered that they performed less well on cognitive tasks, 
such as anagram-solving and brainstorming, even when they 
had experienced only one, relatively low-intensity incident. 

In one of their scenarios a stranger planted by the researchers, 
who was encountered en route to the experiment venue, was 
rude to the 42 participants, accusing them of incompetence. 
As a result, their performance was 38 per cent worse on the 
anagram tasks and they produced 37 per cent fewer ideas in the 
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brainstorming task, compared to the 40 people who had not 
experienced a staged rude encounter.

The scientists concluded that rudeness negatively impacted 
a person’s cognitive resources. It might be because they are 
continually replaying the experience in their head and re-
evaluating their response, or they could be trying to rationalise 
the behaviour, thinking about what might have triggered the 
person’s ignorance. Either way, the attention span is reduced 
and the working memory overloaded, which diminishes the 
ability to think creatively.

Snowballing
Boorish behaviour also has other ramifications. During the 
same 2007 study, the scientists did a follow-up experiment 
to test the same 82 participants’ willingness to offer help. In 
another scenario, the supervisor deliberately dropped 10 books  
in order to see which members would come forward to pick 
them up. Of those who had come across the bad-mannered 
encounter on the way in, only 24 per cent offered assistance.  
This compared to almost three quarters of those in the  
control group – who hadn’t experienced a staged altercation  
– lending a hand.

These results indicate a possible snowball effect. If this were 
a real-life situation, the supervisor might feel disregarded 
and then perpetuate the cycle of incivility. The contagion 
of rudeness has been examined by Trevor Foulk, assistant 
professor at the University of Maryland’s School of Business, 
who likens it to the common cold: ‘The more you see rudeness, 
the more likely you are to perceive it from others and the more 
likely you are to be rude yourself to others.’ He emphasises that 
because bad manners are defined differently by everyone, it’s 
often ambiguous, but experiencing impolite behaviour once 
during your day increases your sensitivity to it and you become 
more likely to perceive an action as rude rather than giving 

someone the benefit of the doubt. This spillover has also been 
studied by Christine and Amir. In 2009, they discovered that 
simply witnessing an ill-mannered altercation was enough 
to reduce creativity and helpfulness. In turn, the snowball 
effect could also kick in, with the passer-by unconsciously 
following the impolite behaviour. This makes for an unpleasant 
conclusion, where the ripple effect of rudeness on the streets, in 
the workplace or at home becomes pervasive. 

Breaking the chain might take time and the signs are that 
it might not be easy. Scientific research into the contagion of 
rudeness is in its early stages, but it seems that empathy – in 
this case the ability to consider the uncivil person might just 
be having a bad day – is the first port of call. A 2012 study 
by the Israel Institute of Technology found that victims of 
rudeness who scored highly on an emotional empathy scale 
were less negatively affected in terms of task performance. This 
implies that empathy might act as a barrier against some of the 
detrimental effects of incivility. 

On the flipside, a separate study published in 2020 by 
scientists at Tel Aviv University suggested that after witnessing 
rudeness, a higher emotional empathy score was linked to a 
greater decline in task performance. This could be because 
more closely identifying with others led onlookers to share in 
their distress. Larger follow-up studies are needed in both cases, 
but the early findings indicate that empathy is a key aspect to 
evaluate if the spread of ill-mannered behaviour in both the 
private and public spheres is to be contained. 

Rudeness is ambiguous and subjective, but if you find yourself 
on the receiving end, consider if the impolite person in front 
of you is having a bad day or even a rotten week and try to see 
the bigger picture (see right). It might just save your day – and 
someone else’s – from turning sour.

Words: Jenny Rowe

HOW TO STOP THE CYCLE  
OF EVERYDAY INCIVILITY

According to Nicola, one of the most successful ways to 
move on from a rude incident is to cognitively reframe it 
 
1. Consider the thoughts you’re having and how they make you 
feel. If you’re thinking ‘that was rude’ or ‘this person is impolite’ 
you might feel worse than if your mind says ‘I wonder what 
would make someone react like that?’ or ‘they must be having  
a really bad day’.

2. Pick out the thoughts that are making you feel something you 
don’t like and consider the evidence behind them. 

3. Examine the evidence against these conclusions, anything 
that suggests they might not be 100 per cent true. It can help to 
think about someone else, such as a trusted friend, and explore 
how they would react in your situation. Or you could consider 
what you might say to them if they presented you with the same 
scenario and asked for advice.

4. Try to replace the original thought with a more constructive 
one. The idea is for it to be helpful but not unrealistic. Instead of 
‘that person wasn’t rude’, imagine thinking ‘that was rude, they 
must be having a tough morning’. This might leave you feeling 
more positive and more inclined to keep a kindly, well-mannered 
disposition in any subsequent interactions. 
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