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Violence and aggression in the workplace are problems that most Americans confront on 
a daily basis. The present study is an exploration of the predisposition to conflict in a 
work environment in which personality traits responsible for increased sarcasm and 
increased anger in response to sarcasm are identified. Participants represented two 
subdepartments within a city general hospital. The Keirsey Temperament Sorter (D. 
Keirsey, 1998) test for departmental temperament and a sarcasm survey designed by the 
author were used to test for frequency of sarcasm and anger in relation to differing 
categories of sarcasm. Angry reactions were gauged in relation to sarcasm directed at job 
performance, personal life, behavior, and appearance. Conclusions from this study point 
to many variables as causes for workplace anger; these include influences from 
organizational culture, work environment, psychological defense mechanisms, leadership 
decisions, stress, task orientation, and personality differences. Sarcasm trigger points 
leading to anger may be predicted based on a work group's personality composition. A 
homogeneous personality composition within a work group may involve factors such as 
personality characteristics common to a particular profession, organizational demands, 
and hiring practices.  
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PERSONALITY COMPOSITION may be a significant predictor of the frequency and 
tolerance of sarcasm in an organizational setting. Aggression at the workplace is 
communicated through verbal speech, often assuming the form of sarcastic comments. 
Insults and sarcasm between co-workers may serve to escalate further conflict within the 
workplace. Worker temperament may influence the level of tolerance for aggressive 
personal affronts that occur daily in the workplace setting. I believe that ultimately, a low 
tolerance for sarcasm leads to anger and conflict, whereas a high tolerance for sarcasm 
will lend itself to stability within an organizational group.  

In this study, I have attempted to determine the usefulness of temperament sorting in 
predicting the frequency of sarcasm and the degree of anger within an organizational 
setting. The typology used in this study to predict sarcasm was adopted from Keirsey's 
(1998) Temperament Sorter. Although there is great awareness in the United States of the 
problems associated with anger in the workplace, little is known about the manner in 
which anger is expressed. Still less is known about predicting which individuals are at 
risk for experiencing anger, and which individuals may in time pose a threat to others 
and/or possibly to themselves. To ensure a safe and productive work environment, 
managers must seek to control all forms of anger within the workplace setting. The first 
step in ensuring a sense of control among employees is to provide a work environment 
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free from fighting and further escalations that may lead to job homicide (Schabracq, 1998, 
p. 628).  

The need to understand human aggression in the workplace has become much more 
urgent over the past decade because of publicity surrounding workplace homicides such 
as those that occurred in U.S. post offices. According to Diamond (1997), for the period 
1983-1993, the workplace homicide rate for the Postal Service, 0.63 per 100,000 workers, 
was just under the workplace homicide rate for all occupations (p. 229). A study 
conducted by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH, 1993) 
revealed that the problem of workplace homicide among co-workers is increasing, with 
data indicating that 1,063 work-related homicides occurred in 1993, representing a one-
third increase from the annual rate during the 1980s (Diamond, 1997, p. 232).  

In addition, NIOSH (1993) stated that more than 15 persons are murdered at work every 
week in the United States alone. Although many theories exist as to some of the causes 
for anger and aggression, not much data exists to explain the ways in which anger is 
expressed and often condoned in the workplace setting. Subtle indications of anger, 
expressed through disparaging remarks, are part of the everyday expressions of hostility 
experienced within the U.S. workplace.  

Actual field research may reveal patterns of anger that serve as precursors to violence in 
work environments. With recent trends of corporate downsizing, many employees may 
further internalize anger instigated by the organization, which may lead to the 
displacement of hostilities on co-worker targets. In short, a greater understanding of 
workplace anger may enable the effective development of interventions that, through 
employee counseling and training, could decrease the risks associated with workplace 
violence.  

The literature on personality and anger may help us to understand the mechanisms 
responsible for interpersonal conflict. A number of researchers have explored the etiology 
of anger. The literature adequately covers the impact that verbal aggression has on the 
precipitation of anger. Additionally, much of the literature attempts to explain behavior 
through individual differences. Personality inventories with the specific purpose of 
isolating individual factors responsible for behavior abound within the literature. 
Unfortunately, few researchers have investigated anger in the workplace. In addition, the 
form that aggression assumes within the modern day workplace is not well understood.  

In the literature, two possible etiologies of workplace anger are considered: (a) individual 
psychological processes and (b) group influences through an organization's social mores. 
To research a solution for the problem of workplace conflict, one must conduct a 
literature search that includes individual differences and social influences. Variables 
include individual processes such as psychological defense mechanisms, task orientation, 
integrity, stress reaction, personality, and verbal aggression. The type of leadership and 
social mores also transmit organizational influences that may shape workplace behavior.  
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Psychological defense mechanisms present in the workplace may assume the form of 
collective psychological splitting and projective identification (Diamond, 1997). Both of 
these processes are characteristic of the projection of negative feelings onto unlikely 
targets. This schizoid reaction is normally present in childhood but may be destructive in 
adulthood (Loewenthal, 1996). Sudden unexplainable outbursts of anger may, in part, be 
due to the individual psyches of employees in a particular workplace. In addition, 
individual leadership styles may have an impact on the amount of conflict present within 
the workplace (Allcorn, 1994; Diamond, 1997; Schein, 1985). Employees may interpret 
leadership decisions as unfair, and this may contribute to a feeling of helplessness. In turn, 
helplessness and injustice may lead to increased employee anger and violence.  

Stress present in the workplace may also be responsible for interpersonal conflict. If 
employees are not well attuned to work tasks, stress may build up and contribute to 
worker conflict (Schabracq, 1998). Problems associated with work tasks may result from 
too much work or not enough work; or the task may be too monotonous. In addition, 
workers are happier when work tasks are familiar, thereby leading to a sense of stability. 
Stress reactions develop when workers experience a loss of control over the work task or 
work environment. Behavior patterns characteristic of stress reactions include conflict, 
anger, blaming, and anti-social behavior.  

Personality differences may help to explain behavior reactions in regard to workplace 
aggression. Individual differences may determine whether a work unit is vulnerable to 
conflict. Temperament may help to explain why some employees are drawn into conflict 
easily and others are resistant to it. The literature examines the past use of personality 
typologies and explores the importance of individual differences in trying to understand 
the emotion of anger.  

Verbal aggression may be responsible for increased anger and interpersonal conflict. 
Verbal aggression may serve a palliative purpose in alleviating employee anger but may 
only escalate interpersonal conflict. Averill (1982) found that displaced aggression had a 
palliative effect on anger. Sarcasm is characteristic of behavior evidenced through the use 
of verbal aggression. The advantage of using sarcasm to vent anger is that it is not easily 
traced as hostile behavior. Therefore, sarcasm is a relatively safe outlet for expressing 
hostility in the modern U.S. work environment.  

An organization's social mores may explain why conflict occurs among workers. 
Uncovering the unwritten mores and values unknowingly adopted by an organization 
may help explain a degree of conflict (Schein, 1985). Organizational mores may even 
determine the accepted level of conflict within a work environment.  

Leadership style may contribute to the level of conflict within an organization. There is a 
psychological aspect of leadership that must be understood, and at times these internal 
processes are responsible for irrational decisions leading to anger among subordinates 
(Allcorn, 1994). Apart from the decisions that leaders make, the way in which the leader 
directs power may create interpersonal conflict. The literature examines personality 
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differences among leaders along with leadership defense mechanisms thought to have an 
impact on workplace hostilities.  

Psychological Defense Mechanisms as an Etiology for Workplace Anger/Violence  

The literature seems to focus on either internal factors or external factors as possible 
explanations for workplace anger. Diamond (1997) took an innovative approach and 
combined both internal and external reasons to explain the preponderance of angry 
behavior in the modern workplace. Using a psychoanalytic approach combined with 
situational factors may yield a more logical explanation as to the etiology of workplace 
anger. Organizational mores may subtly influence employee behavior through unwritten 
laws or practices, or inequitable policy may fuel hard feelings among employees. 
External organizational structure certainly can have an influence on interpersonal 
dynamics. Out of a sense of powerlessness, employees may displace their anger onto an 
unlikely target.  

Allcorn (1994) believed that anger displacement occurs because it may be safer to 
express anger toward innocent others rather than toward the person for whom the anger is 
actually felt (p. 51). In some instances it may not be feasible to express hostility toward a 
direct anger trigger. Employees are not as likely to direct anger toward organizational 
leaders who formulate unfair policy out of fear of losing their jobs. Therefore, the 
unknowing co-worker may become a target for peer frustrations.  

In oppressive work environments, workers may feel persecuted, thereby leading to 
violence and aggression. Research by Folger and Baron (1996) demonstrated significant 
links between human aggression and a sense of injustice felt by the individual. 
Executives who do not allow workers a voice in the formation of policy contribute to a 
culture of mistrust, and as a result members often assume a combative attitude toward 
each other (Diamond, 1997, p. 7). In this manner, an organization's hierarchical power 
structure may indirectly influence individual unconscious thought processes.  

Greenberg and Baron (1997) stated that "conflict is caused both by organizational and 
interpersonal factors" (p. 382). Analyzing the patterns of individual and group 
psychological defense mechanisms within the workplace may lead to better 
understanding of interpersonal conflict and culture.  

Bion (1961), one of the early pioneers of group dynamics theories, found that the group 
acted as though it had a group mind. Group behavior may be related to the individual 
predispositions or personalities of the group members. To better understand group 
behavior, Bion thought an understanding of the group members' interpersonal 
relationships and interactions with its environment is necessary. With this approach, the 
role of aggression in individual development can further the understanding of the role of 
aggression in group development. 
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Bion modified Klein's (1937, 1946) object relations theory, in which developmentally 
spurred defense mechanisms are cited as contributing toward anger within a group. Kraus 
(1997) stated:  

 

   understanding the intrapsychic dynamics of individual personality 
   development is an important element in understanding the group dynamics 
   contributing to group development. Similarly, understanding the role of 
   aggression in individual development can further our understanding of the 
   role of aggression in group development. (p. 126) 
 

Diamond (1997) stated that "aggressive and violent acts in the workplace are human 
phenomena that originate from individuals in the context of their workplace attachments 
and intersubjective relationships" (p. 8). Individual and group psychological processes 
often arise in response to oppressive work environments as part of a defense mechanism 
known as collective psychological splitting (Diamond). In collective psychological 
splitting, workers polarize into groups and adopt an "us and them" attitude, often 
projecting bad feelings on perceived enemies (Allcorn, 1994; Klein, 1959; Kraus, 1997; 
Schein, 1985). Through psychological splitting, subgroups depersonalize their enemies, 
which may result in horrific verbal and physical attacks between workers (Diamond, 
1997, p. 8).  

When projection of aggression is in full operation within the group setting, members 
perceive each other as potential sources of hostility, which leads to defensive behavior. 
Group members may have to erect emotional barriers because of the perceived threat of 
group projection. Unfortunately, these self-fulfilling illusions reinforce the process of 
hostile projections. Klein (1946) described the paranoid-schizoid state of the ego in 
which splitting occurs as a defense mechanism to external threats. During the process of 
psychological splitting, aggressive feelings of insecurity are projected onto members 
from a predetermined targeted group in the workplace.  

The etiology of this defense mechanism can be traced to the early developmental stages 
in infancy. The infant learns to differentiate between the good mother and the bad mother. 
This cognitive mechanism allows the infant to survive. Averill (1982) believed that 
aggression displaced onto an innocent target serves a palliative purpose (p. 195). To what 
extent does workplace transference aid in the survival of the worker in the modern 
workplace? Perhaps these psychological defense mechanisms are a hazard to the 
American worker's well-being.  

The depersonalization of a target through psychological splitting serves as a catalyst for 
aggressive behavior. Other psychosocial phenomena may further contribute to aggression 
in the workplace by concealing the identity of the perpetrator. When group members are 
not seen as individuals, a state of deindividuation may result in a lowering of social 
restraints (Festinger, Pepitone, & Necomb, 1952). This condition of deindividuation is 
referred to as anonymity, and can be achieved through being a part of a group by wearing 
a mask or by performing behaviors in the dark (Bushman & Anderson, 1998). Bushman 
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and Anderson found a positive correlation between anonymity and aggression in both 
laboratory and field studies.  

Anger between employees could be brought on by provocation. Examples of provocation 
are verbal insults and stealing (Bushman & Anderson, 1998). Through a meta-analysis of 
studies conducted inside and outside the laboratory, Bushman and Anderson found that 
provocation has a significant effect on aggression. Sarcasm may indeed be a subtle 
method for delivering verbal insults among employees in the workplace.  

Aggression by a few employees may have a contagious effect on other workers in the 
group through behavior modeling. Zastrow and Kirst-Ashman (1990) defined modeling 
as "the learning of behavior by observing another individual engaging in that behavior" 
(p. 126). Bandura (1965) studied the effects of aggressive behavior modeling by showing 
to three groups of children a video of an adult hitting and kicking a doll. One group 
viewed the first video in which the adult model was punished; another group viewed a 
second video in which the model was rewarded; and the final group viewed a third video 
in which the model was ignored. Findings from the study showed increased aggression in 
the children who viewed the videos in which the model was rewarded or ignored. These 
findings suggest that aggression among employees, if left unchecked, may contribute to 
increased aggression and anger.  

Through aggressive and/or passive-aggressive practices, managers may contribute to 
these hidden psychological defense mechanisms. Managers who unashamedly denigrate 
employees set into motion a complex process of individual and group psychological 
defense mechanisms. Schein (1985) believed that psychological splitting often occurs in 
the workplace when middle managers project negative feelings about the boss onto 
subordinates (p. 156). Initially workers reject the negative projections of bosses, but in 
time they often identify with the bad image imposed by the rejecting authority figure. 
Psychoanalysts define this process as projective identification, characterized by 
projection, introjection, and identification (Diamond, 1997, p. 8).  

In Violence: Our Deadly Epidemic and its Causes, Gilligan (1996) wrote that actions 
within the workplace represent meaning. The individual worker who feels a sense of 
helplessness because of organizational policy may feel empowered by committing acts of 
aggression and violence. The worker who experiences a sense of shame at the hands of 
another individual or management may feel purified by violence (Eigen, 1996; Gilligan, 
1996). Through acts of violence, the persecuted individual rejects identification with the 
bad self-image or sense of shame.  

Folger and Baron (1996) stated that workers who feel mistreated by management may 
become violent. O'Leary-Kelly, Griffin, and Glew (1996) studied organizationally 
motivated aggression and theorized that employee aggression may be the result of an 
inequitable disbursement of rewards and other resources by the organization. Unfair 
treatment from managers may lead employees to workplace aggression and hostility. 
Injustice is felt to be at the heart of anger, and an organizational policy that fails to 
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consider its employees may initiate individual and group psychological defense 
mechanisms leading to violence.  

Research into individual and group psychological mechanisms present in the workplace 
may help explain the displacement of anger between co-workers. Klein (1959) stated that 
group behavior was the result of an adaptation of individual defense mechanisms. Bion 
(1961) defined the group mind and stressed the importance of understanding individual 
differences to define group behavior. Diamond (1997) stressed the importance of 
situational factors in the work environment in influencing individual behavior. With a 
focus on the individual as the cause of interpersonal conflict, a step toward analyzing 
individual differences can be made to help understand workplace conflict. The literature 
contains an adequate analysis of individual and group defense mechanisms that allows us 
to better understand workplace behavior.  

The Influence of Stress on Anger Transference, Task Orientation, Integrity, and 
Stress Reactions  

Stress reactions tend to be elements of action patterns with a definite adaptive value. 
McDougall (1933) defined these action patterns as fight, flight, and fright tendencies in 
reaction to stress. These stress reactions were well attuned to the needs and situations 
present in prehistoric times but are antiquated responses in the modern workplace. These 
reactions hold no efficacy in solving problems in the workplace and often lead to patterns 
of territoriality, irritation, blaming, and antisocial behavior. The influence of stress on 
employee anger transference should not be underestimated when examining the cause of 
workplace aggression.  

Employees may also experience stress outside work that may lead to interference in 
completing work tasks. Problems such as divorce, a death in the family, or the stresses 
intrinsic to child rearing may be transferred to the workplace. The concept of integrity 
stands for the stable ways in which the process of situated individual functioning is 
actively organized in a niche of situations (Schabracq, 1998, p. 4). Infringement on an 
individual's integrity often provokes stress and resistance.  

Work tasks may also provoke employee anger transference by placing the worker in 
stressful situations. The actual work task may be so overwhelming that it takes on a 
reality of its own. The employee may experience stress because of a problem-causing 
task. Schabracq (1998) found that stress reactions may arise under the following 
conditions: (a) when tasks provide insufficient or too much varied activity, (b) when tasks 
are incompatible with personal goals, (c) when the future of one's job or organization is 
threatened, or (d) when autonomy is either too great or too limited (p. 9). Hackman and 
Oldham (1980), Kahn and Byosiere (1992), Karasek and Theorell (1990), and Meijman 
(1989) have described these conditions in prior models.  

Familiarity with tasks and work environment seems to be a necessary factor in insulating 
employees from excessive stress. In addition, ensuring job security may help to 
ameliorate employee stress. Along with security, safety is described as a necessary 
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component to ensure a sense of control among employees. Examples of stressors that 
threaten workers' safety include conflicts, perceived bad intentions by managers and 
superiors, perceived withdrawal of rights, massive layoffs, and customer aggression 
(Schabracq, 1998, p. 12). As I hypothesized earlier, if an anger activation potential truly 
exists, then a parallel measure of stress could also exist in the form of a stress activation 
potential. This theory assumes that varying levels of resistance to being overwhelmed by 
stress exist for each individual. Wallen (1963) postulated that individuals have varied 
coping patterns in response to environmental stimuli such as aggression. Perhaps the test 
for temperament could predict which individuals are most likely to be the first to "pop 
their corks" in response to stress.  

The Role That Verbal Aggression Assumes Within the Workplace  

Verbal assault is often a 
byproduct of repressed anger. 
The literature is replete with 
studies that link disparaging 
remarks to anger (Allcorn, 1994; 
Averill, 1982; Baumeister, 
Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; 
Diamond, 1997; Greenberg & 
Baron, 1997; Kraus, 1997; Rule 
& Nesdale, 1973). Averill (1982) 
surveyed techniques concerning 

attitudes with regard to an instigation to anger and found that 82% of the participants 
indicated that they felt like expressing verbal aggression toward the instigator of the 
anger, whereas only half that number (40%) felt an impulse toward physical aggression 
(p. 198). In addition, Averill (1982) found that impulses toward verbal aggression are 
experienced about twice as often as impulses toward physical aggression. Richardson 
(1918) discovered a link between angry and aggressive impulses in the form of verbal or 
symbolic assault (p. 150).  

Gates (1926) took Richardson's anger research one step further, breaking down anger 
responses into categories composed of responses directed toward an offender, expressive 
movements, and activities associated with the sympathetic system. Fifty-one 
undergraduate students from Barnard College were asked to keep diaries noting their 
anger over a 1-week period. Gates found that angry verbal behavior occurred in 40% of 
episodes, with 10.7% of the students exhibiting an angry exclamation and 8.7% making 
sarcastic remarks (p. 149).  

In another study, conducted by Anastasi, Cohen, and Spatz (1948), instigations that 
precipitated anger appeared in diary entries recorded by a sample of 38 female college 
students. This revealed that 21% of the instigations were related to feelings of inferiority 
and loss of prestige through verbal sarcastic remarks (Averill, 1982, p. 171).  
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Rule and Nesdale (1973) found that verbal assault led to increased induction of shock. In 
this study, 73 undergraduate students assumed the role of a teacher assisting a 
confederate in learning nonsense syllables. Half of the students were told that shock 
induced learning (prosocial condition); the other half were told that shock would hinder 
learning (hostile condition). In addition, an insult manipulation was introduced, in which 
the confederate made derogatory statements directed at the participant. An increase in 
electric shock was correlated with insults directed toward the participant (p. 479).  

Sarcasm has become a socially condoned way to express hostility. Allcorn (1994) 
formulated a list of typical aggressive behavior in the workplace and found that sarcasm 
and criticism are acceptable methods of expressing anger. Murder is the least acceptable 
method of expressing aggression at the workplace (see Table 1). The reason sarcasm is 
favored in the modern workplace may be because the risks associated with such behavior 
are minimal. Beneficial palliative effects through the release of anger by sarcasm may 
occur without fear of retribution. Baron (1996) defined covert aggression as "actions 
designed to harm others, but in ways that conceal the identity of the aggressor and/or the 
goal of the aggression" (p. 343). Through the subtle delivery of sarcasm, aggression can 
be disguised to appear as humor and even patronizing compliments!  

TABLE 1 Allcorn's Scale of Workplace Aggression  

 
 

Least condoned behavior    Murder/suicide 
                           Beating 
                           Bullying 
                           Slander 
                           Provocation 
                           Humiliation 
                           Gossip/ridicule 
Most condoned behavior     Sarcasm/criticism 
 

 

Note. From S. Allcorn, Anger in the Workplace (Quorum Books, an imprint of 
Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc., Westport, CT, 1994). Reprinted with permission.  

Baron (1996) provided a comprehensive list of typical examples of coven workplace 
aggression: spreading malicious rumors about the victim, needlessly consuming resources 
needed by the victim, failing to speak in support of the victim at a performance appraisal 
meeting, withholding information needed by the victim, damning with faint praise, 
delaying action on matters of importance to the victim, not denying false rumors about 
the victim, not returning phone calls, offering the "silent treatment," and transferring a 
needed member of the victim's work team (p. 342).  
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Organizational Culture and Anger  

In addition to psychological factors that contribute to angry responses in the workplace, 
organizational culture may influence group behavior. Organizational culture develops as 
a mechanism to ensure that organizational goals are met. Schein (1985) defined 
organizational culture as  

 
 

   a pattern of basic assumptions--invented, discovered, or developed by a 
   given group as it learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation 
   and internal integration--that has worked well enough to be considered 
   valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 
   perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 9) 
 

 

Organizational culture may determine the type of behavior expressed within a department. 
Culture initiates its members into a group awareness, which dictates social protocol and 
behavior. Condoned patterns of anger release could very well differ among organizations 
on the basis of a particular organization's culture. An organization's culture often directs 
employee behavior to be congruent with the organization's goals. Briner (1997) believed 
that employees form "emotionally laden judgments" based on their understanding of an 
organization's goals (p. 36). Bain (1998) noted that all organizations have socially 
constructed defenses against anxiety that are naturally aroused through carrying out the 
primary task of the organization (p. 2).  

It is known that organizational culture influences individual behavior. Would it be logical 
to assume that culture may influence the level of interpersonal conflict within a work 
environment? Can organizational culture unknowingly contribute to an escalation of 
conflict? This would depend mainly on the hidden mores and values that define an 
organization's culture. Manifestations of the cultural essence appear as values and 
behavior, and these outward appearances are defined as cultural artifacts (Schein, 1985, p. 
14). Perhaps an organization that values conflict may alter hiring practices to hire only 
sarcastic individuals, thereby promoting a conflict-ridden environment. For example, a 
computer chip company may believe that arguing between electrical engineers on chip 
design is the best way of improving chip architecture.  

Schein (1985) stated that cultural biases within an organization are expressed through 
behavior and are often revealed through spoken language (p. 112). Only by unraveling 
the hidden mysteries of a work group's culture can the underlying assumptions regarding 
behavior protocol be defined. A particular organization may value outward expressions of 
sarcasm and anger, and by examining the cultural artifacts, an assumption of how an 
organization "thinks" and "feels" may be made.  
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Organizations are guided in the decision-making process through experience with past 
decision making. Most companies have internal schemata that evaluate policy. Through 
policy evaluation, an organization learns how to react to its internal as well as external 
(thinking) environments. This learning process ultimately leads to certain biases in 
decision making. Based on an organization's decision-making biases, a pattern may 
emerge that reflects "feelings" toward certain issues. For example, an organization that 
requires its employees to punch time cards may feel that employees are dishonest in 
reporting work hours.  

The cultural assumptions within an organization may reflect workers' sharing common 
goals and common jobs. Groups in which members share common jobs may develop 
language systems as a way of differentiating themselves from others (Schein, 1985, p. 69). 
Perhaps a culture's unique language system may in part define behavior and dictate the 
level of conflict that is appropriate for a particular environment. Parsons (1964) described 
the common culture as a stabilizing force within a group in which a common language is 
adopted for the purpose of effective communication (p. 21). Hamada (1994) believed that 
the power of the cultural metaphor is that it unites various aspects of organizational 
phenomena such as individual cognitive processes, languages, symbolic aspects, 
behavioral manifestations, material products, sociopolitical structures of power and 
hegemony, and wider and larger environments of the organization (p. 27).  

Because many studies of an organization's culture appear to take a holistic approach in 
explaining behavior, such studies may be the best method of uncovering the reasons for 
interpersonal conflict within work environments. Although culture may explain many 
behavior patterns in a work group, individual differences in personality are important 
when attempting to analyze worker conflict. Individual personality may predispose an 
individual toward certain behavioral patterns but may best be understood against the 
backdrop of the common culture. Parsons (1964) asserted "The inescapable conclusion is 
that not only moral standards, but all the components of the common culture are 
internalized as part of the personality structure" (p. 23). Common culture defines the 
standard for behavior and becomes part of the individual's behavioral repertoire.  

Employees who are happiest at work may share similar perceptions with regard to their 
work environments. Frost and Wilson (1983) conducted a study in which nurses were 
categorized by locus of control and then further categorized as having either Type A or 
Type B personality. Next, a job diagnostic survey was administered to gauge job 
motivation and satisfaction. Findings from this study suggest that the nurses who had 
internally oriented personalities (characteristic of a feeling of control over one's 
environment) perceived their jobs more favorably than those determined to have 
externally oriented personalities (characteristic of a feeling of lack of control over one's 
environment). However, Frost and Wilson found no correlation between the Type A or 
Type B personality and job satisfaction. It would be safe to infer from these findings that 
internally oriented personalities would be less prone to outbursts of anger while at work.  
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Personality Classification as a 
Tool for Predicting Workplace 
Behavior  

Differences in personality are 
thought to be an important 
contribution to an individual's 
behavior. Personality is defined 
as the unique and relatively 
stable patterns of behavior, 
thoughts, and emotions shown by 

individuals (Greenberg & Baron, 1997, p. 109). This definition has held a long tradition 
in the literature, dating all the way back to Plato's Republic, in which four character types 
are defined within utopia (cited in Keirsey, 1998, p. 23). About 190 A.D., the Roman 
physician Galen attributed illness as arising from four body fluids that determined four 
temperaments (cited in Keirsey, 1998, p. 23). In Carl Jung's Psychological Types, four 
functional types were defined as archetypes that could, in turn, define basic human drives 
or instincts toward a particular outward behavior (cited in Keirsey, 1998, p. 30).  

Personality analysis may help to identify factors that lead an individual to express anger 
or sarcasm in the workplace. An accurate personality inventory may yield risk indicators 
for anger and sarcasm. A student of Jung, Isabelle Myers, created the well-known Myers-
Briggs inventory, which correlates an individual's values, beliefs, and attitudes with a 
Jungian archetype.  

The Use of Factor Analysis in Personality Determination  

Most personality tests use factor analysis to determine links among particular personality 
dimensions, thereby leading to a definitive personality type. Cattell and Kline (1977) 
defined a factor as a condensed statement of linear relationships obtained between a set of 
variables (p. 14). The advantage of using factor analysis to determine personality is the 
ease of reducing the often dizzying number of variables encountered when attempting to 
define human behavior. In addition, Cattell and Kline added that factors not only suggest 
hypotheses but also may support or disprove a hypothesis (p. 14). This makes factor 
analysis a powerful tool for defining behavior.  

Personality tests may be devised that measure factor loadings on multiple variables. Thus, 
personality constructs can be determined through tests that measure multiple factors, as 
suggested by the Myers-Briggs hypothesis. Eysenck and Eysenck (1985) stated that 
factor analysis measures that theory which is originally put into a personality analysis 
investigation, and thus provides a check on hypotheses (p. 23). Factor analysis cannot 
reveal unknown phenomena to the researcher but rather confirms what the researcher 
already knows.  

As mentioned earlier, the Keirsey (1998) test uses an assessment approach based on 
factors along four dimensions. Based on an example from the Keirsey Temperament 
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Sorter, the following example is described: The typology of Fieldmarshal is represented 
by the Myers-Briggs factors E (Expressive), N (Introspective), T (Tough-minded), and J 
(Scheduling). A factor analysis reveals that, taken together, these dimensions are linked 
to the typology of Fieldmarshal. Cattell and Kline (1977), early pioneers in the use of 
factor analysis for the determination of personality, stated that  

 
 

   a factor is an operationally defined construct which can be a causal 
   agency. Factor analysis itself can be used to describe data economically, 
   to suggest hypotheses or to put them to the test. (p. 23) 
 

 

Many of the well-known personality inventories use factor analysis in sorting a 
predominant characteristic from one or more bipolar dimensions. Cattell and Kline (1977) 
identified source traits to define and test for personality along 16 dimensions (p. 30). 
These 16 dimensions were extracted for prior research derived from a study by Allport 
and Odbert (1936), which listed 4,500 possible trait names found in the English language. 
Of these 4,500 combinations, Cattell and Kline removed synonyms and through 
intercorrelation narrowed these down to 46 surface traits.  

Keirsey's Four Temperaments  

For a full understanding of the relationship among temperament, anger, and sarcasm, the 
characteristics of the four main temperaments must be defined. Keirsey (1998) set forth 
the characteristics for each temperament (see Table 2).  

TABLE 2 The Four Temperaments  

  Artisan       Guardian        Idealist        Rational 
  
Hedonic        Proprietary   Ethical          Dialectical 
Sanguine       Melancholic   Choleric         Phlegmatic 
Changeable     Industrious   Inspired         Curious 
Innovative     Traditional   Doctrinaire      Skeptical 
Aesthetic      Economic      Religious        Theoretic 
Hypomanic      Depressive    Hyperaesthetic   Anesthetic 
Exploitative   Hoarding      Receptive        Marketing 
Probing        Scheduling    Friendly         Tough-minded 
 

 

Note. From Please Understand Me 11: Temperament Character Intelligence (p. 26), by 
David Keirsey, 1998. Del Mar, CA: Prometheus Nemesis Book Company. Reprinted with 
permission.  
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Keirsey's types are adapted from the Myers-Briggs letters, which are based on four 
personality dimensions (Keirsey, 1998, p. 12). The Keirsey Temperament Sorter tests 
personality along the following four dimensions:  

E = Expressive     or   I = Reserved 
S = Observant      or   N = Introspective 
T = Tough-minded   or   F = Friendly 
J = Scheduling     or   P = Probing 
 

 

Broken down by their letters, the 
four temperament types would be 
translated as Artisan (SP), 
indicating an individual who is 
observant and probing; Guardian 
(SJ), indicating an individual who 
is observant and scheduling; 
Idealist (NF), indicating an 
individual who is introspective 
and friendly; and Rational (NT), 
indicating an individual who is 
introspective and tough minded.  

On the basis of the definitions of each type, predictions can be made as to which types 
should be more prone to interpersonal conflict. Guardians and Idealists are probably most 
prone to anger by co-worker sarcasm, whereas Artisans are most likely to practice 
sarcasm, thereby creating a high-conflict environment. Guardians have been described as 
sensitive to morals, believing that manners are decaying and that "no one shows respect 
anymore" (Keirsey, 1998, p. 97).  

Although Idealists abhor fighting and long for perfect relationships, they are 
hypersensitive to the nuances of communication, often interpreting displaced implications 
in the slightest remark (Keirsey, 1998, p. 122). Perhaps because of the hypersensitivity 
among Idealists, sarcasm may activate anger more quickly in Idealists than in people of 
the other temperaments. Artisans are more likely to practice sarcasm because of their 
tendency to do anything necessary to get what they want, even if it requires a measure of 
rudeness (Keirsey, 1998, p. 47).  

Rationals are least likely to become angry because of sarcasm. Rationals often find that 
the actions of others are based on prejudice or convention, both of which are often 
brushed aside (Keirsey, 1998, p. 179). Also, Rationals are probably least likely to practice 
sarcasm due to their detachment and their established social distance from others 
(Keirsey, 1998, p. 163). This emotional detachment characteristic of Rationals may 
suggest that a high anger activation potential exists, leading to a higher tolerance for 
sarcasm. Table 3 summarizes the hypothetical effect that sarcasm may have on each of 
the four temperaments in a high conflict versus low conflict environment.  
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TABLE 3 Sarcasm Dynamics  

                                                Low conflict 
Temperament   High conflict environment         environment 
  
Guardian      Anger outwardly apparent          Anger contained 
              Willing to engage in open 
              conflict 
Idealist      Anger inwardly contained          Anger contained 
              Not willing to engage in open 
              conflict 
Artisan       Engages in sarcasm                Sarcasm contained 
              Not likely to become angry 
Rational      Detached from anger and sarcasm   Detached from anger 
                                                and sarcasm 

Theoretical Framework  

The relationship between verbal 
insult and anger has been well 
established through past research 
(Averill, 1982; Baumeister et al., 
1990; Rule & Nesdale, 1973). I 
propose a model of the relationship 
between sarcasm and anger, in 
which anger level depends on 
sarcasm. I believe that an 
individual's personality may 
intervene between sarcasm and 
anger, leading some individuals to 

react to sarcasm while others do not. Only under certain circumstances does sarcasm 
trigger anger, and this response varies according to individual temperament.  

Averill (1982) noted that anger is frequently inhibited, which would suggest the existence 
of an anger activation potential (p. 198). Baumeister et al. (1990) found that narrative 
accounts of events leading to anger from the victim's perspective occasionally failed to 
trigger an angry response (p. 999). Baumeister et al. (1990) suggested the presence of 
differing levels of escalation toward anger activation. Could tolerance toward sarcasm 
vary, leading to different breaking points for individual temperament? Allcorn (1994) 
suggested that certain individuals within the organization may be more vulnerable to 
feelings of anger than others and that these feelings may be instigated by behavior within 
the organization perceived to be offensive (p. 93).  

The present study is an examination of temperament as the intervening variable that 
serves as a thermostat for anger. Sarcasm within the environment may be measured and 
the activation potential for anger automatically preset through temperament. How many 
sarcastic incidents does it take to formulate anger for each temperament type? Figure 1 
shows the theorized anger potentials for each temperament. In a high sarcasm 
environment, I predicted the occurrence of a high composition of the Artisan 
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temperament; conversely, in a low sarcasm environment I predicted an absence of the 
Artisan temperament.  

Research Methodology  

Revealing organizational culture helps uncover the root of anger in the workplace. 
According to Schein (1985), cultural elements surface when a pattern of behaviors, 
values, and responses is found (p. 121). Therefore, to uncover the culture of the studied 
organization, I undertook an ethnographic framework to begin this study. Through field 
observation as a participant in Department 1 (D1) and Department 2 (D2), I determined 
that D1 was an environment with a very high level of interpersonal conflict and D2 was 
an environment with a relatively low level of interpersonal conflict. These observations 
of behavior, of course, were subjective because of the nature of the ethnographic method.  

After completing my initial observations, I developed and administered a sarcasm survey. 
This research design was intended to draw conclusions based on inductive reasoning 
through a set of observations within a subgroup departmental organizational setting. The 
sarcasm survey was designed to elicit employee opinion regarding interdepartmental 
sarcasm. The survey rated anger level in response to varying categories of sarcasm. 
Categories included sarcasm directed at job performance, personal life, behavior, and 
appearance.  

A variety of personality inventories have been used in the past to try to understand the 
underlying factors that contribute to behavior. I used the Keirsey (1998) Temperament 
Sorter to define a few traits of temperament composition in the two departments in this 
study because I needed a simple measure that could be used with a small sample.  

Method  

Participants  

The participants were employees 
in two departments (D1 and D2) at 
a small general hospital in upstate 
New York. After receiving 
advance permission from the 
directors of the two departments, I 
sent 43 letters to the staff of D1 
and 15 letters to the staff of D2 in 
an attempt to elicit interest in 
participation. In department D1, 28 
staff members agreed to participate, 
and in D2, 12 staff members 
agreed. All staff members who 
agreed were recruited as 
participants and received a follow-
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up letter along with the Keirsey Temperament Sorter (Keirsey, 1998) and the sarcasm 
survey. Of the 28 respondents in D1, 28 completed the test and survey; in D2, 11 
members completed both measures.  

For identification, I assigned numbers to the participants to protect their identities. Their 
willingness to participate was ensured through the preliminary letter to elicit interest. 
Only those who indicated a strong interest in the study received the measures along with 
a cover letter that discussed participant rights in detail. At the completion of the study, 
individual results obtained from the Keirsey (1998) Temperament Sorter were sent to 
each participant along with a brief description of his or her defined personality type. 
Participants received only their own personality results. Group results were then posted in 
each department in a conspicuous location. At the end of the study, the master list 
containing the participants' names was destroyed to ensure confidentiality.  

Procedure  

The sarcasm survey and Keirsey (1998) test were administered to 28 staff members in D1 
and 11 staff members in D2. D1 (n = 28) had a high level of interpersonal conflict and D2 
(n = 11) had a low level of interpersonal conflict. Departmental conflict was subjectively 
determined by an ethnographic study.  

Individual anger levels and group anger levels were tested with the sarcasm survey, using 
a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 0 to 3. A scoring key was devised in which 0 
represented no anger, 1 represented mild anger, 2 represented moderate anger, and 3 
represented high anger. For the purposes of determining anger levels of the two different 
departments, averages were calculated and decimals were rounded to the nearest whole 
number. The participants were asked to identify their responses to workplace sarcasm 
that was targeted at four different aspects: appearance, job competence, personal life, and 
behavior. Based on these responses, average anger was calculated for each individual and 
for each group, as well as temperament and Keirsey findings for subdepartments D1 and 
D2.  

The frequency of sarcasm was determined by asking the participants to remember how 
many sarcastic instances could be recalled over 1 week. Again, participants labeled the 
topic of sarcastic comments as dealing with one of the four designated aspects. Scoring of 
the responses from the sarcasm survey was also again based on a 4-point Likert scale 
with a range from 0 to 3. A key was devised in which 0 represented no sarcasm 
experienced over the prior week, 1 represented 1 to 3 instances of sarcasm experienced 
over the prior week (low sarcasm), 2 represented 4 to 6 instances of sarcasm experienced 
over the prior week (moderate sarcasm), and 3 represented 7 or more instances of 
sarcasm experienced over the prior week (high sarcasm). On the basis of these responses, 
total and average sarcasm were calculated, yielding group findings for D1 and D2.  
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Results  

D1 Findings  

Temperament findings in D1 revealed a predominant proportion of Guardians (20 
individuals, 71%), 4 Idealists (14%), 1 Rational, and 1 Artisan. Two individuals, 
representing 7% of the group, were inconclusive as to temperament type (see Figure 2).  

Group anger, based on the group totals for D1, ranked at 1.8 with a standard deviation of 
0.6 and variance of 0.4, placing group anger within moderate range. Respondents were 
most likely to become angered over sarcastic comments related to their job performance, 
with an average anger level of 2.2 (moderate anger). Sarcastic comments directed toward 
the participant's personal life and behavior scored 2.1 and 1.5 (moderate anger), 
respectively. The least likely sarcasm to cause anger was that directed at appearance, 
which scored at 1.4 (mild anger).  

On the basis of D1 temperament clusters, the 20 Guardians and 1 Rational exhibited the 
highest anger levels in response to sarcasm, showing moderate anger levels with a score 
of 1.8. The 1 Artisan exhibited the second highest anger level (1.5, also moderate anger), 
and the 4 Idealists exhibited the least amount of anger (1.3, mild anger). Guardians 
demonstrated moderate anger in response to sarcasm directed at performance, personal 
life, behavior, and appearance. Idealists demonstrated moderate anger in reaction to 
sarcastic comments directed at performance and personal life, but they showed mild 
anger in reaction to sarcasm directed at appearance and behavior.  

There were 27 incidents of sarcasm experienced in D1 over a 1-week period, with an 
average of 1 sarcastic incident per individual (a low frequency of sarcasm for D1). 
Sarcasm was directed toward behavior and job performance (9 incidents), appearance (6 
incidents), and personal life (3 incidents). Upset was reported 22 times in response to 
directed sarcasm for the members of D1.  

The average frequency of sarcasm in D1, based on the temperament of the receiver, was 
as follows: Rational (1.3), Idealist (0.3), Guardian (0.2), and Artisan (0). With 
temperament clusters as the basis for ranking, Rationals experienced the highest level of 
sarcasm (low sarcasm), with 1 to 3 incidents directed toward performance, personal life, 
and behavior, and 4 to 6 incidents directed toward appearance. Idealists experienced the 
next highest level of sarcasm (low sarcasm), with 0 to 3 incidents directed toward 
performance, appearance, and behavior and no sarcasm directed toward personal life. The 
20 Guardians experienced an average sarcasm level of 0.2, with 0 to 3 incidents reported 
in all categories. The 1 Artisan reported no sarcasm experienced for the 1-week period. 
When asked how many sarcastic comments caused upset, the Rational scored the highest 
at 1.0 (low sarcasm), followed by the Idealist and Guardian at 0.8 (also low sarcasm).  
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D2 Findings  

Temperament findings in D2 
revealed a predominant proportion 
of Guardians (7 individuals, 64%) 
and only 1 individual in each of 
the other categories. In addition, I 
individual was inconclusive as to 
temperament type (see Figure 3).  

Group anger, based on the 
individual average response for D2, 
ranked at 1.5 (moderate anger). 
Respondents were most likely to 
become angered over sarcastic 
comments related to their job 
performance, with an average 

anger level of 1.7 (moderate anger). Sarcastic comments directed toward the participants' 
personal lives and behavior were both 1.6 (moderate anger). The least likely source of 
sarcasm to cause anger was appearance (1.2, mild anger).  

Based on temperament clusters, Guardians exhibited the highest anger level in response 
to sarcasm (moderate anger, 1.6). The Rational exhibited the second highest anger level 
(moderate anger, 1.5). The Idealist ranked third (mild anger, 1.0), and the Artisan ranked 
last, showing no anger to mild anger (0.8).  

The frequency of sarcasm experienced in D2 revealed 15 incidents reported over the 1-
week period, with an average of 2 sarcastic incidents per individual. As with D1, this is 
interpreted as a low sarcasm rate for department D2. In D2, 5 incidents of sarcasm were 
directed toward job performance, personal life, and behavior; no sarcasm was directed 
toward appearance. Upset was reported 11 times in response to directed sarcasm for the 
members of D1.  

The average frequency of sarcasm in D2, based on temperament, was as follows: 
Rational (0.5), Guardian (0.4), Idealist (0.3), and Artisan (0). According to temperament 
clusters, Rationals experienced the highest level of sarcasm (0.5, low sarcasm), with 1 to 
3 incidents of sarcasm directed toward performance and behavior. Guardians experienced 
the next highest level of sarcasm (0.4, low sarcasm), with 0 to 3 incidents directed toward 
performance, personal life, and behavior. The Idealist received an average sarcasm rate of 
0.3 (low sarcasm), with 1 to 3 incidents directed toward personal life. The Artisan 
reported no incidents of sarcasm. In addition, when asked how many sarcastic comments 
caused upset, Guardians scored the highest (1.1, low sarcasm), with the Rational and 
Idealist ranking at 1 (low sarcasm; see Table 4).  
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TABLE 4 Anger and Sarcasm Levels for D1 and D2, by Temperament  

Temperament        Number    %       Average anger     Average 
                                         level         sarcasm 
D1 findings 
  
Guardian            20.0     71           1.8            0.2 
Idealist             4.0     14           1.3            0.3 
Rational             1.0      4           1.8            1.3 
Artisan              1.0      4           1.5            0.0 
Inconclusive         2.0      7           2.3            1.0 
  
D2 findings 
  
Guardian             7       64           1.6            0.5 
Idealist             1        9           1.5            0.4 
Rational             1        9           1.0            0.3 
Artisan              1        9           0.8            0.0 
Inconclusive         I        9           2.5            0.3 

Statistical Analysis  

To test the random variation of temperament in the chosen sample, I used chi-square 
analysis. I recorded the 
temperament frequencies and the 
expected frequencies for D1 and 
D2 and calculated the chi-square 
for each temperament. The null 
hypothesis assumes that findings 
for temperament could merely be 
due to chance variations of the 
normal population. The level of 
significance was determined to be 
exactly at or lower than .05 when 
N = 39. The results of the chi-
square analysis are reported in 
Table 5.  

TABLE 5 Chi-Square Test for D1 and D2  

Temperament type             D1       D2     Total 
  
Guardian 
  Observed frequency       20        7         27 
  Expected frequency       19.38     7.62 
  Difference                0.62    -0.62 
  [chi square]              0.02     0.05 
  
Idealist 
  Observed frequency        4        1          5 
  Expected frequency        3.59     1.41 
  Difference                0.41    -0.41 
  [chi square]              0.05     0.12 
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Artisan 
  Observed frequency        1        1          2 
  Expected frequency        1.44     0.56 
  Difference               -0.44     0.44 
  [chi square]              0.13     0.35 
  
Rational 
  Observed frequency        1        1          2 
  Expected frequency        1.44     0.56 
  Difference               -0.44     0.44 
  [chi square]              0.13     0.35 
  
Inconclusive 
  Observed frequency        2        1          3 
  Expected frequency        1.44     0.56 
  Difference                0.56     0.44 
  [chi square]              0.22       35 
  
Total                      28       11         39 

 

 

Note. [chi square] (4, N = 39) = 
1.77, p < .70.  

Chi-square was calculated at 1.77 
(p [is less than] .70), but in this 
form the data are meaningless. 
Cochran (1954) recommended 
that for chi-square tests with 
degrees of freedom greater than 1, 
fewer than 20% of the cells 
should have an expected 
frequency of less than 5, and no 
cell should have an expected 
frequency of less than 1.  

This requirement was violated in 
the present study because 80% of 
the cells had expected 
frequencies of less than 5. To 

correct for this error, I combined data; thus the data were categorized for Guardians 
versus non-Guardians. The results are summarized in Table 6. After correcting for the 
aforementioned discrepancy, [chi square] = 0.22, p [is less than] .50. Because this figure 
remained above the threshold for rejection, the null hypothesis was accepted.  
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TABLE 6 Chi-Square Results for D1 and D2: Guardian and Non-Guardian  

Temperament type              D1        D2     Total 
  
Guardian 
  Observed frequency        20         7          27 
  Expected frequency        19.38      7.62 
  Difference                 0.62     -0.62 
  [chi square]               0.02      0.05 
  
Non-Guardian 
  Observed frequency         8         4          12 
  Expected frequency         8.62      3.38 
  Difference                -0.62      0.62 
  [chi square]               0.04      0.11 
  
Total                       28        11          39 

Note. Temperament categories of Artisan, Idealist, and Rational, combined into Non-
Guardian category. [chi square](1, N = 39) = 0.22, p < .50.  

The Kruskal-Wallis analysis of variance (ANOVA) by ranks was determined for 
members of D1 and D2 to assess the anger variable. This method, using a one-way 
ANOVA, was run to determine whether anger level was affected by temperament. Anger 
scores were ranked consecutively from 1.5 to 10.5. For this test, [H.sub.0] (null 
hypothesis) posited that anger level was not affected by temperament. The level of 
statistical significance was determined as [Alpha] = .05, where N = 39.  

After correcting for ties, p [is less than] .01, which was below the predetermined level of 
statistical significance. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected (see Table 7).  

TABLE 7 ANOVA for Anger Scores and Ranks for D1 + D2  

                               Score 
  
Guardian     Idealist    Artisan    Rational    Inconclusive 
  
 1.3            1          1.5         1.5           2.5 
 1.8            1.3        0.8         1.8           1.8 
 1.8            1.3                                  2.8 
 1.5            1.8 
 2.3            0.8 
 1.5 
 1.3 
 2 
 2.5 
 3 
 1.5 
 1.8 
 1.3 
 0.8 
 2 
 2.3 
 2 
 1.5 
 3 
 2.8 
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 1.8 
 1.3 
 2 
 1 
 1.5 
 1.5 
 2.3 
  
                                Rank 
  
 3.5            2.5        4.5         4.5           8.5 
 5.5            3.5        1.5         5.5           5.5 
 5.5            3.5                                  9.5 
 4.5            5.5 
 7.5            1.5 
 4.5 
 3.5 
 6.5 
 8.5 
10.5 
 4.5 
 5.5 
 3.5 
 1.5 
 6.5 
 7.5 
 6.5 
 4.5 
10.5 
 9.5 
 5.5 
 3.5 
 6.5 
 2.5 
 4.5 
 4.5 
 7.5 
 

 

Note. R represents rank. R1 = 154.5. R2 = 16.5. R3 = 6. R4 = 10. R5 = 23.5. Rs = the 
sum of ranks for Guardian, Idealist, Artisan, Rational, and Inconclusive findings, 
respectively.  

Again, Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA was used for D1 and D2 to assess for perceived 
sarcasm. The intent of this analysis was to determine whether perceived sarcasm was 
affected by temperament. Sarcasm scores were ranked consecutively from 1.5 to 4.5. For 
this test, [H.sub.0] (null hypothesis) posited that perceived sarcasm was not affected by 
temperament. The level of statistical significance was determined as [Alpha] = .05 when 
N = 39. Equation 2 was again used to determine whether k independent samples were 
from different populations.  

Four ties occurred when sarcasm was grouped by rank. Equation 3 was again applied to 
correct for ties, yielding H = 21.81, p [is less than] .001, which also is below the level of 
statistical significance. [H.sub.0] was therefore rejected (see Table 8).  
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TABLE 8 ANOVA for Sarcasm Scores and Ranks for D1 + D2  

                               Score 
  
Guardian    Idealist    Artisan    Rational    Inconclusive 
  
0              0.3         0          0.5           0.3 
0.8            0.3         0          1.3           0.3 
0.8            0                                    0 
0.8            0.5 
0.5            0.3 
0 
0 
0.5 
0.3 
0 
0 
0 
0.3 
0 
0 
0 
0.5 
0.8 
0.3 
0.5 
0.5 
0.3 
0 
0.5 
0 
0 
0 
                               Rank 
  
1.5            2.5        1.5         3.5           2.5 
4.5            2.5        1.5         5.            2.5 
4.5            1.5                                  1.5 
4.5            3.5 
3.5            2.5 
1.5 
1.5 
3.5 
2.5 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
2.5 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
3.5 
4.5 
2.5 
3.5 
3.5 
2.5 
1.5 
3.5 
1.5 
1.5 
1.5 
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Note. R represents rank. R1 = 68.5. R2 = 12.5. R3 = 3. R4 = 8.5, R5 = 6.5. Rs = the sum 
of ranks for Guardian, Idealist, Artisan, Rational, and Inconclusive findings, respectively.  

Distribution of Temperament Types  

The findings of this study indicated a predominant proportion of the Guardian typology 
within the two tested samples. Keirsey (1998) estimated that as much as 40% or more of 
the American population are Guardians. In this study, Guardians made up 71% of D1 and 
64% of D2.  

Idealists are thought to represent around 7% of the American population (Keirsey, 1998). 
Findings for the Idealist temperament in D1 and D2 were close to Keirsey's prediction. 
Results showed 14% for the Idealist temperament in D1 and 9% for the Idealist 
temperament in D2. Keirsey estimated Artisans to be around 40% of the American 
population, but the results for Artisan were 4% in D1 and 9% in D2. Findings for the 
Rational temperament, however, were in accordance with Keirsey's prediction of no more 
than 5% or 6% of the population. The Rational temperament type in D1 was 4% and in 
D2, 9% (see Figure 4).  

Similarities Between D1 and D2  

Many similarities between D1 and D2 exist, the most obvious being the high proportion 
of the Guardian temperament in both departments. As expected, the other temperaments, 
Rational and Idealist, were a minority. Unlike the general population, the Artisan 
temperament was a very small portion in both D1 and D2. Both departments reported a 
moderate degree of anger, and within both departments the Guardian and Rational 
temperaments rated a moderate level of anger in response to sarcasm.  

Sarcasm trigger points for anger were nearly identical in D1 and D2. In order from 
highest to lowest, respondents were concerned with sarcasm directed toward job 
performance, personal life, behavior, and appearance. Job performance was the foremost 
trigger point. The second most likely category to trigger anger in D1 appeared to be 
directed toward personal life, whereas in D2 personal life and behavior were equal 
triggers. The third most likely cause for concern in D1 was linked to comments directed 
toward behavior. For both departments, sarcasm directed toward appearance caused the 
least amount of anger.  

In addition, total findings for sarcasm across both departments were low. Over a 1-week 
period, an average of one sarcastic incident per individual in D1 and two sarcastic 
incidents for members of D2 were reported. As for observed frequency of sarcasm as 
noted by temperament, the two Rationals had the highest levels in both departments. Also, 
it is interesting to note that in both departments, neither Artisan experienced any sarcasm.  
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Discussion  

As noted earlier, in this study I did not find significantly higher levels of sarcasm for 
individuals of different temperaments. However, the Guardian temperament did exhibit a 
higher degree of anger across both departments. Tolerance for sarcasm appeared equal in 
both departments as measured by the upset category. Group anger was comparable in 
both departments. Although the Guardian temperament had the highest percentage of 
participants in both departments, this did not distinguish which department exhibited the 
higher degree of conflict.  

Although Keirsey (1998) predicted that 40% of the American population are Guardians, 
two thirds of my sample were Guardians. Because of the small sample size (N = 39), it is 
difficult to tell whether these findings are representative of the studied population or 
merely due to chance. Even after correction for low expected frequencies, p [is less 
than] .50, which would be the result of sampling error occurring 5 out of 10 times. This 
study should certainly be repeated with a larger sample size to rule out sampling error.  

A one-way ANOVA for anger and sarcasm, using Kruskal-Wallis testing, made possible 
the rejection of the null hypothesis between the studied variables of temperament and 
anger, and temperament and perceived sarcasm. A one-way analysis of the effect of 
temperament on anger revealed that H = 16.61, p [is less than] .01. Statistically, this 
suggests that temperament influences anger level.  

As mentioned earlier, predicted findings for a higher degree of anger by the Guardian 
temperament were realized by this study. Results of ANOVA testing temperament and 
sarcasm revealed that H = 21.81, p [is less than] .001. This result suggests that 
temperament influences perceived sarcasm, but experimental findings could not support 
these findings. Because the intervening variable of temperament did not explain the 
differences between the two departments, another explanation must be found for the 
question of why some environments have high conflict while others have low conflict.  

As mentioned earlier, workplace violence and aggression are affecting American workers 
on a daily basis. The problem of employee behavior is a valid concern and cannot be 
understood or predicted based on a single factor. Rather, many factors cause sarcasm and 
anger. In essence, covert forms of employee aggression such as sarcasm are expressions 
of anger and can trigger further anger or other aggressive reactions. This further 
complicates matters by blurring the distinction between the independent and dependent 
variables. The question then is posed: "Does sarcasm trigger anger or does anger trigger 
sarcasm?" It may be very possible that this process flows in both directions:  

Sarcasm (Independent) [right arrow] [left arrow] (Intervening) [right arrow] [left arrow] 
Anger (Dependent) (interchangeable variables for sarcasm and anger)  

In any event, an explanation must be found for the large percentage of Guardians in the 
present study. The two departments were part of a whole organization representing a city 
general hospital. It is possible that, in this environment, organizational culture may 
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influence employee behavior, thereby serving as an intervening variable between sarcasm 
and anger. Through cultural indoctrination, employees may conform and adapt their 
behavior to meet organizational expectations. Cultural influences may run deep, possibly 
influencing workplace behavior unconsciously. Policy can reflect the cultural 
assumptions that an organization values and at this level may officially alter employee 
behavior through incentives or punishment. More implicit cultural assumptions may 
encourage employee conflict, leading to an increased level of anger or sarcasm.  

How can the influence of cultural factors on employee behavior be uncovered? Schein 
(1985) believed that cultural analysis begins with a look at observable artifacts that are 
often uncovered through spoken language (p. 112). Hidden cultural assumptions may 
surface in an unobtrusive manner through leadership cues, worker peer pressure, 
newsletters, group meetings, and inservice training sessions. Values may be reflected in 
an organization's leadership structure represented by an elitist structure in which 
decisions are made unilaterally or by a participatory system of governance in which 
employees have input in the decision-making process. Surely employees who have a 
voice in decision making are less likely to become frustrated, thereby leading to lower 
conflict in the work environment.  

Nash (1994) used language as a 
metaphor to describe culture in 
that a specific symbol, act, or 
artifact (word) can be understood 
only against the backdrop of the 
whole cultural experience 
(sentence) (p. 293). The 
interpretation of acts cannot be 
analyzed singularly but must be 
related to the social structure of the 
organization. In light of this, an 
organization's culture is an 
extremely complex mechanism, 
and unraveling it to discover an 
etiology for conflict is a 

monumental task.  

The members of a certain profession may share some behavioral characteristics, and 
these characteristics may influence group behavior. Greenberg and Baron (1997) 
hypothesized that a person-job fit exists in which personal traits are consistent with job 
demands (p. 110). I believe that a professional behavioral match very well may exist in 
groups of members working within the same profession. Hamada (1994) found that 
specific lexicons, vocabulary, symbols, and rituals within an organization originate with 
workers who share similar professional values or backgrounds and may adhere to specific 
work positions (p. 59). A department with profession-specific jobs that share a common 
work goal may also exhibit similar values and attitudes. Ivancevich and Matteson (1980) 
stressed the importance of an appropriate fit between employee behavior and the general 

 27



orientation of a work group. An organization's culture could dictate work-group values; 
perhaps employees with personality characteristics congruent with these values would be 
happiest and less predisposed to anger.  

The professional composition of a group is another characteristic of group culture, and 
further research is necessary to test for similarities of behavior among certain professions. 
Perhaps the overwhelming results for the Guardian typology may be explained, in part, 
by the consistency of personality characteristics with specific professional demands. A 
homogeneity of temperament in D1 and D2 could mean that a certain personality is 
required for specific professional roles in these departments.  

Specifically, in this case the characteristics of the industrious, traditional, and scheduling 
temperament (Guardian) are more consistent with the type of work being performed in 
both departments than a changeable, hedonic, and aesthetic type (Artisan). It should be 
noted that many of the participants in D1 and D2 worked as nurses or had a background 
in nursing.  

Perhaps temperament findings for this study are secondary to the personality nuances 
found in professional nurses. The occupational demands of nursing may be well suited 
for those individuals who exhibit the behavioral characteristics consistent with the 
Guardian temperament. For example, a greater emphasis on morality, practicality, 
orderliness, and carefulness may be placed on individuals in the nursing profession. 
Kitson (1996) described the duality of role expectations for the nursing profession, which 
requires not only a firm understanding of medical science but also a demonstration of 
basic values of selfless devotion and compassion. These basic values of nursing were first 
realized by Florence Nightingale, who advocated an attentiveness to the patient's 
emotional and psychological needs (Nightingale, 1859). These underlying values, which 
emphasize morality, would be in accordance with Keirsey's assertion that Guardians are 
preoccupied with morality (Keirsey, 1998, p. 87). It may be that nurses embrace these 
basic values long before they enter the nursing field.  

Cleveland (1961) analyzed the motivations and personalities of a sample of nursing 
students, staff nurses, dietitians, and dietitian interns. Findings from that study indicate 
that nurses and student nurses base career choices on the opportunity to serve the 
suffering and to serve mankind. In addition, Cleveland (1961) found that student nurses 
were attracted to the nursing profession because of the safety and security of performing 
the nursing role. Perhaps because of the extensive history of nursing, these particular 
occupational roles are better defined, thereby leading to a sense of stability. Guardian 
values are consistent with an affinity toward security; therefore, the nursing personality is 
compatible with findings for the Guardian temperament (Keirsey, 1998, p. 99).  

Keirsey (1998) believed that the vocational pursuits of Guardians are consistent with 
occupations such as executive, certified public accountant, banker, or broker (p. 88). 
Keirsey believed that Guardians have a talent for managing material goods. Nurses must 
meticulously keep track of patient observations and keep meticulous records. Also, the 
accurate administration of medication to patients requires that the nurse adequately 
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manage and record medical supplies contained on the medicine cart. For these reasons, 
individuals with the Guardian talent of managing material goods may make good nurses. 
The demands and traditional values of the nursing profession may be why the nursing 
personality appears to be consistent with the Guardian temperament.  

An organization may want to ensure the successful indoctrination of employees by 
choosing individuals most receptive to organizational dogma. This goal may be obtained 
through the manipulation of hiring practices. As an intervening variable, hiring practices 
may explain the overwhelming majority of the Guardian temperament in D1 and D2. 
How better to control employee behavior than by the careful selection of the model 
employee! Perhaps the very qualities known to constitute the Guardian typology are 
deemed most valuable by organizations run by elitist governance--namely, being 
cooperative, compliant, conforming, and obedient (Keirsey, 1998, p. 80). Cable and 
Judge (1997) researched the implications of person--organization fit for individuals in the 
process of job seeking; they stated that organizations may make investment decisions 
regarding the selection of employees based on the perceived malleability of job seekers' 
work values (p. 2).  

Perhaps many of the results of the present study can be explained by attitudes and values 
already known to be present in the Guardian typology. In both departments, respondents 
were most angered by sarcasm directed toward job performance and least angered by 
sarcasm directed toward appearance. Sarcasm trigger points for anger were nearly 
identical for both departments, which were made up predominantly of the Guardian 
typology (see Figure 5).  

The results of the present study reflect those areas that could be predicted to be most 
sensitive to the Guardian temperament, including inherent values of hard work, 
perseverance, and dependability. Specific sarcasm in relation to job performance would 
erode the very fabric constituting Guardian values. It could also be concluded that the 
low anger rate for appearance represents Guardian apathy in relation to this category. 
Guardians are undistractable and unimpulsive (Keirsey, 1998, p. 78). Sarcasm directed 
toward appearance does not produce high anger activation because of little association 
with Guardian values.  

Conclusions  

Anger expressed in the modem workplace may not always be recognized and may occur 
in subtle variations. Sarcasm is a form of covert aggression and is often condoned in the 
U.S. workplace. Allowing unchecked aggression in the form of sarcasm may contribute 
to a hostile work environment. Anger may occur in response to sarcasm and may depend 
on the category at which it is directed. Sarcasm may be used on topics such as personal 
life, job competence, behavior, and appearance. Trying to predict the outcome of anger in 
response to sarcasm is a difficult task.  

Multiple variables must be examined and may, in their totality, help to explain the 
occurrence of anger in the workplace. Individual personality differences within a 
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department did not predict group conflict in this study. However, a correlation existed 
between the Guardian temperament and increased anger.  

Statistical findings using Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA suggested a correlation 
between temperament and sarcasm as well as between temperament and personality. 
However, chi-square analysis did not yield statistical significance, leading to the 
acceptance of the null hypothesis.  

Personality inventories administered to workers may be valuable in helping to uncover 
larger patterns influenced by organizational culture. Leadership personality influences not 
only the behavior of the leader but also subordinate behavior within the organization. 
Through subtle leadership cues, employees quickly learn what is valued within an 
organization and are indoctrinated in organizational forms of acceptable behavior.  

A hypothetical anger threshold may exist that could differ based on individual learned 
values. Research has shown that anger is not always expressed and may build up and 
accumulate until an opportune release is found (Averill, 1982, p. 198). Different 
categories of sarcasm may release such accumulated anger and thus are termed sarcasm 
trigger points. The similarity between sensitive categories across both D1 and D2 in the 
present study may suggest that sarcasm trigger points may be predicted based on 
personality.  

Organizational culture could be thought of as the totality of behavior, action, values, 
attitudes, and thought within a work setting. Organizational culture not only intervenes 
between sarcasm and anger but very well may determine the occurrence of these two 
variables. An organization's cultural influences may help to identify the many variables 
that contribute to workplace anger. As anger in the workplace is often hidden through 
covert behavior, so too is culture hidden in a department's language and symbols. The 
researcher must immerse himself or herself to fully extract and interpret the meaning of 
an organization's culture. Under these circumstances, the ethnographic study is the most 

reliable method for determining 
cultural influences on employee 
behavior.  

Findings for the preponderance of 
the Guardian temperament in both 
D1 and D2 may have been because 
of professional job orientation or 
hiring practices. These differences 
may reflect the personality 
characteristics common to 
occupational roles found in the 
hospital setting. In this study, the 
attitudes displayed by individuals 

in the nursing role may account for findings for the Guardian temperament. Findings for 
the Guardian temperament may also be influenced by hospital culture. Whether these 
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findings are a function of a profession or connected with institutional values and beliefs, 
these factors represent a cultural phenomenon.  

Individual differences among workers and supervisors may become evident through the 
use of psychological defense mechanisms. These mechanisms may contribute to how an 
individual will react to a given situation within the work environment. These individual 
defense mechanisms include collective psychological splitting, leading to a projection of 
anger, sometimes toward an unlikely or undeserving target.  

Within organizations, supervisors may contribute to or alleviate group anger, based on 
leadership style. Obviously leadership styles that take into consideration the opinions and 
views of subordinates are most successful in alleviating workplace anger. When 
employees take part in making decisions, it is less likely that negative psychological 
phenomena such as the projection of anger toward co-workers will occur. In addition, a 
purely archaic psychological defense mechanism known as the fight or flight reaction 
may occur in response to environmental stress at the workplace. The fight aspect of the 
fight or flight reaction also may contribute to an increase in workplace aggression.  

Personality inventories may serve a useful purpose in determining sarcasm trigger points 
that could lead to anger within an organization. Temperament sorting may also assist in 
determining individual anger levels in the workplace.  

Recommendations for Policy  

A better understanding of the subtle factors that may cause interpersonal organizational 
conflict will yield a greater base of knowledge, which is necessary in directing policy and 
could aid in ameliorating workers' conflicts. Specific policy within an organization may 
address rules of conduct regarding mutual employee respect and consideration. An 
analysis of the factors that may contribute to individual differences could assist human 
resource policy in the determination of an organization's hiring preferences. In particular, 
departmental personality composition may be predetermined, and an organization could 
choose applicants with personalities best suited for the work within a specific department.  

With a greater understanding of personality and behavioral factors that lead to conflict, 
individual employees could learn to modify their own behavior and better understand 
their peers through communication workshops. Workshops could be mandated by human 
resource policy to encourage worker cooperation and harmony. Unproductive anger in 
the workplace could be curtailed through a greater mutual understanding among 
employees as a result of communication seminars. By ensuring mutual respect and 
cooperation among employees, employers will benefit through increased worker 
productivity.  

Employers should be mandated by federal legislation to adopt policies to improve 
working conditions by ensuring nonhostile, safe working environments. Without official 
mandates controlling workplace aggression, most U.S. corporations will continue to 
ignore interpersonal problems in the workplace. Taken at face value, interpersonal 
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conflict is no more than a nuisance to employers, but employers must heed a caveat as to 
the dangers of the cumulative effects of employee anger. Only through federal mandates 
can the many tragedies associated with workplace anger be held in check.  

Recommendations for Further Research  

Before human behavior can be modified to suit the goals and needs of an organization, 
what lies behind the factors that lead to conflict must be better understood. The present 
research has been an attempt to better understand conflict emanating from not so obvious 
a cause--namely, sarcasm. Sarcasm in the workplace should be studied more deeply. 
Further research could determine whether sarcasm is a trigger for anger, an expression of 
anger in and of itself, or possibly a combination of both. The relation of temperament to 
provocation and anger could also be further studied. The present study should be repeated, 
using a larger sample size to test temperament composition among groups of 
professionals.  

Further research is necessary to test for similarities of behavior among certain professions. 
If a personality fit exists for workers and a work environment, is this fit determined by 
professional role characteristics, or is it determined by organizational influences? In short, 
do hiring practices influence an environment's personality composition, or do 
professional characteristics determine this?  

Perhaps employees are attracted by espoused organizational values, and this may 
contribute to the finding of similar personality types among particular work environments. 
As expressed by Cable and Judge (1997), no published research has addressed the 
subjective impressions of employees; such research might help to determine the fit 
between personal values and the values of an organizational culture (p. 15). Research 
could also be directed toward the process by which workers choose organizations. If 
individual values can be linked to specific personality types, this may explain the 
homogeneity of personality within an organization.  

The influence of leadership on anger-related behavior in the workplace has not been 
sufficiently studied. Perhaps consultants have not explored the leadership variable 
because they fear powerful executives might withhold grant funding. Nevertheless, 
further research on leadership roles is necessary to fully understand the contribution that 
organizational culture has on conflict within the workplace.  

Organizational culture appears to be the most likely explanation for the many variables 
that contribute to interpersonal conflict in the U.S. workplace. The existing literature 
linking organizational culture to interpersonal conflict is somewhat limited, and further 
research could be conducted to explore the influence that organizational culture has on 
employee anger.  

As the factors that lead to workplace anger are elucidated, a logical next step toward 
policy formation to control these underlying factors is needed. Further research is needed 
to help explain and define covert forms of anger present in the modern workplace. 

 32



Further research might describe how anger is expressed at work and may uncover 
etiologies for anger. Further investigation into common triggers for anger in the 
workplace could also be conducted.  
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