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CIVILITY IN PUBLIC MEETINGS 

Please find the attached transmittal regarding the promotion of civility in public meetings. I hope to 
employ some of the strategies within myself and hope that you, my fellow Councillors, will do so as well. 

How we conduct ourselves in public meetings is a reflection of our community and of our values. Let's all 
strive to reflect well upon the City of Cambridge. 

I hope that this information is beneficial. 
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What is Civility? 

In the context of democratic debate, civility is about 
how people treat each other. Civility involves the 
display of respect for those who have positions with 
which one disagrees. 

This tip .&wet is a dillatba and 
*a h.@iNCC EOP b C d  
Go-t's 2003 whitepaper ealM 

Even though disagreement plays a necessary role in 
governance and politics, the issue is how one expresses I 
that disagreement.  he key is to focus on the s$engths 
and weakness of proposed solutions to community 
problems-not to engage in personal attacks against 
those who favor different solutions.' An even more 
powerful leadership strategy is to listen for the 
concerns and values that underlie people's diverse 
perspectives to try to identify points of agreement and 
common ground. 

Specific Strategies 

Embrace Diverse Points of View. Local 
officials are grappling with difficult policy 
challenges. Bringing as many perspectives on what might be the best solution to a given 
problem increases the likelihood that the solution will indeed be successful and enduring. 
A goal is to create a culture of tolerance for differing points of view that credits everyone 
with having the best interests of the community in mind. 

Everyone Gets a Chance to Share Their Views. Voltaire said "I may not agree with 
what you say, but I will fight to the death for your right to say it." Everyone's right to 
have their view heard is a central democratic value. Conversely, a strategy that relies on 
drowning other perspectives out usually results in a turning up of the volume and 
corresponding decreases in civility in discussions. 
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With Rights Come Responsibilities. For there to be time for everyone to weigh in on 
an issue, there may need to be reasonable time limits on how long individuals s~eak .  The - 
goal is to create aculture in which as many people as possible (including decisibn- 
makers) are respectful of other people's time in attending and participating in the 
meeting. 

Avoid Debates and Interruptions. I n t e q  
individuals have the opportunity to 
complete their thoughts. A good practice 
for everyone participating in the 
conversation is to make a note of a question 
or different point of view that occurs to you 
when someone is speaking and then 
address that issue when it is one's turn to 
speak. This is an especially important 
approach for decision-makers to model. 

Reduce Uncertainty. Assuring people 
they will be allowed to share their views 
and how can reduce concerns that they will 
not be allowed to be heard. Explaining the 
process to be used to allow all views to be 
heard at the outset of a meeting or 
discussion item can reduce tension levels. 

The Importance of Listening. Listening 
is an important sign of respect, as is giving 
others the opportunity to listen. Decision- 
makers' active interest in what people are 
saying is vital. Repeating back core points 
that a speaker makes reassures the speaker 
that their message has indeed been heard- 
even if one does not necessarily agree with 
it. The mood turns ugly if the oublic thinks 

Solne h l  a krclu&e to 
the f~llswinp effect on the'@ agendas: 

To P l h  all p r m  to @ wfao mag 
wbh o (1Q w, each ryre&n: is allowed 
a mImusn of- miautes. h 

is, to l ed  with your 
thsn =plain 

views, p u  may shply 

the matter has alread; been decided, 
decision-makers don't care about ~ubl ic  
I 

~ ~ ~ ~ - - - ~ ~  ~~~~~~~~~ ~ ~ 

input, or decision-makers are being impolite or disrespectful of the public they serve. 
Everyone attending a meeting should respect other attendees' right to both listen and be 
heard. One person should talk at a time, any private conversations should be taken 
outside or deferred, and smart phones should be turned off (texting and emailing should 
not occur during the meeting). 

Be Compassionate About the Fear Factor1 Heckling and Applause Not Allowed. 
Polls suggest many people fear public speaking.2 This fear can come from concerns about 
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beingjudged negatively or having ideas that people will ridicule or reject. Allowing 
cheering and booing or other forms of heckling discourages people from sharing their - .  
views (even silence or no applause can be perceived as rejection). It also runs the risk 
that those that do speak will focus more on getting applause than moving the - 
conversation towards addressing difficult 
issues. (Eye-rolling and grimacing can be 
non-verbal forms of heckling and also have 
no place in communities that value mutual 
respect.) 

Separate People from The Problem. 
Personal attacks or questioning people's 
motives or character rarely moves the 
conversation forward to a solution of a 
problem. In the book about effective 
negotiating called Getting to the 
authors encourage negotiators to attack the 
problem, not the people involved in the 
problem. Anything that approaches name- 
calling should be off limits. 

Consider Using Titles. Referring to each 
other by title and last name (Supervisor 
Hassan, Council Member Lee, Board 
Member Aviiia) can serve as a way of 
showing respect that an individual has been 
elected and is participating in the 
conversation in that capacity. Using 
similar forms of respect for members of the 
public (Mr., Ms, Sir, Madam) when 
speaking can also reinforce the notion that 
everyone is engaged in a special kind of 
discussion. Community norms vary, 
however, and in some communities this 
may be perceived as an affectation. 

Take a Break. If conversations get heated, 
consider taking a break. As one veteran 
observer of public meetings noted "time 
can be an anti-inflammatory agent" that can 
give people a chance to calm down and 
restore order.4 
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Ejection a Last Resort. If a recess does not work to restore order and other techniques 
are not successful, calling in the sergeant of arms is a last resort. A good practice is to 
create a record that disruptor was given ample warnings and opportunity to leave or 
reform their behavior voluntarily. If selective removal of one or more disruptors does n 
restore order, state law does allow clearing the room with the media allowed to remain5 
(as an even more last resort). 

rn 
Parlianwrnbry Pmedum and Civility 

civility IM$ dwontm d m w .  
Rules of Order. A @ starting 

pa@ is especially helpful). 

A fcmef mayw md mmty (wd rn judge) hm P simplified version for we. 

from the Institute's webite at 

The rules deder 9nr mem$ to create an atmosphere. where the members ofthe body and 
the du%mbcm of the ptablis atwad to business efficiently, f d y  zmd with full 
pmiciption. At tb m e  time, it b up to tfte Chctir a d  €he members of the body to 
fnainain codnnw~l eowesy Inrl &corm. Unless the setting is ewy infmal, it is 
always best for d y  om pemm at a time to have the fka, a d  it is always best for every 
sp&m to be fkt iaed by t k  Chair k f m  p d h g  to speak. 

1 The Chrtjr should alwws e ~ ~ l r t  that debate aead discusdon of m agenda item focuses on 
itks of the membm of the body. 

B M e  LEI policy is b l r h y ,  &We m is not. The Chak has the right to cut 
off & d m  th& h tm p w d ,  is tOO 104, w M too ewrZe. 

I Debate and discussion should be focused, but free and open. In the interest of time, the 
C u r  may, however, limit tht time allotted to speakers, including members of the body. 

I Can a a b e r  of the BQdy intempi the sperbR The general rule is "no." There are, 
how-, eweqtiw. . . . 

Note k t  the chair may have gmabzr htitude in enforcing decorum anwig bisim-makers than 
W e e n  the public and decirie&ers. 

. -. ~ -~ ~ 
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Walk the Talk. For civility to be a regular part of community discourse, community 
leaders must set the standard. Scholars are concerned-and the data seems to 
demonstrate-that public officials' incivility to one another contributes to voter 
alienation and antipathy toward public officials and public agencies.6 

A good approach is to treat people how you would like to be treated. This includes a) 
limiting one's statements in discussions to those that move the conversation forward, b) 
keeping one's remarks brief, to the point and non-repetitive of comments others have 
made (other than to note one's agreement), c) avoiding personal attacks (in public and 
private) and d) otherwise adhering to the strategies described above. 

Conclusion 

How a community conducts its public meetings is a reflection of the community and its values. 
As Dr. Martin Luther King's observed: 

In a neighborhood dispute there may be stunts, rough words, and even hot insults; but 
when a whole people speaks to its government, the dialogue and the action must be on a 
level reflecting the worth of that people and the responsibility of that 

Dr. King's admonition to his listeners to set their standards of discourse high--irrespective of 
how others behave--is consistent with the quote from Gandhi to his followers that "you must be 
the change you wish to see in the world." 

G:\INSTITLrTE\Gov 10I\Civiliy Tipsheet\Tips for Proinoting Civility i l l  Public Meetings.docx 
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Resources and References 

1 Burgess, Guy and Heidi, The Meaning of Civility, Conflict Research Consortium at 
www~colorado.edu/mnflict/civilitv,hhn. 
2 hm:/ / w w w . e a l l u ~ . c o m / ~ o U / l 8 ~ / S n a k e c T o ~ - L i s t - A  (fear of public speaking 
ranks second to fear of snakes). 
3 Fisher, Roger and Ury, W i  L., Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In (1991). 
4 See Vermont Institute for Government, Born to Chair: An Inwoduction to the Science and Art of 
Chairing a Board Meeting (1998), available at h~://www.sec.state.vtus/munici~al/~ubs/chau.~df and 
h~://m.um.edu/dtizens/~.~df., page 3. 
s See Cal. Gov't Code 5 54957.9, which provides: 

In the event that any meeting is willfully interrupted by a group or groups of persons so as to 
render the orderly conduct of such meeting unfeasible and order cannot be restored by the 
removal of individuals who are willfully ~tenvpting the meeting, the members of the legislative 
body conducting the meeting may order the meeting room cleared and continue in session Only 
matters appearing on the agenda may be considered in such a session Representatives of the 
press or other news media, except those participating in the disturbance, shall be allowed to 
attend any session held pursuant to this section Nothing in this section shall prohibit the 
legislative body from establishing a procedure for readmitting an individual or 
individuals not responsible for willfully disturbing the orderly conduct of the meeting. 

6 Carter, Stephen L., Civility: Manners, Morals and the Etiquette of Democracy (1998) at 9. 
From the March on Washington for Jobs, Peace and Freedom, 1963. 

8 Adapted from the Pledge of Civility adopted by the California Public Employee Retirement System 
Board. 
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