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Midland City Managers
Cliff Miles          1973 – 1992   (19)

Karl Tomion  1992 – 2006   (14)

Jon Lynch  2006 – 2017   (11)

Brad Kaye  2017 -               (9)



Th e  Qu e st io n

Are  yo u  a  c it ize n , o r  d o  yo u  ju s t  live  h e re ?



W h a t  I’ve  le a rn e d

• Citizenship is more  than residency 

• Leadership is more  than conflict resolution

• Civility is more  than being polite



W h a t  is  c ivilit y?

• Manners

• Disposition

• Value

Preserving conditions that allow disagreement to remain productive

Boatright, Robert G. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political 
Philosophy. National Institute for Civil Discourse



Civilit y a s  Ma n n e rs

• Shared norms of politeness
• Rituals that reduce  friction
• Expectations about how public interaction should occur

Manners help, but manners alone  will not save  a democracy



Civilit y a s  Disp o sit io n

• A commitment to engagement, not agreement
• Willingness to allow our convictions to be  tested
• Respect for people  even while  disputing their ideas

This is where  things get harder—because  disposition requires effort 
and vulnerability



Civilit y a s  a  Va lu e

• A relational commitment, like  dignity or humility
• No guaranteed outcomes
• Once lost, extremely difficult to regain

This is the  version of civility that municipal leaders most often carry, 
sometimes alone, when others abandon it



W h y is  it  c ivilit y so  h a rd  rig h t  n o w ?

Confide nce  in ins titutions  that once  conne cte d  us  has  collapse d:
• Trust in government has plummeted
• Participation in civic and re ligious organizations has declined
• Social isolation has increased dramatically

At the  same time, public discourse  has become more  caustic

Gallup. (2023, July 6). Historically low faith in U.S. institutions 
continues



W h y is  it  c ivilit y so  h a rd  rig h t  n o w ?

We  re s is t pe rsuas ion

• In 2005 and 2006 researchers at the  University of Michigan found 
that when the  misinformed are  exposed to corrected facts they 
rare ly changed their minds.

• Political partisans particularly became more  strongly set in the ir 
be liefs.

• Facts, it was found, did not cure  misinformation but rather actually 
made it stronger.

Keohane, J. (2010, July 11). How facts backfire. The Boston 
Globe



W h y is  it  c ivilit y so  h a rd  rig h t  n o w ?

We  confuse  spe e ch with re spons ib ility
• Primary freedom – “I have a right to say it.”
• Strategic choice  – The issue  is too important for politeness
• Moral equivocation – If you’re  offended, that’s on you

Each dismisses the  re lational cost of caustic discourse

Boatright, Robert G. The Concept of Civility in Modern Political 
Philosophy. National Institute for Civil Discourse



W h y is  it  c ivilit y so  h a rd  rig h t  n o w ?

We  ove re s timate  our own ins ight
• Asymmetric insight – we believe  we understand their motives 

better than they do
• We don’t listen, we prepare  to respond
• In conflict, nobody thinks they’re  the  bad guy

Gladwell, M. (2019). Talking to strangers: What we should 
know about the people we don't know. Little, Brown and 

Company



…if o n ly p e o p le  w e re  m o re  c ivil?

Bu t  g o ve rn a n ce  is  b u ilt  o n  t e n sio n .



Th e  Fa rm

• 2023 ADT – 8,709
• Average weight of a Polled 

Hereford – 1,400 lbs.



Go ve rn a n ce : Te n sio n  n o t  Co n se n su s

Four de mocratic  value s  we  mus t ba lance
• Representation – the  will of the  people
• Efficiency – expertise, evidence, and competent administration
• Justice  – due  process, fairness, equal protection
• Individual rights – liberty, property, undue interference

When people  fee l the ir preferred value  is ignored, civility is often 
the  first casualty

Nalbandian, J., & Nalbandian, C. (2012). "Politics and Administration in Local Government: The 
Dynamic Creative Partnership Between Elected Officials and Professional Administrators



Go ve rn a n ce : Te n sio n  n o t  Co n se n su s

Four de mocratic  value s  we  mus t ba lance
• Representation at the  expense  of individual rights
• Efficiency at the  expense  of representation
• Justice  at the  expense  of efficiency
• Individual rights at the  expense  of community (representation)

You live  inside  these  tradeoffs

Nalbandian, J., & Nalbandian, C. (2012). "Politics and Administration in Local Government: The 
Dynamic Creative Partnership Between Elected Officials and Professional Administrators



Go ve rn a n ce : Te n sio n  n o t  Co n se n su s

In the  face  of conflic t, gove rning  bodie s  te nd  to re tre at to 
e ffic ie ncy

• Governance  is about consequences of decisions, not technical 
superiority

• Which consequences are  we willing to live  with?
• What kind of community are  we trying to be?

Tebo, D. (2024, June). How? The. PM Magazine, 106(6



Th e  Qu e st io n

Are  yo u  a  c it ize n , o r  d o  yo u  ju s t  live  h e re ?



He lp  yo u r b o ss

Va lu e  c ivilit y b e ca u se  o n ce  it ’s  g o n e  t h e re  is  n o  
o b vio u s w a y t o  re b u ild  it .



P ro m o t e  Civil Disco u rse

Mode l c ivil be havior cons is te ntly
• Speak with respect, especially when disagreeing
• Avoid sarcasm, condescension, poor body language
• Listen fully before  responding
• Admit when you’re  wrong or unsure

People  watch how you disagree  more  than hearing what you say 
when you disagree.

Heath R, Borda JL. Reclaiming Civility: Towards Discursive 
Opening in Dialogue and Deliberation. Journal of Deliberative 

Democracy. 2021



P ro m o t e  Civil Disco u rse

Set e xpe ctations  and  norms
• Listen actively
• Stick to issues
• Resist the  urge  to persuade

Remind participants that civil discourse  doesn’t mean avoiding 
conflict, but addressing it productively.

Heath R, Borda JL. Reclaiming Civility: Towards Discursive 
Opening in Dialogue and Deliberation. Journal of Deliberative 

Democracy. 2021



P ro m o t e  Civil Disco u rse

Acknowle dge  share d  value s
• Emphasize  common goals – disagreement is more  frequently 

about the  how than the  what
• Naming shared humanity often softens divisions

Heath R, Borda JL. Reclaiming Civility: Towards Discursive 
Opening in Dialogue and Deliberation. Journal of Deliberative 

Democracy. 2021



P ro m o t e  Civil Disco u rse

Encourage  curios ity, not combat
• Ask questions:

• Can you te ll me what led you to that point of view?
• Can you help me understand where  you’re  coming from?

• A key goal is genuine  openness and deeper understanding

Heath R, Borda JL. Reclaiming Civility: Towards Discursive 
Opening in Dialogue and Deliberation. Journal of Deliberative 

Democracy. 2021



P ro m o t e  Civil Disco u rse

“Thanks for being here today. Before we begin, I want to invite all of us 
to engage in a way that’s respectful, open, and curious. We may not all 
agree—that’s expected—but how we listen and speak to each other 
matters just as much as what we say.”

“Let’s pause for a second. I think we’re getting off track. Can we refocus 
on the issue, not each other?”

“Strong opinions are welcome here—so is strong listening. Let’s keep 
this meeting productive.”



He lp  yo u r t e a m

Sp e a k a n d  lis t e n  w it h  t h e  in t e n t io n  o f se e kin g  
t h e  t ru t h  a b o u t  w h a t  yo u  t h in k,

ve rsu s  t e llin g  t h e  w o rld  t h a t  w h a t  yo u  t h in k is  
t h e  t ru t h .



Be  a  Cit ize n

• Engage when it would be  easier to withdraw
• Practice  humility when expression fee ls safer
• Negotiate  rather than dominate
• Recognize  governance  is re lational, not transactional, and its 

practice  requires ownership of responsibilities as well as rights

Citizens don’t demand perfection, they demand process, fairness, 
and respect.

Rawls, J. (1971).  A Theory of Justice  . Harvard University Press. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=A+Theory+of+Justice&kgmid=/m/01k9yz&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwisjZWp_9uRAxVEtokEHQmnE7gQ3egRegQIBhAD
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Be  a  Cit ize n

Mode l c ivility and  c itize nship  public ly
• Name tradeoffs honestly
• Stay present under pressure
• Explain why decisions are  difficult, not just what they are



Be  a  Cit ize n

Prote ct the  p roce s s
• Defend due process, even when unpopular
• Apply rules consistently
• Maintain boundaries without contempt

When process collapses, trust follows.



Be  a  Cit ize n

Avoid  Victory Conve rsations
• Value being effective  over being right
• Conversation to win is a debate  or an argument
• Civil discourse  seeks to understand consequences
• Use restatement to ensure  listening
• Reward listening, not volume

Peterson, J. B. (2018). 12 rules for life: An antidote to chaos; Chicago



Mu n ic ip a l e xe cu t ive s  m u st  re m e m b e r:

Civility  does not guarantee  agreement

Le ade rship  does not guarantee  gratitude

Citize nship  does not guarantee  ease

Without them, the  system itse lf becomes unworkable



Will you le ad  from within the  comple xity – or me re ly 
manage  around it?

Will you pre se rve  the  conditions  for s e lf-gove rnance , 
or surre nde r the m to outrage  and  e xhaus tion?



Are  you a  c itize n, or do you jus t live  he re ?



Re so u rce s

• More in Common
• National Institute  for Civil Discourse
• The Civility Center
• The Institute  for Civility in Government



Jon & Tina Lynch Family Promoting Civility 
Scholarship
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