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Civility means having respect for others and is more 
than manners and politeness. Merely being polite is not 
necessarily civil (for example, one could conceivably 
politely lie), nor does civility mean passivity in the face 
of verbal attack. Here are some examples of civility and 
incivility:

CIVILITY
• Listen respectfully
• Try to understand other views
• Hear out a person before speaking
• Voice own view respectfully
• Share air time
• Constructively criticize another’s position
• Present own and other views fairly
• Avoid personal attacks or insults
• View adversaries as potential allies
• Be willing to negotiate
• Be willing to forgive

INCIVILITY
• Listen inattentively
• Interrupt often
• Belittle or insult other views
• Dominate discussion
• Criticize false version of another’s position
• Lie or manipulate facts
• Use name-calling (e.g., � ip-� opper, unpatriotic)
• View adversaries as enemies
• Refuse to consider negotiation
• See forgiveness as a sign of weakness
• Dismiss other’s view out of hand

1. Think it is a sign of weakness
2. Believe other view is � at out wrong
3. Believe “only wishy-washy people do that”
4. Fear they might get challenged on their beliefs
5. Fear they might be put down
6. Worry that listening may convey agreement
7. Are unwilling to compromise (so why listen)

WHAT IS CIVILITY? WHY PEOPLE DON’T LISTEN TO 
OPPOSING VIEWS
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ADP’s mission and 4 c’s

1. Civic Knowledge
2. Critical Thinking
3. Civil Dialogue
4. Community/Civic Engagement
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ADP is linked to the national ADP, a project of the American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). Each 
participating institution develops its own goals and activities.

The American Democracy Project (ADP) at the University 
of Northern Iowa seeks to promote responsible 
citizenship and the knowledge, skills and values 
necessary to do the hard work of democratic living.
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An informed citizenry provides a foundation for a 
democracy. 

Civil dialogue, including respectful listening and 
respectful voicing of one’s own views, helps develop 
such a citizenry. 

This is particularly true when engaging in dialogue 
with people who have a range of perspectives and 
even with people with whom one has (or thinks one 
has) fundamental disagreements. 

The American Democracy Project (ADP) frequently 
covers controversial issues. Because these issues 
generate strong emotions and we encourage a range 
of views from the speakers and the audience, the 
issues can lend themselves to rude and disrespectful 
behavior. ADP expects all participants in its programs 
to adhere to standards of mutual respect and to 
commit to civil dialogue.  

We do, however, welcome dialogue that is, as Jim 
Leach, former U.S. House Representative, would say, 
“spirited but not mean-spirited.” 

ADP believes it is important to listen to and 
understand the multiple perspectives that 
people have on an issue, especially the views of 
those with whom you think you may have major 
disagreements. Here are some of the reasons we 
believe this is important.

1. You may learn something you did not know.

2. When you understand the view someone holds, 
whether or not you agree, you may respect the 
person more and they may respect you more.

3. Because listening to and understanding each 
other tends to build respect, you build trust and 
a basis for working together in the future.

4. Respect and trust lead to less divisiveness in 
your group, business, etc.

5. In a con� ict, you might � nd a way to settle the 
con� ict.

6. Studies show that success in business is related 
to being able to understand the perspective of 
another person.

7. Being willing to listen and hear the views of 
others may lead to other opportunities because 
people will perceive you as fair and open-
minded.

8. You may make a new friend or co-worker.

9. If you still maintain your own view as is, you can 
better articulate that view.

10. It is essential in a diverse democracy that 
people be able to work towards agreement 
on policies, despite their di� erences. 
Understanding and respecting each other’s 
views increases the possibility of that 
happening.

CIVIL DIALOGUE AMIDST CONTROVERSY

BENEFITS OF UNDERSTANDING BOTH SIDES

“Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; 
courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.”
– Winston Churchill, British politician and military officer, 1874-1965

“If you want to make peace, you don’t talk to your friends.    
 You talk to your enemies.”

– Moshe Dayan, Israeli general and politician, 1915-1981






