Brody Stratton

What strategies can be implemented by local government officials in collaboration with citizens

to encourage and maintain civility?

In a small rural community like mine, civility is not an abstract idea; rather, it is what keeps the
community running. It is the volunteer who leaves their home in the middle of the night when the fire
department pager goes off, or the voting poll helpers who put in long shifts so community members
can vote. It is the board members and many others who return each year to make the Racine County
Fair possible. These actions are not required. They happen because people feel connected to one
another and responsible for their community. At a time when the nation appears divided, local
communities in Wisconsin continue to demonstrate that civility is not lost; it simply has to be
continuously rebuilt. Communities with stronger local participation tend to show higher levels of
interpersonal trust and cooperation (UW-Madison Division of Extension). In order to address how
local government officials can encourage and maintain civility, this essay examines four main
strategies: prioritizing honest communication, investing in shared community spaces, engaging youth
early, and supporting collaboration around common goals.

First, prioritize open, honest, and accessible communication. Civility depends on trust, and trust
breaks down when citizens feel excluded from decisions or uncertain about how those decisions are
made. When local government is open about how and why decisions are made, residents are more
likely to trust the process even when they disagree with the outcome (Wisconsin Policy Forum). I saw
this firsthand through my father’s involvement on the Racine County Fair Board, where decisions were
discussed openly and explained publicly. Even during disagreements, people remained respectful
because they understood the reasoning. Local officials can build this same trust by holding regular
town halls, sharing updates through online platforms, and showing up in informal community settings.
When officials are visible and honest, even with unpopular decisions, they strengthen trust and reduce

unnecessary conflict.
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A second strategy involves investing in shared spaces and community events that bring people
together. Civility grows when people interact in positive, low-pressure environments. Wisconsin
demonstrates this well; over 31% of residents formally volunteer through organizations, above the
national average, and more than 62% informally help their neighbors and community members,
ranking the state eighth in the nation for that kind of everyday civic connection (Serve Wisconsin). In
my community, events like the Kansasville Fire Department pancake breakfast, the Racine County
Fair, and farmers helping farmers when accidents or tragedy strike are more than traditions—they are
opportunities for connection. These get-togethers bring together people who might not otherwise cross
paths, building familiarity and respect over time. Local governments can support civility by
strengthening partnerships with volunteer fire departments, 4-H clubs, and FFA chapters. Rather than
creating new programs, officials can support the structures already in place by providing funding,
logistical help, and visibility. When communities gather consistently, relationships form, and civil
behavior becomes more natural.

Third, engaging young people early is one of the most effective long-term investments in
community civility. Civility is not something people automatically understand; it is learned through
experience and modeled behavior. My involvement in 4-H, FFA, and the Wisconsin Youth
Conservation Congress gave me chances to participate in community service and real decision-making
before I was old enough to vote. Those experiences taught me responsibility, how to listen to
perspectives different from my own, and why showing up for something bigger than yourself matters.
Research shows that young people involved in structured civic programs are more likely to stay
engaged in their communities as adults (UW-Madison Division of Extension). Local officials can
create youth advisory roles, invite students to public meetings, and recognize youth contributions
publicly. When young people feel respected and included, they are more likely to engage and to treat

others with that same respect.
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Fourth, civility is strengthened when local officials bring people together around shared goals
rather than letting disagreements turn into lasting divisions. Conflict is unavoidable, but it does not
have to be destructive. Through conservation programs, I have seen hunters, farmers, and
conservationists work together effectively when the conversation stays focused on what they all care
about - keeping the land and wildlife healthy for the next generation. The Wisconsin Department of
Natural Resources’ approach to collaborative land and habitat management shows how bringing
different groups to the same table, with clear common goals, leads to better outcomes than trying to
settle disputes after they have already divided people (Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources).
Local officials can apply this same idea by framing community discussions around shared priorities
like public safety, conservation, and youth development, and making sure everyone has an opportunity
to share their ideas and opinions. When people work toward something together, disagreement
becomes productive rather than personal.

Ultimately, civility is not something a government can hand to a community. It has to be grown
from the ground up through honest communication, shared experiences, investment in young people,
and a commitment to solving problems together. I grew up in a family where that kind of civility was
visible every day - through my father’s service as a volunteer firefighter who answers calls both day
and night and who also serves as a Racine County Fair board member, returning year after year. My
mother serves at the town hall during elections to ensure everyone can cast their vote, and she has
encouraged our entire family to show up when something needs to be done for our neighbors. That is
not an accident. It is the result of people before them, and other local leaders, who made civility a
priority. As I look ahead to a career as a conservation warden, I hope to be that kind of presence in the

communities I serve - someone who shows up, tells the truth, and helps people find common ground.
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