Gavin Brennenstuhl

What Strategies Can Be Implemented by Local Government Officials in Collaboration with Citizens to
Encourage and Maintain Civility?

Civility does not just appear in a community on its own. It grows when people choose to listen to one another,
show respect, and work together even when they disagree. Growing up in Freedom, Wisconsin, has shown me
that civility is not about everyone thinking the same way. It is about creating an environment where people feel
safe to speak, safe to disagree, and safe to belong. In a time when national conversations often feel tense or
divided, local governments have a real chance to set a different example. By working directly with citizens,

town officials can build habits and systems that encourage civility and make it part of everyday life.

One of the most important strategies is improving open communication between local officials and residents.
When people understand how decisions are made and why they are made, trust becomes easier to build. Town
boards can hold regular community conversations where residents can ask questions, learn about upcoming
projects, or share concerns. These gatherings should feel welcoming and informal, not intimidating or overly
official. Holding them in places like libraries, parks, or community centers helps people feel more comfortable.
When residents feel like they can talk to their leaders without judgment, conversations become more respectful
and misunderstandings decrease. Transparency makes people feel included, and inclusion is one of the strongest

foundations of civility.

Another meaningful strategy is involving young people in local government. As someone who has spent years
mentoring younger athletes, working multiple jobs, and volunteering in my own community, I have seen how
much young people want to contribute when they are given the chance. Local governments can create youth
advisory groups, offer student shadowing opportunities, or partner with schools on community projects. When
teenagers learn early how to participate respectfully in civic life, they carry those habits into adulthood. And
when adults see young people stepping up, it often inspires them to do the same. Civility becomes something

shared across generations instead of something only talked about during conflicts.
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Civility also grows when communities create shared experiences. Local governments can work with citizens to
organize events that bring people together in positive ways. Community clean-up days, holiday gatherings,
charity drives, and town picnics all give neighbors a chance to connect outside of stressful or political situations.
These moments remind people that they are part of something bigger than themselves. In Freedom, I have seen
how volunteering at parks, youth sports, or community events brings together people who might never talk
otherwise. When people build real relationships, disagreements become easier to handle because they are

grounded in mutual respect rather than frustration.

Another helpful strategy is offering civility training or conflict-resolution workshops for both officials and
residents. These sessions can teach skills like active listening, respectful disagreement, and problem-solving.
They can be led by teachers, nonprofit leaders, or trained facilitators. The goal is not to eliminate conflict,
because conflict is natural and sometimes necessary. The goal is to teach people how to handle conflict in a way
that strengthens the community instead of dividing it. When people learn how to disagree without attacking one

another, civility becomes a shared expectation.

Local governments also play a major role by modeling civility themselves. This can be done by adopting clear
codes of conduct for public meetings that apply to both officials and attendees. These expectations should focus
on respect, fairness, and listening. When leaders stay calm and patient, even when conversations get difficult,
they set the tone for everyone else. Leadership is not only about making decisions. It is about shaping the

environment in which those decisions are made.

Finally, civility grows when citizens feel like they have ownership in their community. Local governments can
create citizen task forces to work on issues like road safety, park improvements, or community development.
When residents help shape solutions, they feel more invested in the process. They also become more
understanding of different viewpoints because they see how complex decision-making can be. Civility becomes

easier when people feel like they are working with their government instead of against it.
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Civility is not one single program or rule. It is a culture that grows through consistent effort and shared
responsibility. Wisconsin towns have always been strongest when neighbors look out for one another, when
leaders listen, and when citizens step forward to help. By improving communication, involving youth, creating
shared experiences, offering civility training, modeling respectful behavior, and giving citizens meaningful

roles, local governments can build communities where civility is not just encouraged but expected.

Growing up in Freedom, Wisconsin has taught me that strong communities are built on everyday actions, not
big speeches. I have seen civility in the way neighbors help each other after storms, in the way volunteers show
up for youth sports, and in the way people step forward when someone in town is struggling. Through working,
mentoring younger kids, and being involved in my community, [ have learned that respect is something you
practice, not something you talk about once and forget. Civility is a choice we make every day, and it becomes
powerful when local officials and citizens make that choice together. When we listen, when we show patience,
and when we treat each other with dignity, we create a Wisconsin where people feel connected and valued. That

is the kind of community I grew up in, and it is the kind of community I hope to help strengthen in the future.
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