
Creating a Culture of Excellence and Civility

Helping Legislators Become More Effective Leaders & 

Building Stronger State Legislative Institutions



The Robert D. and Billie Ray Center mission
is to improve civility

through character development and ethical leadership. 

The Ray Center vision is to 
transform lives and

strengthen communities
by equipping individuals and 
communities to embrace and 

practice good character by 
demonstrating trustworthiness, 
respect, responsibility, fairness, 

caring and citizenship.





• Relationships 
• Culture Shaping Leadership

o Shared Ground Rules for Engagement 

o Character-Based Leadership 

o Integrity

• Optimal Performance 
o Clear Communication

o Process

o Intentional Organizational Audit 

How do we shape a
Culture of Excellence and Civility



One-on-One
Stand and Find a Partner

1) Introduce yourself including your name, position 
and where you live.

2) What is your favorite personal interest or hobby?
3) What inspired you to want to serve?
4) What do you consider as your best leadership skill?
5) What leadership skill would you like to enhance or 

improve?



Context
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Poll finds Americans are united in seeing an uncivil nation

• 79% of Americans believe the 2016 and 2020 U.S. 
Presidential Election was uncivil

• 69% believe the U.S. has a major civility problem

• 75% of us now believe that incivility in America is a crisis

Weber Shandwick Poll



American Bar Association

In the recent annual Survey of Civic 
Literacy, 85% of Americans believe 
society is less civil than it was a decade 
ago, and they blame social media and 
public officials for that decline.



The Depth of Polarization

A Pew Survey conducted in the Summer of 2022 studied partisan 

differences and found that:

Republicans and Democrats view not just the opposing party but 

also the people in that party in a negative light. Growing shares in 

each party now describe those in the other party as more closed-

minded, dishonest, immoral and unintelligent than other 

Americans.

Pew has also found that both Democrats and Republicans said it 

would be harder to get along with a new person in their community 

if they happened to belong to the other party.  



The Importance of Civility in the U.S.
Practicing civil behavior establishes a safe and empathetic environment where individuals 

can contribute their best ideas, knowing they will be heard and valued.
Civility is more than making others feel comfortable; it's about creating a dynamic, 

diverse, and productive workplace where everyone can thrive.

161 million 
people work 
in the U.S. 
every day.

58% of U.S. 
workers believe 
our society is 
uncivil.

U.S. workers 
collectively 
experience 202 
million acts of 
incivility per day.

U.S. organizations 
collectively lose 
about $2 billion per 
day in reduced 
productivity and 
absenteeism.





Civility includes issues of decency, respect, decorum, 
kindness, and etiquette.

The depth of civility we seek to address includes how we can:
• Disagree without being disagreeable
• Approach difficult conversations and hard decisions with a 

focus on understanding - if not resolution
• Create a culture where elected officials can effectively 

govern, employees can thrive in the workplace, and citizens 
can be involved and heard in a participatory process 
without fear or threat to any stakeholders

Framing the Context of Civility







Partner Discussion

What insights do you have from the video?



Bob and Donna Reflections

• Most unlikely person
• Follow-up
• No agenda – other than to get to know each other
• Courage to reach out – and respond
• Common Ground / Connections
• Disagree without being disagreeable
• Don’t have to hurt each other
• Beliefs didn’t change – approach did
• Find the person – reach out









“Sir, I will treat you 
like a gentleman not 
because you are one, 

but because I am one.”
-  Thomas Jefferson

Who is the most unlikely person
on the planet that you
would reach out to?



Culture Shaping Leadership
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Participate – don’t hide / don’t dominate

Listen actively

Respect each other and the process

Essential IT use

Be open to new ideas

Candid conversations



▪ We will have, and are committed to, clear communication

▪ We will have an open and transparent process

✓ The sub-committees will be where the budget is developed.

✓ We will not conduct committee business at any time after 12:00 am or prior to 6:00 
am

✓ We will have a 24-hour window for every bill to be reviewed prior to action by the 
full committee

▪ We will have areas of agreement and we want to build those bridges and incorporate 
minority party perspectives into the budget process

▪ Neither party has license on good ideas

▪ We will have areas that we do not agree and the expectation
in this committee is that we will conduct our business with the
civility, decency and respect that the people of Iowa deserve from
their elected leaders

 



“We shape the culture; 
the culture shapes 

the character.”
-Dr. Tom Lickona & Dr. Matt Davidson





“We shape the culture; 
the culture shapes 

the character.”
-Dr. Tom Lickona & Dr. Matt Davidson





The life of a legislator?



Life in the
Legislature?



Character Based Leadership
Moral Character  (Best Self)

Performance Character (Best Work)

How do we shape a
Culture of Excellence and Ethics





Underline two words 
on each side that are 

your strengths

Circle two words on 
each side that you 
want to improve



Let’s Take A Break
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Integrity
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INTEGRITY:

Important statements, ideas, or information to remember.

Ways you picture using what you learned.



INTEGRITY:

• Integrity is like the Law of Gravity 
• Integrity as wholeness  - honor our word

• Keeping our word – on time as promised
• Inform parties when we can’t keep our word as soon as we 

know – and clean-up any  ‘mess’ created
• Integrity deals with oneself
• Integrity impacts performance
• Objects and systems have integrity – design, implementation 

and use
• Out-of-Integrity behavior impacts performance, reliability and 

workability







Culture Shaping Optimal Performance
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Exercise More

10,000 Steps
20 Minute Walk
Park Far Away

Take Stairs

Opportunity for Steps

Healthy

Daily Step Check

Friends



One Word - Word Map



Civility



I Want

You Want

We Could

Right Place / Right Time

Set Ground Rules

Active Listening
Ask Questions / Don’t interrupt

Seek understanding 

and look for resolution

Post conversation 

reflection with self and a 

trusted colleague

How to engage in difficult or 
challenging conversations



Lens of Leadership
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Dewitt Jones Insights

• Do you have the right lens on?

o What’s your perspective or angle?

o Find the extraordinary viewpoint to the problem.

• Are you in the place of the most potential?

o What’s the one thing we could do better or differently right now?

• Don’t worry about making mistakes.

o There’s more than one right answer; find the next right answer.

• How many times a week is it up to you?

o See the extraordinary in the ordinary.

o Are you ready to embrace this and respond?



Assess Process – Organizational Audit
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• Relationships – Surface to Substance

• Culture Shaping Leadership

• Shared Ground Rules for Engagement  - Compact for Excellence

• Know Your Character-Based Leadership Competencies and the 

Competencies of Others

• Moral Character (Best Self)

• Performance Character (Best Work)

• Understand and deliver Integrity

• Optimal Performance 

• CHAMP

• Lens of Leadership

• Assess Process - Intentional Organizational Audit of Practices to Stop, 

Continue, Improve and Start 

How do we shape a Culture of Excellence and Civility



• Seek Harmony – Not Balance
• Drink half your body weight in water –

everyday - and early
• Use the three most important words every day:

I love you
• Think about the three words that are second most 

important every day:
Because of you…

What Will Matter

I wish I would have known…



54









Visit Us Online

CharacterCountsInIowa.org
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