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civility, 
please

These five components of civility will help you form better 
relationships with your co-workers and employer.

BY SHELBY JOY SCARBROUGH
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Genuine civility is much more than rote 
attention to manners. Manners are part of 
courteous behavior, and specific manners 
often change through the ages. But civility 
is evergreen. Treating people with dignity 
and respect never goes out of fashion. As 
human beings, we crave the comfort of a 
world where dignity, kindness, and respect 
for others reign. Perhaps that is the reason 
the current discord, especially in the public 
sphere, is so disconcerting.

At its heart, civility is a form of selfless-
ness. It is about recognizing the humanity 
in the people around us and ourselves so we 
can find our way forward together—even if 
we disagree. It is taking responsibility for 
our actions and forgoing the ever-popular 
shame-and-blame game.

In the workplace and our personal lives, 
civility is an essential element for creating a 
positive environment and building produc-
tive relationships and—frankly—bringing 
more joy to our world. In writing my book, 
Civility Rules!, I studied George Washing-
ton’s Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour 
In Company and Conversation and con-
cluded that civility could be broken down 
into five core ideals: trust, dignity/courtesy,  
empathy, humility, and honor/respect. Per-
sonal responsibility is central to living in 

alignment with those values, which can 
help us build better relationships with our 
employers, co-workers, and colleagues.

On trust
Speak not injurious words neither 
in jest nor earnest. Scoff at none, 
although they give occasion. —Rule 
65, George Washington’s Rules of 
Civility and Decent Behaviour
Personal responsibility—holding ourselves 
accountable for our actions, choices, and 
importantly our imperfections—is a singu-
larly significant element that builds trust. 
And trust is the foundation for all suc-
cessful relationships, both personally and 
professionally.

How can your own personal practice of 
civility come into play in your relationships 
with your co-workers and employer? Hon-
esty, reliability, and courtesy toward others 
are the glue that holds professional and 
personal relationships together. We may 
refer to the ability to conduct ourselves 
honestly, reliably, and with courtesy as soft 
power. I also like to think about it as a sort 
of superpower—an endless supply of posi-
tive energy.

Establishing reciprocal trust among your 
employer and co-workers leads to a more 

C
ivility is often thought of as a set of stodgy rules or 
societal conventions that individuals must follow to maintain a 
polite society, such as: “Don’t cut someone off in traffic” or “Do 
say please and thank you.” While such transactional behaviors 
are useful and encouraged, for people to achieve true, authentic, 
and effective civility, they should adopt a complete practice of 
civility, which will benefit all aspects of life.
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positive work environment and improved 
communication. But how do you build that 
trust? You can cultivate your own practice 
of civility via deeds and actions, with a bit 
of intentionality. For example, work dili-
gently to:

• Keep commitments to other people—if
you must back out, let the other party 
know the reason without any excuses.

• Respect other people’s time.
• Take nothing personally (as differ-

entiated from not taking personal
responsibility).

• Refrain from blaming others.
• Refuse to complain.
• Find something joyful to focus on, 

and express gratitude for it regularly.
• Continually work on self-love and

self-acceptance of your humanness.
• Apologize quickly and own your mis-

takes; then work to grow and learn
from them.

Likewise, leaders can help the workforce 
understand the value and benefit of taking 
personal responsibility through leading by 
example and fostering an inclusive and em-
powering environment. Leading by example 
is the key.

On dignity and courtesy
Be not forward but friendly and 
courteous; the first to salute, hear, 
and answer, and be not pensive 
when it’s a time to converse.  
—Rule 66
According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, 
esteem is a fundamental need that all hu-
mans share, which can be broken into two 
parts: self-respect (the belief that we are 
valuable and deserve dignity) and self- 
esteem (confidence in our ability to grow 
and succeed).

Self-esteem stems from both the respect 
and acknowledgment of others as well as 
our own self-assessment. And out of those 
grows our self-confidence and indepen-
dence. Understanding that basic universal 
need—to be valued, respected, and worthy 
of dignity—is a powerful tool.

Are you creating an environment that 
recognizes that basic human need, one in 
which all members feel esteemed, heard, 
valued, and integral to the overall team? 
Can your behavior serve as a catalyst for 

positive change among others? Setting up 
systems so people can talk to one another 
honestly and nonjudgmentally, encourag-
ing two-way communication, and leading 
by example are essential to fostering ci-
vility and personal accountability in the 
modern workplace.

For example, in the Entrepreneurs’ Orga-
nization, of which I am a member, we use a 
specific protocol for communicating with 
one another:

• We do not give advice. Rather, we share
experiences, often starting sentences
with “In my experience ...”

• We learn to listen and listen to learn. 
We do not should one another.

Few entrepreneurs enjoy being told what 
to do. Frankly, who does? The above tenets 
keep communication positive and pro-
ductive. Sharing experiences versus giving 
advice is a powerful tool that engenders 
empathy, respect, and trust.

The idea behind this protocol is that each 
person’s experience and perspective are 
unique. So, if you broad brush a conversa-
tion with advice, you often put off the other 
person and miss a major opportunity to 
share, learn, and grow together. Consider 
the example of the states of marriage and 
divorce. Nearly everyone understands the 
textbook definitions of what each of those 
words means, but are any two marriages ex-
actly alike? How about divorces?

Both can be simple, complex, easy, diffi-
cult, angry, or amicable—and everything in 
between. So, what works for me may not ap-
ply to you. But if I share my experience with 
you, you may find some nuggets that could 
be useful in your own journey without me 
telling you what you should do. That way, it 
is up to you whether it resonates.

On empathy
Be no flatterer, neither play with 
any that delights not to be played 
withal. —Rule 17
How empathetic are you to your 
colleagues? Empathy and com-
passion are integral to civility. Cultural 
diplomacy could not exist without them. 
The ability to recognize and acknowledge 
our differences and then look for common-
alities that can build bridges is the essence 
of diplomacy.

Establishing 
reciprocal 
trust among 
your employer 
and co-workers  
leads to a more 
positive work 
environment.
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However, that is not limited to the world 
of statecraft. Empathy—meeting a person  
where they are, not where you perceive 
them to be—is core to any personal civility 
practice. Empathy is entertaining the pos-
sibility that others see the world differently 
than you do and accepting that their view 
may be just as valid as yours. Listening is  
a gateway to empathy.

Nicole Krakora, my close friend and col-
league and an independent international 
protocol and events consultant and master 
trainer, articulated to me the concept  
of empathy.

“We unintentionally operate with certain 
assumptions in place based on our own val-
ues and experiences—our cultural lens,” she 
explained. “For example, we assume that we 
know exactly what the color red looks like, 
and we do not give it much thought. But if 
we encounter someone who is blind or even 
color-blind, and they ask us to describe the 
color, can we do that accurately? Whenever 
I ask someone to imagine that I have never 
seen red and to describe it to me, invariably 
they describe it according to what it sym-
bolizes to them based on their own values 
and experiences—‘It’s hot. It means dan-
ger, passion, etc.’—and seldom are they able 
to describe what the color looks like. This 
leads to an aha moment when we realize 
that our individual lens is not one size fits 
all, and we develop a better understanding 
of others’ experiences. This is empathy in 
action, and it creates deeper, more mean-
ingful connections.”

If you’re a manager, are you regularly 
checking in with your employees to see how 
they are doing, or do you only communicate 
when giving orders or expecting results? 
Are you creating a safe and trusting space 
for them to share their thoughts and ideas? 
How do you connect to your staff’s hopes, 
fears, and dreams? How can you understand 
and support their career aspirations, per-
sonal growth, and development?

Those questions are especially relevant 
in today’s multigenerational workforce. 
Creating opportunities for personal 
development and mentorship across gen-
erations and functions helps staff at all 
levels feel relevant to the team’s overall 
success. For instance, whether valid or not, 
today’s younger workforce is often de-

scribed as less engaged or less committed 
to their employer’s long-term success, and 
longevity with a single employer is con-
sidered a relic of the past. That is where 
empathy can play a transformative role.

On humility
Wherein you reprove another, be 
unblameable yourself; for example 
is more prevalent than precepts. 
—Rule 48
Humility enables you to acknowl-
edge your own weaknesses, mistakes, and 
limitations. It also enables you to appreciate 
others’ strengths and talents. Whether lead-
ers realize it or not, their communication 
style is a critical determinant of their em-
ployees’ level of engagement. Do you lead 
with humility or ego? 

In the workplace, humility can result in 
better problem solving. When you are open 
to the concept that you don’t know it all 
and can always be learning, your colleagues 
and employees will naturally feel more of 
an affinity with you and will likely be more 
open and willing to collaborate.

“I figure I can be right, or I can be ef-
fective,” says David Harmer, CEO of the 
nonpartisan, nonprofit Freedoms Founda-
tion at Valley Forge. That statement strikes 
me as a perfect, in-the-moment demon-
stration of humility’s value. Harmer’s 
outlook on life enables him to lead his team 
through challenges with a collaborative and 
open-minded attitude rather than ego or a 
focus on personal gain.

On respect and honor
Every action done in company 
ought to be done with some sign 
of respect to those that are  
present. —Rule 1

Undertake not what you can-
not perform but be careful to keep  
your promise. —Rule 82
Once we cultivate empathy and humil-
ity, we naturally engage with others 
with greater respect and honor. Respect 
requires treating others with consider-
ation and valuing that people have their 
thoughts and opinions. In the workplace, 
showing respect toward your employer, 
employees, and co-workers can improve 
teamwork and collaboration.

Once we 
cultivate 
empathy and 
humility, we 
naturally 
engage with 
others with 
greater respect 
and honor.
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But there is a difference between respect-
ing myself and demanding that someone 
else respect me. I believe I need to earn an-
other’s respect by walking the walk; being 
reliable; and being honorable in deeds, ac-
tion, thought, and communication.

When you show respect to your colleagues, 
they naturally feel valued and are more likely 
to be inspired to contribute. Likewise, when 
you behave in a way that earns respect, oth-
ers will usually see you as empathic, humble, 
and trustworthy. See how it all interrelates? 
Civility becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy,  
a complete circle of civility.

As for honor, it involves being truth-
ful and living with integrity in all areas of 
your life, including work. You can respect 
through honorable actions. Likewise, true 
leaders empower teams by providing var-
ious tools to achieve success honorably. 
Significant among those tools is honest 
feedback that encourages and motivates 
personal growth, especially in the face of 
missteps or challenges.

When providing feedback to colleagues 
and employees, do you remain positive and 
opportunity focused? Or do you reprimand, 
shame, and blame? Do you help others grow 
with civil approaches (such as coaching, 
counseling, and constructive criticism), or 
do you shut others down?

One effective way to build a collabora-
tive team and inspire commitment to a 

larger mission is through a goal-setting, 
values-identifying exercise. Each team 
member explores their personal career val-
ues within the company’s corporate values 
and mission. Where there are gaps between 
personal and company values, you can cre-
ate actionable goals to bring the values 
more into alignment, resulting in greater 
authenticity and commitment to a shared 
mission. That understanding creates an 
environment where staff feel valued and 
supported, which improves morale, produc-
tivity, and overall job satisfaction.

On creating a purposeful 
practice of civility
Labor to keep alive in your breast 
that little spark of celestial fire 
called conscience. —Rule 110
You cannot expect change to  
happen overnight, and in fact, 
you may ask yourself: What difference can I, 
a single individual, make? The truth is that 
when you commit to your own purposeful 
practice of civility and personal responsibil-
ity, you are committing to making yourself 
better. And in making yourself better, you 
make a difference.

When we introduce a practice of civility 
and personal responsibility in our work-
places, we have a transformative impact on 
our organizations. Those in our circles be-
come inspired to follow suit. In cultivating 
those daily habits—using the core concepts 
of civility to build bridges and open com-
munication channels—we become more 
trustworthy, we set an example for our col-
leagues, and our relationships evolve.

Civility in the workplace is not about 
perfection but continual growth and 
awareness. It is a practice. Just as a doc-
tor or a lawyer practices their craft, so can 
we develop purposeful civility as a crit-
ical skill set. It is about taking personal 
responsibility for our actions and consid-
ering the impact of our behavior on others. 
Ultimately, it's about creating a more re-
spectful, collaborative work environment 
where everyone can thrive.

Shelby Joy Scarbrough is a speaker,  
entrepreneur, and writer and the founder  
of Practical Protocol; shelby@practical 
protocol.com.
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