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Bipartisan Agreement that Incivility in Politics is 

Problematic
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Has Politics Ever Been Civil in the United States?

Cycles of Civility and Incivility a Part of U.S. History

“There is still some memory of 

the strict code of politeness, but 

no one knows quite what it said 

or where to find it.” 

Legacy derives from courtroom 

decorum and the one-time high 

percent of legislators who were 

“lawyers” who crafted legislative 

rules, norms and traditions of 

respect, comity & civility 

reflective of courtrooms
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Duel Between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, July 

11, 1804 8



The Caning of Senator Charles Sumner by Representative 

Preston Brooks, May 22, 1856 9
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Brawl on the Floor of 

House of Representative, 

February 6, 1858

Gun play in the U.S. Senate, April 1850
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Polarized Politics in the 1920s in America
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Remember the 1960s?



The Cyclical Nature of 

Political Instability in 

the U.S.:  Well 

Documented
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Source: Turchin, 2016
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Political Stress Index in the U.S., 1960-2010:  Current Condition of 

High Stress Reflective of a New Cycle of  Discord

Source: Ortmans, et al., 2017 (data from Turchin)
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Central Stress-Inducing 

Factors in Contemporary 

U.S. Politics 

Partisan Polarization, Declining Trust in Public 

Institutions, and Declining Economic Well-being –

all  likely Contributing to an Increase in 

Contemporary Public Incivility
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Increasing Polarization Among the Political Elites
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Increasing Political Polarization Among 

the Mass Publics
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Penetration of Incivility in US Churches –

NICD Initiative: Definition of Civility
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The institute is primarily working with Christian denominations in 

implementing its program from its Washington office.

Among those that developed Golden Rule 2020 are the National Council of 

Churches, National Association of Evangelicals, Presbyterian Church USA, 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, American Baptist Churches 

USA, Mormon Women for Ethical Government, and the US Conference of 

Catholic Bishops.

Cheryl Graeve, national organizer for the institute, observes that the 

campaign's title is rooted in the widely held value among religious and non-

religious people and Christians and non-Christians of "treating another person 

as you expect to be treated.“   See notes that our democracy thrives on the 

diversity of ideas, but that “We’ve got to have the will to engage in those 

different ideas… from a place of common respect and common listening to 

each other.”

https://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2019/campaign-stresses-why-civility-is-important-as-2020-election-approaches.cfm?utm_source=NICD+Research+Network&utm_campaign=2c2ef930f3-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_11_01_04_08&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_a066a43eb2-2c2ef930f3-184580409


REACTION TO “CAVOURTING WITH THE ENEMY”

20



LEARNING FROM THE AUTO EMISSIONS TEST GUY
MIKE’S EMISSIONS TEST SHACK
STATE STREET, BOISE, IDAHO, MAY 2018

COMPLIMENTS OF GARY MONCRIEF, EMERITUS PROFESSOR, BOISE STATE UNIVERSITY



Declining Trust in American Political 

Institutions
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Household Income Nearly Flat for Most American 

Families
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Fear of Increasing Immigration
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Link Between Rising Income Inequality and Polarization
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The Politics of Anger, Fear, and Resentment
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“GRIDLOCK”
PUBLIC CONSENSUS ON 

IMPORTANT PUBLIC POLICIES 
NOT TRANSLATED INTO PUBLIC 

POLICY IN CONGRESS 
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Majority of Americans Favor Political 

Leaders who Compromise
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HAS GRIDLOCK TAKEN PLACE AT THE STATE LEVEL?

• ALAN GREENBLATT’S JUNE, 2017 ARTICLE IN 

GOVERNING POSES CORE CONCERN

“CHECKS AND IMBALANCES: WITH A 

CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS CONSUMING 

WASHINGTON, STATE LAWMAKERS ARE 

UPENDING THEIR OWN NORMS AS WELL.” 
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WHAT IS HAPPENING IN OUR 50 STATE LEGISLATURES?  

TWO HIGHLY NOTEWORTHY STUDIES:

• NCSL 2015-2016 STUDY – SURVEY OF STATE 

LEGISLATORS (N=1,620); 10 STATE CASE STUDIES

• WSU FOLEY INSTITUTE STUDY OF 2018-

19 – SURVEY OF STATE LEGISLATIVE LOBBYISTS 

(N=1,300+; 1,253 COMPLETE) ; 13 STATES “OVER-

SAMPLE” CASES WITH 30+ RESPONDENTS 35



THE NCSL STUDY HIGHLIGHTS
SETTING:  2015-16 LEGISLATIVE SESSIONS IN STATE LEGISLATURES

STUDY CONDUCTED PRIOR TO THE 2016 NATIONAL ELECTION 

ELECTION ADDED TO THE ONGOING POLARIZATION OF THE POLITICAL PARTIES   AND 

HEIGHTENED PUBLIC POLITICAL DISCOURSE INCIVILITY

HIGHLIGHTS:

1. DISTINCTION BETWEEN POLARIZATION,  INCIVILITY AND RESPONSIBLE DECISION-

MAKING IN STATE LEGISLATURES;  PUBLIC INTEREST IS BEING SERVED

2. STATES HAVE BEEN AFFECTED, SOME MORE THAN OTHERS, BUT HAVE FOR THE MOST 

PART BEEN ABLE TO MAINTAIN THEIR TRADITION OF RESPONSIBLE COMPROMISE  IN 

THE INTEREST OF THE  PUBLIC INTEREST (hopefulness)

3. NOTE:  GARY MONCRIEF AT BOISE STATE UNIVERSITY 

INVOLVED IN BOTH STUDIES
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THE NICD- & WSU FOLEY INSTITUTE-
SUPPORTED STUDY:  2018-19 NATIONAL 

SURVEY OF STATE LOBBYISTS

Multiple-institution effort by a team of scholars located 

at 11 universities supported with funding from the 

National Institute for Civil Discourse at the Univ. of Arizona 

and ongoing support from the Thomas S. Foley Institute for 

Public Policy & Public Service, the William D. Ruckelshaus 

Center, and the Division of  Governmental Studies & Services

at Washington State University. 
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RESEARCH TEAM MEMBERS & THEIR 
UNIVERSITY AFFILIATIONS

UNIVERSITY OF ARKANSAS (AR) – William Schreckhise

UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS (KS) – John Pierce & Burdett Loomis

BOISE STATE UNIVERSITY (ID) – Gary Moncrief, Stephanie Witt, Luke Fowler & Jaclyn Kettler

BRADLEY UNIVERSITY (IL) – Megan Remmel, R. Craig Curtis

OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY (OR) – Brent Steel & Claire McMorris

UNIVERSITY OF UTAH (UT) – Christopher Simon

KENT STATE UNIVERSITY (OH) – Daniel Chand

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA,  LAS VEGAS and RENO (NV) – John Tennert and Robert Morin

SHIPPENSBURG UNIVERSITY (PA) – Michael Moltz

DUKE UNIVERSITY (NC) – Leslie Winner and John Hood

WASHINGTON STATE UNIVERSITY (WA) – Francis Benjamin, Steven Stehr, Christina Sanders, 

& Nicholas Lovrich
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NATIONAL SURVEY OF STATE 
LEGISLATIVE LOBBYISTS, 2018-19

HIGHLIGHT:  MORE PESSIMISTIC VIEW THAN LEGISLATORS REGARDING PROSPECTS FOR 

GRIDLOCK AT THE LEVEL OF STATE LEGISLATURES IN EVIDENCE AMONG THOSE WHOSE 

JOB IT IS TO MOVE LEGISLATION THROUGH STATE LEGISLATURES

SURVEY CHARACTERISTICS:

• COMPLETED SURVEYS = 1,300+ (on-line Qualtrics + mail follow-up)

• RETURNS FROM ALL 50 STATES

• AVE. RESPONSES PER STATE = 25+

• OVERSAMPLES (3O+) for ID, AR, KS, WA, UT, CA, NV, IL, IA, OH, PA, OR & NC

• MANY FORMER STATE LEGISLATORS; DIVERSE GROUP, INCLUDING AGENCY 

CONTRACT LOBBYISTS & FIRMS, LIAISON PERSONNEL,  NON-PROFITS, PUBLIC 

INTEREST GROUPS, ETC.

• RICH COLLECTION OF COMMENTS AND COMMENTARIES
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM LOBBYISTS’ SURVEY
QUESTION: HOW IMPORTANT ARE CIVILITY AND THE MAINTENANCE OF CIVIL DISCOURSE 

NORMS IN LEGISLATIVE DEBATE TO PRODUCING GOOD PUBLIC POLICY?  [Mean Response]

NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT (1)   UNCERTAIN (5-6)    ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL (10)

Natl. average                                                                                           8.34

UTAH  (N=32)  8.69                                       

WASHINGTON (N=59) 8.29

QUESTION: OVERALL, HOW WOULD YOU CHARACTERIZE THE GENERAL LEVEL OF CIVILITY 

AMONG MEMBERS OF YOUR STATE’S LEGISLATURE DURING THE TWO MOST RECENT 

LEGISLATIVE SESSIONS?

VERY UNCIVIL (1)                     UNCERTAIN (5-6)                     VERY CIVIL  (10)

Natl. average                                                  5.44

UTAH 7.08     

WASHINGTON 5.92
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED) 

QUESTION: DO YOU THINK THAT NORMS OF FAIR PLAY ARE BREAKING DOWN IN THE 

STATE IN WHICH YOU LOBBY OR ADVOCATE FOR CLIENTS?  

NOT OCCURRING (1)     UNCERTAIN (2)        OCCURRING (3)

Natl. average                                                                2.56

UTAH                                                          2.16 

WASHINGTON 2.59

QUESTION: IN YOUR STATE, ARE THERE FEWER, THE SAME, OR MORE NON-PARTISAN 

AREAS TODAY THAN IN THE PAST?

FEWER (1)                        SAME (2)                  MORE (3)

Natl. average                        1.62

UTAH 1.84                   

WASHINGTON 1.54
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

QUESTION: COMPARED TO WHEN YOU FIRST BECAME INVOLVED IN LEGISLATIVE ADVOCACY, HAVE 

LEGISLATORS WITH WHOM YOU WORK BECOME MORE PARTISAN OR MORE BIPARTISAN (i.e., WORK 

WITH LEGISLATORS IN THE OPPOSING PARTY ON SOME LEGISLATION OF COMMON INTEREST)?  

MORE PARTISAN (1)      UNCERTAIN (4)        MORE BIPARTISAN (7)

Natl. average                              3.26         

UTAH 3.38           

WASHINGTON 2.78

QUESTION: COMPARED TO TEN YEARS AGO, ARE LEGISLATIVE LEADERS MORE OR LESS CIVIL 

TODAY?

LESS CIVIL (1)                       UNCERTAIN (5)                   MORE CIVIL  (9)

Natl. average                             3.89

UTAH 4.27          

WASHINGTON 3.45
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

QUESTION: HOW DOES THE FOLLOWING TEND TO PLAY OUT IN YOUR STATE LEGISLATURE?  “MORE 

LEGISLATORS REFLECTING THE POLARIZED ENVIRONMENT OF THE U.S. CONGRESS”

STRONGLY AGREE (1)  AGREE (2)   DISAGREE (3)     STRONGLY DISAGREE (4)

Natl. average                      1.81            

UTAH 2.24             

WASHINGTON 2.06

QUESTION: COMPARED TO THE U.S. CONGRESS, TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU FEEL PARTISAN 

POLARIZATION IS TAKING PLACE IN YOUR STATE LEGISLATURE?

MUCH LESS POLARIZED (1)             SAME (3)        FAR MORE POLARIZED  (5)

Natl. average                                 2.29

UTAH 1.72                               

WASHINGTON 1.94
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

QUESTION: HOW DOES THE FOLLOWING HYPOTHESIZED CAUSE OF INCIVILITY TEND TO PLAY OUT IN 

YOUR STATE LEGISLATURE?  “LEGISLATORS’  RESPECT FOR LEGISLATIVE TRADITIONS AND NORMS AND 

CUSTOMS IS LOW” {Legislators respect for norms waning}        

STRONGLY AGREE (1)  AGREE (2)    DISAGREE (3)     STRONGLY DISAGREE (4)

Natl. average                                  2.24             

UTAH 2.52     

WASHINGTON 2.41

QUESTION: “REACHING ACROSS THE AISLE (trust-building)”:  FAVOR VISITING OTHER LEGISLATORS 

FROM THE OPPOSING PARTY IN THEIR LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT

POOR IDEA (1)               UNCERTAIN (3)              EXCELLENT IDEA  (5)

Natl. average                                                                3.69

UTAH 3.72         

WASHINGTON 3.92
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

ILLUSTRATIVE INSIGHTFUL COMMENTS REGISTERED BY UTAH LOBBYISTS

PARTY FACTORS

• UTAH'S LEGISLATURE IS OVERWHELMINGLY REPUBLICAN, SO HYPER-PARTISANSHIP 

DOESN'T REALLY IMPACT OUR STATE'S WORK IN A CLEAR WAY.

• WITH SO FEW DEMOCRATS IN THE LEGISLATURE, THIS IS A NON-FACTOR

• UTAH HAS FOUR POLITICAL PARTIES, AND THREE OF THEM EXIST WITHIN THE 

REPUBLICAN LEGISLATIVE COLLABORATION: MODERATE GOP, LIBERTARIAN, TEA 

PARTY/ANTI-GOVERNMENT, AND THE DEMOCRATS. 

• THE WAY THE MEDIA (SOCIAL AND LEGACY) COVERS POLITICS.  IT'S MUCH LESS ABOUT 

ISSUES AND MUCH MORE ABOUT TEAMS/OPPOSING IDEOLOGIES FIGHTING FOR 

UNILATERAL CONTROL OF THE GOVERNMENT.
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HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

ILLUSTRATIVE INSIGHTFUL COMMENTS REGISTERED BY UTAH LOBBYISTS

NON-PARTY FACTORS

• … THE QUANTITY OF BILLS INCREASES EVERY YEAR. AS A RESULT, THE QUALITY OF THE 

DELIBERATION DURING THE SESSION HAS DECREASED AND THERE IS LITTLE PUBLIC 

DISCOURSE. THE LEGISLATURE ALSO HAS OUTSOURCED SOME POLICY MAKING TO TASK 

FORCES AND COMMISSIONS.

• … OFTEN VOTES ARE MADE BASED ON WHAT PARTY LEADERSHIP DICTATES.

• … MANY DECISIONS ARE SOMEWHAT DRIVEN BY THIS (RELIGIOUS) CULTURE, SO GETTING 

TO KNOW EACH OTHER BETTER MAY OR MAY NOT AFFECT VOTING OR ISSUE OUTCOMES. 

ALTHOUGH, IT DOES SEEM TO HELP, IN GENERAL, TO KNOW PEOPLE AS INDIVIDUALS AND 

HAVE MORE CONTEXT FOR THE WAY THEY THINK.

• I THINK ANOTHER COMPLICATING FACTOR IS THE URBAN/RURAL DIVIDE THAT IS VERY 

EVIDENT - THE MOST CONSERVATIVE LEGISLATORS REPRESENT THE RURAL PARTS OF THE 

STATE, WHILE MORE MODERATES REPRESENT THE MAJORITY OF THE POPULOUS. 

46



HIGHLIGHTS (CONTINUED)

ILLUSTRATIVE INSIGHTFUL COMMENTS REGISTERED BY UTAH LOBBYISTS

CIVILITY

• I TRY TO AVOID THE LEGISLATORS WHO TEND TO MAKE THINGS UNCIVIL

• JUST TRY TO MAINTAIN CIVILITY AND KEEP THE ISSUE DISCUSSION AS LIGHT AS 

POSSIBLE. 

• IF ANYTHING THERE IS TOO MUCH DEFERENCE TO CIVILITY.

• THE LEGISLATORS IN UTAH TEND TO WORK TOGETHER ON MOST ISSUES AND 

CONTINUE TO DO SO.

• UTAH TENDS TO BE A VERY CONGENIAL STATE. 
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NEXT STEPS:  DERIVING BENEFITS FROM THE NATIONAL 
SURVEY OF STATE LEGISLATIVE LOBBYISTS

• 1. UTAH FOLLOW-UP ANALYSES & PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH 

• 2. SIMILAR PRESENTATIONS IN THE “OVER-SAMPLE STATES” OF ARKANSAS, 

OREGON, KANSAS, IDAHO, NEVADA, CALIFORNIA, OHIO, ILLINOIS, 

PENNSYLVANIA, AND NORTH CAROLINA BY RESEARCH TEAM MEMBERS

• 3. CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS ON “PREDICTORS” OF STATE-LEVEL RESILIENCE 

TO GRIDLOCK – POTENTIAL FACTORS TO BE EXPLORED INCLUDE POLITICAL 

CULTURE, REGIONAL DIFFERENCES, DEGREE OF LEGISLATIVE PROFESSIONALISM, 

ESTABLISHED RULES FOR MINORITY PARTY INCLUSIVENESS, WOMEN IN LEGISLATIVE 

ROLES, GERRYMANDERING, ETC.

• 4. CONFERENCE PRESENTATION ON DIFFERENCES AMONG TYPES OF LOBBYISTS 

AND ANALYSIS OF SURVEY COMMENTS – NEPSA (April) & STATE POLITICS AND 

POLICY ANNUAL MEETING AT UCSD (March) 
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ONE MAJOR AREA OF CONCERN NOT FEATURED 
IN THE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

Insight from sharing survey results with group of Washington lobbyists

• Negative effects reported on collaborative public policy processes

❑ Good faith bargaining actors more difficult to engage

❑ Less inclination of legislative committees to accept negotiated legislation

❑ Less deference to the process, and more “grand-standing” by legislators

❑ Less reliance on legislative staff “institutional memory” for guidance

TRUE OF UTAH?
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR KIND ATTENTION

QUESTIONS?

CONTACT INFORMATION

n.lovrich@wsu.edu

benjamin@wsu.edu

stehr@wsu.edu
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