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Three Cheers for Civility!

I read, with interest, Saturday’s article about the decline in civility and manners in our fast-paced society and marveled at how, today, the most basic courtesies can really help people, companies or communities distinguish themselves from the crowd.  From responding in a timely manner to treating people with courtesy and respect, the person who masters these subjects can truly outclass the competition.  

Actions speak louder than words — the way you present yourself, in both words and deeds, defines who you are to those with whom you work and live.  If someone does not do business with you because he or she does not like your attitude and habits, you’ll never be told that’s the reason.  Poor business etiquette is a silent killer.  

In reflecting on this subject, I considered a project we needed done on our home.  We contacted multiple providers of the service and scheduled appointments for them to meet with us.  I was shocked at how few actually showed up for the appointment and, additionally, how few of the responders actually prepared a proposal in the time in which they said they would.  The irony of this story is that the contractor who got the job was the one who showed up on time and responded in the timeframe that was promised — pretty simple, actually.  The company was not the least-expensive provider, nor was it necessarily the best known, but got the job — and many more — because these people kept their word and responded accordingly.  They treated us with respect and surpassed their competition simply by being responsible and courteous.

Respect is demonstrated when one knows how to behave accordingly and appropriately in any situation.  If you know how to handle situations without losing your cool and in a cordial manner, situations tend to stay under control and get resolved more readily.  People prefer to do business with people they like and respect, and people respect those who show respect to them. Respect for one another is a valuable tool that can be used to build a strong community, business or family.  Learning and teaching the basic skills of business and social etiquette help people understand the rules of the game and help them to demonstrate respect for one another, leading a community or business in a positive and powerful direction.  Failure to treat others respectfully can only move an individual, community or company backwards and toward demise.

One of my favorite quotes is from Jim Collins — he starts his best-selling business book with the sentence, “Good is the enemy of great.”  As I look at our society and all that we’ve accomplished, I am struck by the notion that in the area of manners, civility and courtesy, we are comfortable with average, or even worse, poor behavior.  At a minimum, we are not surprised by rudeness and we’ve even come to expect it.  We are not pushing ourselves toward greatness when we settle for poor or rude behavior.  Mediocrity is not something to be proud of and certainly not something for which any of us strive. Collins’ quote sends a message about avoiding complacency and pushing ourselves to the next level of greatness each and every day.  Having good manners and behaving civilly is not difficult — it is easy to learn, easy to do, and makes doing business and interacting with others much more pleasant.  Additionally, it is the foundation of a strong and growing community or business and can truly distinguish you from the crowd.

In a society where we move at the speed of light, we need to take time to be courteous, civil and respectful of one another.  Edgar Magnin once said, “Charm is the ability to make someone else think that both of you are wonderful.”  We need to teach our children, colleagues and other members of our community the basic skills to interact politely and respectfully with one another; we need to charm one another.  Not only is this considerate and kind, but it is professional and demonstrates leadership. 

You’ll be surprised at how valuable courtesy can be. It can make you more successful … distinguish you from the competition … and take you from good to great. Courtesy is not a lost art, just a forgotten one. Fortunately, it’s one that can be easily revived.

Anne Baum is the founder and president of Vision Accomplished® a Lehigh Valley consulting firm that provides business protocol and leadership training programs. She is certified in corporate, international and children’s protocol and etiquette by the Protocol School of Washington®. 
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