
“Rudeness is the weak man’s imitation 
of strength.” – Eric Hoffer

ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer
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Rudeness
I have been in county road works since 1972 and I 
think the two most remarkable changes during that 
time are: 
1. The dramatic increase in paperwork and 

regulations, and
2. The increase in rudeness toward public 

employees. 

I recently noticed an article written by George F. 
Will, a columnist for the Washington Post, entitled 
“The survival of the shrillest in society of comfort, 
complaint.” I don’t normally read George Will, but 
happen to be mulling over the loud rhetoric at the 
federal level-so this hit a chord. His column got 
me thinking of rudeness toward public employees 
who regularly interact with the public.

When I started county work, most of the 
interaction with citizens were from farmers that 
were in the courthouse to pay their taxes. The 
farmer would remember he had a road problem 
and then remember to tell you while he was in the 
courthouse. Farmers wouldn’t call in a request 
unless it was an emergency; they liked to do it 
personally and explain the problem in detail. 
Farmers were aware that some items needed dry 
and warmer weather to accomplish. There was no 
expectation that the request would be checked out 
and handled immediately. Rarely was someone 
rude. 

My, how times have changed since everyone has 
gotten a cell phone. With a cell phone you can call 
in a complaint while you are still mad. A person is 
much more likely to be rude when they are upset, 
and the insulation a phone provides also seems to 
allow some people to forget their manners. Now 
we have email and social media that seems to 
allow people to stretch the truth and make rude 
comments. 

It seems like many people want 
to portray themselves as victims 
of some injustice done by others. 
For instance, a person that 
wasn’t paying attention and hit a 
pothole, may post on Facebook a 
statement on the incompetence of 
the grader operator. George Will 
stated it this way, “…because 
today’s technologies have eliminated barriers to 
entry into public conversations, ignorance and 
intemperateness are not barriers.”

Because of the nature of working for everyone, the 
public sector employee has to live with rudeness 
more so than a private individual. Private sector 
employees are subject to rudeness from other 
employees and perhaps from complaints from 
dissatisfied customers. The number of dissatisfied 
customers is limited to the customer base. In the 
public sector everyone is eligible to be dissatisfied. 

We have an almost unlimited number of people 
that can become morally outraged over some 
perceived “injustice” that makes them a victim. 
These victims get excited and feel justified in 
being loud and rude. As a public employee we 
are expected to listen and bite our tongue to 
keep from saying anything to further inflame 
the situation. George Will’s comment comes to 
mind, “In our day, this defect – moral overheating 
– has been democratized. Anyone can have it. 
Now, everybody can be happily furious, delirious 
with hysteria and intoxicated with intimations of 
apocalypse, all day every day.”

Please recognize that I have been overly negative 
in this article to make a point. A vast majority of 
our citizens are a pleasure to work with and it is an 
honor and privilege to serve them.

I wanted to discuss rudeness as I think it is a big 
reason many people leave the public sector. Being 
the subject of rudeness is discouraging and is 
a factor in burnout. We may need to provide a 
more positive work environment to counteract the 
negatives. Front line employees may need training 
in dealing with difficult people and to not take 
rudeness personally. 



“The many Americans who are 
happiest when unhappy seem as 
addicted to indignation as the fewer 
Americans are to cocaine..”  
– George F. Will
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We can counteract burnout some simply and 
cheaply by recognizing or employees for doing 
a good job. I am not talking about a bonus or an 
award, just a simple sincere “nice job” will make 
a person’s day. Counties would benefit from more 
positive reinforcement.  

There is a lot of talk about making America great 
again. I think America is great, but could be better. 
We can do our part by heeding the remarks of 
Reba McEntire at the Grammy Awards telecast: 
“Everyone should treat people like they want to be 
treated. Just be kind.”  Your mother as well as a 
great prophet in the holy land said about the same 
thing 2000 years ago.  n

I send out a twice monthly email on current road 
issues and items of statewide interest. If you would 
like to receive these emails just send me an email 
request at bowers@kansascounties.org . 
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