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Introduction

Growing Divides Are a Business Issue 

The well-documented increase in toxic polarization 
among Americans is not only a threat to our social 
fabric and system of government; it is also a busi-
ness and economic issue. Companies are witnessing 
first-hand how contentious issues create workplace 
conflict and reduce productivity. The debates we 
encounter on Twitter, sensationalist news outlets, 
and Capitol Hill have worked their way into corpo-
rate offices, Zoom meetings, and Slack chats. The 
possibility of doing business without confronting 
controversy is disappearing, as an increasingly 
divided public voices conflicting views on a host of 
charged topics and hot-button current events. 

In such a socially fractured and politically unpre-
dictable environment, businesses can’t flourish. 
Attracting top talent, a tough task to begin with, 
is all the more difficult to navigate when partisan 
tribalism leaves half the talent pool off the table. 
Running efficient and cohesive teams becomes an 
even greater challenge when differences of opinion 
on social issues create tension and hostility among 
colleagues. Responding to both public and internal 
demands for comment or action on national flash-
points places a burden on executives and managers 
that they are often unprepared to handle. Companies 
have much to gain from reversing the increasing 
divisions that are tearing our country apart.

A Discovery Project:  
What Can Businesses Do About It?

Business for America (BFA) is a nonpartisan non-
profit organization focused exclusively on mobilizing 
companies to help support the health of America’s 
democratic institutions. As more representatives 
from companies of all sizes, sectors, and regions 
have expressed concerns about growing social and 
political divides, BFA is exploring a variety of avenues 
to engage the business community in reversing 
these worrying trends. With support from the Civic 
Health Project, we initiated a discovery project to 
explore programmatic activities that could be offered 
to concerned companies looking for ways to address 
the divisions and tensions in their workplaces. The 
ultimate goal of this project is to find the right “prod-
uct-market fit” between this programming and the 
corporate sector.

The Bridge-Building Movement

With the rise in polarization across the country, a 
robust bridge-building movement has emerged. 
Hundreds of organizations are dedicated to help-
ing Americans turn down the heat, find common 
ground, and relate to one another as neighbors 
rather than enemy combatants. Many of these 
organizations specialize in training — providing 
educational materials or experiences that teach the 
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skills to communicate with and relate to people who 
hold different perspectives. In local communities 
especially, these initiatives have seen great success 
in transforming conflict and mending the torn social 
fabric.

However, leaders in the bridge-building field 
recognize that their efforts can only achieve so 
much through outreach to individual Ameri-
cans. In order to scale strategically and maximize 
impact, movement leaders are seeking ways to 
bring bridge-building into trusted institutions that 
share the movement’s interest in overcoming toxic 
polarization, building shared purpose, and commu-
nicating effectively across differences. These trusted 
institutions include faith-based and secular civic 
organizations, K–12 and higher learning institutions, 
and businesses.

For all parties, setting the foundation for ongoing 
business engagement with the bridge-building 
movement holds enormous potential value. The 
business sector has a strong interest in acquiring 
the resources they need to successfully navigate the 
social and political divisiveness that harms employee 
morale and reduces productivity. Companies also 
possess existing employee training and develop-
ment infrastructure through which bridge-building 
programming, resources, and tools can be rolled out 
across the workforce at all levels. Seeing the impact 
of overcoming divides and creating a culture of civil 
dialogue in the workplace may lead businesses to 
provide support to bridge-building organizations 
and initiatives in their communities and across the 
country, creating a ripple effect and moving Amer-
ican society more broadly toward greater social 
cohesion.

Companies 
have much 
to gain from 
reversing the 
increasing  
divisions.
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About
This Report

About  
Business for America

About  
Civic Health Project

Business for America (BFA) is 
a nonpartisan nonprofit busi-
ness membership organization 
focused exclusively on mobi-
lizing companies to boost civic 
engagement, ensure election 
integrity, reduce polarization, and 
advocate for public policies that 
strengthen democracy.

bfa.us

Civic Health Project, a nonpar-
tisan, nonprofit philanthropic 
organization, invests in academic 
research, strategic initiatives, 
and practical interventions that 
promote healthier civil discourse, 
collaboration, and problem-solv-
ing across America’s partisan 
divides.

civichealthproject.org

The aim of this report is to inform and support the 
bridge-building movement’s efforts to engage the 
business world. The information shared below will 
also be of interest to the general reader curious 
about the state of social and political polarization 
among American companies. We present our picture 
of how America’s divides are affecting businesses in 
the “How Businesses Experience Divides” section, 
which includes anecdotes and quotes from lead-
ers we interviewed about the challenges they face. 
The following section, “How to Engage Businesses,” 

may be of particular interest to members of the 
bridge-building movement seeking to understand 
how programming can best be tailored to a business 
context.

Learn More 

If you would like to know more about efforts to 
engage the business community to help build 
bridges across differences, please contact Business 
for America at info@bfa.us.

http://bfa.us/
http://civichealthproject.org/
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Research
Methodology

Interview request outreach 
started with BFA’s and CHP’s 
existing company contacts, most 
of whom work in government 
affairs/public affairs. We lever-
aged those contacts to establish 
additional relationships with cor-
porate leaders from corporate 
HR, DEI, employee development, 
and culture divisions, as well 
as outreach to our professional 
networks via LinkedIn.

Our outreach efforts yielded 
a final cohort of interviewees 
across a wide range of roles at 
their organizations: primarily 
government affairs and HR/DEI, 
as well as a number of C-suite 
level executives/owners. The 
demographic breakdown of 
the group also reflects a rela-

tively diverse group, though our 
cohort skews more male and 
less Latino/Hispanic than the 
US population. The companies 
where our interviewees work run 
the gamut in organizational size 
and structure: mostly Fortune 
500 or Global 1000 companies, 
some mid-sized to large com-
panies, and a handful of small 
companies and startups. We 
also spoke with a small number 
of consultants who specialize in 
employee and leadership devel-
opment and are engaged with 
issues of polarization. Finally, we 
also spoke with other nonprofit 
business organizations with a 
shared interest in our country’s 
civic health.

Outreach

We gathered information using a pre-interview survey, inter-
view, and post-interview survey for each individual interviewee. 
These tools allowed us to capture both quantitative and qualita-
tive data on 1) the issues/challenges companies are experiencing 
in the workplace and community, 2) programming that compa-
nies currently offer related to company culture and addressing 
different viewpoints, and 3) types of programming that might be 
a fit for their company or similar companies. Interviewees were 
also given the freedom to share any related perspectives or ideas 
related to bridging workplace divides, creating the possibility for 
unexpected insights to emerge.
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Interviews

Between December 2021 and March 2022, we con-
ducted a series of semi-structured interviews with 23 
individuals at 18 companies. The interview structure 
was designed with the aim of collecting a relatively 
similar set of information to be compared between 
interviewees. While some questions were standard-
ized, most of the conversations were open-ended to 
allow for anecdotal or qualitative data and to create 
space for spontaneous ideas and questions that 
had not yet been considered. Summarized results 
of these interviews are presented throughout the 
report.

Surveys

We used two simple surveys to gather basic quan-
titative assessments of each company’s needs and 
interest in bridge-building programming. 

Pre-Interview Survey

The pre-interview survey inquired about compa-
nies’ experiences with divisions in the workplace 
and asked respondents to indicate the degree to 
which those divides have shown up among lead-
ership, across the employee base, and throughout 
the communities where they operate. This survey 
also inquired about existing company programming 
with any relation to bridging social and political 
differences.

The survey response rate was relatively high (70%) 
and respondents shared additional details in a 
number of lengthy comments. The data collected 
through this survey provided us with both a basic 
quantified picture of what some companies are 
experiencing around polarizing issues, as well as a 
valuable starting point for our conversations in inter-
views with the respondents.

Post-Interview Survey

The post-interview survey engaged our interviewees 
in a bit of “blue-sky” thinking about hypothetical 
program offerings. Respondents ranked a list of 
potential programming options across a number 
of dimensions: the target audience for the training, 
delivery method, content focus, and target metrics. 
We also combined all of these dimensions into a 
set of concrete program examples, and respon-
dents rated the extent to which they believed each 
option would work for their company. Finally, we 
asked about the most likely obstacles to successfully 
implementing bridge-building programming. The 
response rate to the post-interview survey was lower 
(50%), but the data provided a useful and more 
refined picture of those companies’ needs and pref-
erences. The results of both surveys are summarized 
later in the report.

Program Provider Research

In order to better understand the programming 
options currently available to interested companies, 
we spoke with five bridge-building organiza-
tions about their business-centered offerings. 
We reviewed the products offered by each group 
through interviews with organization leaders, analy-
sis of programming materials, and reviews of impact 
assessments. We found that each organization offers 
a particular “flavor” of bridge-building, resulting in 
a diverse set of options suited to a wide range of 
contexts. While detailed findings of this research 
are not included in this report, the information 
we gathered from providers heavily informed our 
approach to gauging corporate interest in potential 
programming.
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Confidentiality 

Interviewees were willing to participate in this 
process and share sensitive internal company infor-
mation because we gave them the assurance that 
their participation would only be known by Business 
for America and Civic Health Project, and that com-
pany names would not appear in this report.

In order to protect interviewees’ confidentiality 
in the report, survey responses are only shared in 
aggregate, and specific responses from surveys 
and interviews have been anonymized. Quotes 
are shared only with a generalized description of 
the individual’s role and their company’s size and 
industry.

Out of Scope

The focus of this research is exclusively to assess 
business interest in bringing bridge-building pro-
gramming, resources, and tools into the workplace. 
We did not assess business interest for participating 
in or for providing philanthropic support to commu-
nity-centered bridging programs. We also did not 
examine other aspects of corporate civic engage-
ment relevant to toxic polarization, such ways that 
companies may affect social and political divides 
with their advertising dollars, political spending, etc.

Demographics

Female

Male

37.9%

62.1.%

GENDER

South AsianLatino

Asian

Black

White

13.3%

37.9%

3.3%

70%

6.7%

RACE

Other

HR / DEI

Gov. Affairs / CSR

Executive / Owner

33.3%

6.7%

40.0%

20.0%

ROLE

Consultant

Nonprofit

Small / Startup

Mid-Large Fortune 500

8.7%

8.7%

47.8%

13.0%

21.7%

COMPANY SIZE
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How Businesses 
Experience Divides.
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The Challenges 

A majority of companies we spoke with are indeed 
encountering the problem of polarization in their 
workplaces to varying degrees. Concretely, 69% of 
interviewees reported that America’s growing social 
and political divides are showing up in their workplace 
with negative effects on their employees and company 
culture. Roughly one-third reported some kind of issue 
— more conflicts or complaints, self-censorship, and 
reduced productivity or satisfaction — among employ-
ees. Close to half of companies reported leadership has 
struggled to manage conflict, respond to issues without 
causing further division, and generally act effectively 
within today’s cultural/political minefield.

Contentious Social and Political Issues

Adding to the already frayed bonds between Americans 
with different viewpoints, the country has faced a par-
ticularly tough five-year stretch of politically-charged 
events. Between a massive national movement for 
racial justice, a global pandemic, and one of the 
most contentious elections in American history, it 
is unsurprising that companies are struggling with 
how to handle controversial or polarizing topics in the 
workplace.

Racial Justice Initiatives

George Floyd’s murder in 2020 sparked the largest 
racial justice protests in the U.S. since the Civil Rights 
Movement. In the business world, companies found 
themselves under renewed pressure — both internal 
and external — to demonstrate their commitment to 
racial equity in the workplace, in their communities, 
and even through public policy.

Among the companies we interviewed, we found a variety of experiences with 
polarization. For some, divisiveness over political and social issues is a real pain point 
and they’re struggling to respond. For others, it’s simply not something that ranks 
highly on the list of company priorities. Leaders and managers at some companies 
report feeling well-equipped to face the challenges of a deeply polarized America, 
while others find themselves totally unprepared and at a loss. From this wide range of 
perspectives, a number of themes emerged. We’ve grouped these into three categories: 
A) the challenges that companies face, B) approaches and activities that exacerbate 
these challenges, and C) strategies that are proving effective to help create social 
cohesion within a workforce

of companies report 
negative effects from 
political/social divides 
on their company’s 
employees and culture.

69%
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This commitment has often taken the form of boosting 
internal diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives, 
including employee resource groups, employee and 
leadership training, and updates to hiring processes. 
While these efforts have yielded positive results — in 
particular for employees of color who reported feeling 
heard and seen in a profound way — some interview-
ees reflected that their educational efforts may have 
backfired. This dynamic is captured by the question 
a senior-level HR person at a Fortune 500 company 

asked the DEI team: “Are we just gonna have more 
white people training on diversity?” Across a range 
of companies, we found a recurring theme of certain 
employees (white and/or male, in particular) feeling 
alienated, disengaged, or demeaned by some initia-
tives aimed at racial justice or equity. For this segment 
of the company, fear of being punished for saying the 
wrong thing and frustration at being stereotyped led to 
disengagement.

In some cases, employee pressure to support more 
strongly the country’s larger movement for racial jus-
tice led to tension over companies’ responses. In one 
instance, a mid-sized company’s retail store was looted 
during a riot. When the same store was boarded up in 
anticipation of further unrest, employees questioned 
the company’s motives and suggested a racially-biased 
distrust of protesters. As multiple DEI profession-
als reported, complaints and frustration come from 
employees on “both sides” of the issue, leaving leader-
ship with a difficult path to tread.

COVID-19 Response

The COVID-19 pandemic was another topic frequently 
cited as a source of conflict. Company responses to the 
situation, especially mandates for vaccines and masks, 
often led to strife and a greater disconnect between 
corporate leaders and rank-and-file employees.

The approach to vaccination in particular varied widely 
between companies, with no easy answers or best 
approach; some degree of conflict was nearly univer-
sal. A Fortune 500 DEI professional reflected, “I will do 
a 90-minute training on inclusion… and 9 times out of 
10 I’ll get to the end of the session and hear ‘How can 
you tell me we’re an inclusive environment when you’re 
mandating me to get a vaccine?’” This particular com-
pany’s vaccination rate among factory workers never 
surpassed 30%, despite extensive encouragement and 
logistical support from corporate headquarters, where 
vaccination uptake was very high. Multiple companies 
reportedly stopped short of implementing a full vaccine 
mandate for their employees out of fear that the move 
would cause large numbers of workers to quit. One 
interviewee noted that a prominent business leader dis-
covered the dangers of requiring vaccination to return 
to work when she started receiving death threats.

Companies with retail outlets also cited customers as 
a challenge. Employees in customer-facing roles have 
been required to engage with customers over polit-
icized and polarizing issues such as mask-wearing. 
While retail employees at one company are trained 
in de-escalation to provide customers with a positive 
human experience while keeping team members safe, 
the pandemic produced a previously unseen kind of 
customer conflict to manage.

Many company leaders were also tasked with navigat-
ing different COVID-19 protocols at diverse geographic 
locations across the country, each with distinct local 
cultural norms and different state laws around masking 
and distancing. This proved to be a source of conflict for 
at least one company: an integration meeting at a Texas 
office with lax COVID-19 restrictions caused a signifi-
cant disruption with employees in California who were 
upset to see company leaders not following their more 
cautious protocols.

“Are we just 
gonna have 
more white 

people training 
on diversity?”
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The shift to remote work at the start of the pandemic 
led to a number of negative consequences for social 
cohesion among employees. The lack of frequent face-
to-face social interaction between employees initially 
brought an unexpected benefit: reducing the likelihood 
of workplace conflicts as a result of fewer conversations 
that might turn contentious. However, less in-person 
contact also resulted in a loss of some “human factor,” 
one Fortune 500 public affairs professional reported. 
Their company observed the well-known phenomenon 
of more impersonal, digital communication leading to a 
more disrespectful and divisive style of communication 
from some employees.

As companies began returning to in-person work, 
leaders were forced to reconcile differences in perspec-
tives on COVID-19, in some cases for the first time. In 
one incident related to us by the CEO of a mid-sized 
company, a significant conflict occurred when lead-
ers returned to headquarters for the first time since 
the start of the pandemic. After one team member 
objected to the COVID-19 protocols and was initially 
prevented from entering the building, HR had to be 
brought in for a multi-hour discussion on how the team 
should relate to this employee in light of his views. 
Other company leaders expressed similar concerns as 
they bring their teams back into shared workspaces 
and are forced to tangle with the highly politicized topic 
of COVID-19.

Right/Left Politics: Dissenting Viewpoints Unwelcome

For most companies we spoke with, differences across 
the traditional left-right political divide created conflict 
in the workplace. Several interviewees shared incidents 
stemming from a widespread culture of activism for 
social justice among their workforce. At these compa-
nies, employees concerned with fighting injustice have 
created an environment in which it is difficult to share 
dissenting views, ask questions, or even get hired if you 
do not agree with the prevailing perspective.

A large number of interviewees reported a climate of 
self-censorship and alienation among employees who 
lean right of center, with several describing colleagues 
who confided that they did not feel safe publicly iden-
tifying as conservative or Republican. As one executive 

at a Fortune 500 tech company told us, “After the 2016 
election, many conservatives told me, ‘You can’t talk. 
You can’t say anything. God forbid you admit you voted 
for Trump.’” The same executive shared his expectation 
that it is only a matter of time until he is fired for saying 
the wrong thing, given his company’s very limited toler-
ance for missteps around sensitive issues.

One CEO found that when employees at his previous 
company started to engage in social activism, they cre-
ated pressure on the company to take public stances 
he didn’t agree with. When starting his current com-
pany, he decided to keep the company’s focus on work 
rather than weigh in on each social issue of the day, and 
this stance is communicated to each potential hire. This 
approach follows the strategy employed by a number 
of companies that have publicly outlined an apolitical 
vision of company culture  , discouraging employee 
activism and discussion of political and social issues 
 at work.

While this “no politics” approach is likely tempting and 
may even be implemented successfully, a DEI con-
sultant we spoke with argued that discouraging any 
discussion of politics was a “blunt instrument” that 
prevents employees from being fully authentic in the 

“After the 2016 
election, many 
conservatives told 
me, ‘You can’t 
talk. You can’t say 
anything. God forbid 
you admit you voted 
for Trump.’”
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workplace. Her view of the solution: just as we hold 
space for racial and gender identity in the workplace, 
we need to expand identity to include political beliefs 
and create psychological safety by “building genu-
ine open-mindedness into the very foundation of the 
company.”

Increasing political polarization has, perhaps unsur-
prisingly, made its way into hiring decisions. A CEO of a 
mid-sized company shared a story of a senior executive 
who decided not to hire an otherwise ideal candi-
date because he voiced support for President Trump. 
The CEO summed up changing norms around hiring 
and his uncertainty about how to respond: “I didn’t 

know what to tell him. Previous to that, we were hiring 
Republicans and Democrats.” 

For some companies, this problem is avoided by main-
taining an ideologically homogeneous culture, which 
effectively eliminates the conflict that can arise from 
dissenting opinions. If an organization’s political leaning 
and approach to differing viewpoints is clear enough, 
potential hires can self-sort. While this may appear to 
be a solution, it ultimately accelerates the siloing of 
perspectives and is likely to exacerbate polarization in 
the long run. It also contributes to a corporate culture 
where dissent is not welcome, which may bleed into 

work conversations where challenging ideas is essential 
to improving business performance.

While most of the stories we heard involved more 
conservative-leaning individuals feeling too uncomfort-
able to express their views in progressive environments, 
multiple interviewees experienced pushback in the 
opposite direction, as well. One executive had been 
(unsuccessfully) brought up on corporate ethics 
charges by an employee, simply for inviting employ-
ees to an optional lunch-and-learn to discuss voting 
rights history and relevant pending legislation. We also 
observed a general pattern of initiatives traditionally 
associated with a more progressive perspective (e.g. 
diversity and racial equity training, or climate change 
work) being met with vitriol from conservative-leaning 
employees commenting anonymously on company 
communication platforms. As is true of broader Amer-
ican public discourse, hostility towards opposing 
viewpoints shows up across the political spectrum.

Divisions Between Corporate HQ and Branches

Multiple companies we spoke with reported signifi-
cant divides between corporate headquarters and local 
branches, often following an urban-rural geographic 
pattern and political map. On average, plants or facto-
ries located in more rural / less populated areas of the 
country tend to lean red, with corporate offices and 
headquarters located in major cities leaning blue.

This gap in perspective (both political and cultural) has 
at times led to conflict and a failure to achieve desired 
results, as in the case of COVID-19 vaccination encour-
agement. At a more philosophical level, one Fortune 
500 DEI professional sees the current effort to influence 
employee behavior as fundamentally flawed: “I think 
programmatic work is often seen as being done to 
people, versus co-creation of a deeply held belief and 
mindset. That’s where I see corporate America just fails.”

“I’d like to see us get 
better at constructively 

managing dissenting 
opinions…helping folks 
frame their objections 

in a respectful manner.”
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What’s Not Working

Companies highlighted a number of skill gaps, internal 
tools, educational programming, and processes that are 
not serving them well as they grapple with the chal-
lenges listed above. Here we identify a few themes that 
emerged from our interviews.

Executive Leaders Unprepared to Message 
Challenging Topics

For some companies, executive leaders do not possess 
sufficient skill in messaging on charged issues. One DEI 
professional at a major corporation perceived the gen-
eral feeling among leadership to be, “I don’t even know 
how to have this conversation, let alone lead it.” 

A Global 1000 company president made a similar obser-
vation, wishing that the C-suite would understand the 
present reality: “Shareholders and consumers demand 
that you take a position on issues, and sitting on the 
fence is just not accepted anymore. Taking a stance 
is fraught with danger, but you have to do it.” A CEO 
at a mid-sized company (who himself had struggled 
to respond to some controversial topics) emphasized 
the value that would come from equipping the top 50 
people in his company with the tools and skills to better 
handle difficult issues. 

Managers Unable to Manage Difficult Conversations

A clear area of difficulty for many companies is the lack 
of skill among direct managers in handling conflict 
effectively when it arises in the workplace. Higher-level 
leaders are often provided with high-quality training to 
facilitate difficult conversations and coached in how to 
respond effectively. However, a recurring theme from 
many interviewees was the sense of poor preparation 
and low confidence in this area among managers, 
especially around charged social issues. 

This management layer in many companies struggles 
to engage in various kinds of difficult conversations, 
such as explaining the company’s stance on a con-
troversial issue, handling employee complaints, or 
facilitating constructive dialogue when team members 
find themselves in a conflict. This deficit was placed 
in the spotlight during the many national flashpoints 
companies have been forced to respond to during the 
past several years. As one DEI professional at a For-

tune 500 company summarized the line manager’s 
perspective, “Corporate is telling me to have these con-
versations and giving me no tools to do it.”

Gaps in Employee Training

While nearly all companies have some form of pro-
gramming around inclusion and supporting more 
traditional forms of diversity (race/ethnicity, gender, sex-
ual orientation, disability status), few explicitly consider 
diversity of viewpoint or perspective. Only a handful of 
companies provide training in how to constructively 
communicate across different perspectives and main-
tain healthy, productive working relationships through 
disagreements. 

Among those who do offer such programs, results are 
mixed. In some cases, even high-level executives and 
the very HR/DEI staff responsible for implementing 
these activities report low confidence in their impact. 
In one executive’s words, “Like any big multinational 
company, we have tons of training. But I don’t find any 
of it to be particularly effective.”

Anonymous Internal Communications Platforms

While some internal communications tools allow 
employees to provide thoughtful feedback without fear 
of retribution (e.g. employee satisfaction surveys), some 
platforms allow employees to engage in a form of com-
munication similar to social media “trolling,” thereby 
contributing to a toxic and divisive workplace culture. 

“Shareholders and 
consumers demand 
that you take a 
position on issues, 
and sitting on the 
fence is just not 
accepted anymore.”
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At one large company, their stated corporate values 
encourage employees to express their opinions without 
fear. However, they have found themselves at a loss on 
what to do about “disturbing” anonymous employee 
remarks, found on an internal communications plat-
form, that seem to go against their other stated values.

What Is Working

While our research was focused on understanding 
the challenges that companies face, we also learned a 
great deal from the 31% of respondents who reported 
that social and political divides are not a major source 
of conflict at their companies. Several interviewees 
provided an in-depth view of what has allowed their 
businesses to navigate the current polarized climate 
with relative success.

Make Inclusion a Corporate Value

Companies that have found success in navigating 
contentious issues, both in the workplace and in soci-
ety, have a clear definition and understanding of their 
corporate values. Maintaining a focus on the business’ 
core values provides shared ground among team mem-
bers, as well as giving each individual a “north star” to 
move towards. By the same token, clearly defining and 
genuinely embodying inclusion as a value is reliably 
correlated with success in navigating divides.

Several companies interviewed have specifically made 
inclusion (or similar values such as openness, wel-
coming, etc.) one of their corporate values. Successful 
companies with a value around inclusion typically 

demonstrate a commitment to extending that inclu-
siveness to everyone in the organization — not just 
those who agree with the company’s stance on social or 
political issues.

Several interviewees described their efforts to ensure 
employees have a clear understanding of company 
values, which are often communicated to potential 
hires as well. A CEO of a mid-sized consumer products 
company strives to ensure all employees are well-versed 
in a unifying framework of organizational values and 
standards, and that it is applied consistently and evenly 
to all employees, regardless of viewpoint, location, or 
role. That cultural pillar served the organization well 
during the COVID-19 pandemic when the corporate 
headquarters office subjected itself to the same mask 
requirements imposed on plants, helping to neutralize 
tension around the issue.

Invest in Building an Inclusive Workplace Culture

One consistent theme among companies who have 
had relative success navigating the turbulence of 
the past few years is the need to shape an inclusive 
company culture in a deliberate manner. Often this 
inclusivity is included and defined in a company’s com-
mitment to workplace diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI). For these companies, it’s not enough to “check 
the boxes” for DEI in terms of employee demographics 
or fair salaries. Rather, the quality of inclusivity extends 
to all aspects of the culture and work.

Creating an inclusive workplace begins at the top 
with commitment from executive leadership. After a 
company commits to inclusivity, leaders at all levels 
must be prepared to model inclusive behavior through 
leadership development programming. Leaders need 
to deliver messages supporting inclusion, provide evi-
dence how they’re taking steps to promote an inclusive 
workplace culture, and ensure accountability through 
performance reviews.

A Global 1000 bioscience company president sets the 
tone for employees through a weekly email to all staff 
that provides business updates and discusses social/
political issues, providing him with an opportunity 
to model inclusivity. Less ambitious measures, such 
as simply engaging with colleagues in constructive 
dialogue to model what is possible, also yield positive 
results in creating a healthy company culture.

“Like any big 
multinational 

company, we have 
tons of training. But 

I don’t find any of 
it to be particularly 

effective.”
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These companies also cultivate inclusive behavior 
among all workers. In some companies, only manage-
ment layers received training and were then expected 
to coach individual contributors on their teams. In other 
companies, individual contributors had scheduled time 
away from their jobs to attend formal employee devel-
opment programming. For example, a Global 1000 food 
company pauses manufacturing to deliver training in 
15-minute or 1-hour “microbursts” depending on the 
content.

While companies who are investing resources in 
building a more inclusive workplace recognize that 
their efforts are a work in progress, overall they 
reported fewer pain points and a lower need for inter-
vention than companies that haven’t made a similar 
investment.

Communicate With Employees Regularly, Openly 

Frequent direct communication with employees, espe-
cially from high-level company leaders, helps provide 
a solid foundation for averting unhealthy conflicts and 
maintaining trust and credibility. Regular engagement 
surveys, for instance, enabled leaders at a mid-sized 
company to understand how employees were feeling 
and what was working during the pandemic; with this 
knowledge, they were able to implement measures to 
meet employees’ needs for greater social connection.

One common practice is holding company all-hands 
meetings or “town halls” in which the CEO and other 
executives often present information directly to employ-
ees, as well as taking questions. Several companies 
noted that the frequency of their company meetings 
increased with the onset of the pandemic in early 2020, 
which also served them well during the social unrest of 
the George Floyd protests and 2020 election. Notably, 
digital communication tools played a role in enabling 
meaningful, constructive dialogue for one Global 1000 
company. The key, according to the executive involved, 
was preventing anonymous engagement, which too 
often produces the divisive communication style 
common to social media platforms that derails healthy 
discussion.

Whether by engaging with employees in-person and 
out in the field, or virtually through email and chat 
tools, leaders who reported success in bridging divides 
at their companies regularly heard from people person-
ally. Consistently, this practice of listening also included 
an ethos of openly receiving objections and feedback, 

rather than dismissing or discrediting them — even on 
sensitive and high-stakes issues like COVID-19 safety 
protocols or charged topics like racial unrest.

Prepare Leaders to Handle Difficult Conversations

Unsurprisingly, leaders who have received high-qual-
ity training in how to have “difficult conversations” 
reported significantly more positive results when 
conflicts arose. In particular, one specific resource 
was identified by leaders at two different companies 
as exceptionally valuable: Stanford Graduate School 
of Business’ popular Interpersonal Dynamics course, 
known informally as the “touchy-feely” class. Both 
executives attributed much of their success to the 
concepts and skills they learned in this course. Regard-
less of the source, training and practice help leaders to 
reduce unproductive conflicts and increase employee 
satisfaction.

It’s important to note that the resources described 
above do not focus explicitly on addressing conflicts 
over political or social issues but rather on a work-cen-
tered definition of “difficult conversations,” such as 
employee performance, pay, and disagreements over 
the work. Nonetheless, the ability to handle difficult 
conversations seems to have a significant degree of 
usefulness when addressing social and political con-
flicts as well.

Train Employees to Navigate Tense Interactions

While companies’ DEI and employee development pro-
grams didn’t include any specific notion of “viewpoint 
diversity,” we did find that several Fortune 500 compa-
nies offer training to help employees deal with tense 
interactions in specific contexts, especially relating to 
racial diversity. The Courageous Conversation program 
was cited by two Fortune 500 companies as a valuable 
toolset to help employees discuss and understand 
persistent racial disparities. Additionally, one large 
consumer products company provides all retail store 
and phone customer service staff with de-escalation 
training to respond to angry customers. These types of 
programming can provide general interpersonal skills 
across the workforce that yield measurable personal, 
professional, and bottom-line value.

https://courageousconversation.com/
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What We Learned from the Surveys

Pre-Interview Survey

The pre-interview survey provided to interviewees served 
a number of functions. It helped us prime interviewees 
to start thinking about the topics before speaking with 
us. The survey responses, which we examined before the 
interviews, also enabled us to focus our questions during 
the conversation on particular topics or areas of the com-
pany, as needed. 

We also made use of the data itself to understand the 
extent and type of issues showing up for each company 
and gauge their initial interest in bridge-building pro-
gramming broadly. That interest is significant: 81% of 
respondents believe their employees would benefit from 
such resources, and 56% believe the same for leadership.

Post-Interview Survey

Respondents to our post-interview survey expressed 
interest in a number of different program options and a 
wide range of programming dimensions. A few trends 
emerged, and the results allow us to rule out some forms 
of programming that proved less appealing to the compa-
nies surveyed.

When asked about the best approach to implement 
programming within the organization, respondents 
most frequently opted to start with leadership (which 
we defined to include anything from executive leaders 
to direct management) and later move on to individual 
contributors. The least attractive approach was an “ambas-
sador” training, with a small number of individuals from 
within a department or company attending an immersive 
training program. 

With the understanding of how companies are struggling with social and political 
divides disrupting the workplace, the next question was how they might wish to 
address the issue. We used several instruments to measure companies’ assessment 
of the utility of leadership and employee development programming to address their 
internal issues. We also asked respondents about what programming formats and 
content would be best suited to their company.

believe their employees 
would benefit from 
bridge-building training.

81%

believe leadership would 
benefit.

56%
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In terms of delivery, responses reveal a clear prefer-
ence for shorter time commitments: single multi-hour 
workshops (either virtual or in-person) and multi-week 
series of short, online training sessions are the pre-
ferred formats for our cohort. Facilitated workshops also 
attracted more interest than self-guided courses.

With regard to the type of content presented, respon-
dents expressed interest in all three options presented. 
Overall, training in “general skills for communicating 
across differences” was the option rated most likely to 
work for companies. However, a third of those surveyed 
selected “bridging political divides,” and another third 
prioritized “leadership skills for navigating conflict” 
most highly. This relatively even distribution suggests 
bridge-building programs with diverse approaches may 
find a corporate audience. 

Target outcomes preferred by respondents showed 
two clear standouts: respondents significantly valued 
“employee psychological safety/belonging” and “mutual 
understanding of co-workers with different perspec-
tives” over any other options.

We concluded the survey by presenting respondents 
with concrete examples of potential programming. 
Some of these examples approximate existing pro-
grams offered by the bridge-building organizations 
we interviewed. The option respondents rated most 
likely to work for their companies was “a single online 
workshop teaching skills to communicate more effec-
tively with coworkers or customers who hold different 

perspectives on political/social issues.” The second 
most promising example was “a series of leadership 
workshops on how to manage teams through con-
flict and create a culture of dialogue in the company/
department.” Again, we find that a diverse set of pro-
gramming is of interest to the companies we spoke 
with: for five of the six examples included in the sur-
vey, more than half of respondents indicated that the 
program would probably or definitely work for their 
company.

What We Learned from the Interviews

In addition to these quantitative measures, our inter-
views yielded a qualitative assessment of companies’ 
interest in bridge-building programs, with a number of 
insights emerging.

First, the framing of such programming matters. 
Most interviewees responded positively to focusing 
on “general skills for communicating more effectively 
across differences” and “leadership skills for con-
structively managing conflict.” The idea of “bridging 
political divides and disagreements,” on the other hand, 
prompted some concerns that such an approach could 
create further conflict or fail to secure buy-in from 
leadership or participants. However, survey results show 
that a large number of companies are in fact interested 
in programs that seek to bridge political divides by 
teaching skills to communicate with those who hold 
different perspectives on social/political issues. These 
two data points suggest that the precise definition and 
implementation of “bridging political divides” strongly 
influence the degree of interest in the approach. Tools 
for communicating across these divides are of interest, 
while activating or emphasizing employees’ political 
identities is generally not.

Second, uptake of bridge-building programming 
may depend on companies’ ability to see the connec-
tion between social/political divides and their bottom 
line. More generally, clearly articulating the costs of a 
workplace climate that fails to bridge divides (reduced 
productivity, increased attrition, difficulty in recruit-
ment, etc.) is crucial. One DEI professional highlighted 
the necessity of drawing this clear connection from 
divisiveness in the workplace to a company’s profitabil-
ity. While this link was clear to some of our interviewees, 

Companies were 
most interested in 

skills to collaborate 
and communicate 

constructively across 
differences.
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more rigorously quantifying the negative impacts of 
polarization and social instability on businesses is likely 
to increase corporate interest in investing resources to 
address the problem.

Third, some companies rely on employee interest and 
activism to drive programming related to social issues, 
rather than a top-down approach. For bridge-building 
groups seeking to engage such businesses, this means 
finding ways to highlight data that demonstrates 
general sentiment in support of bridge-building, or 
reaching out to individuals or groups within the com-
pany who may wish to see the company address the 
issue of toxic polarization head-on.

Success is when 
employees 
report greater 
levels of 
psychological 
safety and 
belonging 
within the 
company.
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“Businesses can’t  
survive in a society 
that fails. And our  
society, if it continues 
down this course of 
polarization, will fail.”
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Conclusion

Many companies are experiencing workplace 
challenges as a result of growing political and social 
divisions. In the last five years, three particularly 
polarizing events — the COVID-19 pandemic, racial 
justice protests, and the 2020 presidential election 
— added fuel to the already raging fires of partisan 
rancor. Some company leaders have successfully 
navigated this environment by clearly defining 
their values, focusing on their mission, and inten-
tionally shaping company culture. However, many 
businesses have struggled to respond effectively to 
contentious issues. Executive leaders are unsure or 
afraid to make public statements about sensitive 
topics, direct managers struggle to handle diffi-
cult conversations among staff, DEI programming 
sometimes produces employee backlash, and 
anonymous social media platforms enable toxic 
exchanges.

The cost of leaving these problems unaddressed is 
high enough that a number of companies see the 
value of taking action. There is significant interest 
from a diverse set of businesses in programming 
that would better equip their executive leaders and 
direct managers with the skills and resources they 

need. A wide range of training would be of value to 
company leadership: tools for speaking out in a way 
that unites rather than divides, navigating difficult 
conversations, and creating a truly inclusive and 
welcoming environment for those with different 
perspectives. There is also strong interest in provid-
ing the skills for communicating more effectively 
across differences to employees in individual con-
tributor roles.

To some, the interests of profit-driven companies 
may not seem clearly aligned with those of con-
cerned citizens. However, the goal of turning down 
the heat and strengthening the American social 
fabric is one we can all share. As an executive we 
spoke with bluntly summarized the situation, “Busi-
nesses can’t survive in a society that fails. And our 
society, if it continues down this course of polariza-
tion, will fail.” We must ensure that our society does 
not fail, for the sake of both our personal and pro-
fessional interests. Our chances of success will be 
the greatest when businesses get involved and take 
action to embody the values of respect, mutual 
understanding, and the pursuit of our shared 
future as Americans.
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