Executive Summary

POLARIZATION GETTING WORSE,
BUSINESS LEADERS READY TO DO MORE
Report combines new research from Morning Consult with case studies of
corporate initiatives to help people tackle tough issues and opinion pieces
from top CEOs, university presidents, others.

The Dialogue Project is a worldwide study on the impact of poor civil
discourse and polarization, and what role business should play to help solve
those problems. After nearly a year of research, the Dialogue Project has
issued a major report combining important new research from Morning Consult with case studies on creative initiatives being undertaken by corporations
and other organizations to help people have more productive conversations
about difficult issues.

The report also features original articles from prominent leaders of businesses, universities, and other organizations, with insights into the current situation and on how societies might move forward. (See the media release about
the report here.)
Research Highlights
Morning Consult surveyed 1,000 Adults per country in the U.S., U.K., India,
Brazil, and Germany. They conducted the interviews online, and the data were
weighted to approximate a target sample of adults in each country based on
age, gender, educational attainment, race, and region.

TOP 12 KEY FINDINGS
1

Engaging in respectful dialogue with those who hold opposing
views is a major problem.
The severity of the problem, though, depends on the country. The U.S. (57%)
was more aligned with Brazil (64%), and India (49%) as seeing this as a greater
problem than the U.K. and Germany; only a quarter of respondents in the UK
(28%) and Germany (26%) agreed. American women think polarization is a
significantly larger problem than men (63% vs. 51%).

2

Globally, politics is largely seen as one of the most contentious
and difﬁcult issues to have respectful conversations about.
Politics, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation were identified as the top three
topics globally that people thought were most difficult for them to talk about
with others who have different views. In the U.S., politics (80%), race (77%), and
immigration (74%) are the three hardest subjects to have constructive
conversations about with people who hold differing views.

3

The better-than-average effect, or the theory that people believe
they are better at a task than others, was evident.
People believe in all areas, except politics, that they are more able to have
conversations with those with opposing views than others in all countries
except India. The topics that people believed others had more difficultly
discussing included politics, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation.

4

Politics, race/ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation were the
topics respondents overall said were most difﬁcult to ﬁnd common
ground among those with differing beliefs.
Of the 10 topics listed, at least half of the respondents across countries said
people in their countries have difficulty finding common ground with one
another. The most difficult issues for people to find common ground in the U.S.
were politics (76%), race/ethnicity (71%), and gun laws (70%). It’s frequently said
that there is more than unites us in this country than divides us. Today, only
53% of Americans agree with that sentiment.

TOP 12 KEY FINDINGS
5

The impact of COVID-19 on the ability to engage in respectful
dialogue was mixed.
Overall, respondents were nearly evenly divided among being “more able,”
“less able,” or experiencing no change in the ability to have respectful
dialogue with those who hold different views. Half of the UK respondents said
COVID-19 had “no impact” on conversations. India respondents (62%) were
typically “more able” than Americans (46%) who were more likely to be “less able.”

6

Racial unrest has made it both easier and more difﬁcult to have
a dialogue with those who hold different beliefs, depending
on the country
Respondents across countries were nearly equally “more able” and “less able”
to have respectful dialogue with those who hold differing beliefs. In India,
nearly two-thirds said they were “more able,” while in the U.S., 57% said they
were “less able.”

7

Politicians were deemed to be most responsible for ﬁnding
common ground, along with social media and country leaders.
More than three-quarters of respondents across countries said politicians, social
media, and country leaders were most responsible for difficulties finding
common ground among those who hold opposing views. Broadcast/cable and
national/international news were also noted as being responsible.

8

Country leaders were the most responsible party for bridging
the divide of those with opposing views.
National/international newspapers, social media, politicians, religious leaders,
and broadcast/cable news were also identified as being responsible by nearly
three-quarters of respondents across countries.

TOP 12 KEY FINDINGS
9

Eight-out-of-10 respondents said people need to be more
respectful when talking with people who do not agree with them.

10

Even though respondents said people should be more respectful,
only half across countries were willing to spend time with those
who do not agree with them.
The U.S. (43%) and the U.K. (35%) respondents were less likely to be willing to
listen to others who hold opposing views.

11

Very few escaped conversations with those with hold differing
perspectives on political and social views.
Brazil and India were more likely to have these conversations often compared
to the other countries; only one-in-four in the U.S., the U.K., and Germany had
conversations often.

12

Electing leaders who inspire civility was the top choice for
helping people ﬁnd common ground with opposing political
and social views.
The five most commonly identified solutions endorsed by at least 70% of
respondents include:
1.
Elect leaders who inspire people to be more civil with each other
2.

Encourage people to communicate more often with people who
have opposing views

3.

Encourage families and friends to communicate with people of
opposing views

4.

Reform elections by improving transparency in the campaign
reporting process

CASE STUDY HIGHLIGHTS
General Mills: Courageous Conversations
A four-year running program that invites thousands of employees to
regularly participate in “difficult” conversations, from police brutality to
immigration, from social justice to LGBTQ. It’s been dramatically successful,
with active support from company leadership. The program is conducted
six or seven times a year at General Mills, modeled on the Forum on Race,
hosted annually by the Minneapolis YWCA. It is now a hallmark of the
company’s culture and has strong support from senior leadership.

Allstate: The Better Arguments Project
Politics, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation were identified as the top
three topics globally that people thought were most difficult for them to
talk about with others who have different views. In the U.S., politics (80%),
race (77%), and immigration (74%) are the three hardest subjects to have
constructive conversations about with people who hold differing views.

Chevron
Chevron confronted business operations challenges in the Niger Delta
region in Africa rooted in differences among local cultures that had become
violent. Their solution: engage all stakeholders, jointly create a new
community development playbook, encourage compromise and seek
buy-in to a shared end-goal. Chevron forged partnerships with local NGOs
and with Nigeria’s state and federal governments. The breakthrough was
the formation of five Regional Development Committees, composed of
elected representatives from the 95 local communities, under a Global
Memorandum of Understanding that empowered local decision making on
investments. Though more needs to be done, the program is credited with
reducing violence.

CASE STUDY HIGHLIGHTS
Southwest Airlines
Livestreamed rants may attract eyeballs, but they also corrode employee morale
and the passenger experience. Says Kelly, “It’s time to try a little kindness.” In
2019, Southwest partnered with Leon Logothetis, known as “The Kindness
Guy,” on the Netflix-produced series The Kindness Diaries. Here, Logothetis
travels the world, depending wholly on the kindness of strangers he meets
along the way. Southwest and Logothetis also launched a five-part series called
Where Have You Been? to showcase the effects of kindness on people in transit.
Do civility and kindness make a difference? In the hyper-competitive world of air
travel, Southwest has long sustained its leadership both as a financially
successful company and as a fixture on Fortune’s list of the World’s Most
Admired companies.

Abridge News
Want to know how any major news story is being covered by media across the
political spectrum? A recent Harvard Business School grad created this news
site that offers access to one major story on each issue from media on “the
left,” “the moderate left,” “the moderate right” and “the right.”

COOP/ENIGMA
COOP, based in Denmark and one of Europe’s largest cooperative retailers,
believes dialogue is better over food. So they used their food and dining
abilities, partnered with an inventive Danish museum called ENIGMA, and
launched a community conversation series in which they host Danes from various
segments of the community for a series of issues-oriented discussions over
dinner. Each course brings a “conversation menu,” and Coop and ENIGMA
routinely follow up with participants to improve the value of the interaction.

CASE STUDY HIGHLIGHTS
MIT - Cortico
Today’s media environment is crowding out discussion and coverage of local
and regional issues. Cortico, through its new Local Voices Network, is using
advanced technologies, including AI, to amplify the “under-heard” and
revitalize coverage of community concerns. The Network was formed to give
voice to local communities drowned out by hyper-partisan noise and toxic
public dialogue. Launched in Madison, Wisconsin and New York City, it has
expanded to Massachusetts and Alabama.

University of North Carolina
Only one college student in five feels ready to present a position, support it
with facts, and defend it or modify it through respectful discussion. The UNC
Program for Public Discourse articulates a new approach to helping students
acquire and hone these skills.

EXCERPTS FROM
ARTICLES BY
BUSINESS LEADERS
This report includes 20 original and insightful articles
from some of the most prominent leaders in
business, education, research, and the nonprofit
worlds. The following are some of the highlights:

Jamie Dimon
CEO | JPMorgan Chase
The excessive focus on our own self-interest is part of what is destroying the glue that holds
our society together. Companies can aggressively work to improve society. They can take
positions on public policy that they think are good for the country. In the past, boards and
advisors to boards advised company CEOs to keep their head down and stay out of the line
of fire. Now the opposite may be true. If companies and CEOs do not get involved in public
policy issues, making progress on all these problems may be more difficult. This is a
collective failure to put the needs of society ahead of our personal, parochial and partisan
interests. If we do not fix these problems, America’s moral, economic and military
dominance may cease to exist.

Charlene Wheeless
Chair | Arthur W. Page Society
For the first time that I can remember in my lifetime, people of different ethnicities are
engaging in private and public uncomfortable conversations about racism. Company leaders,
CEOs, are engaged and taking bold steps like never before to right the wrongs of hundreds
of years of oppression for Black people. For years, Black people have been told if we go to
the right schools, strive for the right jobs and live in the right neighborhoods even if those
neighborhoods didn’t welcome us, we will eventually achieve parity. But parity is no closer
than it was more than 50 years ago. It will be up to business leaders to keep conversations
and discussions going and invite public discourse to further understanding, and drive
change. Through conversation, no matter how uncomfortable, comes understanding and
from understanding comes empathy. Empathy followed by action will change our world.

Sally Susman
Executive Vice President, Chief
Corporate Affairs Officer | Pfizer
During days spent in the federal government early in my career, I formed a theory. I believed it
was business (and usually big business) that had a greater capacity than government to
advance civil society. More recent experience has confirmed it. At Pfizer, we’re focusing on
four actions we believe are especially important: (1) Speak out externally – no matter what the
issue, silence is no longer an option. (2) Join with others – partnerships, like the Dialogue
Project, are essential. (3) Contribute to further change financially. (4) Review your PAC bylaws –
make sure they require your contributions to be consistent with your core values. We are also
encouraging people to raise their voices, including optional small-group “courageous
conversations” to create space for sharing and listening. Above all, be a “doer.”

Michael Sneed

Executive VP, Global Corporate Affairs
& Chief Communication Officer |
Johnson & Johnson
Having diversity of thought, experiences and backgrounds—and sharing those things
liberally—is the spark that fuels new ideas and forward progress. Corporations in particular know
this. It’s why we’ve invested so heavily in diversity and inclusion initiatives and in technology
platforms that better enable us to appreciate, leverage and learn from our differences.
Paradoxically, technology is bringing us closer together socially, while also enabling us to
maintain an insular existence and experience. Businesses understand that being closed off to
new ideas and constructive conversation will most certainly lead to failure, so we have an
opportunity to lead. we must play a role in civil discourse. I will tell you from experience that
these efforts are not easy. As public trust in institutions continues to decline, it’s an uphill battle
for even inherently good individuals and organizations to garner belief and trust from the general
public. Your character as a company will be tried and tested, but it’s a challenge worth accepting.

Gary Kelly
CEO | Southwest Airlines
Southwest Airlines’ legendary founder, Chairman-Emeritus, and my mentor and friend (and
hero!) once wisely said, “The business of business is People.” Events like the Civil War have
taught us brutal lessons of the consequences of what happens in societies when dialogue is
absent and polarization runs rampant and unchecked. Conflict often results from a lack of
understanding. To achieve it, we must listen to each other, and enable people to feel seen and
heard. As difficult as these conversations are, they need to take place more than ever, and they
need to be done with respect. As business and civic leaders, I encourage us all to continue to
focus on listening to achieve understanding. After all, the business of business is people—all
people—and now is the time to embrace love and understanding, not fear and hatred.

Jo Ann Jenkins
CEO | AARP
We have become a polarized nation. It appears dialogue, bipartisanship, cooperation and
the ability to compromise have all but disappeared. Our inability to engage in civil discourse
threatens our democracy. When facts are, or are perceived to be, manipulated, constructive
debate is beyond reach. This may help each group solidify its base of support, but it’s not
good for the country. Change is urgently needed, and we all have a role. The pandemic has
given us the time and space to think about who we are, what’s important, and what kind of
country we want to be. This is an opportunity for a new beginning and business and
nonprofit organizations like AARP—and all of our citizen-employees—have a role to play in
shaping that new beginning.

Mary Barra
Chairman & CEO | General Motors Corp.
Discord is not new, but the degree to which this country is divided and polarized today is
unprecedented. Listening is the singular first step on the path to any positive change in the
world. As business leaders, we have the responsibility to start down this path. We must listen
to our own teams and engage in conversations that elevate our collective understanding and
ultimately, inform our actions to make the world a better place. GM has multiple initiatives,
including “Blue Table Talks” where dialogue focuses on candid, unscripted, authentic
conversations that address diversity, inclusion, and unconscious bias, among other things.
Listening leads to awareness, and as I told the team at General Motors: awareness leads to
dialogue, dialogue leads to understanding, and understanding leads to change.

Suzanne P. Clark
President | U.S. Chamber of Commerce
Gridlock may be common in government, but it’s not an option for business. But in today’s
polarized environment, compromise is a four-letter word and consensus is a fantasy for too
many. The magnitude of our challenges should require elected leaders to reject the tribalism
that has fractured not only our political system but also our society. To encourage that,
lawmakers can now earn the Chamber’s support not only by voting for the business position
on key bills, but also by demonstrating bipartisanship and legislative leadership. We were
proud to recognize the 59 Democratic and Republican members of Congress who earned the
highest scores by these measures at our first annual Governing with Distinction Awards earlier
this year. We are committed to championing them and growing their ranks.

Bob Iuliano
President | Gettysburg College
Traditional liberal arts educations will play an important role in countering the fraying of civil
discourse in America. A broad education and exposure to a wide array of subjects across the
sciences, arts and humanities helps develop flexible thinkers. It also creates “civil literacy”
that helps people understand the forces that shape political and social movements. Lincoln,
who delivered his famous address mere steps from the college, exhorted us to take
responsibility for the “unfinished work” of building a better, more just, more democratic and
more compassionate nation, one that should never “perish from this earth.” This begins with
restoring civil discourse.

Kristin Hansen & Rob Romero
Co-Founders | Civic Health Project
As the nation’s political polarization teeters on the toxic, the downstream consequences are
becoming apparent. These include political gridlock, erosion of faith in institutions, extremism,
social unrest, and even violence. Why are Americans so bitterly divided over politics? We are in an
unhealthy supply-and-demand pattern. Our tribal nature leads us to demand reassurance that
we’ve identified both the righteousness of our “in group” and the threat of the opposing “out
group.” Meanwhile, political elites and powerful media outlets are more than happy to supply the
polarizing content that leads us further down our partisan rabbit holes. Businesses can help. More
than most other social settings, our workplaces place us in proximity to people with diverse
political, racial, economic, and/or religious profiles. In this sense, workplaces are living
laboratories for how the concept of “bridging across differences” can be applied. Some of their
initiatives are discussed in this report. Together, we can build a “coalition of the willing,” that is,
willing to listen, talk, build consensus, and move forward on our most pressing issues, refuting
those who profit from dividing us.

Katherine M. Gehl
Founder | Institute for Political Innovation
The health of our democracy is unconditionally linked to our ability to freely talk about it and
engage in cross-partisan problem solving. But the current system traps members of Congress in a
partisan power game instead of a process of problem solving. As a result, there is virtually no
intersection between an elected official acting in the public interest and the likelihood of getting
re-elected. The rules of the game in politics reward rigid ideology over practical solutions, and
legislative gridlock over national interests. A concept of “free market politics” would employ
nonpartisan primaries and ranked voting to realign incentives, rewarding politicians for discussing,
debating, and solving problems rather than perpetuating them.

All Perspectives
All Perspective columns, in full detail, can be found here. (link)

