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Rise in violence:

When we don't see 
the "other side” as 
our equals or their 
beliefs as 
legitimate, it makes 
it easier to act 
violently towards 
one another.

Rise in 
extremism:

Instead of finding 
common ground, 
more people are 
finding more 
radical and 
frightening ways to 
express themselves.

Loss of American 
Values:

Our country was 
created to respect 
and celebrate our 
differences. But 
division and 
polarization 
undermine our 
ability to cooperate 
and compromise 
with each other.

Important 
problems go 
unsolved:

The more divided 
and polarized we 
are as a country, 
the less our elected 
representatives can 
solve the problems 
that matter most.

Which 
consequences 
of being a 
polarized 
nation 
are most 
concerning to 
you? 

(Top 4 shown)

Luntz (March 2024)



“We have a cultural addiction to contempt 
– an addiction abetted by the outrage 
industrial complex… and it’s tearing us 
apart…. If we want to solve the polarization 
problem of today, we have to solve the 
contempt problem.” --Arthur Brooks

Love your Enemies

The Problem = Contempt



The feeling of disdain or disgust
for another group; treating 

another as vile or worthless.

What is Contempt?



Treating People with Contempt

• Dismissing them as not worth talking to

• Looking down on them

• Calling them names

• Questioning their motives

• Attacking their character

• Mocking their background

• Lumping them together in large groups 

under negative labels



The Cost of Contempt

Contempt is eroding our political discourse 
and public trust –but it’s also damaging family, 

work, and personal relationships.

“Contempt is poisonous to a relationship … It [makes it] 
virtually impossible to solve a problem.”

“When contempt begins to overwhelm your relationship, you 
tend to forget entirely your partner’s positive qualities.”

--John Gottman
Author & Psychologist 
Founder, Gottman Institute



“If indignity tears us apart, dignity can 
put us back together again.”

--Donna Hicks, Author of Dignity

The Solution = Dignity



“The mutual recognition of 
the desire to be seen, heard, 
listened to, and treated fairly; 
to be recognized, understood, 
and to feel safe in the world.”

What is Dignity?

Donna Hicks



“Along with our survival instincts, the yearning to be treated with 
dignity is the single most powerful force motivating our 

behavior. It transcends race, religion, gender – every social 
distinction… It is the one universal truth about the human 

experience: we all want to be treated with dignity.” 

“If you violate someone’s dignity repeatedly, you will get a war 
or a divorce or a revolution, because a desire for revenge is an 

instant response to a dignity violation.” 
--Donna Hicks



Treating People with Dignity

• Offering others care and attention

• Making sure they feel free to speak

• Hearing what they’ve been through

• Giving the benefit of the doubt

• Making them feel they belong

• Acknowledging their gifts and 

accomplishments



Click to watch

https://youtu.be/DWcmKjG9DIY


A feeling of disdain and 
disgust 

Labeling, avoiding, judging 
I see myself above you.

Increases separation

Contempt:

The inherent worth we all 
have from birth

Engaging, curious, humble 
I see myself in you. 

Decreases separation

Dignity:



The Index focuses on language 
that is spoken in moments of 
conflict. It’s not that we 
disagree; it’s how we disagree.

It can reveal how we treat each 
other when we disagree and 
how we respond when we’re 
angry or hurt. 

They’re not even human. It’s our moral duty 
to destroy them before they destroy us.

Those people are evil and they’re going to ruin 
everything if we let them. It’s us or them.

We’re the good people and they’re 
the bad people. It’s us vs. them.

We’re better than those people. They 
don’t really belong. They’re not one of us.

The other side has a right to be here and 
a right to be heard. They belong here too.

We always talk to the other side, 
searching for the values and interests we 
share.

We fully engage with the other side, 
discussing even values and interests we don’t 
share, open to admitting mistakes or 
changing our minds.

Each one of us is born with inherent 
worth, so we treat everyone with 
dignity—no matter what.



Utah Pilot Project: 2022 Mid-terms

The Dignity Index



The Mirror Effect
We think The Dignity Index
is a tool for judging others. 
Then we find it is a mirror 
for seeing ourselves.



The secret weakness of contempt

When we use contempt, it’s 
hard to see it.

When we start to see it, it’s 
hard to use it.

The Dignity Index helps us 
see it.  



A truth detector

This is NOT…

A way to shame someone 
who uses contempt 

A “get out of jail free” pass 

We are NOT suggesting…

A “Be Nice” scale

A political statement

Stay quiet Ignore consequences

Abandon your boundaries Compromise your
passions, positions,
or valuesGo along to get along



Instead, we ask…

Can you hold someone accountable—
and do it with dignity?



You can make a powerful case, challenge an 
opponent, and hold someone accountable—

and do it with dignity. 

No name calling, no labeling, no sneering

instead, focus on

Decisions, Actions, Outcomes, Impact

It’s about solving a problem, not winning an argument.  



But what about free speech? 



Contempt Silences Free Speech 

If we live in a culture of contempt, we’re afraid 
to say what we think.   

If we won’t say what we think, we can’t talk to 
each other.

If we can’t talk to each other, we can’t solve 
problems or seize opportunities together.



In a successful society, people can say what they think.

Freedom of Speech
Freedom of the Press
Freedom to Assemble

Right to Protes t

Government can’t s top us  from saying what we think.

We do that to ourselves .  

Dignity Encourages Free Speech



1 - Learn the language of dignity & contempt

2 – Build skills for dignified disagreement

3 – Develop a culture of healthy conflict

4 – Practice!



We are building a dignity movement, 
where Americans will recognize 

contempt and begin to expect dignity –
not just in their own interactions, but 
from the people who represent them, 

inform them, and entertain them. 



• National League of Cities
• National Municipal Leagues in PA, 

MD, MA, SC, UT, VT, WA
• Congressional Comm Staff
• Pennsylvania Future Caucus
• Council of State Governments
• International County & City 

Managers
• Women in Government Leadership
• State Policy Network
• National School Boards Association
• State School Boards/Administrators 

Associations in NY, CT, MA, UT, WA, 
AK, OK, SC, MN, MT

• National Alternative Education 
Association

• National PTA
• Education Commission of the 

States
• Pennsylvania System of Higher 

Education
• University engagement in NV, WA, 

CO, TX, OK, IN, IA, PA, RI, NY, WI, AR, UT



Ways to 
Engage 
with the 
Dignity 
Index

26

●Keynote Address
Ignite inspiration and spark a movement for 
change

●Workshops
In depth, in person trainings for a small group 
of stakeholders

●Certified District Trainer
Empower and in-house expert to lead the 
motivate others

●Dignity Index Partnership
Year-long support to systematically embed 
dignity dignityk12@unite.us



Click to watch

https://youtu.be/E-x3Z994sJM?feature=shared


Learn more at dignity.us 
@thedignityindex
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