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ABSTRACT 

LET’S TALK: INTERPERSONAL DIALOGUE IN A MOMENT OF POLITICAL 
HOSTILITY 

Samantha A. Borders-Shoemaker, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Karina Korostelina 

 

The goal of this dissertation is to explore how US political division impacts interpersonal 

dialogue, specifically: how it impedes dialogue, the effects of political identity in this 

process, and how training aimed at these issues can help develop skills for cross-political 

dialogue. My assumption is that this is due to the exposure of latent issues in American 

society, these activated social boundaries, shape dynamics of power and legitimacy, 

solidified ingroup boundaries, and sharpened the perceptions of threat posed by the 

defined outgroup. In turn, this has stunted people’s ability to exchange ideas in a calm, 

civil manner. I suggest that there are four key components of interpersonal dialogue that 

have been impacted by this increased tension and are in need of repair. These 

components are: mutual respect; acknowledgement of needs/ self-awareness; independent 

critical thinking/ engagement of surroundings; and trust-building. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

This dissertation seeks to explore the effects of political division in American 

politics on interpersonal communication in the United States. My working theoretical 

assumption is that social boundaries have been activated and sharpened due to a lack of 

ability to exchange ideas without attacking the larger ingroup identity of a person. In turn, 

this has resulted in the perpetuation of the current hostile political climate and division 

among Americans. To test the validity of this claim, I executed a three-tier process of 

inquiry as my first stage of research consisting of interviews, thematic and theoretical 

coding, and overall analysis of findings with a focus on individual agency rather than a 

top-down prescription. The second stage of research was the implementation and 

assessment of a dialogue skills workshop based upon the findings of the study’s 

foundational research. The results of the study are followed by my final 

recommendations to the CAR field and how to proceed forward. 

Many individuals and groups are concerned with just how hostile conversations 

around politics have become in the United States. Organizations like the National 

Institute for Civil Discourse help research and implement programs for elected officials 
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to improve their methods of communicating around difficult issues.1 Other groups like 

the Faith Matters Network and Smart Politics focus their efforts on training community 

leaders and activists in better dialogue skills.2 When it comes to the average person, much 

is left to reading and listening to various outlets. As part of their special series, Civility 

Wars, NPR highlights the nature of the current political tension in dialogue and attempts 

to provide insight and helpful tips when possible. One such example is the piece, 

“Keeping It Civil: How To Talk Politics Without Letting Things Turn Ugly,” which is 

approachable and offers starting strategies.3 In light of these issues, this dissertation looks 

at the research questions: 

 
How does training on effective interpersonal dialogue help communication among the US public 

in situations of political divide? More specifically, how does political identity affect the dialogue 

process? How do political divisions create impediments for the main components of dialogue? 

How can training aimed at these issues help develop effective skills of cross-political dialogue? 

 
I conduct this research to help assist people who wish to maintain good 

relationships with people they disagree with about politics. To investigate these 

assumptions, I conducted an exploratory study that includes three stages. First, I 

 
1 National Institute for Civil Discourse, “About,” NICD.arizona.edu, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, 
retrieved from: https://nicd.arizona.edu/about. 
2 Faith Matters Network, “About Us,” faithmattersnetwork.org, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, retrieved 
from: https://www.faithmattersnetwork.org/aboutus; Smart Politics, “Radical Conversations,” 
Joinsmart.org, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, retrieved from: https://www.joinsmart.org/radical-
conversations.html. 
3 Kelly, Caroline, “Keeping It Civil: How To Talk Politics Without Letting Things Turn Ugly,” NPR, April 
12, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, retrieved from: https://www.npr.org/2019/04/12/712277890/keeping-it-
civil-how-to-talk-politics-without-letting-things-turn-
ugly?fbclid=IwAR0O7B9XBKJMHv48Cw0jlwME10q1SZMe2qLLQnzL_xr2v_SyVARUigiZnLA 
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employed semi-structural interviews and thematic analysis of American perceptions 

toward barriers that exist for interpersonal dialogue between the political parties. Second, 

based on revealed issues, I introduced a training for interpersonal dialogue and assess its 

effectiveness through short surveys administered before and after training. Third, I 

explored long-term effects of training on interpersonal dialogue by conducting a second 

interview with participants who are willing to share their experiences. This study 

practically contributes to the CAR field by gauging popular perceptions of the source of 

strain regarding politics and their effects on interpersonal communication. It also deepens 

the discussion surrounding the links between interpersonal communication and social 

identity and intergroup behavior. While the impact of the recent increase in political 

division is ongoing in nature, this study helps to shed light on popular opinion in a 

scholarly manner and link it to practical recommendations on how we as conflict 

resolution scholars and practitioners can address this problem in a way that is meaningful 

to the public and the Academy.  

Based upon my experience in helping to design and implement the dialogue and 

media literacy workshop, Hot Topics: News, Blues, and How to Defuse, in conjunction 

with Dr. Juliette Shedd and members of staff from the Fairfax County Public Library, I 

designed a workshop that adopts a bottom-up approach to power distribution in 

conversations. With the state of political dialogue in shambles among Americans, I 

believe this was a productive intervention process that allows individuals to develop life-

skills they need and can use at their own discretion. Ultimately, this was an endeavor of 
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empowerment and aims to help average citizens manage conflict in their own inner 

circles. 

 

Contribution to the Field 

 While the literature is explored in more depth in Chapter 2, it is important to 

address some presumptions here before diving into the bulk of the research. In response 

to the current political division, the role of “civility” and “dialogue” is rife in academic 

and popular discourse. According to the Cambridge Dictionary, civility is simply defined 

as “politeness or a polite remark.”4 For as much meaning as has become embedded in this 

term, its core definition clearly marks how it is limited in ability to create change. In an 

interview, former mayor of Charlottesville, VA, Mike Signer, provided this definition: "I 

see civility just as an instrument to let people, with very strong opinions, very strong 

emotions, be in the same body to get things done.”5 This reflects a synthesis of the core 

definition and the growing belief that an increase in civility and dialogue is the solution 

to political tension. Here, Signer describes it as a mitigating force; but I would contend 

that this is an insufficient answer to the political climate. For the CAR field, it seems that 

the pursuit of civility is one that is done in practice but lacking in recent literature. The 

goal of civility often becomes civility itself at the cost of more candid exchanges and 

avoiding the “discomfort” of strong emotions. This stigma of terminology is something I 

 
4 Cambridge Dictionary, “Civility,” Cambridge Dictionary, accessed April 30, 2019, retrieved from: 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/civility. 
5 Mike Signer, as quoted in Elliot, Debbie, “'Hear Me By Any Means Necessary': Charlottesville Is Forced 
To Redefine Civility,” NPR, March 20, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, retrieved from 
https://www.npr.org/2019/03/20/704902802/hear-me-by-any-means-necessary-charlottesville-is-forced-to-
redefine-civility. 
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want to avoid. My workshop emphasized that the goal of a political conversation should 

be honesty that builds trust, no matter how imperfectly this is achieved. While I focused 

on dialogue as a conduit for relationship-building, it seems that civility itself is a 

presumed underpinning to make such initiatives work. Manners can help create amicable 

exchanges but should never be rigid enough to where they bar true expression or force 

social niceties, as is the case in a variety of cultures. Therefore, it is appropriate to 

explain my position in relation to both; as they are perceived to be interconnected.  

 There are a variety of solutions regarding the political division that are currently 

being tested, some of which have already been mentioned in this chapter. Arthur Brooks 

takes this notion of politeness and pushes it further, stating that “[w]hen I call for a 

standard of love, I am asking us all to listen to our hearts… [b]ut also to think clearly, 

look at the facts, and do difficult things when necessary, so that we can truly lift people 

up and bring them together.”6 This call pushes conversation past the point of amicable 

speech and presses deeper into attempting to solve difference, though relies too heavily 

on the assumption that logic itself is an effective means of persuasion. While a standard 

of love is admirable and worthy, it is important to not let that objective be tokenized and 

push aside grievance in the name of unity.  

Another proposal has been to take knowledge to the public with various types of 

workshops working under a variety of assumptions, such as a lack of specified 

knowledge of the difference between the political parties, media literacy, the history of 

 
6 Brooks, Arthur C., Love Your Enemies: How Decent People Can Save America from the Culture of 
Contempt, Kindle Edition (Broadside e-books, 2019) location 258. 
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politics in the US, how the government is structed and operates, etc. The 

recommendations for how practitioners should engage the public in dialogue are varied. 

In discussing the reconciliation process in Bosnia, Vahid Suljic believes that “[t]he 

religious communities must make full use of its huge potential both within and outside of 

the community… to show that religion can counter extreme nationalism and can be a 

source of peace because of the close link between culture and national identity.”7 While it 

is certainly beneficial to use religious institutions to facilitate dialogue, as I did in this 

dissertation’s research, I am wary of sweeping statements such as this one. I contend that 

we make solid foundations for true reconciliation when we encourage communities to 

allow for multiplicity of identity. Harkening too strongly to a national identity can create 

other routes for trouble to find.  

Yet, this approach of relying on dialogue and civility also needs to be mindful of 

how such methods are received by a lay audience. In an interview with NPR, one man 

remarked that workshops surrounding dialogue were of mixed benefit: “‘It's almost like 

that therapist effect — like where you go in and have that 30 minutes of just letting it all 

out, and you feel comfortable, and you walk out of there and you feel great … And then 

you go out in the world, and it's not what it was in that room.’”8 While I implemented a 

type of workshop here, I bore in mind this type of critique and discuss that in later 

chapters.  

 
7 Suljic, Vahid, “Implications of Interfaith Dialogue to Social Peace and Cohesion in Bosnia,” Religions, 11 
(2018): 93. 
8 McCammon, Sarah, “Can We Come Together? How Americans Are Trying To Talk Across The Divide,” 
NPR, April 4, 2019, accessed April 24, 2019, retrieved from: 
https://www.npr.org/2019/04/04/709924342/can-we-come-together-how-americans-are-trying-to-talk-
across-the-divide. 
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Building even farther along the idea of engaging the public, others take their ideas 

for potential solutions to the socio-communal level. Commentary editor Timothy Carney 

poses in his most recent book that it is a specific type of community that makes America 

thrive, and that the general population has strayed from its model. He writes that 

communities that embrace religious principles “through setting norms, providing meeting 

grounds, and, most important, offering lifelong support, such a community will point its 

members down the aisle toward the building block of civic life- marriage and the creation 

of a family.”9 While this approach has a clear bias toward matters of faith, there is 

strength in proposing that communities ought to reinforce and rebuild their sense of 

cohesion and belonging. 

To be clear, I do not see an increase in “civility” as the ultimate answer to the 

political issues in the United States. I take seriously the critiques of critical scholars who 

have pointed out that adopting such an attitude can mask serious issues and block out the 

voices of minorities. This can be seen within postcolonial literature, which at its core is 

interested in the locus of power and who controls predominant narratives in a given 

society. One critique of this nature is that civility is an imposition of a particular set of 

conduct ethics onto a conquered population by a ruling group. Curtis Wasson discusses 

the degrading nature of this process in the historical context of 19th Century Mexico, 

explaining that colonizers believed that “[n]ot only does Mexican civility not prevent the 

threat of violence but also, because it is innate, those who wield it do not understand it.”10 

 
9 Carney, Timothy P. Alienated America: Why Some Places Thrive While Others Collapse (New York, NY: 
Harper Collins publishers, 2019), 299. 
10 Wasson, Curtis, “Civility and the Nation: Mexico in the Work of José Zorrilla and Joaquín M. 
Guadalajara y Cosío,” Bulletin of Hispanic Studies 95, 10 (2018): 1113. 
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To build on this point, the idea of explicit protest (whether through art or physical action) 

is another sphere where civility is weaponized to silence. Jaye Austin Williams describes 

this perspective, explaining that “the fruits of those creative and intellectual labors are 

either deemed ‘radical,’ in and by the main, and therefore, dangerous to the codes of 

‘civility’; or are accumulated, absorbed into and claimed by the economies of the 

reigning paradigm that western ‘civilization’ has wrought.”11 The culmination of this 

perspective lies in what postcolonial scholars view as a means of justifying violence. 

John Reynolds observes that “civility of discourse and comport used as a marker of the 

level (or absence) of humanity and sovereignty in the colonized” is indicative of 

ascribing less value to those who do not conform to the prescribed form of civility and 

therefore justifies violence.12 Because this dissertation’s research is meant to be 

empowering, this is a particularly poignant critique; one I bore in mind throughout the 

process. 

It is important to establish here that such skills as the ones discussed in this 

dissertation are meant as tools of empowerment for individuals to choose to use in their 

own time. I do not research and teach communication skills surrounding political 

difference for the sake of civility, but to help people effectively express and navigate the 

real issues they are experiencing. I consciously chose to approach the issue by providing 

the means to access the skills necessary to have productive conversations, but I did not 

encourage participants to keep their opinions silent for the sake of civility. This is a tactic 

 
11 Williams, Jaye Austin, “Radical Black Drama-as-Theory: The Black Feminist Dramatic on the Protracted 
Event Horizon,” Theory & Event 21, 1 (Jan. 2018): 194. 
12 Reynolds, John, “Disrupting civility: amateur intellectuals, international lawyers and TWAIL as praxis,” 
Third World Quarterly 37, 11 (2016): 2102. 
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used by individuals who believe peace to be a lack of conflict rather than understanding 

that peace cannot be achieved without some level of constructive conflict. Civility for its 

own sake is not enough. Understanding of how interpersonal conflict works and what can 

be reasonably done to create an atmosphere of increased comprehension, and perhaps 

decreased tension, is a more realistic and productive approach. This dissertation seeks to 

empower individuals and respect their experiences and individual autonomy. It does not 

seek to cover up bad behavior, but rather to encourage more critical thinking and increase 

ability to be self-reflective amid difficult conversations of this type. 

What I do believe is that Americans are experiencing a crisis of communication 

because social boundaries based on political identity have become so rigid that the task to 

even initiate a conversation surrounding difference is daunting. Author Justin Lee 

appropriately observes in his most recent book that “[a]n us-vs.-them mentality is taking 

over our public and private lives;” reality reflected in the plethora of political disputes in 

personal and public spheres of dialogue.13 Lilliana Mason further explains that “this new 

alignment [social, demographic, and ideological sorting] has degraded the cross-cutting 

social ties that once allowed for partisan compromise … [and] has generated an electorate 

that is more biased against and angry at opponents, and more willing to act on that bias 

and anger.”14 Her focus on the three-pronged purity structure demonstrates the growing 

rigidity around how the American public establishes their sense of belonging and who 

does not. At the School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution, Dr. Sara Cobb and her 

 
13 Lee, Justin, Talking Across the Divide, (Penguin Publishing Group, Kindle Edition, 2018), location 108. 
14 Mason, Lilliana, Uncivil Agreement, Kindle Edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016), 
location 185. 
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students sought to identify patterns within the Liberal and Conservative narratives to help 

bridge difference. As noted in the public announcement, their goal was to “’deconstruct’ 

and observe more closely those individual voices that constitute the narrative of the 

Liberals and the Conservatives.”15 I believe this to be a worthy endeavor, but ultimately 

steps ahead from where the average individual is in terms of ability and confidence. 

While politeness is not to be discouraged, it does not replace genuine exchanges 

that speak to real and hard issues. Civility teaches a certain pattern of behaviors that make 

a person appear less threatening, but falls short in guiding individuals when things get 

shaky in conversations. It is more artifice than substance. I therefore recommend that 

rather than focusing on the appearance of amicability, we cultivate skills that actually 

produce genuine interest, confidence, and ability to articulate our feelings despite their 

delicate nature. To address the core issues of the fracturing American social fabric, we 

must be courageous within ourselves, cultivate curiosity, and be humble in relearning 

how we fundamentally communicate around difficult topics. By reshaping the way we 

conceptualize political dialogue, we can dissemble the walls we have built and redesign 

them to honor both ourselves and others.  

 Ultimately, this dissertation moves the literature on dialogue into a sphere where 

the interpersonal dialogue is emphasized as a tool of foundational change. It explores 

how dialogue surrounding political difference on the interpersonal level can become an 

empowering act rather than a source of anger and feelings of threat. Rather than focusing 

 
15 Econa, Dominika, “Fissures and fault lines in domestic politics,” S-CAR News, May 1, 2019, accessed 
June 3, 2019, retrieved from 
https://scar.gmu.edu/news/576731?fbclid=IwAR29xrSJRIQT4LDkggNWWMEgZAIn1tROYKJXINngYr
XDHQ37hfvlwb7P0ws  
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on civilizing conversation, the skills here focus on being able to express oneself honestly 

while building trust and mutual respect. It does not emphasize politeness, but relationship 

building that acknowledges deeper implications for self-reflection and collaboration. My 

humble proposal is that individuals need to better understand the tools available to them 

in order to actually communicate with others and not at them. These tools, designed with 

the lens of social boundary making in mind, become accessible means for people to be 

conscious of how they impede dialogue and what they can feasibly do to change that. By 

grounding this type of knowledge at the grassroots level, it is hoped that others will see 

success in the participants’ new attitudes and begin to ask questions themselves. It is a 

proposition for slow but steady change, with the potential for even greater change on a 

larger scale.  

 

What to Expect 

 The dissertation follows a mixed-methods design, incorporating both qualitative 

interviews and quantitative measurements of outcomes. Because it operates on the 

assumption that political division is affecting everyday communications between 

Americans, the first tier of analysis was to assess the preexisting theories regarding social 

identity, power distribution, and intergroup conflict. This overview resulted in a model of 

the impact of divide on the dialogue that helped inform how I carried out the next phase, 

which was to conduct semi-structured interviews. For the second phase of my research, I 

designed and conducted a workshop where participants learned basic dialogue skills to 

navigate political conversations despite the divisive climate in the US. 
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 There are seven chapters in this dissertation to cover the research processes and 

outcomes. Outlined below are summaries of each section. 

2. Interpersonal Conflict & Political Identity Boundaries (Theory) 

Chapter Two covers the theory being developed in this dissertation. It begins with an 

overview of my epistemological framework and its relevance and utility to the research. 

This is then followed by an exploration of the relevant literature on the themes of the 

dissertation. I then describe my theory regarding how the activation of political social 

identity boundaries, coupled with the current, weakened ability to communicate 

effectively about difficult topics, has led to the current climate of polarization we see 

happening at this moment in time. 

3. Methodology: Diving into the Political Divide (Data Collection) 

Chapter Three covers the interviews conducted. It includes: the set of questions 

asked; the sampling process; basic demographic data of the participants as a collective; 

locations of interviews; overall first impressions of data and experiences; as well as my 

own biases and struggles with the subject matter. I intend for this chapter to be as 

informative as it is self-reflexive, since this ensures the best and fullest disclosure of my 

research practices 

4. Boundaries in Play (Thematic Coding) 

Chapter Four illustrates how I conducted the coding process, lists what overarching 

themes manifested, and highlights the predominant and outlying themes throughout the 

narratives presented by respondents. Any points of particular interest are presented here 

in preparation for the next chapter. 
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5. Let’s Talk (Dialogue Workshop) 

Chapter Five describes the workshop in full detail. It includes descriptions of the 

survey results, each session, my initial impressions of the group and the workshop itself, 

and any complications that arise. The topics covered in each session are explained in 

terms of reasons for selecting each theme and its correlation back to the research 

question. The design, implementation, and process of the workshop are the primary foci 

of this section. 

6. Working Through the Political Divide (Assessment of Dialogue Workshop) 

Chapter Six comprises of the overall evaluation of the dialogue workshop. The 

backbone of this chapter rests in the description of how the workshop went and what I 

encountered throughout the sessions. My own theory of dialogue and its efficacy for the 

overcoming the issues raised in the personal interviews is examined. The benefits and 

shortcomings of my original assumptions are included in this assessment, as well as other 

unforeseen factors that came into play during the data collection and workshop. Follow-

up stories from participants who used these skills after the completion of the workshop 

are shared here as well to enrich the data and analysis.  

7. Conclusion & Recommendations 

This final chapter summarizes the findings and places them into the larger 

conversation of CAR research. Recommendations for how this type of conflict might be 

ameliorated is outlined here. Suggestions for future study are duly considered, along with 

all other concluding remarks.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Interpersonal Conflict & Political Identity Boundaries 

 

The goal of this chapter is to familiarize the reader with the underpinnings and 

origins of this study and elucidate my theories regarding the current state of interpersonal 

dialogue surrounding American politics. This begins with a brief explanation of my 

philosophical approach followed by an analysis of existing theories surrounding political 

identity boundaries and interpersonal dialogue. I then describe the current political 

climate and my pilot study before delving into my theory regarding the roots of the 

fractured elements of dialogue. By addressing these elements and explaining how they 

will be engaged in the dialogue workshop, I outline the expected outcomes.  

 

Philosophical Approach 

 The epistemology I chose as a framework for this dissertation is Phenomenology. 

While other epistemologies could have been used, I find this to be the most practical 

approach that provides room for the multiplicity of interpretations surrounding 

experience in interpersonal political dialogue. The phenomenological approach I adopt 

stems from Maurice Natanson’s definition: “to attempt descriptions of presentations 

without prejudicing the results by taking for granted the history, causality, 
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intersubjectivity, and value we ordinarily associate with our experience, and to examine 

with absolute care the fabric of the world of daily life so that we may grasp its source and 

its direction.”16 This method is considered to embrace the existential branch of 

phenomenological inquiry, which allows participants to freely express how they perceive 

the issues at hand. Through this openness of interpretation, I gain a greater understanding 

of their lived experiences while also respecting that their encounters and interpretations 

are processed through their individually constructed lenses. Such a viewpoint is essential 

to navigating difference because it acknowledges a variety of sources of knowledge and 

that individual experience and background uniquely shape how they perceive the world 

around them.  

I choose to use this type of approach in order to more comprehensively 

understand what people perceive to be causing strains in interpersonal political dialogue 

and to then contribute professional knowledge and assist in enhancing and/or adding to 

skills they may already possess. I believe this method to be honoring my participants as 

active agents of their own lives and empowers them to make more constructive decisions 

in their own timing. By adopting this perspective, I acknowledge that two people can 

profess the same beliefs but have radically different ways of understanding these 

supposed commonalities.  

One important critique of this epistemology is that it possesses elements that lean 

towards Populism. In his exploration of phenomenology’s role in defining political 

 
16 Natanson, Maurice. “Phenomenology and the social sciences,” in Maurice Natanson (Ed.), 
Phenomenology and the social sciences (Evanston, IL: North-western University Press, 1973). 8 
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categories, Michael Marder remarks that responses to this perceived proximity of ideas 

“gravitate toward a glorification or demonization of the populous, its voice amplified or 

drowned out, leaving no one neutral.”17  He goes on to highlight that there is a balance 

that needs to be struck in order to mitigate such tendencies, but that the focus on people’s 

experiences is valuable and insightful. Another critique is that phenomenology puts too 

much “focus on the particular subject as someone who is more or less isolated from the 

world.”18 While I acknowledge the need for wrestling with such critiques, my contention 

is that this dissertation deals in opinions and is not seeking to construct an indisputable 

truth. Rather, it is a study of perceptions between identity groups that have escalated into 

a conflict. My goal as the researcher is to mitigate the divisions as perceived by my 

participants and provide tools they can use on their own paths of discovery within 

interpersonal political dialogue. I intentionally leave the pursuit of the “truth” in politics 

to the individuals I encounter.  

I also employ elements of Constructivism in the design of the workshop because 

of its utility in teaching. In education, Constructivism encourages egalitarian approaches 

to learning with hands-on activities. I ascribe to the belief that learning is best facilitated 

through interaction and hands-on experience because students can learn how to adapt 

skills to their unique situations by first learning real-time application; essentially, it is the 

Socratic method further developed. In their educator resources on Constructivism, 

University College Dublin explains that as “students explore the [provided] topic, they 

 
17 Marder, Michael, "POLITICAL CATEGORIES," in Political Categories: Thinking Beyond Concepts, 
33. (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2019).  
18 Gahrn-Andersen, Rasmus, “Heideggerian Phenomenology, Practical Ontologies and the Link Between 
Experience and Practices,” Human Studies (Feb. 4, 2019): 1. 
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draw conclusions, and, as exploration continues, they revisit those conclusions;” thus 

encouraging constant questioning and evaluation of their experiences.19 This is especially 

important with relation to the process of conscientization, which I discuss later in this 

chapter.   

In terms of instruction and how to appropriately convey knowledge, von 

Glasersfeld finds that “language cannot be used to transfer conceptual content; all 

conceptual content must be constructed by the students themselves.”20 Because he 

believes that language itself shapes our respective realities, it is insufficient to just talk of 

a concept. Rather, harkening back to Socratic method, one must guide others through the 

process of constructing these ideas on their own, through their own mental capacities, in a 

way that makes sense to their individual reality. One point that resonates with my own 

theory and shapes my attitude toward this research is von Glasersfeld’s remark that “it is 

the students who, in the process of learning, construct knowledge actively and on the 

basis of what they already know.”21 When teaching in any capacity, it is important to 

understand that those being taught are not without preconception nor do they operate 

from the same perception as myself. While I seek to help change toxic behavior into more 

productive means of communication, I do not seek to dismantle current political identities 

in the United States in this project. Rather, I wish to understand how they interact and 

 
19 University College Dublin, “Constructivism and Social Constructivism in the Classroom,” UCDoer.ie, 
date unknown, accessed Jan. 3, 2019, retrieved from: 
http://www.ucdoer.ie/index.php/Education_Theory/Constructivism_and_Social_Constructivism_in_the_Cl
assroom 
20 For this and the full interview, see Poerksen, Bernhard, The Certainty of Uncertainty: Dialogues 
Introducing Constructivism (St. Andrews: UK, 2013), 61. 
21 Poerksen, Certainty of Uncertainty, 62. 
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where I can make feasible improvements while empowering individuals to discuss these 

differences in their own time. To accomplish this, I need to explore the process of 

constructing identity and how dialogue interacts with this process.  

 

Primary Theories 

 The following sections cover the nuances of two primary theoretical umbrella 

categories: Social Boundaries and Dialogue. Within the first category, these themes are 

explored: construction and preservation of Social Identity, Incivility, Aggression-

Frustration, Threat, and Trust. Each topic is explored to illustrate the progression of 

solidifying social boundaries as well as articulate what theories underpin my 

understanding. When discussing Dialogue, I address the themes of: Agency, 

Empowerment, Conflict Resolution, Self-Awareness, Power, Legitimacy, and Trust-

Building. This sequence is intended to help guide the reader through the whys and hows 

of the current fissure being experience in political dialogue. It illustrates how I construct 

my understanding of the functions of dialogue that are explored later in this dissertation 

and informs the model of fractured dialogue outlined later in this chapter.  

 

Social Boundaries 

 Social identity is contracted through the definition, establishment, and change of 

social boundary. In this dissertation, I adopt the definition of social identity as “that part 

of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a 

social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to 
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that membership.”22 I choose this interpretation because it reflects the highly personal 

nature of social identity and that its significance is varied from person to person. It is 

directly tied with the components of dialogue that have been damaged because current 

political dialogue is focused on processes of delegitimization, and therefore downgrading 

one’s self perception. My assumption is that at the core of dialogue breakdown lies in 

rigidity of social boundaries between identity groups (namely, political identities). 

This working-theory leads to the concept of social boundary. The definition 

adopted here is from Charles Tilly, being “any contiguous zone of contrasting density, 

rapid transition, or separation between internally connected clusters of population and/or 

activity.”23 Put in a succinct manner, social boundaries are the constructed lines groups 

create between themselves and their Others. Part of the importance in addressing 

fractured dialogue practices is that to violate these boundaries will create processes of 

insult.24 In turn, conflict has an opportunity to take root and grow out of an original 

offense into deeper, more entrenched division. 

From the body of research surrounding this topic, some core concepts that help 

build a clear picture of this idea include: ingroup-outgroup differentiation; types of social 

boundaries; and why they are solidified in different scenarios. Within the past twenty 

years, these concepts have been brought to wider attention through scholars such as 

 
22 Tajfel, Henri, “Social Categorization, Social Identity and Social Comparison,” in Differentiation between 
Social Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations, ed. Henri Tajfel (London: 
Academic Press, 1978), 63. 
23 Tilly, Charles, “Social Boundary Mechanisms,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 34, 2, (June 2004): 
214. 
24 Korostelina, Karina V., Political Insults: How Offenses Escalate Conflict (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014). 
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Charles Tilly. Notably, Tilly looks at this process of demarcation and seeks to understand 

how these boundaries change.  As boundaries becomes more hardline, these “lines” 

between us-and-them increase influence in how a group relates to outsiders and 

represents the Other to ingroup members.25 While identity is not perpetually rigid, 

permeability varies depending on access to agency, circumstantial stressors, openness, 

etc. It is understood that the rigidity of a boundary depends on the sense of security in an 

ingroup; and that permeability is in a constant state of fluctuation.  

In their study of foreigners balancing their work-life routines in new countries, 

Kempen, Hattrup, and Mueller reflect this issue of maintaining stability.  Their study 

results indicate that “[b]oundary permeability may allow demands from one domain to 

deplete resources in another domain, leading to greater conflict between domains, 

whereas private life flexibility ability appears to bolster resources, leading to greater 

enrichment.”26 Akfirat, Polat, and Yetim observe that “when people see group boundaries 

as permeable and the social structure as unstable, they tend to move into higher status 

groups, even if they perceive the unequal social structure to be illegitimate … [; but] 

when the social structure is perceived as stable, they tend to use creative strategies.” 27 

Agency here is determinant of mobilization, even when the social structure is recognized 

as less-than-ideal. However, that same concept produces creativity and agency when it is 

 
25 Tilly, Charles, “Social Boundary Mechanisms,” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 34, 2, (June 2004): 
223. 
26 Kempen, Regina, Kate Hattrup, and Karsten Mueller, “Boundary management in a boundaryless world: 
The impact of life domain boundary management for expatriates’ life domain conflict and enrichment,” 
Journal of Global Mobility 5, 1 (2017): 54. 
27 Akfirat, Serap, Filiz Comez Polat, and Unsal Yetim, “How the Poor Deal with Their Own Poverty: A 
Social Psychological Analysis from the Social Identity Perspective,” Social Indicators Research 127, 1 
(May 2016): 413.  



21 
 

stable, and points to the need for a healthy sense of equity and cohesion within a given 

group to accumulate new members. Ossenkop et al find in their study of organizational 

mobility that “dominant ethnics do not only advance to a higher level of objective career 

success, but that they also advance exponentially faster than minority ethnics.”28 The 

emphasis on social capital in this dynamic speaks to the need for accruing legitimacy in 

order to successfully pass through social barriers (albeit ones in the workplace). Access to 

agency determines sense of security for a group and how flexible they are in making their 

social boundaries permeable. 

Erik Erikson highlights that this goes deeper into the personal psyche, that 

humans have an inner need to develop “confidence that one's ability to maintain inner 

sameness and continuity (one's ego in the psychological sense) is matched by the 

sameness and continuity of one's meaning for others.”29 This reflects the inner need to be 

able to perform life tasks and expectations with the same aptitude (with our own twists) 

to develop a secure sense of belonging. These additions help scholars to understand the 

very human process of differentiating one group from another and how these boundaries 

are maintained, whether to the detriment or benefit of others. We know from the work of 

Henri Tajfel that groups form around the core concepts of knowledge of belonging, 

membership, and the role of emotions regarding the assigned ingroup-outgroup 

 
28 Ossenkop, Carolin et al, “Ethnic diversity and social capital in upward mobility systems: Problematizing 
the permeability of intra-organizational career boundaries,” Career Development International 20, 5 
(2015): 539. 
29 Erikson, Erik, Identity and the life cycle (New York: W.W. Norton, 1980), 94. 
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identities.30 Scholars in Social Psychology have further explored how morality, emotion, 

and perception color this process and give deeper context to the concept. Perception of 

the outgroup is another factor to consider. Mazziotta et al’s study of memory’s impact on 

perception of an outgroup in a postwar context finds that there are ways to get past rigid 

memories of trauma. They contend that “widening the ingroup’s victim role by also 

remembering the harm that the ingroup inflicted upon others… amplifies the need of 

acceptance, which leads to greater intergroup empathy and greater willingness to engage 

in cross-group contact.”31 This finding is rich in implication, as it points to not only the 

linkage between emotions and memory, but also that these can be effectively dealt with 

despite their saliency. 

However, perception can be harmful when morality is employed as a means of 

denying culpability. Morton and Postmes challenge the notion that mutual recognition of 

humanity always creates a positive outcome. Rather, they find that “perceiving harmful 

ingroup actions as ‘only human’ can sometimes be a moral defense that absolves group 

members of feelings of responsibility for wrongdoing.”32 This is a strong warning and 

call to caution, as the work of overcoming difference does not simply end with seeing the 

 
30 Tajfel, Henri, “Interindividual Behavior and Intergroup Behavior,” in Differentiation between Social 
Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations, ed. Henri Tajfel (London: Academic 
Press, 1978), 28-29. 
31 Mazziotta, Agostino, Friederike Feuchte, Nicolay Gausel, and Arie Nadler, “Does remembering past 
ingroup harmdoing promote postwar cross-group contact? Insights from a field-experiment in Liberia,” 
European Journal of Social Psychology 44 (2014): 43. 
32 Morton, Thomas A. and Tom Postmes, “Moral duty or moral defence? The effects of perceiving shared 
humanity with the victims of ingroup perpetrated harm,” European Journal of Social Psychology 41 
(2011): 127. 
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outgroup as human. One must also fully embrace the real and tangible harm done by the 

ingroup and not dismiss its impact on the outgroup. 

Emotions are a powerful factor when navigating social boundaries. In their study 

on public support for authoritarian policies in the wake of terrorist attacks, Vasilopoulos, 

Marcus, and Foucault found that “anxiety led left-wing respondents to move towards 

adopting authoritarian policy preferences following the attacks, … [but] anger did not 

turn left-wing voters more authoritarian but strengthened authoritarian policy preferences 

among right-wing respondents.”33 Anxiety and anger, while potent, affected political 

parties differently in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo attack. This finding points to the 

need to examine the underpinnings of a particular political identity, as the values therein 

can call for different stratagem when dealing with instances of difference that are laced 

with high emotion.  

Yet, emotions need not have penultimate control in navigating conflict and 

difference. Through their studies on conflicts in organizations, Jiang, Zhang, and 

Tjosvold find that, “emotion regulation skills contribute to the effective management of 

task conflict and relationship conflict at both individual and group levels.”34 By being 

able to regulate emotional reactions to conflict, employees can overcome difference faster 

and create more lasting agreements within an organization. This piece is important to 

 
33 Vasilopoulos, Pavlos, George E. Marcus,  and Martial Foucault, “Emotional Responses to the Charlie 
Hebdo Attacks: Addressing the Authoritarianism Puzzle,” Political Psychology 39, 3, (2018): 557. 
34 Jiang, Jane Yan, Xiao Zhang, and Dean Tjosvold, “Emotion regulation as a boundary condition of the 
relationship between team conflict and performance: A multi-level examination,” Journal of 
Organizational Behavior 34 (2013): 714. 
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note, as boundaries between various political identities, when violated, can elicit high 

emotion; and is a point of focus for my theory and proposed intervention.  

In examining the nature of constructing social boundaries, we must then look to 

what happens when these lines are violated. Intergroup Contact Theory poses that if two 

opposing groups interact directly under the right circumstances, levels of prejudice can be 

lowered. This theory suggests a solution to the problem of heightened intergroup 

tensions. If threat from an outside group is perceived, this results in progression of the 

ingroup from an everyday state of relations with the outsiders to escalated senses of 

insecurity, which can lead into aggression and/or frustration. These can manifest as tacit, 

everyday prejudices or can be as blatant as racism and justification for violence, even 

with various types of direct contact. This points to the understanding that interaction 

alone is insufficient for bridging divides between identity groups. During intractable 

conflict, Bar-Tal explains that sociopsychological “infrastructure becomes hegemonic, 

rigid, and resistant to change as long as the intractable conflict continues… [and] ends up 

serving as a major factor fueling the continuation of the conflict, thus becoming part of a 

vicious cycle of intractable conflict.”35 This infrastructure, meant to help a group cope 

with the long-standing violence, takes on a toxic nature and can further drive the conflict 

away from resolution. Barlow et al’s study of Australian and American perceptions of 

“outsider” groups like Blacks, Muslims, and asylum seekers points to a weakness in the 

concept of contact theory. They find that “[n]egative contact may be more strongly 

 
35 Bar-Tal, Daniel, “Sociopsychological Foundations of Intractable Conflicts,” American Behavioral 
Scientist 50, 11 (2007): 1435. 
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associated with increased racism and discrimination than positive contact is with its 

reduction.”36 Their various groups demonstrated that contact with these groups 

insufficient without further considering the quality of those interactions.  

Clark and Botterrill take note of how academics and policymakers can often 

dismiss the role frustration when attempting to politically persuade a group. They advise 

that professionals “(1) take personal experience seriously, (2) be mindful of social norms 

around rights to personal experience, and (3) be aware that evidence is not socially 

neutral.”37 It is not enough to provide a type of evidence, but to also attend to emotions 

and more subjective experiences. This is key for my own theory of navigating political 

difference, because I call for individuals to pay attention to both what facts are given and 

an individual’s personal perceptions of an issue. In their study of First Nation peoples in 

Canada, Spence et al find that “cultural resilience compensated for the detrimental effect 

of racial discrimination on stress in a modest manner.”38 This reinforces the idea that the 

greater a group’s sense of self is, the likelier they are to maintain the health of their 

ingroup’s identity.  

It also reflects the progression between threat and response. For this dissertation, I 

adopt and examine Jarret Crawford’s definition of what he terms “Meaning threat,” 

described as “Meaning threats include more abstract concerns regarding the violation of 

 
36 Barlow, Fiona Kate et al, “The Contact Caveat: Negative Contact Predicts Increased Prejudice More 
Than Positive Contact Predicts Reduced Prejudice,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 38, 12 
(2012): 1629. 
37 Clark, Shannon J. and Linda Courtenay Botterill, “Expanding the Political Psychology Toolkit: The 
Potential of Discursive Psychology for Understanding Contentious Political Debate at a Grassroots Level,” 
Political Psychology 39, 3, (2018): 679. 
38 Spence et al, “Racial Discrimination, Cultural Resilience, and Stress,” The Canadian Journal of 
Psychiatry 61, 5 (2016): 298. 
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one’s senses of belonging, identity, purpose, significance, continuity, or certainty.”39 

While he provides for a physical aspect to threat, I choose to examine this particular 

aspect of threat because it most-closely looks at the attack on one’s identity. I believe the 

increasing breakdown in Americans’ ability to communicate regarding political 

difference is rooted in perceived threats of this nature. It damages sense of mutual sense 

of respect, trust, acknowledgement of needs, and hinders critical thinking. 

Outlined by Donald Horowitz as “the result of anger produced by the thwarting of 

goal-directed activity,” Aggression-Frustration theory plays an integral role in how 

solidifying or permeating social boundaries occur.40 As Dean, Mary, and Jenny Tjosvold 

observe, “Anger is based on the perception of an avoidable, unjustified frustration,” that 

the offender has no basis for their attack in rational thought (according to the person 

feeling anger).41 Other scholars have noted that while anger does not always lead to 

aggression, it is certainly a factor conducive to conflict when paired with other 

impediments to peace. Studying relationships in strife, Duck, Kirkpatrick, and Foley find 

that anger acts as a stunting agent to growth in dialogue through the implications it makes 

of the other individual. They explain that “[d]ifficulty clearly results when behavior 

evokes an undesired and inappropriately negative face in the observer, when it is possible 

to typify the person creating the difficulty and when some moral sanctioning is implied in 

 
39 Crawford, Jarret T., “Are Conservatives More Sensitive to Threat than Liberals? It Depends on How We 
Define Threat and Conservatism,” Social Cognition 35, 4 (Aug. 2017): 356. 
40 Horowitz, Donald L., “Direct, Displaced, and Cumulative Ethnic Aggression,” Comparative Politics 6, 1 
(Oct., 1973): 2. 
41 Tjosvold, Dean, Mary Tjosvold, & Jenny Tjosvold, Love & Anger: Managing Family Conflict 
(Minneapolis, MN: Team Media, 1991), 63. 
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the label.” 42 This act of stereotyping strips agency of self and the other by making the 

social boundaries between them solidified and fixating on the unacceptability of the 

other’s stance.  

O’Sullivan-Lago points out that “the other can be rejected for the sake of the self 

when viewed as a potential threat, particularly to moral order” within a given conflict.43 

This strong role of morality and its ties to identity are crucial to understanding why 

offense can act as an entrenching factor in a conflict over differing views, because the 

makeup of one’s self-perception is also based in individual worldview. Karina 

Korostelina deepens this understanding by explaining the roots from which threat grows 

are based in intergroup stereotypes and beliefs of themselves and others.44 Further 

compounded with disempowerment, types of rejection and/or failure, and lack of control, 

these factors create conditions fertile for intergroup conflict based on constructed 

identities. 

Rothbart and Korostelina point out in their study of military leaderships’ 

justifications for wartime violence that legitimizing violence does not stop with “simple 

moralistic language,” but also employs the perspective that it is “unavoidable, inevitable, 

and to some degree acceptable.”45 What is important to observe here is while this 

 
42 Duck, Steve, D. Charles Kirkpatrick, & Megan K. Foley, “Difficulty In Relating: Some Conceptual 
Problems With ‘Problematic Relationships’ and Difficulties With ‘Difficult People,’” In Relating 
Difficulty: The Processes of Constructing and Managing Difficult Interaction, ed. D. Charles Kirkpatrick, 
Steve Duck, & Megan K. Foley (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers, 2006) 
43 O’Sullivan-Lago, Ria, “The Possibility of Resolving Conflict Through Dialogue?: Continuing from 
Power,” Psychology & Society 4, 1 (2011): 69. 
44 Korostelina, Karina, “Identity conflicts: model dynamics and early warning,” in Handbook of Conflict 
Analysis and Resolution, ed. Dennis J.D. Sandole, Sean Byrne, Ingrid Sandole-Staroste, and Jessica Senehi 
(New York: Routledge, 2009), 112. 
45 Rothbart, Daniel & Karina V. Korostelina, Why They Die: Civilian Devastation in Violent Conflict (Ann 
Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 2011), 98. 
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dissertation does not deal with violent scenarios, it does find that similar tactics are 

employed to justify entrenchment and unwillingness to bridge difference in the American 

political landscape. The “inability” to discuss politics because “they are so unreasonable” 

is akin to more extreme justifications by employing a level of helplessness in the message 

against the powers that be in the world. Such a narrative postures the surrender of agency 

for the sake of increasing legitimacy for inaction against less than acceptable behaviors.  

The issue of aggression is unfortunately a topic that deserves ample attention in 

this dissertation. With anger ruling the day in interpersonal dialogue surrounding 

American politics, it is not unusual to hear of angry outbursts in the midst of these 

conversations. Fox and Spector parse the concept down to a few key factors, finding 

“personality (trait anger and trait anxiety), control beliefs (Work Locus Control), and 

estimation of likelihood of punishment were strongly associated with affective and 

behavioral responses” related to anger.46 Tackett et al observe that “[l]ike other antisocial 

behavior subtypes, relational aggression generally showed connections with traits 

reflecting negative emotionality and poor self-regulation.”47 This is not to say that this is 

a simple or easy task. Rather, that these things are surmountable given the right kind of 

dedication on behalf of the individual and their mentor.  

While some scholars believe that aggression and violence cannot be mastered, I 

believe they are forces that can be understood and their energy redirected toward better 

 
46 Fox, Suzy and Paul E. Spector, “A model of work frustration-aggression,” Journal of Organizational 
Behavior 20, 6 (Nov. 1999): 915. 
47 Tackett, Jennifer L. et al, Viewing relational aggression through multiple lenses: Temperament, 
personality, and personality pathology,” Development and Psychopathology 26 (2014): 863. 
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ends.48 Just as self-discipline can help regulate emotional responses with proper 

instruction and encouragement, so too can these be mitigated by practice. In their book on 

handling difficult conversations, Kraybill and Wright push back on this perspective, 

remarking “the notion that aggressiveness is just human nature is deeply held and 

contributes to widespread fatalism towards conflict.”49 This is an attitude I specifically 

seek to combat in this study by providing strategies and learned principles to effectively 

instruct others how to navigate difference in political opinions. 

In their study of adolescent aggression, Fives et al find that “both cognition and 

emotion were important in predicting the behavior response of physical and indirect 

aggression,” observing “that anger alone may be an important contributor to verbal 

aggression.”50 Furthermore, Wright and Li saw in their own study of adolescents and 

cyber bullying that “when adolescents experienced higher levels of peer rejection, the 

association between cyber victimization and cyber aggression was stronger.”51 This role 

of anger is one that is readily seen in the American political climate and is echoed in 

interpersonal dialogue. I take special note of this due to its prevalence in general 

discourse, participant observations (discussed in a later chapter), and my own 

experiences. 

 
48 Pikula, Norbert, “The Phenomenon of Aggression as a social problem,” E-Theologos 3, 1 (2012): 50. 
49 Kraybill, Ron & Evelyn Wright, The Little Book of Cool Tools for Hot Topics: Group Tools to Facilitate 
Meetings When Things Are Hot (New York: Good Books, 2007), 4. 
50 Fives, Christopher J. et al, “Anger, Aggression, and Irrational Beliefs in Adolescents,” Cognitive Therapy 
and Research 35, 3 (2011): 205. 
51 Wright, Michelle F. and Yan Li, “The Association Between Cyber Victimization and Subsequent Cyber 
Aggression: The Moderating Effect of Peer Rejection,” Journal of Youth and Adolescence 42, 5 (Jan. 
2013): 672. 
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One aspect to highlight in the exploration of social boundaries is the concept of 

axiologies. Simply put, they are system designed to “make values” for a given group.52 

This can pertain to professionals, cultures, ethnicities, location-specific groups, etc. so 

long as it is related to a cohesive identity group. Rothbart and Korostelina develop this 

concept by outlining collective axiology, “a system of value-commitments that define 

which actions are prohibited, and which actions are necessary for specific tasks.”53 In 

other words, an identity group’s collective axiology is the system of values that dictate 

how one a group views itself and how it should interact with others. My own study looks 

at the need to create a new collective axiology between political identity groups so that 

navigating differences is not viewed through the lens of threat.  

Collective axiology can also be a tool for accommodating the ingroup and helping 

them to acclimate to environs that have differing sets of norms and values. Glocke 

discusses this aspect in her study of empowering black students in predominantly white 

institutions of higher education, when she points out her own practice in relating to them 

through a shared axiology.54 On the other hand, collective axiologies can easily fall into 

the framework of excusing unacceptable behavior because it threatens the ingroup. 

Durante points this out that “the effect of the collective axiology that grounds the 

cooperation aimed at maintaining social cohesion” can support deviant behaviors such as 

 
52 Romm, Norma R.A., “Reviewing the Transformative Paradigm: A Critical Systemic and Relational 
(Indigenous) Lens,” Systemic Action and Practice Research 28 (2015): 414. 
53 Rothbart, Daniel & Karina V. Korostelina, Identity, Morality, and Threat: Studies in Violent Conflict, ed. 
Daniel Rothbart & Karina V. Korostelina (Lexington Books, 2006), 13. 
54 Glocke, Aimee, “‘Round Pegs into Square Holes:’ Teaching Black Studies in an African Centered Way 
at Predominantly White Institutions,” Africology: The Journal of Pan African Studies 9, 8 (October 2016): 
122. 
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violent acts.55 It therefore must be borne in mind that while I seek to change attitudes and 

tactics in those struggling with navigating political difference in interpersonal 

conversations, that the rootedness of a collective axiology will pose a significant 

challenge and potentially force false equivalencies. 

Yet, axiologies can become effective tools of change by recreating their value 

system by making it more complex. Rodríguez-Ortega points out that in some contexts, 

“bottom-up social practices give rise to a new cultural axiology where not only social 

memory, subjectivity, emotionality, and affectivity but also dissension, resistance, 

criticism, demystification, etc., become crucial factors in the resemantization of cultural 

objects and their relocation in new scales of value.”56 This highlights that axiologies need 

not be fixed systems, but can be changed with enough collective initiative from within 

the ingroup. While it is known that strong identity is related with community resilience, it 

can be damaging when disrupting efforts toward intercommunity harmony. Here is where 

a foundation for imagining solutions can begin. While a given collective axiology can be 

positive or negative, looking to the concept as a guide for navigating how to address 

issues and ultimately redesign a given group’s own sense of prohibitions and accepted 

behaviors. This requires building trust, interdependence, reassigning meanings, openness, 

and confronting the constructed social barriers that divide groups and people. 

Furthermore, a revised sense of collective axiology can increase permeability between 

 
55 Durante, Massimo, “Notes on Lorenzo Magnani,” Mind & Society 12 (2013): 259. 
56 Rodríguez-Ortega, Nuria, “Canon, Value, and Cultural Heritage: New Processes of Assigning Value in 
the Postdigital Realm,” Multimodal Technologies and Interaction 2, 25 (2018): 8. 
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social boundaries, thus providing for increased sense of security and improved 

communication. 

In order to create cohesion, trust must be cultivated. Lewicki and Wiethoff posit 

that “trust and distrust coexist in most relationships, that trust and distrust can be 

calculus-based or identification-based, and that relationships differ in form and character 

as a function of the relative weight of the two types of trust in the relationship;” and that 

managing “any relationship requires us to both create trust and manage distrust 

effectively.”57 This dichotomy of trust and distrust is a core issue of dealing with 

navigating difference. It underpins more effective communication by its intrinsic tie to 

relationship. As Tjosvold et al observe, “values have their impact through interaction;” 

meaning that our actions reflect what we believe and are signposts to others of our 

willingness to be open or closed off.58 In another study, Tjosvold, Sun, and Wan link this 

with the concept of openness, especially among individuals who work closely together. 

From their research on team efficacy, they surmise that “the direct, open discussion of 

alternative views and the problem-solving approach provide the basis for cooperative 

discussion in which participants not only explore diverse arguments but also integrate 

them into their thinking and conclusions.”59  

 
57 Lewicki, Roy J. & Carolyn Wiethoff, “Trust, Trust Development, and Trust Repair,” in The Handbook of 
Conflict Resolution: Theory and Practice, ed. Morton Deutsch and Peter T. Coleman (Hoboken, NJ: 
Jossey-Bass, 2014), 104. 
58 Tjosvold, Dean et al, “Conflict values and team relationships: Conflict's contribution to team 
effectiveness and citizenship in China,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 24, 1 (2003): 81. 
59 Tjosvold, Dean, Haifa Sun, and Paulina Wan, “Effects of Openness, Problem Solving, and Blaming on 
Learning: An Experiment in China,” The Journal of Social Psychology 145, 6 (Dec. 2005): 641. 
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But openness cannot happen without establishing a level of trust in oneself and in 

the other individuals in the exchange. This requires confidence and empathy in addition 

to trust in order to fully make the interaction vulnerable and on firmer grounding despite 

difference. Without these elements, distrust has ample ground for growth. In his study of 

contact theory regarding asylum seekers, Gillespie notes that “[i]f an alternative set of 

meanings is tainted with distrust, then it is, in a semantic sense, in quarantine and its 

transformative neutered.”60 Therefore, it sets the task before each person to establish a 

level of trust before delving deeper into difference, since this stage is the tipping scale 

between respect and suspicion. 

 

Why Dialogue? 

In this dissertation, my operating theoretical assumption is that because of 

underlying tensions of political identity bubbling to the surface, social boundaries are 

now more solidified and sharpened. It is not so much that one is of a certain party or 

another (though it does play a role). Rather, the fact that these specific identities have 

been made salient and are therefore being used to define one’s acceptability is the point 

of contingency. This is due to an inability for the average individual to navigate difficult 

conversations because of lack of coping mechanisms available in social understanding. In 

turn, this has damaged the ability for persons to communicate effectively around 

difference. These interactions are shaped by dynamics of power, legitimacy, solidified 

 
60 Gillespie, Alex, “Contact without transformation: The context, process and content of distrust,” in Trust 
and Conflict: Representation, culture and dialogue, ed. Ivana Markova and Alex Gillespie (New York: 
Routledge, 2012): 214. 
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ingroup identities, and heightened perceptions of threat from outside groups. In order to 

overcome such ramifications, individuals must learn and use communication/coping 

skills to navigate political difference in interpersonal conversations. Training is meant to 

build confidence and provide tools for individual discretion and use. 

At the heart of this dissertation is the matter of the efficacy of dialogue on 

improving interpersonal communication and alleviating conflict. In light of the increasing 

rigidity between political identities in the US, it is important to look at the role 

communication plays in creating relationship. Dialogue is essential to this study because 

people exchange ideas through this medium. As mentioned at the beginning of this 

chapter, it is becoming increasingly difficult to have a civil conversation surrounding 

politics. It is understandable why one might attempt to “avoid the dark night of the soul” 

lest they “leave blood on the tracks of life” through exploring the reasons of the Other.61 

Yet, this dissertation calls for that very exploration into the heart of fellow men and better 

understand her/his reasons for taking a certain political stance. 

When speaking of dialogue, I employ it here as an empowering process rather 

than one that ignores asymmetrical power balances (to be discussed in the next section). 

At the most basic level, I adopt Peter Stearns’ definition of dialogue: “[m]utual 

recognition, exchange of meanings, forging of new understandings.”62 While this acts as 

 
61 Editor, “Winning the Disinformation War: Suturing the Soul,” International Bulletin of Political 
Psychology 18, 1 (June 2018): 1-2. 
62 Stearns, Peter, “Dialogue: An Introduction,” in Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: Education, Personal 
and Interpersonal Transformation, and Conflict Resolution, ed. Peter Stearns, publication in progress 
(Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue, 2018), 15. 
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a baseline for understanding, it is a good foundation on which to build more nuanced 

interpretations of what dialogue is and should be. 

My interest in dialogue as the focus of this study does not only stem from the pilot study 

workshop. At the heart of my aims here is to assist in better relationship-building. As 

Schirch and Campt write,  

 
Dialogue is a communication process that aims to build relationships between people as they 

share experiences, ideas, and information about a common concern… [and] aims to help groups 

take in more information and perspectives than they previously had as they attempt to forge a new 

and broader understanding of a situation.63 

 

While it is no great revelation to state that dialogue is important, the average person is not 

considering the depth of influence it has, nor that the country is in the midst of a tangible 

power struggle over who has access to political influence.  

The way dialogue is engaged can determine whether power is being given or 

taken in a conversation, and many are not cognizant of the extent to which their words 

can cause damage to others even outside the conversation. As Yazbak-Abu Ahmad et al 

further highlight, “not attending to power differentials in intergroup dialogues can 

contribute to justifying the status quo or supporting dominant narratives.”64 We see this in 

 
63 Schirch, Lisa and David Campt, The Little Book for Dialogue on Difficult Subjects: A Practical, Hands-
On Guide (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2007), 6. 
64 Yazbak-Abu Ahmad, Manal, Adrienne B. Dessel, Alice Mishkin, Noor Ali, & Hind Omar, “Intergroup 
dialogue as a just dialogue: Challenging and preventing normalization in campus dialogues.” Digest of 
Middle East Studies 24, 2 (2015): 244. 
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action the way division regarding American politics is splitting rapidly apart through the 

entrenched belief that the divide cannot be breached.  

 I argue that we jump to critical and transformative conversations as a society 

rather than beginning with the foundation of the dialogic conversation. While the former 

two focus on actions related to the other, dialogic conversation is understood to be 

listening, understanding, and persuasion more than speaking, explaining, and 

persuasion.65 I believe this core set of skills is overlooked frequently because it is so basic 

in nature that it feels like an insufficient place to begin. However, starting from these 

grounding principles helps to guide persons in creating conversations that are conducive 

to lasting relationship-building efforts. Therefore, my theory of overcoming political 

difference looks inward as the foundation of change before constructing further skills to 

address our political “other.” 

In the early 20th Century, philosopher Martin Buber contributed to the 

conversation surrounding dialogue by introducing his concept of It and Thou. He argues 

that because of man’s desire to be powerful, he/she objectifies others in order to justify 

his supremacy. Finding this to be of an immoral standing, Buber makes the 

differentiation between referring to the other as an object (It) versus an equal (Thou). He 

calls for individuals to “come out of false security into the venture of the infinite” by 

seeing the humanity in their own Other.66 This is a core practice in order to address the 

 
65 Pearce, W. Barnett & Stephen W. Littlejohn, Moral Conflict: When Social Worlds Collide (Newbury 
Park, CA: Sage, 1997), 214-215. 
66 Buber, Martin, I and Thou, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1937), 118. 
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aspects of dialogue that are in need of redressing. Other scholars have since echoed these 

principles and emphasized their place in effective dialogue.67 

However, dialogue is not always seen as an equal-footed space. Scholars such as 

James Laue and Mohammad Abu-Nimer believe that dialogue cannot be genuine without 

addressing matters of power imbalance. Laue remarks that “in a situation marked by a 

high degree of power imbalance among the parties, any intervention must enable the 

powerless party or parties to increase their power.”68 Similarly, Abu-Nimer says that 

conflict practitioners must “commit themselves to the values of empowerment, justice, 

and freedom, then the dangers and negative implications of institutionalization and 

becoming a social control instrument will be prevented” in order to progress toward real 

peace.69   

Yet, in pursuit of these ideals, a basic factor remains: participants must be willing 

to expose themselves and be honest about their prejudices. In the interest of equal power 

balance between dialoging parties, scholars are increasingly drawing attention to the idea 

of power distribution and question how genuine these exchanges can and should be.70 

Mikhail Bakhtin draws the discussion closer to semantics by highlighting the difference 

in language use. In discussing the poet and the novelist, Bakhtin points out that the 

 
67 Hardy, Samantha, “Mediation and Genre,” Negotiation Journal (July 2008): 226; Pearce, W. Barnett & 
Stephen W. Littlejohn, Moral Conflict: When Social Worlds Collide (Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
Publications, 1997), 214. 
68 Laue, James, “Ch. 10: The ethics of intervention in community disputes,” in Ethics of Social 
Intervention, ed. Gordon Bermant, Herbert C. Kelman, and Donarld P. Warwick. (Washington: Hemisphere 
Publishing Corporation, 1978), 22. 
69 Abu-Nimer, Mohammed, Dialogue, Conflict Resolution, and Change: Arab-Jewish Encounters in Israel 
(Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1999), 27. 
70 Discussed in more detail in the “Conflict Resolution” section of the literature review. 
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former “never resorts to an alien language, even though it might in fact be more adequate 

to that world,” in order to describe a reality. Comparatively, the novelist “attempts to talk 

about even his own world in an alien language.”71 His meaning behind these statements is 

that they attempt to describe their realities through different mediums because their 

intentions and outlooks differ, as later scholars have identified as well.72 Alien language 

is through another’s eyes, while the former is hyper-personalized. It is a mixture of these 

two forms I wish to impart as a skill-set to participants in my study, that they might 

employ both language familiar and foreign in their dialogues. 

The most recent literature regarding the use of dialogue for Conflict Resolution 

echoes the principles of taking ownership of one’s own positionality and translating that 

into mutual respect when engaged in conversation. Others point to the need to critically 

think, analyze oneself, and challenge previous, personally held stereotypes.73 While they 

differ on matters of how much to adopt an introspective perspective, many still agree on 

the need for a mediator in moments of public discourse.74 However, I agree with 

 
71 Bakhtin, Mikhail Mikhaĭlovich, The dialogic imagination: four essays, Kindle Edition (Austin: 
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73 Zuniga, Ximena, Gretchen Lopez, and Kristie A. Ford, “Intergroup Dialogue: Critical Conversations 
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progress (Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue, 2018), 115; Obelleiro, Gonzalo, “Values, 
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progress (Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue, 2018), 179-180; Urbain, Olivier, “Bringing out 
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Meenakshi Chhabra and Gonzalo Obelleiro in their approaches to conflict as a space 

where mutual meaning making can begin; but also, is a place where persons can maintain 

their own space and individuality. This allows for identities to remain intact but fluid in 

their boundaries so as to prevent the development of conflict. While the literature still 

remains focused on a top-down type of dialogue that relies on leadership to guide the 

conversation, it is progressing toward individual empowerment through voicing concerns 

in safe environments. 

Johan Galtung writes that “[i]t is also a good idea to increase their consciousness 

about their own needs, in order to use them to increase respect for the needs of the other 

party;” thereby laying the foundation for improved peace talks.75 It is this focus on 

improved communication and the reimagining of the “other” that inspires the aspect of 

my research dealing with critical pedagogy in communities and teaching them how to 

reevaluate various conflicts to look for the root causes. Likewise, other Conflict 

Resolution scholars place focus on improving interpersonal relationship begins with a 

self-awareness and mutual focus on basic human needs.76 

 
the Best in Oneself and Others: The Role of Dialogue in Daisaku Ikeda’s  Peacebuilding Practice,” in 
Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: Education, Personal and Interpersonal Transformation, and Conflict 
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2004),159. 
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Conflict Resolution: Theory and Practice, ed. Morton Deutsch and Peter T. Coleman (Hoboken, NJ: 
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He explains there are “three components in a conflict: attitude, behaviour and 

contradiction – ABC… in addition to ABC[,] there are deep attitudes, deep behaviour and 

deep contradictions” in the human psyche.77 It is here where Galtung believes methods of 

transformation should be implemented; that the minds of the afflicted and their ABCs 

need to be addressed in order to proceed towards a positive peace. He acknowledges their 

agency by mentioning the need for spreading their capacity toward humanity. It is an act 

that is only within their own grasp, not in the hands of outsiders to enact. It is this focus 

on improved communication and the reimagining of the “other” that inspires the aspect of 

my research dealing with critical pedagogy in communities and teaching them how to 

reevaluate various conflicts to look for the root causes. 

Paulo Freire’s concept of “conscientization,” entails a process of learning how to 

develop critical awareness through action, one that holds great importance in this 

dissertation.78 He explains that this is “[t]he process of developing a critical awareness of 

one’s social reality through reflection and action;” believing that marginalized 

communities are under structural violence, as well as caught up in mentalities that 

perpetuated their poverty and feelings of delegitimization.79 Freire believes dialogue 

cannot exist without profound love, humility, faith in humankind, hope, or critical 

thinking; an idea I echo in this study.80  

 
77 Galtung, Transcend and Transform, 145. 
78 Freire Institute, “Concepts used by Paulo Freire,” last modified 2016, accessed Dec. 19, 2016, 
http://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/concepts-used-by-paulo-freire. 
79 Freire Institute, “Concepts used by Paulo Freire,” last modified 2016, accessed Dec. 19, 2016, 
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80 Freire, Paulo, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos, (New York: Continuum Books, 
2000), 89-92. 
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The importance of agency in conversation cannot be over-emphasized in this 

context. As others have remarked, individual choice is important to not only 

empowerment, but feelings of security and belonging as well.81 Such a bottom-up 

approach assists in ensuring the skills imparted through this study to others will remain 

by empowering them to have confidence and increased agency in difficult conversations 

surrounding politics. 

However, none of this can be accomplished without looking at the dynamics of 

legitimacy and power. Because the term “power” itself can encompass a wide range of 

meanings, it is necessary to further explicate its position within the proposed study. 

Power itself is understood in this study to be individual legitimacy and access to decision-

making. Furthermore, I define the term “power-balance” as the balance of power and 

legitimacy between groups. Through specifying the meaning of power within this 

context, the study has more tangible access to measuring how the power-balance is 

changed through dialogue.  

For legitimacy, I take inspiration from Max Weber’s definition of “legitimacy of 

rule” (inward justifications) because of its proximity to how ingroups construct their own 

sense of what is and is not valid among themselves and others. A three-pronged 

definition, he divides them between authority of custom, gift of grace, and legality.82 

Likewise, I agree that longevity of practices (a relative measure), special characteristics 

that bolster self-image, and adherence to the ingroup’s set of rules create legitimacy. It is 

 
81 Pettit, Philip. “Agency-Freedom and Option-Freedom.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 15, 4 (2014): 402. 
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in understanding this process that dialogue skills can be taught to reimagine the outgroup 

in a way that is different but legitimate. 

Weber’s interest across his writings on types of leadership in politics address 

questions of how to define and understand their influence. His concepts of ethics of 

conviction and two typology binaries of rational/nonrational orientations and 

traditional/charismatic legitimacy and authority are integral to this study’s examination of 

how legitimacy influences identity group behavior.83 Pierre Bordieu’s theories of 

language and its manipulation of power are also highly pertinent, due to their emphasis 

on speech as means of accessing power.84 He discusses the concept of cultural capital, 

which helps increase social stature so long as an individual maintains their accumulation 

of desirable possessions and qualities (here deemed to be legitimacy in the eyes of a 

chosen ingroup).85 This links back to legitimacy and how it is obtained and maintained 

with an ingroup. His discussion of “habitus,” the construction of identity and group 

affiliation, is also relevant here for its connection with structures of power and the 

expectations related to identity groups. 

Furthermore, critical pedagogy is a self-reflective practice. It is not enough to 

become mentally liberated, but also to guard against falling victim to the same systems of 

oppression that existed before.  The oppressor, as well as oppressed, must experience 

radical change: Freire calls this the “Easter Experience.”  This transformation requires 

 
83 Weber, Max, Sociological Writings, ed. Wolf Heydebrand (New York: Continuum, 1994). 
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85 Bourdieu, P. “The forms of capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of 
Education, ed. J. Richardson (New York, Greenwood: 1986), 241-258. 
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that “[t]hose who undergo it must take on a new form of existence; they can no longer 

remain as they were,” to keep the positive system going forward.86 It is an educational 

process that requires students to both unlearn their previous modes of thinking and learn 

new, more inclusive ways of imagining and implementing the future.  

While it is important for individuals to be able to critically engage their 

surrounding and think for themselves, it is equally important for them to reflect upon the 

broader implications of their beliefs and actions. Freire cautions that “[n]arratives of 

liberation must not ignore the cultural particularism of their roots, yet at the same time 

they must not abandon the opportunity to coordinate on a global basis.”87 In this way, 

societies can remain distinct but also effectively communicate with the outsiders. To 

more fully understand oneself and view others as dynamic, a person should learn how to 

present her views in a confident, respectful way that is more likely to be heard. Kimmel 

writes that to “avoid or ameliorate intercultural communication problems and the 

dysfunctional conflicts that they create or exacerbate requires training in cultural 

awareness and intercultural communication that promotes intercultural exploration and 

learning how to learn.”88 In the same way, individuals must learn how to come out of 

their self-constructed political framework and hear out those who are of other leanings. 

This then produces a means by which social boundaries can be crossed for the sake of 

 
86 Freire Institute, “Concepts.” 
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increased understanding, before proceeding to mutually decide upon a way to handle 

difference on a more permanent basis.  

For the last component of trust, Roy Lewicki and Carolyn Wiethoff write about its 

influential role in relationships. They write that “managing any relationship requires us to 

both create trust and manage distrust effectively,” further stating that “these processes are 

most critical when trust is broken and needs to be repaired.”89 If one wishes to dispel 

threat and distrust, trust must be cultivated. In order to carry this out, the previous three 

components need to be acknowledged and practiced. This final component is also the 

most fragile of the four, as it can be easily broken. Politics are frequently hotbeds for 

division; and bridges across the way cannot be made without sealing the cracks with a 

reliable trust in the one you are building with. 

Beginning this process, we must first look at what creates a lack of trust. 

Managing the range of trust and distrust is what helps maintain a stable relationship,90 

with distrust being the corrosive material that weakens a bond. Alex Gillespie points out 

“that which is distrusted is treated differently from that which is trusted;” and that if a 

message is “tainted with distrust,” then it is rendered useless.91 Often, individuals lose 

trust when the other person begins to employ aggressive language that is meant to lessen 

a person’s stature in the conversation as discussed earlier in this chapter. This is 
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commonly presented as, and can elicit, anger. Employing the force of rage in a 

conversation cultivates distrust, as it indicates the idea that the angry or forceful party is 

“pursuing their own interests at others’ expense.”92 Even when this is a misconception, it 

increases solidification of social boundaries, which is a byproduct of broken trust. 

 One theory of overcoming distrust and stereotyping is the intergroup contact 

theory. First developed by Gordon Allport in 1954, he proposed that this process is 

greatly helped by institutional authorities bringing alienated groups together on equal 

footing and encouraging them to collaborate in making mutual goals.93 While this has 

been reinforced through other, later studies, Thomas Pettigrew incorporated into the 

theory the concept of ensuring the original elements are all present when making 

intergroup contact and complexified the process by bringing in factors of cultural norms 

and self-selection bias.94 Intergroup Contact Theory is generally accepted as an effective 

means of beginning to confront patterns of prejudice, and ultimately distrust. 

 However, contact is not enough to create trust. Several studies have shown that 

contact can sometimes create further division because stereotypes are reinforced despite 

significant amount of time spent in close quarters.95 This gap indicates that despite an 
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authority that is supposedly required to make these types of meetings occur, more is 

required than a monitored encounter. The proposed solution for this discrepancy is to 

focus on “practical skill-building instead of overt peace messaging” in these structured 

points of contact, which has proven more effect in minimizing prejudice and cultivating 

trust “even in a setting of ongoing violent conflict.”96 I also adopt this as a means of 

mitigating the shortcomings of Intergroup Contact Theory and apply it in my own theory 

structure here through the dialogue skills taught in my workshop. 

To achieve this goal of trust-building, a person must know how to appropriately 

respond to and handle her own emotions in conversation and diffuse tension when 

necessary. Thus, the current model I have designed to address the fractured elements of 

dialogue. By teaching these practical skills, I hope to instill confidence in workshop 

participants and help them to understand that not all conflict is negative. Redefining their 

concept of how to engage in conflict surrounding political identity helps “contribute to 

resource interdependence” between individuals and encourages better collaboration.97 

This begins with implementing gestures meant to encourage trust-building, such as 

demonstrating openness to new ideas through active listening. According to Dean 

Tjosvold, Haifa Sun, and Paulina Wan, persons benefit from employing openness in 

conversation because they “not only develop their own views but seek to understand the 

information and arguments of others.”98 

 
96 Scacco, Alexandra and Shana S. Warren, “Can Social Contact Reduce Prejudice and Discrimination? 
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97 Tjosvold, Dean et al, “Conflict values and team relationships: Conflict's contribution to team 
effectiveness and citizenship in China,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 24, 1 (2003): 81. 
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The Political Climate  

 While conducting the research for and writing this dissertation, the American 

political climate is undergoing rapid change. The election of Donald Trump saw a 

polarization of opinion rise among residents in the US regarding their beliefs in 

commonly shared values and ability to communicate. As of October 2017, the Pew 

Research Center reported that the “gap between the political values of Democrats and 

Republicans is now larger than at any point in Pew Research Center surveys dating back 

to 1994,” with that trend maintaining an upward path.99 Another poll conducted in March 

of 2018 reports the divisions between ingroup-outgroup perceptions among Americans 

regarding President Trump’s efficacy as the country’s leader continue to grow since their 

last similar survey done in July 2017.100 Asking whether or not respondents believe 

persons on the opposite side of the political spectrum may share their values, the results 

indicate that both Republicans and Democrats predominantly feel that this is not the case 

(44% and 39% respectively).101 These findings point to a larger issue regarding the state 

of communication and trust between various political identity groups in the United States.  
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 With the rise of slogans such as “Not My President,”102 “Never Hilary,”103 and 

“Never Trump”104 on social media, the buzz surrounding the animosity between political 

parties is pervasive in social discourse. Such division can create consensus deadlock, 

which increasingly seems to be the current reality. As of Aug. 23, 2018, the Pew 

Research Center finds that 78% of Americans feel that Republicans and Democrats 

cannot even agree on basic facts, let alone policies and plans.105 Within this grouping, 

whites are most likely to say that voters cannot agree on basic facts, far surpassing other 

ethnicities at 82%.106 Popular perception paints this period of history as one of 

unprecedented vitriol, although historically this is highly debatable (the presidential 

campaigns of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams come to mind). However, this is a 

prevalent view among average citizens; an issue I address later in Chapter 5. Bearing this 

in mind, popular perception can weigh on how individuals react to and handle political 

issues as they arise.  

The increasing political division is certainly cause for alarm. So why focus on 

issues of identity? Simply, there is great potential for division when core identities 

perceive outward threats. In the CAR field, we understand conflict to be “an expressed 
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struggle between at least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, 

scarce resources, and interference from the other party in achieving their goals.”107 In this 

case, the incompatible goal is the competing political identities that are increasingly 

disallowing for overlap and multiplicity of identity to occur. Consequently, the American 

political climate is in tumult because it cannot embrace its nature as a many-faceted entity 

that is meant to represent the numerous political persuasions existing in the United States.  

Just as the country as a whole cannot proceed without acknowledging its diversity 

of identity and opinion, so too do individuals experience stunted dialogue because they 

cannot embody their “manys” meaning: people are under increasing pressure to just be 

part of one group instead of being part of several while maintaining their own unique 

identity. This process is executed through peer pressure and ostracization; and is 

prevalent in a wide variety of settings in the country, from the personal to the corporate. 

It is not uncommon to hear about lost relationships over political difference, or strained 

family relationships surrounding the same matter.  

The question arises regarding where this inability to handle political difference 

stems. The pilot study for this dissertation was, in part, an exploration of some 

assumptions regarding American culture. Namely, that the average citizen does not 

possess basic skills to navigate difficult conversations beyond what is taught by the 

nuclear family and sociocultural expectations; neither of which are guaranteed to instill 

 
107 Adler, Ronald B., Lawrence B. Rosenfeld, and Russell F. Proctor II, “Chapter Outline,” Higher 
Education Group, accessed Sept. 13, 2018, retrieved from 
http://global.oup.com/us/companion.websites/9780199827428/student/chapt11/outline/ 
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good communication practices. The next section is an overview of that initial study and 

explains its role in this dissertation. 

 

Study Origin & Pilot Study 

 The origins of this dissertation lie in a project I helped design and implement in 

conjunction with George Mason’s School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution and 

Fairfax County Public Library (FCPL), called “Hot Topics: News, Blues, and How to 

Defuse.” I consider this endeavor to be my pilot study for the current research, as it 

provided a place for me to experiment with various methods of interventions and bolsters 

parts of my methodology here. Below, I outline the genesis of the workshop and provide 

brief explanations of how it operates. I intend for it to be illustrative regarding the 

starting-points of my own theory and to inform the reader of how it influences my study. 

As a matter of transparency, I am still involved with the Hot Topics workshop while 

conducting my own research.  

My interest in this topic began in Fall 2016 when the US presidential election was 

about to commence. While I always have been inclined toward improving 

communication, the events precipitating from those months caused me to more seriously 

consider how I could contribute in a more active and positive manner. From personal 

experience and listening to those around me (especially students I was teaching at the 

time), I saw what appeared to be an increasing divide in how people felt they could 

express their political leanings. The university setting is naturally an easier environment 

to share opinions due to the cultivation of spaces for open exchange. Yet, students and 
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colleagues confided that sharing about political beliefs was becoming harder and more 

aggressive; a reality I encountered in my own life.  

 It was not long after the election results that I received an email from Dr. Julie 

Shedd about recruiting for a new project after receiving an invitation to collaborate from 

the FCPL Assistant Director, Christine Jones. The letter requested help from faculty and 

students at the School for Conflict Analysis and Resolution to create and conduct a 

dialogue and media literacy skills workshop in conjunction with FCPL. Because of my 

personal interest in helping others navigate these rough waters of dialogue, I joined the 

team in February 2017 and helped design what became the Hot Topics workshop. Over 

the next 6-month period, we collaborated to deliver a program that would address what 

we perceived to be the issues the public faced when discussing difference. Part of this 

viewpoint came from the librarians’ own experiences with patrons and feedback from 

professional library organizations, while the other derived from the expertise of Dr. 

Shedd and myself based upon our own academic inquiry.  

 Together, the team made a 5-part series that pairs one media literacy skill with 

one dialogue skill in each session. This encompasses the following five paired skill sets: 

Effective Web Searching & Effective Listening; Evaluating Sources & Collaborative 

Communication; Fact Checking & Effective Speaking; Social Media & Dealing with 

Emotions; International News & Cross-Cultural Communication. A single session is 

divided into roughly four parts: introduction; explaining a media literacy skill and 

practicing it; explaining a dialogue skill and practicing it; and engaging in a “dialogue of 

the day.” These are held once a month on a rotating basis around Fairfax county at 
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various FCPL sites. So far, we have completed three cycles of this iteration of the 

workshop and are working to redesign and expand the project. 

It was our aim to package the skills in such a way that any person could come, 

understand, learn, and practice the skills on their own and at their discretion. While we do 

not have consistent attendees across locations, which change for every session, the skills 

can be built upon or standalone depending on the commitment level of a given 

participant. While the dialogue skills we teach cover any difficult conversation, I began 

to notice that many attendees brought up the divisive nature of politics when citing their 

reasons for coming. Although politics were always in our minds while designing the 

workshop, navigating political conversation was not the expressed goal. The process to 

address such issues was already beginning, but I felt there was a need to dive deeper and 

more specifically to the heart of the matter. This produced my first inquiries into the 

current political climate in the US and its effect on interpersonal communication. From 

this pilot study, I began to identify the fractured components of dialogue that I address in 

this dissertation. The following sections dive deeper into my rationale. 

 

Theoretical Elements 

 Within the framework of Conflict Resolution, this dissertation uses theories of 

social identity and intergroup dynamics developed within social psychology, political 

philosophy and sociology to explore how persons perceive and construct their identities. 

Though the focus is on political identity, there remain multiple elements to include when 

looking over the insights of previous scholars. In taking a closer examination of 
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established dialogue theory, some themes emerge regarding what is missing in 

interpersonal discourse. 

The primary theoretical concepts that I use in exploring this theme are: social 

boundaries; incivility/prejudice; aggression-frustration; threat; trust; and power. These 

reflect the components to be considered when exploring the role of identity in political 

division and how it might be navigated toward more positive channels of communication. 

They are appropriately placed within the framework of each correlating fractured element 

of dialogue: acknowledgement of needs/self-awareness; mutual respect; independent 

critical thinking/engagement of surroundings; and trust-building. 

This dissertation operates on the observation that basic communication skills 

surrounding difficult conversation are not widely taught beyond the parameters of social 

convention (manners, customs, etc.). Because most Americans develop their conflict 

resolution skills from social institutions such as one’s family, religious body, or even 

through observation, many of the skills privileged to Conflict Resolution professionals 

are not made widely available. Even when open to public consumption, such as the Little 

Books of Justice & Peacebuilding, these books do not have the same amount of exposure 

as popular psychology texts on interpersonal relationships.108 They also more directly 

speak to those in leadership roles.  

 
108 Brubaker, David R. and Ruth Hoover Zimmerman, The Little Book of Healthy Organizations: Tools for 
Understanding and Transforming Your Organization (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2009); Fisher, Erik A. 
& Steven W. Sharp, The art of managing everyday conflict: understanding emotions and power struggles 
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2004); Kraybill, Ron & Evelyn Wright, The Little Book of Cool Tools for Hot 
Topics: Group Tools to Facilitate Meetings When Things Are Hot (New York: Good Books, 2007); 
Lederach, John Paul, The Little Book of Conflict Transformation (Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2003). 
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While helpful, these texts are geared from a social psychology perspective and do 

not include the same types of expertise from the Conflict Analysis and Resolution field 

(though the fields do draw on each other at times). In most books on dialogue in the body 

of Conflict Resolution literature, the texts are geared toward potential “mediators” and 

“facilitators,” even when they expect readers to not have extensive experience.  In this 

dissertation, I take Dessel, Rogge, and Garlington’s recommendation to look more 

closely into communities with experimental dialogic solutions and to incorporate mixed 

methods in the evaluations of these processes.109  

Along with the four components of fractured dialogue in need of repair, each 

element stems from a theoretical root. I designed the following framework to inform and 

reflect each workshop session and explain the purpose behind the structure I have chosen 

to implement. This framework is meant to be read as a progression from left to right and 

top to bottom, building off one another in order to create a final result. Both positive and 

negative outcomes are listed here in order to illustrate the current problems being 

observed. The bottom row is meant to be the final result of combining each element from 

the respective columns.  

Below, I outline the flow of logic regarding my assumptions; beginning with the 

foundational theory regarding fractured interpersonal communication and primary 

theorist whose work I draw from. It then progresses to connect the theory with the 

identified problem in communication, the component of dialogue in need of repair, the 

 
109 Dessel, Adrienne, Mary E. Rogge, and Sarah B. Garlington, “Using Intergroup Dialogue to Promote 
Social Justice and Change,” Social Work 51, 4 (Oct. 2006): 228-229. 



55 
 

training required to mend it, and the expected outcome. The last portion represents the 

culmination of each category, the bottom right box showing the ultimate goal of the 

intervention process.  

 

 
Table 1. Logic Framework 
 
 
 
 
 The following sections break down each row to further illustrate my developing 

theory.  

 

Element- Social Boundaries 

 The first theoretical element to address in the framework is the concept of social 

boundaries. It is my observation that it is social boundaries surrounding concepts of 

political identity that are damaging people’s ability to communicate across difference and 

the political divide. As discussed below, social boundaries are what help society 
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differentiate between various groups. Not inherently a negative concept, they help to 

construct a cohesive identity based on chosen signifiers in a given set of individuals. 

Healthy social boundaries are permeable and ingroup members can include additional 

identities, which can be vehicles for building bridges between identity groups. However, 

if a group senses heightened threat, these lines become hardened and ingroup members 

call for greater “purity” of identity and start to reject things perceived as part of the 

outgroup(s). As explored earlier in this chapter, the American political climate is 

experiencing an inability to appropriately allow for multiplicity of political identity. 

Allegiance to one party or the other has become a culling for uniformity of thought and is 

producing both a conscious and subconscious “us or them” dichotomy in relationships.  

Within the framework of Conflict Resolution, this dissertation uses theories of 

social identity and intergroup dynamics developed within social psychology, political 

philosophy and sociology to explore how persons perceive and construct their identities. 

Though the focus is on political identity, there remain multiple elements to include when 

looking over the insights of previous scholars. The primary theoretical concepts that I use 

in exploring this theme are: social boundaries; incivility/prejudice; aggression-frustration; 

threat; trust; and power. These reflect the components to be considered when exploring 

the role of identity in political division and how it might be navigated toward more 

positive channels of communication.  

 I chose to first confront this issue of social boundaries because it is one of the 

most glaring in the current political climate. The division over political identity and its 

devolution into a contest of morals is ever-present in the various manifestations of media 
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(TV, social media, radio, etc.). But what are the underlying tensions that have sparked 

this solidification of identity boundaries? My primary assumption is that while the 

differences are not new, they are being pushed to the forefront of people’s minds by the 

increasingly rapid onset of open-access communication. In turn, little time has been 

available for society to formulate adequate coping skills for the broad exposure to 

opinions and prejudices that in the past could be left unacknowledged with more ease.  

The result of solidification of social boundaries comes into the form of aggression 

displayed by ingroup members towards outgroups. Examples of such conduct can 

manifest on an interpersonal level in the form of an individual being unwilling to engage 

others of different identities (specifically political identities in this study) to enacting 

violence against perceived threats. One extreme example of this is the father who shot his 

son over thanksgiving dinner because of their disagreement regarding football-players 

kneeling during the national anthem.110 While most cases do not achieve that level of 

violence, plenty of damage is still done to relationships because individuals feel unheard 

and misunderstood regarding their political opinions.  

To address the perceived threats of an ingroup, I propose that an individual must 

first look inward and acknowledge their own needs and increase their self-awareness. 

Johan Galtung identifies this in his own work as a place to begin the process of conflict 

transformation. Building on this foundation, I argue that this is essential in the process of 

dialogue. In the midst of conflict, it is important to note that the only thing a person can 

 
110 Wise, Justin, “Man allegedly shot son after argument about NFL players’ national anthem protests,” The 
Hill, Nov. 27, 2018, accessed Dec. 4, 2018, retrieved from: https://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-
room/news/418536-man-allegedly-shot-son-after-argument-about-nfl-
players?fbclid=IwAR3YWweVaEf9nlXNSg-_tepQK3Mua-oT_KkndItB82rE3oRUL8_lB-oJRys 
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control is themselves. Therefore, in learning how to identify weaknesses, prejudices, the 

mental processes that hinder relationship in one’s own being, an individual can begin to 

expand their capacity to accept outside influence. This aids in the process of making the 

rigid social boundary more relaxed and able to be crossed without posing as a potential 

source of danger. 

To overcome the problem of solidified social boundaries, a person must be able to 

listen closely, cultivate trust, and be aware of her own role in influencing conversation. 

This begins with acknowledging the needs within our own lives and being aware of our 

own limitations in tolerance. The latter piece of this is not meant to stand as an excuse for 

not engaging the Other, but rather as a departure point for what needs to be worked on 

and kept most in check during the course of a discussion on disagreement. Next, a person 

must understand the general limitations of their influence and how to maximize their 

agency in a conversation. This component is vital, because it requires concrete tools and 

actions to be learned and incorporated into daily life. By engaging in effective listening 

through active listening practices and emphasizing that the speaker is understood and 

valued, the listener begins to establish rapport. Furthermore, this is a learning-process of 

empowerment for the listener. By grasping realistic expectations of how an individual 

can influence the course of a conversation, they are better able to do so with confidence. 

 

Element- Reimagining the Other 

 The second theoretical element to examine is what I call the process of 

Reimagining the Other. While this is also rooted in Galtung’s work on conflict 
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transformation, I build upon his work to enact the process on an interpersonal level. Amid 

the increased sense of threat from outgroups, an ingroup rightly or wrongly imagines 

negative characteristics of these outside aggressors.  Such a scenario can lead to 

confirmation bias if contact with the outgroup has perceived or real negative elements. 

This produces in the ingroup parameters meant to protect and at times attack the 

outgroup, painting them as static in nature. In terms of communication, this produces 

self-centered communication. This manifests as a mirroring of the solidified social 

boundary by rejecting outright any outside interpretation of an element of identity. The 

act of deflecting alternative viewpoints maintains the purity of identity desired in the 

ingroup and is a mechanism for protecting members and shared ideas of the world. 

 To deconstruct this process of entrenched attitudes and shift patterns of behavior, 

an individual must learn to ask questions that open up conversation rather than shut it 

down. This is a direct action against solidified social boundaries due to its streamlined 

connection with breaking down barriers. The core value here it to establish mutual 

respect through acts of empathy and broadening understanding beyond a hyper-focus on 

the self. To resist the impulse of being defensive toward an outgroup member, one must 

begin with engaging oneself and the identified “other.” This embracing of self-respect 

already began in the first step of this process, but is taken further by reflecting that value 

onto the other person in the conversation.  

I believe that increased aptitude in Cooperative Communication skills are 

essential to improving the state of dialogue surrounding political difference. By teaching 

skills such as I-Messaging, individuals can put into practice their own sense of respect for 
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themselves and for others. They learn to not only honor their own opinions, but also take 

ownership for information they may or may not be missing or for missteps in the 

conversation. This type of responsibility conveys the message that the person is willing to 

engage and not place blame on others for what is their own mistake. Open-ended 

questions indicate to the other person that there is space in the conversation to genuinely 

share their views and invites them into a vulnerable space. Bearing in mind that this must 

be honored by both individuals, this step fosters the trust necessary to make it happen. 

Furthermore, this enactment of mutual respect in dialogue humanizes both parties, 

allowing them to be seen as fuller individuals and not just members of “the other party.” 

By embracing this second means of counteracting fractured dialogue, the projected 

outcome is increased aptitude in positive, mutually-honoring exchanges with members of 

outgroups. 

 

Element- Conscientization 

 The third element is the process of conscientization, as first outlined by Paulo 

Friere. Building on the progress of the first two elements and their solutions, this step 

encourages critical thinking and calls for proactive awareness of and engagement with the 

surrounding world. Lack of conscientization reveals itself in a dependence on groupthink, 

preventing individuals from conceiving their realities outside an overarching worldview. 

This can be seen in the adamant and blind acceptance of actions the ingroup takes, 

whether or not it is in relation to the outgoup. The stark divide specifically between 

Republican and Democrat, and their unwillingness to support initiatives that would show 
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themselves as anything other than “pure”, makes for an easy demonstration of this 

principle. Thinking outside the prescribed party lines is a recipe for rebuke and even 

expulsion at the height of this current political hostility. Such actions not only cripple 

freedom of expression, but also stifles creativity as well. The inability to think for oneself 

strangles personal agency and oftentimes produces exchanges that are negative and 

closed in nature; thus inhibiting the previous processes discussed in this chapter.  

Essential to this effort of breaking the need for groupthink is independent critical 

thinking skills, which can respect core values but also perceive nuance and embrace a 

multiplicity of ideas and interpretations. Building upon the previous elements, this step of 

conscientization requires an individual to not only accept that weakness or inaccuracies 

may be present in their thinking, but also to admit such shortcomings. Confidence is 

developed through practicing how to respect your own views and the views of the other 

person at the same time. Effective Speaking skills, such as taking ownership of and 

responsibility for one’s ideas and feelings in a conversation, help to open the field for 

more in-depth exploration of the topic and the beliefs the speakers have about it. This 

also boosts a sense of self-confidence because the individual is encouraged to 

acknowledge and accept their shortcomings without lashing out at the other person or 

themselves. The term “engagement of surroundings” in the logical framework refers to 

taking notice of the other person’s body language and choice of words in order to gauge 

where their emotions stand. This helps to inform an appropriate reaction to heightened 

anger or sadness by building employing the other elements in addition to being attuned to 
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the mood of the conversation. These together, in tandem with previous steps, foster 

increased critical thinking and sharing of opinions is a respectful manner.  

Element- Trust-Building/ Distrust 

The fourth and final element is the relationship between trust-building and 

distrust. This can be seen in the suspicion of the other person’s intentions. Coupled with 

effective listening, cooperative communication, and critical thinking, this step calls for 

addressing the core issue of fractured dialogue, which is a deep-rooted sense of distrust. 

Trust is vital in order to be able to exchange ideas without creating perceived senses of 

threat toward either party. This is heart of what this dissertation is striving to achieve: that 

persons can demonstrate enough trustworthiness in their approach and demeanor that 

conversations surrounding political difference need not end poorly, even when no mutual 

conclusion is reached.  

Examples of how to build trust include making consistent eye contact and being 

mindful of when a conversation needs to desist. This latter piece harkens to the need for 

dealing with emotions in a healthy and mutually beneficial way. Engaging the other 

person with wisely chosen words and specific types of body language convey sincerity in 

intention. The goal of learning this element is to help foster the de-escalation of emotions 

should they become too high. Emotions also do not need to be always perceived as 

negative, but rather as indicators of coming close to personal values and signaling that a 

listener should treat these views with care. Combining these trust-building exercises with 

the previous elements creates increased capability in an individual to handle emotions in 

conversation (self and other) and create rapport with the other person.  
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Addressing Fractured Dialogue 

Depending on whether a person adopts appropriate coping skills or not, 

conversations based around political difference can result in either the solidification or 

permeability of political identity. In the current political climate in the United States, we 

see the manifestation of hardened lines between ingroups and their chosen outgroups in 

the way that conversations surrounding politics often end in anger and even broken 

relationships. While this dissertation addresses interpersonal scenarios, the consequences 

of large-scale personal dissention can influence macro-level leadership and encourages 

further division and increases the likelihood of violence to be used as a tool to gain 

control and power.  

On the other hand, if individuals adopt the coping mechanisms recommended 

here, instances of tension can be fewer in number, build community sense of trust, and 

help others feel secure in their social circumstance. Of course, this is not meant to excuse 

those who seek to do harm. Rather, this intervention process is intended to be of use to 

those who cohabitate the same spaces and do not inherently seek mutual annihilation. It is 

a process of de-escalation between neighbors, friends, and family who desire to remain in 

relationship with one another without the burden of perpetually treading with heightened 

sense of unease.   

The culmination of repairing these fractured components of dialogue is for a 

person to be able to have a respectful discussion with someone whose views are different 
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from hers and be open to learning something new. Effective interpersonal dialogue 

creates more opportunity to speak across political lines in a way that does not have to 

embody a win-lose scenario. Furthermore, it is meant to help people maintain 

relationships despite difference in political identity and grow together as a community 

that embraces diversity.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology: Diving into the Political Divide (Data Collection) 

 

Chapter Three covers the methodology of the research. It discusses the interviews, 

including the set of questions asked; the sampling process; basic demographic data of the 

participants as a collective; locations of interviews; overall first impressions of data and 

experiences; as well as my own biases and struggles with the subject matter. It also 

includes the discussion of the methods of the assessment of workshops. I intend for this 

chapter to be as informative as it is self-reflexive, since this ensures the best and fullest 

disclosure of my research practices. 

This chapter is meant to discuss my research process and carefully explain my 

rationale for how I conducted data collection for this dissertation. The stages of data 

collection are: initial interview, workshop and survey, and follow-up interview. 

Participants were first asked to agree to participate in an interview, then be invited to take 

part in the 5-week workshop, and then given the option for follow-up interviews 2 

months after completing the workshop. As part of the research plan, I included in this 

study two different sets of interviews and administer a survey and workshop in between 

them. These are linked together to embody the principles of action research by including 

the community in the development and implementation of my research project.  
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The initial interviews are intended to be both exploratory and as sounding boards 

for local participants’ perceptions of their experiences. From the data collected in these 

initial interviews, I then created a workshop surrounding skills that helps participants 

navigate political difference with more confidence. I designed these stages to act as an 

overarching triangulation process for testing the theories in the beginning of this 

dissertation. The following sections outline: the research framework; location of research; 

each stage; its methods in step-by-step format; reasoning for their usage; and how each 

stage is connected.  

 

Framework Design: Action Research 

This dissertation uses action research as the framework of inquiry. I follow 

Gilmore, Krantz, and Ramirez’s definition of action research, which "aims to contribute 

both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and to 

further the goals of social science simultaneously.”111 This is conducive to my research 

because it allows me to engage in a Praxis paradigm, as is common to the field of 

Conflict Analysis and Resolution. Richard Winter outlines the core principles of action 

research: reflexive critique; dialectical critique; collaborative resource; risk; plural 

structure; and theory, practice, transformation.112 These act as guideposts for engaging 

the research process as well as increasing the validity of the data collection.  

 
111 Gilmore, Thomas, Jim Krantz and Rafael Ramirez, "Action Based Modes of Inquiry and the Host-
Researcher Relationship," Consultation 5, 3 (Fall 1986): 161. 
112 Winter, Richard, Learning From Experience: Principles and Practice in Action-Research (Philadelphia: 
The Falmer Press, 1989) 43-67. 
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Reflexivity emphasizes that social reality is consensually constructed and 

therefore truth must be handled with care and consideration. Dialectical critique urges the 

researcher to observe how language constructs meaning and distinctions. Collaboration 

allows for equality and multiplicity of perspectives in the study. Further creating equality, 

risk represents that both researcher and participant are exploring new ground together and 

are not alone in experiencing trepidation. Plural structure represents a need for a 

triangulation process (described in detail later on) to help analyze the variety of accounts 

and opinions shared in action research. Lastly, theory, practice, and transformation 

represent the cycle of creating theory and ensuring that the conclusions have foundations 

in the data.  

According to the National Institute of Justice (NIJ), the commonly understood 

method of action research is: understand circumstances in their local context, diagnosing 

the nature and source of the problem; plan a response; implement the response; evaluate 

the response; and modify the response, based on results of the evaluation.113  Maintaining 

the principles outlined above, this type of research is meant to get into the affected 

community and come into close contact with the issues being addressed. Much like 

anthropology, it requires close observation of a community; but this method takes the 

researcher’s responsibility further by requiring action to help alleviate the problem and to 

collaborate on a person-to-person level. While this can be highly conducive to 

empowering affected communities, a limitation to note is that it because it has such an 

 
113 Lynch, Loretta E., Karol V. Mason, & Nancy Rodriguez, FORMING AN ACTION-RESEARCH TEAM 
TO ADDRESS SEXUAL ASSAULT CASES (Washington, D.C.: National Institute of Justice, 2016), 5. 
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open definition, “the action-research model can be unclear to practitioners” and therefore 

requires the researcher-practitioner to establish solid parameters of how they interpret 

action research.114 Such an issue is especially true for those with interdisciplinary 

approaches like Conflict Resolution, which is still establishing core practices as a 

discipline because of the diversity of thought it entails.  

Bearing this critique in mind, I adopted a mixed-methods approach in order to 

maximize the freedom of action research while also grounding myself in well-established 

methods. The steps outlined in the introduction of this chapter reflect this structure by 

embodying the core principles of action research into my interviewing, surveying, 

workshop intervention, and thematic coding. These practices can be found in a variety of 

disciplines in the social sciences, which then lend their legitimacy to the research 

framework I have created here. I bring to this framework my experiences of interviewing 

practices, community engagement, and self-awareness of positionality between research 

and participant, thereby lending this structure solid yet fertile ground to grow from. The 

rest of the chapters goes into greater detail regarding my exact process, and further 

addresses issues that might arise within this methodology I created.  

 

Location of Research 

The data collected in this dissertation all came from the Hampton Roads region in 

southeastern Virginia, with a specific focus on Isle of Wight County where I live. 

Hampton Roads, also known as the Tidewater, is home to 1,706,878 residents as of 2015, 

 
114 Lynch, Mason, & Rodriguez, FORMING AN ACTION-RESEARCH TEAM, 4. 
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with the largest age population between 25-34 years of age (15.1%). It is predominantly 

white at 60.1%, followed by African American/Black at 30.8%, and Asian at 3.7%.115 All 

other minorities are at 1% or less. Mirroring this trend, Isle of Wight County, where 

Smithfield is located, is a mostly white population at 72.8%, with the next largest race 

group being African American/Black at 23.4% as of July 1, 2017.116 While the region at 

large is known for its connection with the military in various capacities and NASA, it is 

also home to many agrarian communities. Smithfield itself is known for its ham products 

and a major corporation with the same name.  

All interviews, preliminary and post-workshop, were either in person or video 

conference (Facetime, Skype) with individuals primarily in Smithfield, VA, but also 

including other cities in the Hampton Roads area (Newport News, Hampton, Norfolk, 

Portsmouth, Virginia Beach, Suffolk, Chesapeake, Williamsburg, Poquoson). I focus on 

this smaller community because it is where I live full-time and a place where I can 

contribute the most to affecting positive, feasible change in communication. However, I 

did open up the opportunity for residents of other communities to participate for the sake 

of diversity in participants and that the benefits of the research could go beyond the town 

limits. The workshops were also predominantly conducted in Smithfield, although one 

was required to be in Newport News across the river in order to accommodate students at 

Christopher Newport University.  

 
115 U.S. Census Bureau, “ACS DEMOGRAPHIC AND HOUSING ESTIMATES,” Hampton Roads 
Planning District Commission, hrpdcva.gov, accessed Aug. 23, 2018, retrieved from 
https://www.hrpdcva.gov/uploads/docs/HR%20Demographic%20Characteristics.pdf 
116 United States Census Bureau, “Quick Stats: Isle of Wight County, Virginia,” United States Census 
Bureau, census.gov, accessed Aug. 22, 2018, retrieved from 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/isleofwightcountyvirginia/RHI125217#viewtop 
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Methodology, Stage 1: Preliminary Interview & Survey Questions 

The first research phase included semi-structured interviews focused on how these 

individuals perceive the current political strife and what barriers exist to better 

communication with those who disagree with them and their ingroup. As explained in the 

section on action research, the first stage of this process is meant to take my theories 

directly to those I assume are affected in my chosen region, the people of Hampton 

Roads, and see if my ideas hold any bearing in their actual lives. The questions for the 

initial interview were created explore this without swaying their opinion to the best of my 

ability. If these theories do not reflect reality, then I naturally need to rethink my 

assumptions and create stronger theories based on real-time observation and feedback. 

Sampling Process 

For this first stage of research, snowball sampling was employed to recruit a 

variety of participants. Participants were 18 years of age (the minimum voting age) or 

older to ensure that the data collected reflects those who are proactively able to influence 

policy and engage in political conversations that are potentially polarizing. I also include 

this age limit because the lessened agency of a minor and perceived social status would 

merit a different type of study altogether.  

Subjects across the study included community leaders and members.  Though I 

originally intended to have 30-50 participants, the final sample of 39 subjects in the first 

round of interviews was representative across gender, age, and ethnicity related to the 

region itself; with their ages ranging between 18 and 96. The subjects all live in the 
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United States and self-identify as American. The age of subjects should be over 18 years. 

There were no other criteria for exclusion. 

They were required to be residing in the US but are not necessarily full citizens, 

only that they self-identify as “American.” This wider sense of “American” encompasses 

those who were not born citizens but are living in the country and participating in civic 

processes and problem-solving. I acknowledge that the identifier of “American” is itself a 

social identity group and may play a role in my research findings. However, I wanted to 

ensure my own definition is broad enough to allow for diversity of opinion and to include 

those who may be “undocumented” but identify at least in part as American. I choose to 

concentrate my recruitment efforts in the Hampton Roads area for several reasons: there 

is a wide variety of demographics represented in this region; it was not confined to a 

strictly urban setting and included participants from rural/agrarian communities; my 

social contacts were best activated in this region; and it would ensure the most cost and 

time-effective route is taken.  

Recruitment focused on individuals primarily in Smithfield, VA, but also 

including other cities in the Hampton Roads area (Newport News, Hampton, Norfolk, 

Portsmouth, Virginia Beach, Suffolk, Chesapeake, Williamsburg, Poquoson). For these 

initial interviews, I enlisted the help of willing community leaders to identify potential 

interested participants and pass along my information; as well as allowed participants to 

recommend friends and loved ones. I emailed interested participants a formulated email 

explaining the nature of the research and interview with the consent form attached for 

their review. Once a sufficient number of participants were recruited and interviewed, I 
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invited all interviewees who expressed interest to participate in the political dialogue 

workshop.  

Participants in this first stage of data collection were predominantly female at 

70.3%, and males at 29.7%.117 Politically, 43.5% of participants identified as Democrat, 

30.8% as Republican, 12.9% as Independent/Multi-Party, 7.7% as unaffiliated/undecided, 

and 5.1% as Libertarian. A large variety of professions were represented across class and 

income, including: business owners; unemployed; students; café baristas; nurses; authors; 

museum staff; elementary school principal; government contractors; oyster farmer; 

minister; psychologists; photographer; NASA management; retired; marketing expert; 

physical therapist; communications teacher; and a counselor. The predominant age 

category was 60-70 years old at 23.1%, with the age brackets 40-50(20.5%) and 50-

60(17.9%) trailing behind it. The age brackets of 18-30 and 30-40 were 15.4% and 12.8% 

respectively. 

 

Interview Questions 

I created a set of 14 primary, open-ended questions (as shown below) that are 

meant to help participants explore and give their opinions on a variety of topics related to 

how they construct their chosen ingroup and perceive the outgroups. This format also 

allows for follow-up questions to be added in when necessary. I designed the interviews 

to be between 45 minutes to 1.5 hours, while leaving room for more or less time 

depending on availability of the participants. My original goal was to collect a purposive 

 
117 While nonbinary individuals may have been present, no one in the sample indicated as such. 
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sample of interviews ranging from 30-50 participants, providing that data saturation 

happens within this projected framework. The result for this stage was 39 participants.  I 

anticipated these interviews would be mostly held in-person, though I was willing to 

conduct them via Skype when necessary. Although I originally aimed to have 12 

interview questions, I decided to increase this number after I had considered the 

possibility of shyness in my respondents. As anticipated, this happened in a few 

interviews. Therefore, I was able to provide extra opportunity to extract information 

without embarrassing or discomforting the participant. 

The first interview is designed to follow the dictum of action research by going to 

the chosen community and getting live feedback about their experiences in discussing 

politics person to person. It is designed to help encourage openness and to allow for 

participants to articulate their experiences (positive or negative) surrounding 

interpersonal political discussion. I chose a semi-structured interview format because it 

allows for the interview to be more like a conversation, thus helping participants feel 

comfortable and less like they are being examined. Below, I list the questions I asked 

each participant for Interview 1. 

 

Interview 1: 

1. Which political party do you identify with the most? 

2. How often do you discuss politics and why? 

3. When do you feel most confident in sharing your opinion? 

4. Did the way you share your opinions change in the current political climate? 

5. Who are you comfortable discussing politics with and why? 

6. Where do you feel most comfortable sharing your opinion? 
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7. How important is it that your friends and family share your opinion? 

8. If people you care about do not share your opinion, how do you bring up difficult 

conversations? 

9. Do you share your opinions with people who disagree with you and how? 

10. What factors keep you from having a good conversation about politics? 

11. What would make you more likely to change your mind about a political topic? 

12.  Can you describe a situation when you changed your position after a conversation with 

people who do not share your opinions? 

13.  How do conversations with people who do not share your opinions help you better 

understand your position? 

14.  If you could freely share your opinion about one thing with the opposing political party, 

what would that be? 

 
These questions are designed to follow the natural flow of a conversation by going 

through cycles of shallow to deep topics. In turn, this helps to keep the participant 

comfortable and open to sharing. It is not my intention to force out information, but to 

rather make the conversation like that between friends: cordial and sincere.  

I correlated questions to the core issues being investigated in this dissertation, 

with each broken component of dialogue as the subject of at least two questions a piece. 

Some topics I asked about more because I believed them to be more sensitive. The last 

question (14) is designed as various topics to discuss in the workshop itself. Not that each 

was addressed as a Dialogue of the Day, but rather that I listed out the topics people want 

to discuss to highlight to participants the number of things people feel they cannot openly 

discuss. I also intend for it to be illustrative of the idea that being unable to talk across 

political lines stunts our ability as a country to move forward by being unable to even 

broach certain topics. Part of the issue plaguing Americans is that there are political 
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topics they feel unable to even broach; thus, allowing for discord to run rampant. I 

employed the cluster of topics from this question during the third workshop session 

focusing on Effective Speaking/Assertiveness Skills. 

 

Data Analysis 

 For analyzing these first interviews, I chose to utilize thematic coding through a 

phenomenological lens for exploring the core of what participants are experiencing in the 

current political climate. By embracing the perspectives of the participants, I seek to 

analyze their lived experiences and weigh them against theoretical frameworks to see 

what would best inform creating the proposed workshop. In her study on the impact of 

loneliness for those with bipolar disorder, Olivia Sagan observes that “for 

phenomenology and psychoanalysis, loneliness is seen as part of the human condition, 

less pathologised and far more complex.”118 For her, the process of allowing others to 

represent themselves bolsters the data’s relatability with real-time experiences without 

the constraints of privileged understanding.  Similarly, Robert Kraft uses a similar 

approach in his study of violent perpetrators, finding that “a phenomenological analysis 

can disclose direct answers to fundamental questions about harm-doing, including the 

benefits to the perpetrators for participating in such harm-doing.”119 Opening up how a 

 
118 Sagan, Olivia, “The loneliness of personality disorder: a phenomenological study,” Mental Health and 
Social Inclusion 21, no.3 (2017): 214. 
119 Kraft, Robert N., “The Good Intentions of Violent Perpetrators: A Qualitative Analysis of Testimony 
From South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace 
Psychology 21, no. 3 (2015): 362. 
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topic or question is defined can bring new insight to the researcher and enrich the results 

of a study.  

However, Kraft also brings up a weakness of this approach. He writes that closed, 

more intimate interviews in small quantities is insufficient to uphold the benefits of 

phenomenology; citing that the robustness of the results is weakened by the lack of 

ability to generalize the findings. In light of this, he recommends adding testimonies from 

sources like Truth and Reconciliation Commissions, explaining that “[a]nalyzing many 

such testimonies can reveal general patterns of social and political influence, as well as 

the cognitive-emotional states of each perpetrator when participating in crimes against 

humanity.”120 While this is an appropriate piece of advice, I choose to focus my energies 

on ensuring the smaller sampling is of high quality and can build a foundation for future 

study. I also do not have access to these types of documents regarding the political 

tension outside of what average citizens might record on public platforms. I also bear in 

mind that individuals construct their realities according to their own sets of values, and 

therefore are not sharing quantifiable truths. Rather, my outlook is to understand how and 

why they construct these perspectives to help improve scholars’ ideas of the layperson’s 

experience and how they might address these issues.  

 Keeping in mind these critiques, there is the additional benefit of 

phenomenology’s utility with regard to teaching. Greenberg et al remarks that 

phenomenology, while more loosely defined than other epistemologies, can provide an 

 
120 Kraft, Robert N., Violent Accounts: Understanding the Psychology of Perpetrators in South Africa’s 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (New York: NYU Press, 2014), 15. 
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excellent bridge between centers of knowledge and the wider world. They find that “[i]f 

we co-constitute our experience of the world, and this is our only access to abstract 

knowledge, then teaching in higher education needs to address the lifeworld of the 

classroom.”121 The potential duality of phenomenology’s efficacy here is regarded as a 

position of strength when handled with care. The fluidity of this approach can also have 

the potential to translate well to participants by being open to their perspective rather than 

come to them with preconceived solutions.  

Building on this concept of participant interaction, the kind of thematic coding I 

employ here is meant to “identify themes, i.e. patterns in the data that are important or 

interesting, and use these themes to address the research or say something about an 

issue.”122 Specifically, I employ open thematic coding in order to let the data drive the 

direction of the study. This strategy is understood to be beginning the coding process 

without any previously constructed list of themes, but to rather allow the researcher to 

identify what the data itself reflect.123 Utilizing this fluidity, I am freer to let the data 

speak for itself and allow it to foster an empowering, more collaborative experience 

between myself and the research participants. 

A point of both contingency and strength in using thematic coding is that it 

demands the researcher constantly loop back to the data throughout the entirety of the 

research process in order to maintain relevance. Furthermore, Lioness Ayres explains that 

 
121 Greenberg, Katherine et al, The Phenomenological Heart of Teaching and Learning: Theory, Research, 
and Practice in Higher Education (New York: Routledge, 2019), 25.  
122 Maguire, Moira, & Brid Delahunt, “Doing a Thematic Analysis: A Practical, Step-by-Step 
Guide for Learning and Teaching Scholars,” All Ireland Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher 
Education 8, 3 (Autumn 2017): 3353. 
123 Gibbs, Graham R., Analyzing Qualitative Data (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2012), 9. 
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it is “difficult to identify the point in the analysis at which thematic coding becomes 

thematic analysis.”124 While this is important to bear in mind, I employ these weaknesses 

as means of keeping my work in check and to ensure I differentiate what is descriptive 

versus explanatory. This first stage use both elements. 

 

Methodology, Stage 2: Survey & Workshop 

As a follow-up to the themes gathered from the first round of interviews, I 

designed a workshop that incorporated both my original ideas and new concerns that 

arose from the participants. I chose to conduct a workshop partially because of the 

collaborative nature of involving and giving back to participants, but also because an 

intervention process is the core of this dissertation’s inquiry. Reflecting on my experience 

with the Hot Topics workshop, I felt that using a workshop was a direct way to impart my 

knowledge and skills directly to community members. I hold this in especial regard 

because I believe my work is useless if it does not contribute to real communities in some 

tangible way. Asking for people’s time and effort in the first tier of data collection is only 

part of the overarching intention, and giving back is both a means of triangulation and 

building rapport. Combatting the perception that academics take and do not give back, it 

is my intention to assist my community to the best of my capabilities.   

As d’Estree and Babbitt point out regarding their own workshop, “the problem-

solving workshop approach is based on a social psychological understanding of the 

 
124 Ayres, Lioness, “Thematic Coding and Analysis,” in The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research 
Methods, ed. Lisa M. Givens (Los Angeles, CA: SAGE, 2012), 3. 
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dynamics of international conflict … [and] sees the potential for change in conflict 

systems through changes in influential individuals.”125 While my workshop is more 

oriented toward learning new skills, it also involves problem-solving by proactively 

engaging participants in real political dialogue. Moreover, they are given real-time 

practice in a safe environment that equips them for holding political dialogue elsewhere 

at their discretion. They are made more confident and ideally can implement the skills to 

improve the climate in their own social circles surrounding these types of conversations. 

However, unlike d’Estree and Babbitt, I employed surveys in addition to the follow-up 

interviews of Stage 3.126 

To help gauge change in participants perceptions toward political dialogue within 

the framework of my theoretical ideas, I employ a pre- and post-workshop semantic 

differential scale survey. This type of survey can be understood as a method that 

“measures people's reactions to stimulus words and concepts in terms of ratings on 

bipolar scales defined with contrasting adjectives at each end.”127 By measuring attitudes, 

the researcher is allowed to come in closer contact with participants’ thoughts and views 

despite the quantitative nature of the method. Unlike the more familiar Likert scale, a 

semantic differential lacks the overt qualification of statements as “bad” or “good.” 

Rather, it permits a range of feeling without judgment, which is helpful for sensitive 

topics like political opinions. The interview conducted in Stage 1 of this dissertation 

 
125 d’Estree, Tamra Pearson & Eileen F. Babbitt, “Women and the Art of Peacemaking: Data from Israeli-
Palestinian Interactive Problem-Solving Workshops,” Political Psychology 19, 1 (1998): 187. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Heise, David R., “The Semantic Differential and Attitude Research,” in Attitude Measurements, ed. 
Gene F. Summers (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1970), 235. 
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allowed for me to look at a smaller number of individuals on a deeper level. Conversely, 

this survey allowed for streamlined measurement by providing numerical, measurable 

data that also accommodates the natural inclination towards nuance among participants. 

In comparison with other methods of surveying, such as multiple choice, I wanted 

to allow for more gray areas where participants have more agency to choose according to 

a scale.  However, I also realize that a survey like this is still limiting because the 

wording of the both statements at the end of each spectrum may not embody a person’s 

opinions. Bearing this shortcoming in mind, I chose to adhere with this chosen method 

based on its ability to give space while also allowing for numerical results to be gathered. 

An alternative method would have been to ask for entirely written feedback regarding a 

statement; but this is more of a time commitment for participants and would not 

contribute to the triangulation process since the rest of my inquiry is predominantly 

qualitative.  

Using a quantitative method like a survey helps to enhance the validity of the data 

by enabling me as the researcher to demonstrate more concrete evidence of change (or 

lack thereof) with numerical results; thus offering a different approach to the initial 

qualitative methods employed in this dissertation. While my assessment approaches may 

be debated, the results reflect real-time changes that are more solid in terms of 

measurement and with less subjectivity. While I believe every method has downfalls, this 

was the route I believed to be the best given the highly subjective topics being discussed. 

Stage 3 is a means of further evaluating the efficacy of the workshop by conducting an 

interview about participants’ experiences in the workshop and how they have used the 
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skills since. This bolsters and potentially contrasts the original findings of the survey 

results.  

Naturally, another method I could have chosen was self-assessment. While the 

inclusive element of allowing participants to judge their own progress is appealing to the 

core ideas of action research, I felt that the combination of survey and post-workshop 

interview met a nice balance of researcher-participant collaboration.128 It maintains the 

consistency of participants being engaged while also permitting me to share knowledge 

and mitigate potential for individuals to manipulate results.129 One important component 

to highlight here is the connection between the surveys and learning objectives (as 

outlined in Chapter 2 and below). Employing surveys that are modeled after the 

workshop’s learning objectives allows for ease of measurement regarding how close 

participants come to achieving these goals. Naturally, surveys are based on perception, 

and therefore are further mitigated with later interviews. 

Through the research design process, I ultimately decided that I preferred the 

enhanced triangulation of employing a quantitative approach over repeating a similar 

qualitative process to the previous stage. I did add an element of a comments section to 

coincide with the post-workshop survey in order to allow for participants to write out 

their thought more clearly regarding the entirety of the sessions. Because I had not been 

previously exposed to their handwriting and was not present in the room at the time of the 

 
128 d’Eon, Marcel, Leslie Sadownik, Alexandra Harrison, & Jill Nation, “Using Self-Assessments to Detect 
Workshop Success: Do They Work?” American Journal of Evaluation 29, 1 (2008): 92-98. 
129 Azuela, Gilbert & Linda Robertson, “The effectiveness of a sensory modulation workshop on health 
professional learning,” The Journal of Mental Health Training, Education and Practice 11, 5, (2016): 317-
331. 
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administering of the survey, this was done with ample anonymity. While the survey was 

the same for both administrations, I anticipated that participants would not remember the 

exact questions or their previous answers due to the passage of time. I had a self-elected 

member of the group administer the surveys while I briefly exited the room. My survey 

questions are below in Table 2: 

 
 
 

I am confident in sharing my 
political opinions. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 
 

I have little confidence in 
sharing my political opinions 

The current political climate 
makes respectful conversation 
impossible. 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 
 

Politics can be discussed 
respectfully even in the 
current political climate. 

Listening is important in 
political conversations. 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 
 

Protecting my own position is 
important in political 
conversation. 

I am calm during political 
discussions. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

I am angry during political 
discussions. 

Hearing a different perspective 
helps me see things more clearly. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

Different perspectives are 
useless. 

People are well-intentioned in 
political discussions. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

People are manipulative in 
political discussions. 

It is more important to be heard 
than to listen in a political 
discussion. 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

It is more important to listen 
than to be heard in a political 
discussion. 

I want to learn something while 
discussing politics. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

I want to prove my point while 
discussing politics. 

Political differences cannot be 
reconciled, only tolerated. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

Political differences can be 
reconciled. 

I can trust someone whose 
political opinions are different 
from mine. 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

I cannot trust someone whose 
political opinions are different 
from mine. 
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I do not judge people based on 
their political opinions. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

I judge people based on their 
political opinions. 

I like to ask lots of questions in 
political conversations. 
 

3   2   1   0   1   2   
3 

I do not ask many questions in 
political conversations. 

Table 2, Survey. 

 

 

 

 These survey questions are designed to gauge each participant’s aptitude with the 

core skills to be covered in the workshop: Effective Listening & Personal Agency, 

Cooperative Communication, Effective Speaking, Dealing with Emotions, and Speaking 

Across Political Lines. The second survey included a comments sheet and an invitation to 

a follow-up interview regarding how they have used the skills since the end of the 

workshop. By providing a space for participants to anonymously provide immediate 

feedback, I can better understand the specifics of what was and was not successful about 

the workshop. There were three cycles of this workshop. All were based in Smithfield 

and the first was focused on the general population among my first interview participants. 

The second and third groups consisted of individuals from throughout the Hampton 

Roads region. Each workshop was held at Trinity United Methodist Church in Smithfield. 

The workshop strives to achieve the following four goals. First, the workshop 

series should help participants gain basic skills for navigating difficult conversations 

surrounding politics. Second, the sessions should help them to improve confidence 

among speakers to express themselves. Third, participants should become more open to 

other opinions and potentially changing one’s mind about a political topic. Last, it should 
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teach participants to cultivate an atmosphere of trust in conversations surrounding 

politics. These goals reflect the concerns expressed during the Hot Topics workshop and 

the first tier of interviews for this dissertation. There are similar structural elements 

employed each week to help maintain continuity and emphasize certain principles, as 

well as handouts that cover that session’s core concepts and news article covering the 

week’s dialogue topic for the participants to keep and use as a reference. Once all 

workshop sessions are completed, participants are given a brief overview of the core of 

my research at the end of the fifth session.  

 

Sampling Process 

Participants in the first workshop were pulled from the pool of the 39 interviews. 

Upon the completion of each interview, I invited the participant to attend the first round 

of the workshop series (October 2018). I chose this method in order to allow for 

randomization of participants and to avoid fully engaging in purposive sampling. While 

the individuals who were able to participate were limited for this first cycle of the 

workshop, it allowed me to have a type of control group because I had minimally met and 

spoken with each person before they attended the workshop. With future cycles of the 

workshop, individuals were recruited through: flyers posted throughout Isle of Wight 

County at willing businesses and organizations; recommendations from community 

members and leaders in Smithfield; and reminder emails to individuals who were 

interested in but could not attend the first cycle. These groups were more random in 

nature and many individuals were unknown to me before the beginning of the class.  
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The demographics of the first workshop group present some interesting results 

and places of improvement. While 28 of the original 39 participants from the preliminary 

interview conveyed their interest, 13 people attended the workshop through with only 8 

coming regularly (3+ times). Ages in the group ranged from 25-63, with all participants 

being college-educated. Represented political parties were Democrat, Democratic-

Socialist, Independent, Republican, and Libertarian. The vocations of participants in the 

first workshop were students, business owners, a former elementary school principal, a 

minister, a nurse, and two museum staff.  The group was predominantly female at 76.9%, 

with males at 23.1%. One participant who attended all 5 sessions incorrectly filled out the 

survey despite instructions, so that data was rendered obsolete. I had my husband act as 

notetaker for all of these sessions. He was not considered a participant in the workshop, 

but did chime in on occasion to stimulate discussion of his own accord. When the surveys 

were administered, he also left the room with me to help ensure there was no concern 

about the participants’ responses being observed by a party so close to myself. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Data Analysis for Stage 2 includes statistical analysis of results from the pre- and 

post-workshop survey. I compared learning outcomes and statistically outlined the 

changes in attitude from before the workshop to after completing the workshop. This was 

done by following the numerical value on the semantic differential scale and adding in 

the negative values when answers were closer to answers that represented undesirable 

traits. I then gathered the mean of change for each comparison and then calculated the 
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increases/decreases between the first and second surveys. Because the same survey is 

utilized twice, it is geared specifically to measure positive or negative growth. The scale 

runs from -3 to 3, and therefore the statistical changes represent the impact of the 

workshop on participant perceptions. These gathered increase/decrease values are further 

compared with the feedback from the Stage 3 interviews in the final discussion of the 

dissertation research as a whole. The results are described in full in Chapter 7. 

While the comparisons used in the survey are debatable, I attempted to make the 

comparisons: 1) as accessible as possible to participants and to reflect real opinions that I 

have heard expressed in public discourse; 2) representative of the negative and positive 

outlooks being examined in this dissertation. I bear in mind Sairs and Gallhofer’s 

cautions regarding anomalies and inconsistencies in quantitative survey data, which is 

why the survey is paired with the qualitative method of a second interview to help verify 

the validity of the survey results.130 For such instances as inconsistent data analysis 

results, I returned to the overall sample it belonged to and reexamined the general trends 

excluding the outlying piece131. If I found there was a previously unidentified trend, I 

reevaluated my original results. Conversely, if I found that the single data was an isolated 

incident, I accounted for it when describing the results of the surveys. The surveys are not 

meant to be penultimate measures of the efficacy of the workshops in this dissertation. 

Rather, they are employed as one piece to help further validate what changes have and/or 

have not occurred. 

 
130 Saris, Willem E., & Irmtraud M. Gallhofer, Wiley Series in Survey Methodology: Design, Evaluation, 
and Analysis of Questionnaires for Survey Research (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2014), 178-189. 
131 Laaksonen, Seppo, Survey Methodology and Missing Data: Tools and Techniques for Practitioners 
(New York, NY: Springer, 2018), 199. 
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Methodology, Stage 3: Post-Workshop Interview 

Two months following the completion of the workshop, follow-up interviews 

were conducted with participants to assess how their new skills have impacted their lives. 

This second interview is much shorter in nature and provides a space for participants to 

reflect upon the skills they learned as well as further inform me of the efficacy of the 

workshop. This represented my effort to further solidify and triangulate my previous two 

steps by adding in more qualitative data and to once again allow for participants to reflect 

and even change their minds, if applicable. It further enhances the validity of my findings 

by seeing how far reaching the efforts of this type of intervention can manifest.  

I decided against employing another quantitative assessment because I wanted to 

hear the breadth of how participants did or did not experience change after learning this 

coping skills. To avoid containing their answers to ascribed statements, I interview 

participants a second time to have the space to say as little or as much as they liked at 

their discretion. I believe their feedback in this interview is of particular importance 

because if they do not perceive this workshop to be effective, even if it statistically 

appeared that way, then it shows I have insufficiently addressed the needs of the average 

person and therefore need to reconsider my approach.  

The questions from Interview 2 are below. 

 

Interview 2: 

1. Why did you originally choose to attend the dialogue workshop? 

2. What were your original goals? 
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3. Did those goals change over the course of the workshop? 

4. What did you learn in the workshop that surprised you? 

5. What skill did you find most useful? 

6. How do you view political discussions now that you’ve gone through the workshop? 

7. Can you describe for me an instance after the workshop where you used one of the skills 

you learned to resolve an issue? 

8. Any final feedback you’d like to provide? 

 

The simple premise of these questions is to help tease out the breadth of the 

participant’s experience in the workshop and what effects they saw from gaining these 

new skills. It follows a pre-, during, and post-workshop timeline of expectations to guide 

the participant’s memory. As with the first set of interviews, I thematically coded these 

through a phenomenological lens and couple the data with the survey results to use in my 

final analysis of the study. This incorporates an additional quantitative method to help 

bolster my qualitative findings.  

 

Sampling Process 

 In Stage 3’s interview, the same protocol as the first set of interviews in Stage 1 

were followed; the difference being the second interview focuses on how workshop 

participants have used their new skills and if they feel the workshop provided them with 

effective tools for communication. Recruitment for the final interview was conducted in 

the form of a request made at the end of the last workshop session. Willing participants 

provided their name and contact information to the researcher. Two months following 

completion of the workshop, participants are contacted for a follow-up interview after 

completing the workshop. This produced a smaller, more concentrated number of 
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interviews and data sets. I consider this round of data collection the finishing touch 

before initiating the subsequent discussion and analysis.  

  

Data Analysis 

 Much like Stage 1, this last stage was thematically coded interviews. The data 

from this final interview helped maintain the contact loop in the research methodology, as 

well as build upon the results of the previous interview, surveys, and workshops. The 

themes gathered are clustered into groupings, which then are collectively compared to 

previously expected outcomes. It also set the stage for the final discussion of the data and 

the dissertation’s conclusion.   

 

Validity & Objectivity 

To build an effective dissertation and ensure validity of research, solid parameters 

must be in place regarding the subject matter to be examined. I audio-recorded each 

interview (with appropriate consent from the participant) as well as took notes 

surrounding impressions, questions, connections, etc. This helped to ensure the accuracy 

of my research and allow for the participant’s thoughts to be as faithfully interpreted as 

possible. It also assists me in maintaining accuracy and acts as a reference that I may 

revisit throughout the duration of my research. While interviews were audio-recorded, I 

intend to match them with their appropriate numerical identifier and password lock the 

files on my personal computer. Upon completion of the dissertation, the files were 

handed over to Dr. Karina Korostelina, who will keep them in a locked box for the 
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duration of 5 years before they are destroyed, further bolster against any inconsistencies 

that may arise in the study.  

I have adopted the triangulation process of three tiers of data collection in order to 

help ensure the standards of objectivity and validity in my research are rigorous and can 

hold up under the scrutiny of multiple rounds of analysis. As outlined before, I chose to 

employ a mixed methods approach; incorporating qualitative and quantitative elements in 

order for my theories to be tested in a variety of ways. By first collecting personal 

narratives regarding experience in political dialogue, I was able to test my initial 

assumptions against what people in my chosen community are encountering. The data 

collected during interviews were thematically coded for the overarching themes within 

the interviews to create a fuller picture of specialized and general trends regarding 

political impact on interpersonal relationships. They were ranked in terms of frequency of 

appearance and use to help illustrate what the participants found to be the most important 

topics/issues. With the final coding results made, there is an exploration of the 

overarching themes and analysis of the results. Based upon their responses and where I 

see my own theories fitting, I appropriately added to or transformed my original thoughts 

to include what I originally did not consider.  

The usage of quantitative methods helps to test whether or not my observations 

can withstand the rigor of a different type of methodology. The numerical results from 

the two surveys, in addition to the element of statistical frequency of topics in interviews, 

help to shed light on potential statistical change that can be measured and concretely 

demonstrated.  I projected that the workshop would change attitudes towards the 
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fractured elements of dialogue and provide hands-on skills that would increase 

participants’ aptitudes in addressing politics during interpersonal dialogue. Just as 

analyzing a person’s narrative gives the finer details of a problem, this mathematical data 

of increase and decrease comprise more generalized and consumable elements in this 

study. This part of the triangulation process further bolsters against any inconsistencies 

that may arise in the study; and draws me to reevaluation when needed. 

I invited local community members of Smithfield (where I live) and the broader 

region of Hampton Roads to participate in the interviews and workshop. Because I knew 

some of the participants on a personal basis, I adhered to professional conduct and treat 

all participants equally. This entailed administering the same questions and surveys, 

enforcing the same time limits, and ensuring that no one participant is favored over 

another. All participants are given the opportunity to see the finalized dissertation, which 

is a further standard for transparency regarding how I collect and treat my data. This 

process is not just one of data collection, but also trust and relationship-building. Having 

the opportunity to interview community members also privileged me to know various 

aspects of their lives, and therefore created the foundation for bonding outside of the 

research without destroying the integrity of privacy for any participants.  

Conversely, because I am already known to some participants, it helped to keep 

me objective because of their ability to spread word in the community about the project. 

If at any time I was inconsistent in my practice, there is a good chance this would have 

been pointed out and I would have been held accountable for it. For these reasons, I 

closely adhered to standards of objectivity as outlined by my discipline, profession, and 
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preestablished terms made by the given consent forms. While no such incident occurred, 

I was aware of the fact that the local community watched with interest as word spread 

that I was looking for interview and workshop participants.  

I maintain a constant loop between data and interpretations to further evaluate the 

validity and objectivity of my findings. As I describe and analyze my data results, I 

connected the new developments back to the original assumptions to compare how they 

have or have not changed. This was a constant in the research process and will help to 

ensure the clarity of my arguments. When I believed appropriate, I included how data 

may be alternatively interpreted. This extra step was done to be transparent as well as 

allow the data to fully speak for itself regardless of my own assumptions. 

As another step toward ensuring validity and objectivity, I have a section in this 

chapter covering some initial biases and struggles of my own that I carry into this project. 

To this point, being self-aware is to possess a great advantage in being able to safeguard 

against shortcomings. It is also a step in being transparent, as I know all of my 

participants have access to this information upon the completion of my dissertation. 

Although I chose to withhold my own political views, I was very open about my process 

and how people’s information would be handled. The self-reflexivity section goes into 

greater detail regarding how I chose to handle these issues. 

 

Ethics 

With regards to ethical considerations and objectivity of research, I had to bear a 

few things in mind. Because of the nature of personal interviews, I sought and obtained 
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approval of George Mason’s Human Subject Review Board (IRB) before contacting my 

participants. While I anticipated minimal threat or impact to their safety and well-being, I 

prepared a consent form prior to my interviews that let my participants know what to 

expect, how long the interview should last, and what potential impact this may have on 

them (which I expected to be none). Once the interviews were completed, the participant 

was assigned a numerical identifier (such as “Participant 1,” etc.) and their personal 

information was anonymized. Access to interview-related was available only to myself 

and George Mason University’s IRB; and I ensured each participant’s consent was 

secured before I included their words into my work.  

 In further accordance with ethical practice, I strictly followed the principle of “do 

no harm” and to ensure my participants were safe and comfortable. Data at the cost of 

participant well-being is not worth pursuing, especially when this project is meant to 

empower from the individual upward. I did all I could to appropriately give my 

participants space and opportunity to express concern or dissent. Participants were made 

aware that they could remain silent, skip over questions, or leave at any time without 

penalty. Anyone in my interviews or workshop had access to my cellphone number and 

email and could easily contact me with any questions they had. I sought to remain 

transparent and open about my research process and invited participants to provide 

feedback whenever they wished. Aside from the express goals of this dissertation, I 

sought to build rapport with those who I worked with and to be available to follow-up as 

needed. 
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I have adopted the triangulation process of three tiers of thematic coding in order 

to help ensure the standards of objectivity in my research are rigorous and can hold up 

under the scrutiny of multiple rounds of analysis. While interviews were audio-recorded, 

I matched them with their appropriate numerical identifier and password lock the files on 

my personal computer. Upon completion of the dissertation, the files were handed over to 

Dr. Karina Korostelina, who will keep them in a locked box for the duration of 5 years 

before they are destroyed. 

I intend to invite local community members of Smithfield (where I live) to 

participate in the interviews and workshop. Because it is likely I may know some of the 

participants on a personal basis, I adhered to professional conduct and treat all 

participants equally. This entails administering the same questions and surveys, enforcing 

the same time limits, and ensuring that no one participant is favored over another. 

 

Self-Reflexivity & Impressions 

 My own role in this process is something I do my best to bear in mind as the 

research progresses. As a researcher, I carry a presence that is laden with more than just 

my own persona. It entails the weight of being affiliated with a well-known university, 

my position as a professional and outsider, and an expectation of some kind of elevated 

status. In the communities where I am conducting this research, I must balance the 

pursuit of participant-comfort with the need for respect as a qualified scholar. My identity 

as a young, Christian, married, white woman also impacts how I am perceived and 

creates preconceived notions that for better or worse I must confront. Participants use 
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various methods of articulating (and sometimes hiding) these biases; but they manifest all 

the same as we spend more time together.  

 My journey with constructive dialogue is ongoing, and I do my best to ensure 

participants know this about me as I interview and get to know them. As a former activist 

and campaign coordinator, alongside my life’s experiences, I am aware that my approach 

to communication is quite direct. This at times can be unsettling or even off-putting to 

listeners, even if there is no social expectation being violated. Since beginning my studies 

at George Mason University, I find that I cultivated a mode of listening where I am able 

to manage my own feelings and give the other person space to freely express themselves. 

While I am not impervious to offense or insult, I am able to maintain professionalism 

without violating this trust.  

Although the importance of professionalism is paramount, I must also 

acknowledge that I am proactively building real-time relationships with participants. The 

interview is a place of confidence, and this trust-building extends beyond the realm of an 

exchange between two unacquainted people. Some participants choose this space to voice 

unspoken truths and even inspire new ways of conceiving themselves. A handful reveal 

elements of their person that is not public knowledge, such as certain types of fractured 

relationships with others or themselves and how it impacts the way they share ideas. 

While I have pre-existing relationships with some of the research participants, others I 

had not previously met and therefore had no prior means of conveying who I am outside 

of the position of researcher. Yet, from conducting this research, I am made privileged to 

aspects of these people that would normally be saved for close friends and family. This is 
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a privilege I regard with utmost importance and do all I can treat their confidence with 

respect and integrity. It also is an indicator to me to remember to maintain a self-care 

regimen and keep professional distance from participants. 

I am patient with many viewpoints, but certain attitudes can tip this scale and 

elicit strong emotions from myself. Namely, unashamed cruelty, blatant racism/sexism, 

and demonization of others are types of remarks that I find difficult to hear and maintain 

my calm. In these moments, I implement the very method I teach of re-centering my 

focus and reminding myself of my role in the situation. This is usually achieved through 

breathing techniques, evaluating the outcomes of various types of responses, and 

ultimately adhering to my commitment of professionalism as a researcher. Throughout 

the data collection, I hear a wide span of opinions and am growing accustomed to 

individuals employing “shocking” language; which at times I feel is in direct response to 

my profession and an attempt to test if I practice what I am encouraging in others. 

Examples of such language are swearing and/or demeaning statements such as “I just tell 

them to shut the hell up.” Both instances arise frequently enough to where I anticipate 

them being employed during the course of interviews.  

There is an assumption among many of the participants that I have no trouble with 

communicating well and that the process comes easily for me. In reality, I struggle with 

being able to express my own wishes and desires- especially when this runs the risk of 

damaging relationships. I am a natural empathizer and tend to pay close attention to the 

emotional well-being of those around me. To disrupt another’s state of equilibrium, even 

when it is important to do so, does not come naturally to me. I am in a constant state of 
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cultivating this skill, and must be mindful of my own weakness at all times. This creates 

in me an active empathy with participants who articulate their own fears to me during the 

interview and share this particular ineptitude.  

Being a white woman is also a duality of experience that I must address and 

grapple with at various stages. Because my site of research is in the American South, 

which is experiencing a reckoning with past and present race relations, I realize that mine 

is a position of privilege that can allow both open and closed access. While I am 

committed to treating my participants with equity, there are barriers in place that require 

different tactics in order to achieve this goal. For some participants, my identity as a 

white woman represents what they perceive to be like-mindedness. In turn, they share 

more freely about their views and anticipate my sharing them. Conversely, other 

participants perceive me to be of a certain, preconceived identity and begin their dealings 

with me with suspicion. In both instances, part of my role is to establish trust while also 

remaining true to what I value. This can be difficult to navigate at times, especially when 

it is a core value that is being confronted. In these moments during an interview, I do my 

best to maintain active listening but gently withhold any sign of agreement. Certainly, my 

care for each participant is genuine, and I view their words as a matter of trust. However, 

I am not impervious to insensitive or demeaning remarks. 

In accruing participants, I strive to be sensitive to the range of experience I 

encounter in participants. While there is a degree of discomfort across the political 

spectrum, there is even more uncertainty for People of Color (POC). I am aware that my 

position as a white woman can be cause for discomfort in creating an atmosphere of 
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sharing and confidence in an interview. It is not my intention that these participants owe 

me their time (a view I hold for all who choose to be involved), but rather that they are 

allowing me into a private space. This is a privilege I treat with utmost respect and do all 

I can to honor. Acknowledging the access and power inequality in social hierarchy 

between myself and participants of color, I do my best to create an atmosphere where 

they are empowered to express themselves freely. In this instance, I find my connection 

and recommendation from community leaders to be of particular import. This cultural 

capital, and indeed some form of community rapport, is relevant in overcoming barriers 

in order to build appropriate relationships across racial lines. 

Southern identity is one that I find to be evolving and surprisingly complex to 

outsiders. Having grown up in a Southern, upper class family, I am intimate with the 

social idiosyncrasies involved in social exchange. Because the culture is one of tacit 

communication and avoids open confrontation, conversations are often like a moving 

chessboard where both parties need to play close attention to subtle signals and 

suggestions. It is unsurprising that many of the research participants cite that they avoid 

political discussion for a number of reasons. The first and foremost, I believe, is the 

discomfort that comes naturally with conflict; but I contend that for a Southern audience, 

there is an added layer of adhering to social conventions of politeness that inhibit 

expression. While I sought to adopt different, more open modes of communication as an 

adult, this realm is a familiar one that can bring me discomfort at times.  

My own political identity is very complex, and I do not readily identify with any 

American political party. As all identities are pluralistic and evolve, mine falls into the 
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same evolution. I grew up in a conservative household that was staunchly Republican; 

and at 18, I became a registered Republican in the state of Georgia. While there was an 

under-pinning of unease with this political identity, I did not readily revisit my American 

political stances until I was in my early 20s. My attitude toward foreign policy already 

had strong liberal leanings (which I left unacknowledged) due to living abroad in various 

capacities throughout my childhood and early adult life. However, it was during my 

Masters program in the UK that I confronted the inconsistencies of what I claimed my 

identity to be and began to reconstruct where I might belong on the political spectrum. 

Disassembling that is a process I am still undertaking, though I have long since departed 

from my identity as a Republican.  

My attitude toward political parties, like many other things, is iconoclastic. I do 

not adhere to partisan politics and do not feel any sort of loyalty to a particular political 

party. And while I consider myself very political, I do not perceive politics through the 

same lens I see other Americans using. I have very clear end-goals I would like to 

achieve but am not married to any one method. If something I did not perceive as 

effective achieves the goal in mind, I did not begrudge it. Blind party loyalty is toxic to 

critical thinking, and I strive to protect myself against such bias as often as I can. I 

surmise this places me as a true Independent on the political spectrum, but even that label 

is forming an identity that I find too ambivalent without significant purpose.  

To this point, I also have a great deal of patience and empathy for people across 

the political spectrum. This partially stems from my own journey through political 

identity; but it mostly comes from a place of gratitude. The individuals in my own life 
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who were patient enough to help me sort through many issues of identity and 

inconsistency influenced me on a deep level and helped me become the person I am 

today. Their generosity, care, and commitment to my growth are constant reminders for 

me to be patient when I feel anything but that.  

 

Limitations 

Like any intervention process, there are limitations to the possible outcomes of 

this workshop. Primarily, since it is geared toward people who wish to maintain good 

relationships with others in their personal/work circles, this is not meant to coax 

disagreeing parties into dialogue and negotiation. Rather, the success of these tools and 

workshop lie in the willingness of both participants in a conversation to maintain and 

cultivate their relationship with one another. Without this joint element, these skills 

minimally help the individual using them to effectively voice their opinion. Of course, 

while this is limiting to the productivity of the conversation, it does help the speaker 

using the skills feel more in control and confident in engaging the other person.  

There is also the matter of the composition of participants.  Because the workshop 

requires pre-registration and mandatory attendance, this may limit access to some whose 

work schedules can change unexpectedly. This may skew the pool of participants to those 

who have steadier work and are therefore of a higher economic status. While I sought to 

make it possible for as wide of a spectrum of participants as possible by using community 

organization participants, this is a potential shortcoming that should be acknowledged up 

front.  The number of workshop participants was also be limited because of the time-
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commitment; and therefore is representative on a smaller scale. Like any mixed method 

approach that employs quantitative analysis, the internal validity of this dissertation will 

be higher than the external validity due to the smaller sample size; a reality that must be 

brought into the present and future conversation regarding this study’s results. The 

cumulative participants will all be from the same geographic region, and are 

representative of a specific set of cultural values and expectations despite differences in 

political opinion. Therefore, these elements must be taken into account when considering 

the general applicability of my findings. The results will most likely reflect similar 

attitudes in other southern regions, but the final analysis will only be able to speak to the 

Hampton Roads area itself..   

While this dissertation is clearly outlined to look at a specific, North American 

population, it remains pertinent to add that the framework here is decidedly a Western 

one. Because it is geared toward a privileged population in global terms, I construct this 

intervention to address their needs and realities. Were I to attempt replication of this 

intervention in non-Western setting, I would need to reevaluate aspects of the model in 

order to accommodate those populations more fully. I bear in mind the critique of 

Edward Said and his objection to the Western imposition of values onto other peoples, 

and therefore desire to make this specific limitation quite stark.132 Though this research is 

not in a postcolonial setting, I adopt an attitude that is against imposing my own ideas on 

others. Rather, I collaborate with the affected population in order for them to have 

 
132 Said, Edward W., Orientalism (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
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increased agency and access to decision-making with confidence. Thus, an additional 

reason for using action research for data collection.  

The focus of this study, while looking to empower the average person, does not 

encompass scenarios of violence. I choose to focus on the struggles a typical individual 

might experience with people they care for and love because of the immediacy of 

application and need. I do not provide strategies for abusive situations save how to leave 

them and to encourage individuals to seek professional assistance of abuse that 

professionals should be consulted and employed when necessary and goes beyond the 

scope of personal agency. It is assumed that the types of exchanges discussed in this 

dissertation take place in a relatively stable environment. Of course, this limits the ability 

to generalize the theory across every circumstance, but I believe the parameters set here 

are foundational to further sets of skills that other scholars may address from their 

expertise.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Boundaries in Play (Thematic Coding) 

 

This chapter describes the results of the thematic coding of the data collected 

from the first set of interviews. It lists what themes were manifested in the interviews and 

highlights the predominant trends throughout the narratives presented by participants. 

Upon completion of the first round of interviews, I reviewed the data gathered and 

thematically coded all 39 interviews. The major literature bodies previously discussed in 

Chapter 2 help to better elucidate what participants had to say and highlight the 

significance of their experiences. Following the logical framework proved to be too 

preemptive and convoluted. The overarching categories are as follows: social boundaries; 

incivility/ threat; conscientization; and power.  

Within the primary themes, I outline two categories for each type of topics 

covered: impediments and opportunities. Within the interviews, participants explained 

their motivations for their political beliefs and what goals they aim to achieve through 

adopting particular identities. While some themes are clearly predominant, others are 

subtler and provide nuance. Themes are ranked in each section according to frequency in 

descending order.  
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The thematic codes described here are reflections of perceptions and are evaluated 

as such. Understanding popular perception of issues allows for the researcher to piece 

together explicit and tacit issues that are taking place surrounding the issue of political 

dialogue. I consider this to be an integral part of the action research model by marrying 

what people perceive with professional knowledge of how to handle these situations. The 

themes were identified by repetition of either key words or concepts in the interviews. 

They are ranked here in descending order of frequency. Higher percentages do not 

necessarily indicate the bigger issues but can be interpreted as the overt and visually 

present problems that can be identified. 

 

Social Boundaries 

  I grouped the following themes because of their proximity and relevance to the 

role of social boundaries in this dissertation. The concepts are contextualized according 

to how the participants intended be understood to the best of my knowledge. This section 

describes who constitutes as “in” and “outside” of a group based upon either sense of 

cohesion or specific types of actions. Participants identified behaviors in themselves and 

others that delineate their concepts of how one should behave in relation to discussing 

politics. Because I chose to further divide the sections based roughly on the literature 

reviewed, this section deals strictly with the groundwork of identity-making and how 

participants differentiated themselves from their others.  
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 As Impediments 

Regarding inhibitors to communicating around political difference, it is 

interesting to note the impact of workplace atmosphere. Nine participants (23%) spoke 

about how their profession disallowed them from being open about their political views. 

These barriers are related to owning a business, government work, or care-taking 

professions (medical, religious leader). These nine participants fear the backlash that 

would come from being more open about their personal politics and how it would affect 

their finances and social standing/trust in the community. Instead, they choose to share 

their thoughts privately with carefully chosen individuals who they perceive to be 

trustworthy and nonjudgmental.  

While not active in a political party, Participant 15 expressed that he does discuss 

politics “a lot” because of the nature of his work with various government branches. 

Several other participants expressed similar inclinations toward discussing politics but 

not being directly involved. Conversely, Participant 3 is more active in politics, being 

heavily involved in a local party in a leadership capacity, but does not discuss politics 

outside of that surrounding. Participant 20 takes an interesting middle ground in not often 

initiating political conversation because of his position, but does consider himself an 

“equal-opportunity” offender and will not shy away from engaging if it is brought up. 

Participant 36 expresses a similar attitude, though is not inhibited by his type of work. 

Instead, he chooses to be selective of when to discuss his politics fully because of his 

aversion to predominantly emotional responses to political issues. He explains that while 
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he is comfortable with talking politics with Democrats, he finds that Republicans “tend to 

interact less emotionally.”  

Five participants (13%) mentioned the concept of perspective and its importance 

in perceiving reality. This view is found across the political spectrum and includes 

sentiments of needing an awakening of the mind to see the present reality and state of 

affairs. Participant 5 remarked that “You just get locked into some really minute things 

and then you forget the perspective, the whole perspective.” Participant 19 explained that 

by her husband “presenting it [an issue] in a way I didn’t think about, …it helps to see the 

whole picture” and to adjust her look at reality. For her, this type of assistance is a 

process of taking in information and helping her to see past the thick of media hype. One 

participant (Participant 5) spoke of the need for a new “matrix of belief” because people 

lacked the appropriate “perspective” in terms of how to create a better future. While this 

participant was the only one to articulate such views, it does hint at the work I am doing 

in attempting to help create a new collective axiology in terms of approaching 

interpersonal political discourse.  

While one of the least mentioned themes, three participants (8%) pointed out 

classist structure in the current political divide. This referred to issues of poverty and 

disenfranchisement from the means to live a sustainable life. Participant 12 expressed 

that success in the United States seemed to be based on the idea that one should “just 

make a better life by making sure that those around you don't have a decent life.” This 

disillusionment with the concept of the “American dream” played into the participant’s 

choice in affiliating with more liberal politics. Building on similar ideas, Participant 33 
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felt the Democratic Party was “more inclusive” in their approach to the needs of others.  

This concept was only brought up by those with Democrat/Liberal leanings. 

 

As Opportunities 

The majority of participants, at a total of thirty-two (82%), shared that they 

predominantly discuss their political views with people who are “like-minded,” making 

this the strongest theme found in the 39-interview sample. Participants described this type 

of community space as “nonjudgmental” or people who share almost the exact same 

viewpoints. This is a clear example of bias confirmation in action, which seems to bolster 

a stronger sense of ingroup ties while heightening fear toward those who are outgroup 

members.133 Understanding confirmation bias as “to disproportionately accept arguments 

that support our beliefs and reject arguments that challenge our beliefs,” we can see this 

at play in how participants described this theme. Close family and friends were identified 

as roots of safety, the reason for adopting certain political views, and/or sources of 

tension in their personal lives. Individuals who are calm in attitude were also identified as 

people who could be trusted in a political conversation. This theme is predominantly 

referenced in a positive light. However, some were not comfortable with sharing their 

political opinions with anyone at all; and would only confide in the closest of friends 

when pushed. 

 
133 Dwight, David, Terry Grapentine, and David Soorholtz, Critical Thinking for Marketers: Learn How to 
Think, Not What to Think, Volume II (New York, NY: Business Expert Press, 2017), 52-53. 
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Participant 1 summarized what most participants would come to say throughout 

the course of the first tier of interviews. She explained that if the news  

is just on the tv, and we're all kind of paying attention to it, that's what we're all kind of 

focused on anyway, so it wouldn't be kind of weird or out of the blue to bring it up… 

That's a safe bubble, I guess, because everyone's focused on it. 

This focus on contextualized conversation is a kind of crutch participants cite throughout 

the body of interviews. This almost forced segue into discussing politics seems to relieve 

pressure and provide a perceived neutral place to begin expressing views. Rather than 

taking on the burden of being the one to broach the sensitive topic, the media creates a 

platform where individuals need not take responsibility for it. While negative perceptions 

of the media are discussed later in this chapter, here it is a positive ally in broaching 

political topics. 

Those who predominantly shared their opinions with like minds generally adopted 

an attitude that how a person would respond to their opinion weighed in their choices of 

confidants. Participant 13 describes the kind of person he discusses politics with as 

“people that I know aren't gonna just get in my face and just- go ballistic.” Many others 

echoed this feeling, desiring for an individual to calmly listen and understand their 

concerns. Such traits indicated a person who could be trusted and allowed into an inner 

circle, although many assumed this would only come from a member of their respective 

ingroup. Further building on how this sign of trust is established in conversation, 

Participant 22 explained that, for her, “[i]t's about showing people that you're on the same 

page;” that “a lot of political discussion doesn't have to be a debate about it and just 
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exchanging information.” This similarly reflects a desire to be heard fully and for the 

listener to demonstrate a level of collaboration.  

In identifying and constructing their political ingroups, the amount of engagement 

with political issues comes up as a notable theme. Twelve participants (28%) either 

described themselves as politically active; meaning they either are directly involved with 

political party initiatives or frequently and openly discuss politics. It is important to 

mention that this theme’s elements also connect it with saliency of identity, but it is not 

always the case. Regarding the nature of how the conversations are carried out, 

Participant 10 emphasized that discussing politics daily with trusted friends really 

amounted to venting frustration “because we're so disgusted.” She followed up by 

explaining that what bothered her most and pushed her to be vocal was what she 

perceived to be “seeing the destruction of our country.” Other participants echoed this 

need for constant discussion due to the current political climate. Particularly, Participant 

37 cited being over-saturated with the news-cycle and how he can “get really frustrated” 

on a daily basis. Discussing political issues with like-minded friends helps alleviate this 

tension and supports his proactive participation in politics.  

Eight participants (21%) spoke of their political identity being tied to a family 

precedent. These participants explained that they took their political framing from their 

parents; with elderly participants frequently citing their father as the primary influence. 

One such example is with Participant 6, who conveyed that when she was young, she 

“would go to the country store with Daddy and there would be all these men sitting 

around talking about politics you know and I would hear what they had to say and that 



110 
 

sort of thing.” She explained that her mother was not a political person, but that her father 

was a heavy influence in the way she thought about politics. Building on the security of 

having the support of perceived like-minded people, some participants specifically link 

their opinions and engagement with politics with their personal heritage. Participants 25 

and 33 tied this practice into their cultural and family heritage (African-American and 

Jewish), stating that it is both commonplace and necessary to engage political issues for 

the sake of safety and social betterment. Participant 25 cites his family legacy of 

identifying with the Democratic party, explaining “Mom voted that way, Dad, 

grandfather- that’s my history.”  Participant 33 feels comfortable discussing politics 

because of its constant presence in her family, citing that “we [her family] would have 

political arguments all the time when I was a kid.” It eventually led to her becoming 

proactive about local and national politics, making this family precedent an anchoring 

experience in her perceptions of political conversation.  

 

Incivility/Threat 
 

This section represents some of the strongest ideas put forward by participants. It 

also contains a series of seldom mentioned but interesting ideas, and the category itself is 

a very rich one in relation to the data collected. This trend may indicate just how overt the 

problem of threat is regarding political dialogue. Yet, there are also specified links to 

political identity within some of these themes, and the self-identified party affiliation can 

heavily influence how a particular issue is seen. 
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 As Impediments 

The theme of anger was explicitly addressed by thirty-two participants (82%). It 

frequently referred to states of aggression in political conversation and how anger is often 

the undertone of such conversations. Some participants feel that hate is intentionally used 

either towards others or themselves. Echoing the sentiments of many others, Participant 

35 was very clear that “if the other person has animosity or anger,” he believes that a 

genuine exchange of political ideas cannot happen. He continued on by adding, “some 

people say they want a dialogue; they want a monologue.” Participant 16 explained that 

she “never realized how heated people can be,” until this most recent election. She 

described watching friends polarize their opinions and straining their relationships over 

the sole disagreement of who each person voted for in the 2016 Presidential Election. For 

some, the stress of the division in conversation causes them to shut down this type of 

communication. Participant 23 described that in family gatherings, “when they talk 

politics and it don’t sound good to me, I get up and leave…it end up in an argument.” For 

her, the fighting distracts from the core relationships and values held by her family and 

are only damaging.  

Twenty-five participants (64%) cited President Trump’s campaign and election as 

a point in time where they perceive the political environment adopted more hostile tones. 

Most expressed that following his election win, they felt shocked and unable to openly 

speak about how they felt. It was also identified as a turning point for bad behavior 

within both political parties. This response comes from participants on both sides of the 

political spectrum and is one of the strongest themes to emerge from the interview data. 
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One participant (Participant 1) felt compelled to become more vocal and active after 

Trump’s election despite previously being apathetic about politics.  

Regarding the nature of Trump’s impact, Participant 12 feels that “he's given 

people the right to be angry and unhappy and express their feelings whether it's validated 

or not.” This specific point of enabling conflict through his influence seems to be a 

predominant theme that is colored as both positive and negative depending on which 

political party a participant affiliates with. Participant 14 told that her and her partner are 

spurred to discussion by “anything that comes out of Trump’s mouth- there’s always a 

joke.” Participant 6 expressed her personal distaste for the justifications of Trump’s 

behavior, stating “[i]t doesn't bother them [Republicans] at all that he just keeps changing 

and changing and changing and saying one thing to one person and one other thing to the 

other.” However, Participant 24 expressed that “they [Democrats] just seem to focus on 

his … you know- mistakes or things he's done in the past” and cannot forgive these 

things. Many other Republican participants echoed this sentiment, and felt that it was a 

red herring tactic to distract from other issues. Participant 8 explained that her experience 

in being a Republican and voting for Trump as volatile, saying “God forbid you 

mentioned you voted for Trump and a lot of people just jump you and people are angry 

about it.” She further conveyed that it makes conversation much harder for her to engage 

in, despite her willingness to hear other people out.  

Fifteen participants (38%) spoke of how being close-minded inhibited 

conversation. They expressed that it is difficult to effectively communicate with an 

individual who is unwilling to hear a perspective aside from their own. When addressing 
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the concept of incivility and unwillingness to be open to change, three Republican/Right-

leaning participants spoke of the uncivil means of communication across party lines. 

Some referred to it as “wanting to be right.” Participant 7 expressed that she felt all sides 

are “so set in their belief system” that “there is no civil discourse, at all.” In his own 

work, Participant 20 finds the usage of “soundbites” indicates the other person is 

unwilling to “have an open mind” and engage meaningfully in a political conversation.  

Further building on the concept of aggression, the theme of social media was 

addressed by 10 participants (26%), all of whom were specifically referring to Facebook. 

This platform of communication was described as a place for expressing aggression and 

hiding behind a perceived anonymity provided by the lack of physical presence. As 

Participant 2 put it, the internet provides an “invisible cloak” where individuals can 

express their aggression with little repercussion. Another participant actually cited 

Facebook as the preferred platform of communication because it can be ignored and the 

consequences are not as immediate (Participant 5). This person further acknowledged that 

this approach is not ideal, but it is one she uses regardless.  

Four participants (10%) spoke of news media as being biased, misleading, and a 

catalyst for conflict. This theme was found across the political spectrum. One participant 

(Participant 3) mentioned the “unorthodox” nature of Trump’s presidency as a reason for 

vitriol in political conversations. Demographics was mentioned by one participant 

(Participant 10) as a political tool for winning. It was made in reference to a 

gerrymandering of a local district in recent years and how it changed the political 

landscape for Isle of Wight county.  
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As Opportunities 

While participants were of mixed opinions regarding the roots of tension in 

political conversations, they did have several clear ideas of some issues to address. The 

theme of racism is distinctly two-pronged and was mentioned by twelve participants. 

Regarding this group, they perceived racism as an active problem in American politics. 

Nine participants (23%) adopted specific political identities in order to combat racism 

and create a more equal society.  Most participants who mentioned this theme were 

Democrats, with the exception of one Libertarian.  

Citing her inclinations towards social justice, Participant 26 remarked that 

discussing the intersection of police brutality and Black Lives Matter “has been obviously 

really hard for me,” because peers are quick to dismiss the issue while it is a salient 

reason for her political views. Participant 7 remembered her early decision to become 

political after watching news coverage of Alabama police assaulting black protestors. She 

recalls thinking, “This isn't right. This is not how you treat people.” Participant 30 

recalled the 2008 presidential campaign and her impression that she “got the feeling a lot 

of people had it out for Obama because of his skin color.” To her, such a stance was 

problematic and pervasive among the Republican party and prevented her from deep 

engagement in conversation with its members. Participant 29 experienced such issues 

during an interracial relationship, highlighting in her perception that “some people were 

not going to be OK with this [mixing of races].” For this and other reasons, she feels 

there is a distinct lack of empathy in the Republican party for ignoring issues like racism.  
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However, some participants disagreed about the place of racism in current 

political dialogue. Three participants (8%) believe racism to be an “overblown” 

(Participant 36) issue that is weaponized against those of Conservative leanings. They 

believe that although there are some problems of racial tension still in existence, the 

popular perception ends up being more divisive than helpful. While participants 

unanimously rejected racism, there is a wide gap between perceptions of its presence in 

political priority.  

Nineteen participants (49%) mentioned the theme of being open-minded, making 

it one of the strongest themes. This was employed as a positive remark; and, if found in 

an individual, signaled that the person could be trusted in a political discussion. 

Participant 2 told that a person who is “a bit open-minded, more of like mind perhaps” is 

his ideal person to converse with about politics. Participant 18 expressed that he values 

that trait in others and himself, and that conversations where people are open make him 

feel that he has “come away enlightened.” This type of behavior seemed to disarm 

participants and invite them into deeper conversation, producing better exchanges and 

improved confidence in exchanging views. 

Eleven participants (28%) told that the catalyst to make them openly speak about 

their political views would be if an individual was outright attacking a core belief or if it 

was “outright wrong.” While hesitant to directly engage in political conversation on a 

normal basis, Participant 32 added that “if they’re flat-out preaching hate” she would 

intervene and express her opinions. Her feelings are echoed by the other participants who 

mentioned this particular type of scenario. This demonstrates the solidification of social 
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boundaries by showing that even the most hesitant of persons will defend the boundary if 

it affronts core beliefs. While it is natural to defend values held dear, when coupled with 

the apparent anger and aggression, it could lead to building mental walls between groups. 

Six participants (15%) specifically mentioned social justice issues as a reason for 

identifying with their chosen political party. While this predominantly trended with those 

leaning toward to Democrat end of the political spectrum, it did include a self-identifying 

Libertarian (Participant 26). All of these responses were directly linked to issues of 

racism. Participant 15 expressed that not only is social justice important in his political 

leanings, but also that “I immediately lose respect” for individuals who feel that racism is 

permissible.  

The environment was brought up by three participants (8%), although two were 

referring to the planet and the last meant the space for conversation. When speaking of 

the tangible world around us, the two participants cited its preservation as the reason they 

hold certain political views. When referring to conversation, the one participant 

mentioned that the benefit of the present discord is that it is “getting people to talk” 

(Participant 29). 

Three participants (8%) address the issue of feminism and its place in their 

politics. Each participant cited it as a reason not to support Trump due to his reputation as 

a womanizer and remarks about sexual assault. Participant 31 expressed that “as a 

female, our current president is a narcissist;” and because she values others “having an 

ability to have an exchange of ideas and not be punitive,” she finds Trump to be 
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problematic and a troubling character. Her remarks reflect the core of this theme as 

mentioned by all three women.  

 

Conscientization 

 Much was said regarding the participants inward journey regarding discussing 

politics with loved ones. While some ideas are very clear, others are more minute and are 

closer reflections of the participants’ experiences than universal ones (though these 

viewpoints may be shared by others). Some inconsistency and contradictions arise in this 

section, but are given equal attention space to be interpreted. Rather than always try to 

reconcile the incompatible, I allow for the ideas to wrestle and make clear their respective 

positions.  

 

As Impediments 

Regarding inhibitors to achieving conscientization, participants placed their 

attention on the impact of the current political hostility. In light of these difficulties, 

twenty-one participants (54%) mentioned they feared losing relationships while 

discussing politics. In several cases, this anxiety prohibits them from engaging political 

topics. Participant 32 explained that in addition to feeling inadequately educated about 

politics, the current political atmosphere makes her feel that she does not “care enough to 

lose relationships” over political difference. Participant 34 shared that she “won't discuss 

politics with them [liberal friends] because I don't want anything to come between our 

friendship because we have so many other things in common.” She expressed that the 
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current climate stunts her ability to share out of fear of hostile retaliation, when 

previously she would have felt more confident.  

Nineteen participants (49%) mentioned that emotions were negative indicators in 

a conversation. They explain that expressing too forceful of emotions makes them 

uncomfortable and unable to share opinions safely without threat of harm. Participant 18 

embodies this general sentiment with his explanation that “with some people, they're just 

too emotional about it … there is not going to be an exchange.” The presence of high 

emotion is perceived as a turn-off and potential indicator of anger, something the 

majority of participants expressly wish to avoid. Building on this, Participant 21 

described that in many political conversations, “if they're very strong about it, then I 

might just shut up.” She explained that inclination towards maintaining harmony in the 

family overrides the need for political expression, and therefore she choose to shut down 

such conversations. Some participants felt that this trend toward high emotion is being 

encouraged by outside forces, though no participant gave examples of what they meant. 

Participant 11 told that “this is the frustrating thing: you have the younger generations 

coming and then they're there training them to be angry.” This element of encouraging 

individuals to lose inhibition and allow for these others to use that momentum is not an 

isolated opinion, further portraying the role of emotions in a negative light. 

Twelve participants (31%) observed what they perceived to be an extreme divide 

between the prevailing US political parties. Summarizing his view on the current political 

climate, Participant 15 told that he feels like “this culture of winning and losing has been 

more pervasive, it's like somehow you have to win.” For him, this stems from people’s 
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inability to exchange views in a way that is mutually honoring and accepting. Participant 

7 expressed that she feels “the hell hounds have been released … people feel empowered 

to use the N-word or feel empowered to accost people on the street who look different.” 

For her, the division exists because hidden prejudices have been given permission to be 

more openly expressed, thus creating the climate for political and social in-fighting 

among Americans. Conversely, Participant 35 views the tension as an intentional flouting 

of American values. He explains that “in this country the peaceful transition of power, 

I'm not seeing that this time around;” pointing to the tumult surrounding the validity of 

Trump’s presidency.  

Ten participants expressed fear of judgment upon sharing their views. Therefore, 

they refrain from openly discussing what they believe. This is consistent despite political 

stance. Participant 9 summed up this sentiment when he remarked that “you really don't 

know what to say and how to say it because … a lot of people, they take it personally.” 

For him and others, the fear of being misunderstood because of a lack of deep knowledge 

regarding political jargon prevents genuine communication and potential understanding. 

An additional two participants (5%), both Republican, mentioned that the depth of the 

conversation determines how they will behave.  

Four participants (10%) mentioned responsibility as an important element of 

dialogue and discussing politics. This did not seem to fall predominantly with a single 

political identity and was often described as almost like a pet-peeve. While discussing the 

current political divide, Participant 35 remarked that the opposing party from his own 

“seem like they don't want take more personal responsibility.” This leaves him feeling 
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puzzled and irritated and is a further indicator of someone who might not be willing to 

have a productive conversation. However, another four participants (10%) did take 

responsibility for their views and owned their biases and flaws in discussing politics, 

showing signs of being more self-aware. While it did not indicate that they navigated 

political difference well, it did represent a higher likelihood of being willing to hear out 

other perspectives (according to their answers). Laughing, Participant 28 admitted that 

during a family discussion, “I have to get it out of my system;” meaning she abandons 

her usual silence and freely expresses her views despite potential controversy.  

Two participants (5%) further added that they view political discussions as a 

source of entertainment because of the riled-up emotions that are invoked. Participant 2 

uses humor and irony to challenge others’ thinking, citing that the way people are 

currently discussing politics is “pretty comical and unbelievable and amazing to me.” 

Both participants admit this does not contribute to positive conversation and is purely a 

pursuit of self-interest and amusement. 

 

As Opportunities 

Despite expectations toward more negative trends, participants predominantly 

sought to establish rapport in their conversations surrounding political difference. While 

methods differed and some were more descriptive than others, there was a strong trend 

among the sample regarding the desire to minimally not harm a relationship for the sake 

of difference. Twenty-seven participants (69%) explained that they value individual 

autonomy in themselves and others, and therefore did not always feel that having the 
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same opinion was a top priority when it comes to discussing political difference. Being 

one of the strongest themes, it suggests that there is a major factor missing in public 

thought between the extreme political divide and individual understanding of why this 

occurs. While affinity is appreciated, it is seen as a way to ease conversation rather than a 

requirement. This is also not meant to imply that the difference presents no issue. Rather, 

it is accepted as part of the person, but not the primary focus of the relationship. Some 

participants told that they have stronger preference for agreement depending on the 

subject, but there was not a consistent subject identified as a predominant trend outside of 

more personal issues. It can also be a sign of general anxiety surrounding discussing 

politics, and therefore political affiliation does not matter to the individual. 

Participant 1 expressed that “if they're leaning towards my side of the spectrum, 

it's easier” to have a discussion. However, she was quick to clarify that difference in 

opinion does not prohibit conversation; but that it does strain the ease with which she 

conveys her own thoughts. Participant 24 remarked that “everybody has a story … so, 

like I said, I try to respect people for what they believe.” While she was not confident in 

sharing her own ideas, this philosophy drives her to be a better listener. Acknowledging 

his own preference to surround himself with like-minded friends, Participant 25 

explained that it is truly dependent on the person, and that he does not give it much 

attention in newer relationships. He chimed “you can think whatever you want here,” 

explaining his overall approach. 

The theme of self-exploration in dialogue was addressed by 21 participants 

(54%). Unanimously, it was in response to interview question 13 (see Chapter 4). They 
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explained that talking with people of different views helps to broaden their own way of 

thinking and to challenge beliefs they could not appropriately support with correlating 

facts and research. In the describing his journey of political thought throughout his life, 

Participant 39 explained that exploring alternative viewpoints “makes me more 

thoughtful concerning my thinking.” This perspective certainly embraces a kind of 

vulnerability, when then creates a space for growth in the dialogue. Participant 18 

describes this poignant place in navigating different views, explaining that “when a 

conversation takes one of those rare, magical turns and you end up confessing something 

about yourself that you hadn’t intended on broaching… you end up plunging headlong 

into something that matters to you.” While this is an ideal scenario, it embodies the 

experience that can happen when such exchanges are positive and constructive.  

Twenty participants (51%) explained that their approach to political difference in 

dialogue begins with the principle of ensuring the other person is comfortable. This was 

always paired with first articulating how they feel in clear terms and then checking in 

with the other person. Participants told that this is how they express care and a desire to 

maintain a good relationship with the person to whom they are speaking. This represents 

a process that is both self-aware and caring toward the one’s conversation partner. This 

view was shared across political lines, and I observed during the interviews that was 

typically paired with personalities that are predisposed to be conscientious of other’s 

feelings and wellbeing.  

Participant 29 provides an excellent summary of this position, explaining that “I 

try to validate their opinion first, because usually it takes people off of the offensive if 
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you validate their feelings first.” The validation of someone else’s perspective is seen as a 

neutralizing tactic for potentially heated exchanges. Participant 1 told that she adopts this 

strategy because one needs “to show them you understand them so they understand you;” 

thereby establishing a chain of trust. Some participants look to establish common ground 

in this scenario. Participant 13 said that he points out in political conversation that 

“there's so many more things that hold us together as a nation and a community” than the 

current divide. In terms of placing one’s own opinions into the conversation with respect, 

Participant 25 embodies the general sentiment with his strategy of saying, “I hear what 

you're saying but what you're not thinking about X, Y, and Z.” For him and others, it is 

important to provide your own perspective when paired with listening and building trust. 

The element of honesty in these exchanges is perceived as a way to avoid breaking trust 

and to not have to always keep quiet about their own beliefs. 

Seventeen participants (44%) mentioned the need for respect in conversation, as 

well as the glaring lack of it in current political discourse. They often describe it as a 

mutual exchange that they feel makes a conversation surrounding political difference 

better. It is also used when describing what some participants believe to be some core 

problems surrounding discussing politics. These views were shared across the political 

spectrum. Throughout her interview, Participant 14 repeated that respect underpins 

everything and defines it as “doing unto others is treating people with respect and 

kindness.” Many other participants expressed similar notions of what they perceived 

respect to be during political dialogue. Participant 20 described its role in conversation, 

saying “as long as they stay respectful of others and valuing other human beings, I can 
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live with that.” Participants did not seem to need others to completely align with 

themselves if this principle was followed, indicating a path for vulnerability and 

openness. However, there were some that felt this type of scenario is impossible, even 

when they wished for such opportunities. Participant 31 bluntly said, “respect is 

completely missing” and that it is a continuous cycle of damaging relationships in the 

current political climate.  

The theme of listening was mentioned by thirteen participants (33%) and referred 

to how it is used. For them, listening represented an important practice in having 

conversations of all kinds surrounding difference (including political). They described it 

as a give-and-take process that they and others employ to demonstrate that they can be 

trusted. It was also identified as a trait of trust in others. After expressing her frustration 

about how she has experienced political conversation, Participant 26 said she 

intentionally incorporates the statement, “I want to hear what you think.” By using this 

tactic, it is her desire to open up the conversation and cultivate a space for trust and 

vulnerability. Participant 29 adds that in light of the prohibitive nature of her work as a 

business owner, the professionalism she must adopt “almost forces me to just be the 

listener; and over that time, if even if I don't always agree, it's given me a different 

perspective.” While it can be difficult to keep her opinions quiet in the work 

environment, she believes this practice of listening has enriched her overall 

communication. Yet, as other participants pointed out, listening is perceived to be a lost 

art. Participant 15 bemoaned the “adversarial nature of our culture” and how listening is 

discouraged, worrying about the damage it will do to future generations. However, these 
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individuals believe that the role of listening is irreplaceable and imperative if the public is 

to navigate the current political climate into safer waters. 

Twelve participants (31%) spoke of preferring political conversations to arise 

from outside contexts. Particularly, they mentioned political issues either being brought 

up in conversation by another person or if the news covers a story during a gathering. 

They explained that this allows for conversation to be created organically and is less 

stressful to engage in. This method of engaging political difference spans across the 

political spectrum. Participant 36 felt that good political discussions begin in a “social 

setting” that is relaxed and gradually developed. Participant 1 was specific in her 

description of a good scenario, telling that if the news is “on the tv, and we're all kind of 

paying attention to it, that's what we're all kind of focused on anyway” and conversation 

is easier to cultivate.  

The subject of empathy was brought up by ten participants (26%) by describing 

the impact it has in their conversations surrounding political difference and assessing the 

integrity of others. They describe empathy as either a driving force of their political 

views or as lacking in members of the opposing political party. For Participant 27, 

empathy means she “won’t run someone down” if they disagree with her, and that others 

should “be nice to people and tell the truth.” Others expressed similar views, conveying 

that it is imperative to explore amid the political divide. And its absence was also noted 

with keen observation. Recalling a long series of bad conversations surrounding politics, 

Participant 17 remarked that the group she spoke of was “so freaking fascist … [they] 

banish you from the conversation” if you disagreed with their views. She and others who 
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mentioned the theme agreed upon the distinct lack of empathy and felt pessimistic about 

it being truly embraced by others. Building on this concept of attitudes, eight participants 

(21%) cited a calm demeanor as indicative of a trustworthy person. In opposition to 

someone who is outwardly angry, participants say that individuals who are calm in 

expressing their views are individuals they feel more comfortable discussing politics 

with. Participant 5 “he was calm and deliberate and articulate and spoke to me and he 

loved me at the same time.” 

Seven participants (18%) expressed their trust in education regarding political 

difference, whether formal or informal. It is employed as an evaluation of respect (the 

more education, the greater the trust in an opinion) or as a process of investigating a 

political topic. Participant 2 described his criteria as “somebody who is really well read 

and whatnot,” who could think creatively and openly. Thickening this interpretation, 

some participants mentioned that highly educated people are just as susceptible to 

misinformation as anyone, and therefore do not always command the respect they expect. 

Participant 9 was particular on this issue, though he wished to highlight that anyone can 

fall prey to bad behavior regardless of their level of social capital. 

To help diffuse tension, seven participants (18%) cited humor as a tool used to 

disarm another person when discussing politics. They explain that this method helps to 

make the atmosphere less serious and more congenial, thereby building trust. Participant 

12 provided a good example of this view, explaining that she often will “turn things into 

a joke or to find a way to approach a subject without being- you … try to soften the 
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blow.” The participants who mentioned humor use it as a gesture of goodwill and are not 

seeking to mix it with more malicious intentions.  

When describing what helps impact their opinions, five participants (13%) 

mentioned the influential power of personal stories/experiences. They explain that if an 

issue has directly affected someone, and that person shares their struggle, that this can 

change the way they perceive the matter of policy/social issues/ etc. Participant 37 

encapsulated this sentiment when he explained that if “they told me their story [I] would 

be more likely to change my opinion because I know that real people are affected.” The 

human connection of sharing experience was powerful and important to these individuals. 

They allow for such stories to influence their thought and do not fear the more personal 

side of politics. Two participants (5%) mentioned appealing to the other person’s beliefs 

as a means of discussing political difference. Both participants identify a Democrat/Left-

leaning. Participant 22 explained that she often finds common ground regarding an aspect 

of a particular political issue then points out where they agree and are closer than 

previously perceived.  

Building on the earlier idea of being self-reflective, three participants (8%) 

specifically mentioned the importance of moving conversations toward reconciliation. 

Reflecting on the current political tension, Participant 4 stated that “where there's unity 

there is strength; where there is division there is ample strife.” She believes that without 

reconciliation, the country cannot remain standing. Expressing similar sentiments, 

Participant 27 reflects on a scenario without reconciliation, remarking that “if everybody 
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was alike, this would be a terrible world, wouldn’t it?” In her own life, she strives to 

respect difference in those around her regardless of how personally difficult it might be.  

 

Power 

 This section deals with how participants perceive agency and legitimacy in 

political dialogue. There is a distinct richness in exploring the themes in this topic. From 

personal experience to what they have observed from others, the themes here reflect a 

kind of practical spirit. Much like conscientization, the robust nature of these responses 

may be due to the highly intimate nature of experiencing the effects of power. However, 

this can also be interpreted as relating to core values because of the potential for those to 

be confronted and/or misused by others. These themes provide important insight into 

some traits that are more desirable and those that are unappealing when dealing with 

political conversations. 

 

As Impediments 

Twenty-nine participants (74%) expressed that they do what they can to avoid 

conflict. This ranges from not addressing certain topics (like the traditional topics of 

“religion and politics”) to refraining from ever openly sharing certain opinions. Many 

told that they fear conflict and the possibility of heated arguments. Such a strong 

sentiment was found in participants of all political affiliations. This strong trend resonates 

in Participant 3’s remarks when he said his pattern is “generally avoiding the conflict” 

and not expressing his opinions. For Participant 24, political conversations has “gotten 
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more aggressive,” which makes her nervous. In keeping with her general attitude in 

attention to current tensions, Participant 28 is “careful to stay in the safe zone” and not 

draw attention to her own ideas.  

Fifteen participants (38%) expressed that conversation could not change a 

person’s mind about a political issue. Such views were found across the political 

spectrum. As we spoke about potential to change minds, Participant 22 replied that “I 

rarely discuss politics with people on the other side because I don't think I'm changing 

any minds.” She expressed frustration in trying to convey her opinion amicably only to 

have other shut down her opinion. Others expressed that they are disinterested in even 

considering changing their mind. During his interview, Participant 9 told that “nobody's 

ever said anything to me to make me change my position.” He explained that his 

conviction comes from deeply held values that he refuses to consider changing. This 

sentiment is best summarized by Participant 6, who said “I have done my best to critique 

things and make up my mind on what is the best thing. Wouldn't change it.” While not as 

strong of a theme as its counterbalance, the proximity in distributive value is interesting.  

Eight participants (21%) spoke of the importance of critical thinking and the lack 

of it they see in conversation. This was found across the political spectrum. Participant 3 

expressed his experience with groupthink, explaining that for so many discussing politics 

in the current time “you're obviously listening somebody else, you haven't thought [it] 

through just yet.” He talked about his frustration with trying to discuss political 

difference and how it frequently seemed like an uninformed exchange. Participant 27 

takes a different perspective, saying “I think if I were expressing myself, it'd be taken on 
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a different way” because people would only see her political identity and not her as a 

person. She perceived this as narrow thinking that lacked perspective. 

Six participants (15%) expressed discomfort in political conversation because 

they felt outside values were being imposed upon them. This sentiment cross political 

lines and is perceived as an inhibitor for freely sharing political views. Participant 3 

demonstrates this theme in her remark that “there's no sense in discussing anything” 

because people do not provide the space for alternative views or disagreement. 

There were some outlying themes regarding legitimacy that are worth noting here. 

Six participants spoke of the lack of morality in the opposing party, all of them 

identifying as Democrat/Left-leaning. Three mentioned matters of “speaking the truth” 

and also identified along Liberal lines. One Democrat (Participant 1) feels their party is 

more “selfless,” while one Republican highlights the issues of lying in their own party as 

a result of disinformation. Participant 21 feels that as a Southerner, she cannot overtly 

confront a conflict. Rather, it must be subtly handled or avoided, according to cultural 

practice. Coming from a Southern family myself, I am keenly intimate with the concept 

of “glossing over” issues for the sake of remaining “polite.” While the participant did not 

say outright that it is problematic, I find it to be so because it inhibits addressing core 

problems and allows for issues to fester.  

The theme of tradition was identified once as an inhibitor for conversation. The 

participant suggested that the way in which a person is raised can narrow ways of 

thinking (Participant 4). She feels that being open-minded aids growth and cultivates 

peace. One participant (Participant 25) feels there is a distinct lack of pride among the 
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two primary political parties in the United States. He explained that both are resorting to 

tactics that are underhanded and are compounding the current political division. 

 

As Opportunities 

Twenty-five participants (64%) cited private spaces as their ideal environment for 

discussing political difference, primarily in the home. For those who felt safest in their 

homes, they additionally cited that public spaces were not conducive to political 

conversation because it is an uncontrolled environment. The risk of others overhearing 

and taking issue with their sentiments was one such problem cited. Four participants 

expressed that environment did not matter, and they are comfortable expressing their 

views in any venue. Both sentiments are found across the political spectrum. Participant 

18 discusses politics in public spaces because it makes him “feel being involved” 

improves his outlook toward the conversation. Conversely, Participant 34 prefers places 

like her home “where other people might not listen in.” These differences may be 

attributed to personality type and willingness to openly share.  

Twenty-four participants (62%) mentioned the importance of facts and rigorous 

research as a means of changing their minds about a political topic, although they were 

not always clear on how they define a viable source. However, it is important to note that 

several of these same participants do not feel minds are changed by conversation. 

Participant 1 said that “facts, if you have facts, that would make me more likely to 

understand.” For her, this is basis for meaningful discussion. In describing types of 

sources, Participant 8 told that “some good news stations that are on both sides of the 



132 
 

fence not just a Fox News on one side or CNN on another” are more reliable in her 

perspective. In stronger cases like that of Participant 6, “it would take a person who's got 

extreme knowledge and strength” to move opinion.  

Eighteen participants (46%) feel that conversations can in fact change a person’s 

mind. Frequently, they referred to their own journeys and how it opened up their 

perspectives. This sentiment was found across the political spectrum. Participant 31 

explained “you give me some facts that I didn't know, I can definitely, you know, be in a 

wiggle room situation.” For her, reputable facts create space for appropriate shifts in 

opinion. Otherwise, opinions are strictly personal. Thickening this understanding, 

Participant 30 remarked that “you had the right to make a mistake” and change your mind 

at a later date. She feels it is important to keep room for people to change, even if it is 

difficult. Others had skepticism mixed into the optimism. Participant 19 explained that “I 

wouldn't say that giving that information can change anyone's mind; but I've definitely 

had friends work in my case.” Those who sought to thoroughly explain a new perspective 

to her impacted the way she perceived the same issue and made it more holistic.  

Thirteen participants (33%) expressed confidence in expressing their political 

opinion in any context of their choosing. This is found across the political spectrum, age, 

and gender. Participant 23 is particularly comfortable, saying that she would talk with 

“anyone and anybody” because politics is not important to her. For others, there was a 

transition period. Participant 14 said that she became “that much more outspoken” 

following the 2016 elections. These and the other individuals who spoke of their 

confidence also expressed openness to accepting differences.  
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Twelve participants (31%) explained that they only are outright in expressing 

their political views if pushed by another person. Specifically, this is precipitated by 

being directly asked. These participants then choose to share the truth of their political 

views, since they have been invited to do so in a clear and straightforward manner. 

Participant 21 explained that she only brings up politics when asked because of her desire 

to maintain peace in her family. As she remarked, “it might have a very, very low priority 

in my life.” Although not as hesitant, Participant 16 told that she does “not abruptly” 

broach topics, and only broaches topics when necessary. 

The theme of moderates was mentioned by six participants (15%). While their 

wording was not consistent, these individuals indicted neutrality was an indicator of trust 

in a person. The collective perception of moderates were essentially individuals who 

were more “objective” and open. Participant 20 further described a moderate as a person 

who “is the most able to separate persons from issues,” and therefore someone he can 

trust. The political environment seems to weigh heavily on constructing this perception, 

but participants did not more fully articulate their thoughts on the nature of a moderate.  

Eight participants explicitly identified themselves with two-pronged political 

identities. This reflected their aversion to the taglines of the current, major political 

parties in the United States as well as their own feelings of being unable to completely 

commit to a party’s belief-system. Participant 26 expressed her ambivalence towards 

choosing one of the primary parties, explaining that, “[w]hen it comes to my beliefs, I’m 

more on the conservative side, so I don’t think of myself as a liberal. I have some liberal 

views, but it’s very- more harder [sic] to decide on things.”  Building a similar point, 
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Participant 34 identifies first as an Independent, but explained that “I'm not gonna say 

hundred percent identify with my values, but the majority of the Republican Party's 

platform identify with my values,” thus resulting in her more official affiliation with that 

party. Participant 11 echoed these sentiments when she told me her reasons for 

identifying as Independent: “I wanted to pick and choose the candidate that I felt at that 

particular election would be the best as opposed to having to vote with everybody else.” 

This has been her consistent view regarding voting since she first registered to vote.  

While less frequent (18%), the theme of religion was mentioned by seven 

participants and comes up as either a source of social belonging and reference for core 

values, or as a threat to one’s identity. Several participants mentioned their faith as a 

backbone for the logic of their behavior- such as being kind to one another. Participant 24 

told that because her religious values guide her behavior, she believes that “as a Christian 

you should be voting for somebody that lines up more and more with your beliefs.” To 

her, this reflects choosing someone who most likely will espouse more virtuous 

principles in their politics.  

When contested, religion was identified by a participant as a source of ignorance 

and poor behavior. Participant 22 expressed that her interactions with people who employ 

faith as the predominant reason for a political position were generally negative. She 

explained that “there's definitely a difference between, you know, the people that you 

know that use the Bible to bring people down and people that use the Bible to lift people 

up.” Some participants expressed their discomfort at others attacking this portion of their 

identity more than addressing their politics, though they did not view their religious 
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beliefs as closely-tied to their politics. Participant 17 shared that her faith had at times 

become a reason to be targeted, explaining that “for some reason, they [friends] decided 

that religion had to do with the reason I didn’t have a big position in politics- not having 

knowledge of what’s going on, they blamed it on my upbringing.” Experiences like this 

made her cease to openly discuss politics because the verbal abuse that followed these 

exchanges were so severe.  

Five participants (13%) spoke of how they switched parties at some point in their 

lifetime. Only one cited the recent election as a reason for their shift in political identity, 

while the other four cited either breaking from family tradition or certain events changing 

their minds. Raised in a family that was “more Democratic,” Participant 31 told that 

while she identifies Republican that she has “kind of on the Independent fence” after 

switching parties. Leaving family-dominated environs seems to be a consistent reason for 

changing within this theme. However, Participant 5 changed parties officially in the last 

presidential election because he felt the Democratic party “was just going a little bit too 

far left;” a pattern he chose not to follow despite previously identifying that way.  

Two participants (5%) mentioned the United States Constitution as a guidepost 

for political views. Both are Republican and believe that the Constitution is either not 

respected or understood as it should be. These participants are also both male and believe 

this document should not be changed. Participant 9 cited his belief that “nobody's 

accepting what our democracy is all about: the constitutional right of voting;” thus, why 

there is so much dissent. Participant 35 echoes these sentiments, stating that the process 

of dissent surrounding President Trump’s election is “a matter for our country and 
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according to the Constitution;” that the election was legitimate and its results should be 

abided by.    

 

Conclusion 

 From the coding described in this chapter, the overarching theme most frequently 

mentioned is Threat/Incivility, followed by the themes of Power, Conscientization, and 

then Social Boundaries. Because of the rife political tension, it is unsurprising that 

participants foremost mentioned their feelings of insecurity and instability in light of 

perceived threats. This climate has created within this participant sampling a general 

feeling of heightened anxiety about expressing political preferences. Participants were 

quick and eager to tell about their experiences with angry friends and family, and how 

this impacts themselves and their relationships.  

Reflected in the thematic codes mentioned in this chapter is the observation the 

current political climate has created an atmosphere where distrust runs rampant. As 

mentioned in Chapter 2, studies have shown that aggression is interpreted as poor self-

regulation.134 Here, a similar sentiment is echoed from participants who perceive these 

hostile conversations as character flaws coupled with a lack of deeper understanding. The 

themes mentioned in this category dance around the idea of inability in the other person 

to follow appropriate paths actions (however that looks for the individual assessing 

another). The other’s perceived incapacity to control or see a matter for its true nature is a 

consternating process for all involved.  

 
134 See pages 24-25. 
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 Participants who saw opportunities to combat these issues conceptualized their 

strategies by focusing on the need to rally around ideas that are “defending” something. 

Whether it be an object or group of people, participants echoed a need to protect what in 

their minds is a clear set of constructed values. While these values vary from person to 

person, the core values are seen as the primary motives for acting when they are 

threatened. Furthermore, these threats are seen as unnecessary, harkening to the 

Tjosvolds’ concept of anger arising from unjustified frustration and the presence of 

meaning threat in these exchanges.135  I specifically refer to these concepts because of 

how strongly their perspectives resonate with these findings. It is this issue of rampant 

anger that creates for participants an atmosphere that is combative and justifiably 

adversarial.  

 In considering the breadth of this discussion on Threat/Incivility, I believe an 

appropriate response is to help empower individuals to engage in these difficult 

conversations in a way that acknowledges that, more than likely, the other person is more 

than a knee-jerk reaction: they are individuals will fuller histories that influence their 

perceptions of hostility and can cloud judgement. Rather than attempting to dissect each 

political ideology to look for greater merit of arguments, I argue it is more productive to 

teach willing participants new skills and outlooks towards these conversations. By 

learning skills for themselves and being encouraged to change how they perceive 

problems, they can choose to further their own education in their own time. This 

 
135 See Crawford, “Are Conservatives More Sensitive to Threat than Liberals?”; and Tjosvold et al, Love & 
Anger. 
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empowers them to have autonomy but makes them more aware of their own ability to be 

at fault. 

It is not unexpected that participants would have clear ideas about issues of Power 

and Legitimacy. With power being exerted and abused on a regular and public basis, it is 

no surprise the participants would be constantly considering its role in the current 

division, however overt or tacit. Within the themes discussed, there is a clear perception 

of feeling disempowered and illegitimate that participants experience during political 

dialogue. Participants have a strong tendency to feel themselves inadequate to 

appropriately address conflicting political ideas and therefore avoid these types of 

exchanges altogether. This is a self-imposed process of delegitimization toward their own 

abilities and is then likely encouraged by negative exchanges.  

Through this cycle, individuals find safety in their own ingroups, thus 

strengthening those boundaries and making fluidity of identity risky to both their sense of 

legitimacy and identity within their chosen support system. This is reflected in the 

described moments of opportunity being within more private spaces and having 

significant knowledge of a subject. While these are not counterproductive, they do reflect 

a type of defense mechanism employed to protect rather than create spaces of genuine 

vulnerability. The anticipated patterns of being identified as “smart” or “brave” enough 

point to issues of perceived unequal power-balances between individuals and groups. 

While it may in fact be a reality that an individual does not have equal access to 

legitimacy, it is the belief that this can never change which inhibits shifts in power 

distribution.  
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Such attitudes point to the need for empowerment. By helping participants learn 

how to effectively and respectfully express their thoughts at any time of their choosing, 

these feelings of being inadequate can begin to shift to more of a learning mindset. 

Combatting the process of imposing crippling self-doubt, participants can be taught to 

better understand their own capacity to influence and learn though coupling assertive 

speaking skills and increased awareness of how much an individual can truly control in a 

conversation. 

It is interesting to note how little participants had to say about Social Boundaries. 

The lines established between themselves and others, as well as the strong tendency to 

only speak with those who agree with their prescribed positions, reflect how active these 

concepts are yet how tacitly they operate. This attitude could simply stem from it not 

being the way the average person constructs their reality. However, from the results of 

this coding, I pose that this actually is a result of individuals not understanding or 

acknowledging the real barriers they create between themselves and others. Whether tacit 

or overt, it seems that the collective attention is placed more on the idea that the source of 

hostility is elusive, and therefore illogical and the result of blind prejudice. Participants 

have a keen understanding of their own experiences with hostility and can readily 

articulate how their chosen other is at fault; yet, they seldom describe their own role in 

the creation of these lines in more than one-dimensional perspectives.  

It is not to say that participants are unreflective. Many have considered at length 

how they should respond to certain types of aggressions and threats. What this 

perspective lacks is the overt understanding of the active lines that separate one group 
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from others, the distinctions made that are not just defensive but offensive as well. The 

categorical delegitimization of the outgroup’s position as strictly reactionary restricts 

space for others to articulate their individual concerns. The strongest social boundary at 

play here is the belief that there can only be legitimacy within the chosen ingroup, and 

that outsiders cannot share in this position of privilege.  

By highlighting the role of social boundaries in their everyday lives through 

cultivating greater active listening skills, participants can begin to see more clearly the 

lines they draw between themselves and others. This approach helps individuals learn to 

recognize when they engage in behaviors they would otherwise deem inappropriate just 

because of difference in political identity. In turn, this is intended to establish a pattern of 

critical thinking and greater consciousness of the dynamics of interpersonal conversation 

and how to use them for relationship-building.  

The collection of themes discussed in this chapter all point to a need for increased 

knowledge in how to navigate political conversations. Participants perceive their chosen 

others as separated from an impossible divide that only gets wider with each passing day. 

The struggles articulated convey a sense of trepidation and just how precarious these 

exchanges are seen. While there are some individuals who are bold with sharing their 

views, this is more of an exception than a general trend. Feeling helpless in the face of 

such heated debate, many take defensive stances and are ever-ready to flee the potential 

conflict; even at the cost of their own sense of respect toward themselves and others. In 

the next chapter, I delve into the finer details of the workshop and how I sought to 

address the concerns voiced in these interviews. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Let’s Talk (Dialogue Workshop) 

 

Chapter Five describes the workshop in full detail. It includes descriptions of each 

session, my initial impressions of the group and the workshop itself, any complications 

that arise, and the survey results at the end of the chapter. The topics to be covered in 

each session are explained in terms of reasons for selecting each theme and its correlation 

back to the research question. The design, implementation, and process of the workshop 

are the primary foci of this section.  

 

Overview 

The second stage comprises of conducting a dialogue workshop to teach effective 

interpersonal communication skills based upon the findings of the study’s first stage. This 

workshop was advertised in the chosen community a month in advance to allow for 

ample publicity but also to keep the sessions in the forefront of the public’s mind. A 

community-organization partner, Trinity United Methodist Church, was chosen to host 

these workshops and collaborate in recruitment of participants. The workshop was 

designed as a 5-week program meeting once a week for 1.5 hours. This spacing out of 

time allowed for working professionals to participate without the same pressures and 
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commitments as a week-long intensive would demand. Adopting a similar structure to the 

Hot Topics workshop, a core dialogue concept was covered in each session.136 The 

primary dialogue concepts were: Effective Listening & Personal Agency; Cooperative 

Communication; Effective Speaking; Dealing with Emotions; and Speaking Across 

Political Lines. These skills increased in difficulty as the sessions progress, and 

attendance to each is required.  

The sessions were a mixture of short lectures on a new skill, explaining how, 

why, and when it works (along with demonstrations, if needed), followed by a series of 

hands-on activities to have participants immediately begin to practice with the tool. With 

each subsequent week, the culminating discussion topic was decided upon within a week 

before each class to help ensure the topic is as relevant and fresh as possible. Some topics 

remained fresh throughout the course, while others either had to be updated or changed to 

reflect pressing matters. At the end of a session, participants took home a small 

assignment tasking them to use the new skill throughout the week. Upon meeting again, 

there was a brief review of the previous skill, how the exercises went, and whatever 

insights/questions the participants might have (around 10 minutes). The end of the series 

culminated in one-on-one discussions of political differences between participants.  

 

 

 

 
136 Refer to Chapter 2’s section “Study Origin & Pilot Study” for more details on the structure adopted in 
the Hot Topics sessions. 
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Learning Goals 

The second phase is connected with short-term assessment of the dialogue 

workshop based on pre- and post- activity survey. Prior to beginning the first session, 

each participant filled out an anonymous, semantic differential survey covering their 

confidence with and knowledge of communication skills appropriate in political 

conversation. The statements reflected the core goals of the workshop and assessed the 

attitudes of participants toward them. These five learning goals are: to listen closely, 

cultivate trust, and be aware of your own role in influencing conversation; to ask 

questions that open up conversation rather than shut it down; to present your views in a 

confident, respectful way that is more likely to be heard; to appropriately respond to and 

handle your own emotions in conversation and diffuse tension when necessary; to be able 

to have a respectful discussion with someone whose views are different from yours and 

be open to learning something new.   

I choose to teach these learning goals because they foster basic skills that help 

improve the four elements of dialogue that are currently fractured in US political 

discourse: acknowledgement of needs/ self-awareness; mutual respect; independent 

critical thinking/ engagement of surroundings; and trust-building. These are underpinned 

by these problems in communication that create stunted conversations: aggression and 

threat; self-centered communication; dependence on groupthink; and suspicion of 

intention. Each session builds upon the last, culminating into a final, real-time discussion 

of a political issue. The first set of learning goals relate to the dialogue component of 

acknowledgement of needs/ self-awareness. By learning active listening and increasing 
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personal agency, a person can begin to see their own needs and conceptualize what others 

might also require. The second set of learning goals focus on the dialogue component of 

mutual respect. The cooperative communication skills to be taught in this session are 

founded on the principle that neither party should be viewed as more legitimate than the 

other; but rather that two persons are meeting on as equal footing as possible to learn 

more about each other.  

The third set addresses the component of independent critical thinking and 

engagement with surroundings. This builds upon the previous sessions by helping 

participants learn how to construct their questions and responses in ways that take into 

account the other person’s needs. It also encourages participants to be looking for body 

language and verbal ques throughout a conversation in order to more respectfully engage. 

The fourth set looks at trust-building through navigating their own and other’s emotional 

responses to opinions. This helps to foster an atmosphere that accepts emotions, 

understanding of where these reactions originate, and ultimately helps both participants 

demonstrate their desire to be safe, trustworthy individuals who respect difference in 

others. Lastly, the fifth set represents a practice of all the skills learned in the previous 

sessions. In theory, the culmination of the skills creates in participants a willingness to 

listen and learn because they have been empowered to speak and be heard while maintain 

mutual respect for themselves and others. 

At the end of the workshop series, the same survey was administered to be 

completed before participants can be considered “finished” with the course. Immediately 

after the last session, participants were asked to fill out the same sematic differential 
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survey. The comparative analysis of pre- and post- activities survey helped assess the 

impact of the workshop on the dialogue skills and motivations.  

 

Session 1, Effective Listening & Personal Agency 

Session 1 is geared toward addressing the fractured dialogue component of 

acknowledgement of needs and self-awareness. The intention of this first session was to 

get participants thinking about how they construct their ingroups and how it might affect 

others. It was designed to encourage honesty about the rigidity of their worldview and to 

begin conceptualizing how that might change for the better. In turn, such attitudes would 

help participants feel less threatened by or aggressive toward people with opposing 

political views. By challenging these social boundaries, participants could start the 

process of becoming more self-aware and comfortable with acknowledging their own 

needs as well as the needs of others. As explained in Chapter 2, I believe this is 

accomplished by focusing on increasing Effective Listening skills and a better 

understanding of personal agency in conversation. The ultimate goal is to help 

participants feel an increased sense of empowerment and knowledge the limitations of 

their influence. 

Session 1 seeks to help participants learn to listen closely, cultivate trust, and be 

aware of their own role in influencing conversation through teaching effective listening 

skills (also known as “active listening” or “effective listening”). It begins with an ice 

breaker activity and explanation of why the workshop was created, the lesson overview 

for the evening, core principles to mutually abide by, a mix of activities and lecturing, 
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and culminates with a dialogue of the day. This was the core model of every session with 

changes made based on the subject being addressed that session. Effective listening skills 

are taught in this first class as informed by the Mennonite Conciliation Service’s 

handbook, paired with basic information regarding an individual’s role and goals in a 

given conversation. This was underpinned with explanations of basic human needs and 

how those interact with elements of conflict.137 Participants were given a handout with an 

overview of these skills as well as a list of verbal blockers.138 

As the group transitioned from the introductory slides into the participatory ones, 

participants were invited to engage in a quick exploration of personal responsibility by 

making a statement about what annoys them about another person; then, they are required 

to make the same statement about themselves. For the participants who chose to partake 

in this short challenge, many responded that it convicted them to hear themselves take the 

place of the individual who they are annoyed with. This challenges the participant to 

examine themselves and their own behavior in a simple and accessible way. After 

discussing body language and different methods of communicating and interpreting silent 

emotions, questions to consider before engaging a conversation, control in conversation, 

and explaining effective listening and verbal blockers, we then move on to the pet peeve 

exercise as designed by the Mennonite Conciliation Service.139 This exercise has 

participants in groups of 2-3 talk about something that annoys them, one being a speaker, 

another listening, and if there is a third individual, they observe the interaction. For the 

 
137 These were generalized summaries of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and John Burton’s concept of Basic 
Human Needs.  
138 The examples of verbal blockers were drawn from Mennonite Conciliation Service, Handbook, 132. 
139 Mennonite Conciliation Service, 132. 
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first round, the listener shuts down the conversation with provided examples of verbal 

blockers (without being too harsh). After a few minutes of conversation, the speaker and 

listener switch roles, but now they are expected to practice skills of better listening. After 

a few minutes more (about three), I call the groups back to discuss the difference in 

experience between being shut down and being listened to on a deeper level.  This is 

meant to help participants test out their new skills by allowing them to implement these 

principles in real time.  

The session finished with a dialogue involving the local dispute of property rights 

and placement of trashcans between a tavern owner and the business’ surrounding 

residents. Establishing the precedent for future sessions, participants were given copies of 

a news article covering the incident to be discussed. Primary points were highlighted in 

bold print to help with ease of reading. Once the article had been read, participants paired 

up in groups of 2-3 and discussed their own views of the situation while using the skills 

discussed. As with all of the topics covered throughout the sessions, this issue was 

actively occurring when first introduced to Group 1, and some participants had firsthand 

accounts of how the local government chose to deal with the incident. Others knew the 

tavern owner in question, which stimulated interesting conversation. This was the topic of 

the day for all three groups. There was unanimous agreement that potential, alternative 

resolutions exist as well as a general disapproval of the dispute itself. Their assigned 

homework was to identify what goals they generally have in conversations over the next 

week and to be ready to share examples with the rest of the group. 

Impressions 
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For this session, all the groups were engaged and asked ample questions. While 

there was some general apprehension about the subject matter, participants quickly rose 

to the occasion and contributed their thoughts and energy to the exercises. The class ran a 

few minutes overtime, an unfortunate trend that would remain for the duration of the 

series, but participants were unphased and readily agreed to stay on a few extra minutes. 

Another precedent set was the general communal bonding that took place once the 

session was finished, and it was a regular occurrence for individuals to remain and chat. 

This camaraderie established a sense of trust that helped foster a more relaxed 

atmosphere in future sessions. 

Group 3 was particularly interested in methods of navigating how to be heard by 

others more effectively. While I addressed their immediate concerns, I highlighted that 

there would be more discussion on the topic in Session 3. Groups 2 and 3 were likelier to 

ask for the PowerPoints over the duration of the week, though similar requests were made 

on occasion in Group 1. This trend held throughout the series. Being the largest, Group 3 

was eager to discuss issues and ask questions. At times, they were more difficult to rein 

in to transition into the next subject; but this was never a major problem. 

 

Session 2, Collaborative Communication 

 Session 2 focuses on the broken dialogue component of mutual respect. Building 

off the lessons of the previous session, this unit looks at reimagining the other. 

Participants were encouraged to reassess their perceptions of members of their respective 

outgroups and cultivate increased aptitude in positive, mutually-honoring exchanges with 
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these individuals. By highlighting the tendency towards being hyper-focused on one’s 

own interpretations of the world and the need for deeper communication skills, 

participants were shown where they could improve conversation to cultivate an 

environment of respect for themselves and others.  

Session 2 seeks to help participants learn collaborative communication skills and 

how to ask questions that open up conversation rather than shut it down. Following the 

same introductory slides and handouts relevant to the week’s topic, I then introduce the 

“recap” element of the workshop. This is meant to briefly go over the homework and 

provide space for participants to ask any questions they may have developed over the 

week. When asked about what goals they have identified as consistent in their 

conversations, many found that their conversations are primarily centered around 

utilitarian purposes (future plans, solving basic problems). There were a few participants 

across the groups who expressed that they tend to be almost entirely focused on their own 

goals rather than considering what the other individual might want to say or contribute. 

This was productive in creating more conversations around how they can practice more 

open dialogue and incorporate more collaboration, which was further reinforced by the 

lesson of the evening.  

Once the debrief finished, we then transitioned into an original exercise where a 

pair of participants must find out what “secret problem” their partner has (these issues 

being assigned at random) through roleplay. Splitting the class into either Group 1 or 

Group 2, participants from Group 2 had to pair with someone from Group 1 and ask 

questions about what the unspoken issue is between them. While it sometimes led to a bit 
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of frustration, this exercise is intended to get participants thinking about how to ask 

questions, and what strategies they naturally lean toward. Examples of some of the secret 

problems included: not calling when promised; made an insulting, an offensive offhand 

comment; the person was late to an important dinner, etc. After five minutes, I had the 

participants talk about their experiences and impressions. Topics like these were used in 

order to reflect real-life issues that they might actually encounter in their own 

relationships.  

This leads into a lesson on collaborative communication skills and how to 

implement them during a political conversation. I go over the nature of appropriate 

paraphrasing, agreement stating, asking open questions, and how to communicate 

openness overall.140 This portion is another element informed by the Mennonite 

Conciliation Service, and helps participants to think about how to construct spaces for 

trust-building in relationships. I repeat the “control in conversation” slide from the first 

session to help emphasize the importance of understanding the limits of one’s influence 

during a given discussion.  

Participants are then invited to use these new skills through an activity I refer to 

as the “yogurt exercise.” After reading their assigned positions on a given issues, groups 

of two persons must then reconcile their different standpoints. The core issue addressed 

in this activity is the misunderstanding around the contents of a workplace fridge and 

how a yogurt was thrown out when its owner had intended to eat it. One position is an 

individual tired of other staff not cleaning their expired food from the fridge, while the 

 
140 Mennonite Conciliation Service, Handbook,  134. 
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other is upset about the missing yogurt and the money lost by having to procure another 

lunch. Participants must practice their new collaborative skills in order to uncover where 

the misunderstanding started by following each other’s stories and ultimately identifying 

the differences in perspective. After a period of five minutes, I have everyone come back 

together to discuss their experiences with this activity. This is an exercise I designed for 

the Hot Topics classes; and I chose to employ it here because of its previous success and 

popularity.  

The session ultimately incorporated two different topics to discuss at the end of 

the session. For Group 1, they discussed the arrival of a legal cannabis dispensary in the 

Hampton Roads region and the various implications of such a business being present. 

While effective, this issue did not produce as much conversation as the topics from the 

other sessions in the first cycle. Some feedback from the participants explained that they 

felt insufficiently educated about the medical cannabis debate, thus their discomfort in 

discussing it at length. This was surprising, since the subject of marijuana legalization in 

the Hot Topics class had been one of our most effective topics to get participants talking. 

In light of participant feedback, I chose to change the topic to a discussion of the school 

lunch deficit in Isle of Wight County for Groups 2 and 3. Being a current issue and one 

that many were familiar with, this spurred more conversation and demonstrated a wider 

range of opinions on the issue.  Their homework was to identify collaborative 

communication skills that they prefer and be prepared to discuss examples of using them 

in Session 3. 

Impressions 
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 For Group 1, this class ran without much difficulty. For Groups 2 and 3, the 

sessions were more tense in mood because of the recent controversy surrounding the 

encounter between the Covington Catholic High School Students, Native American 

protestors, and Hebrew Israelites. Several of the participants had strong opinions on the 

incident, while others were quite afraid to articulate their own views. While I chose not to 

fully engage this topic for the sake of time, I used it to illustrate the need for better 

communication skills and offered suggestions of why it was hard to talk about and how 

they might better approach the issue.  

Although the yogurt exercise was generally effective, Group 2 initially struggled 

to understand their roles in the activity. With some extra guidance, they then were able to 

enjoy the activity, which elicited laughter and good practice for their new collaborative 

communication skills. Several participants brought in examples of where they identified 

needs for improvement in their own communication or where they employed the skills 

from previous sessions. Group 3 was the most vocal group and kept conversation lively 

with their opinions and questions. Each group continued to build solid rapport with one 

another, as was evidenced by their willingness to be open about their successes and 

struggles. All groups had participants who recognized my references to Martin Buber’s 

concepts of “Thou” and “It”.141 This helped ground their understanding of the skills being 

presented and assisted in further illustrating how the principles work. 

 

 

 
141 Buber, Martin, I and Thou, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1937). 
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Session 3, Effective Speaking 

Session 3 addresses the broken dialogue component of independent critical 

thinking and engagement of surroundings. Pressing a little harder, this session focused on 

improving independent critical thinking and resisting the temptation to lean on 

groupthink when discussing politics. This goal was pursued through exploring better 

means of articulating opinions and considering the tacit dynamics that influence 

conversation. The intended outcome was to help participants increase their own critical 

thinking and ability to respectfully share what they believe. It also introduced more 

complex ideas in order to foster deeper conversation. 

Session 3 builds on the previous weeks by helping participants learn to present 

their views in a confident, respectful way that is more likely to be heard through Effective 

Speaking skills (also known as “assertiveness skills”). This also included discussions of 

the role of power in a conversation in order for participants to better understand when and 

how to use this skill set. After reviewing their homework, the group engaged in a no-

crosstalk dialogue as outlined by Ron Kraybill and Evelyn Wright.142 This was not only 

meant to reinforce their effective listening skills, but also was a practical example of 

disempowerment through taking away their right to respond to someone and to wait 15 

seconds before offering their own perspective on the chosen statement. In this instance, I 

asked them to respond to the statement, “Texting is ruining communication.” I choose 

this statement because it is strong enough to elicit a general response, but not enough to 

 
142 Kraybill, Ron & Evelyn Wright, The Little Book of Cool Tools for Hot Topics: Group Tools to Facilitate 
Meetings When Things Are Hot (New York: Good Books, 2007), 57-59. 
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rile emotions too high too soon. This exercise was one of the most frequently referenced 

in post-workshop interviews as enlightening and providing insight into deeper-set, bad 

habits. Some participants broke the silence and interrupted others, but were gently 

reminded that they had to wait until their turn to express themselves. It also created a lot 

of questions and commentary during the activity’s debrief, and is an exercise I would 

readily use again. 

I then presented the list of “taboo” topics gathered from the first round of 

interviews based on Question 14. This began the conversation of how these issues can 

indeed be addressed if only individuals better understand how to handle difficult political 

topics in conversation. Naturally, this flowed into a brief discussion of the nature of 

power in conversation. I explained my own definition of power and ask them to 

remember it as a matter of access and legitimacy. This was underpinned with brief 

summaries of the core ideas in Weberian categories of types of authority and Bourdieu’s 

ideas of the connection between power and speech. I took the time to go into this type of 

explanation because while I do not believe it was imperative for participants to remember 

the finer details of who said what, but rather that they remember the core ideas to help 

improve their understanding. 

 We then shifted into the heart of Effective Speaking skills by exploring strategies 

for phrasing your sentences and what to consider when being assertive. After a brief 

practice round of Circle of Allies, then session moves into the chosen dialogue topic of 

the day.143 For the Circle of Allies, I had the participants stand and make a large circle 

 
143 Kraybill and Wright, Cool Tools, 61-62. 
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around me. I then made a statement, and those who agreed with me stepped closer toward 

me, while those who disagreed or had no opinion remained on the outside. I then asked 

for a volunteer to be the next person in the middle and make a statement. Repeating the 

process a few times, I then asked participants about their impressions of the exercise and 

what it made them think about. I highlighted to them that it is meant to help create a 

sense of what “ingroups” and “outgroups” are, and asked them to reflect on what that 

separation and togetherness felt like.  

For the final discussion of the day, all groups discussed the recent controversy of 

voting district gerrymandering that was identified in the Hampton Roads region. While 

the article Group 1 had was up-to-date on its information, by the time Group 2 and 3 

started, the articles needed to be updated to reflect the changes that occurred between 

October 2018 and January 2019. There was no difficulty in getting the participants to 

openly discuss the issues; and while cordial, the discussions were lively and engaging. 

The homework for this session was for participants to practice these new skills over the 

next week and to consider examples of power dynamics in conversation.  

 

Impressions 

 This session stands out as one of the more provocative skill-sets taught. 

Participants took a notable amount of time to verbalize their experiences but at other 

instances reacted quickly and with significant thought. The mood of the session was quite 

thoughtful and less light-hearted compared to previous sessions. I attributed this to the 
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density of the subject matter covered and the need for more quiet contemplation. While 

intense, this mood did not seem to affect the camaraderie. 

The no-crosstalk dialogue exercise was profound to participants and was 

mentioned on multiple occasions in other sessions. Participants also positively responded 

to the Allies Circle exercise, finding it to be both insightful and a mental break from the 

weighty subject matter of the session. The discussion of power dynamics stirred up a lot 

of questions and conversations, and all three groups did not struggle to give their input.  

 

Session 4, Dealing with Emotions 

 Session 4 addresses the issues surrounding trust-building in dialogue. Arguably 

the most intense session, this workshop focused on better methods of handling emotions 

when they arise in conversation. Especially with how intense discussions have become 

surrounding politics in the U.S., I felt this was imperative to cover this skill set. 

Confronting the perception of rampant suspicion, the content addressed practical methods 

of trust-building participants can use during these kinds of more difficult conversations. 

The intention is that by focusing on these elements, participants will have a greater 

capacity to handle their own emotions in conversation, identify and acknowledge the 

feelings of others, and cultivate genuine bonds of trust. 

Session 4 teaches dealing with emotions skills and shows how to appropriately 

respond to and handle your own emotions in conversation and diffuse tension when 

necessary. After the usual check in, introductory slides, and homework review, I invited 

the class to engage in an activity I designed called “making contact.” In this exercise, 
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participants are asked to find a partner and shake their hand. However, rather than letting 

go, they are asked to maintain contact and state their names while maintaining good eye 

contact, according to their comfort and willingness. They are then asked to share a 

favorite childhood memory in brief. This is followed by mutual retelling of a time where 

someone hurt their feelings. Participants are encouraged to engage and share as they are 

comfortable and that they are free to disengage at any moment. This exercise is designed 

to help participants to experience the emotional range of listening to joy and pain, and to 

have a memory of direct connection to other persons. I emphasize this experience as a 

way to help cultivate empathy and trust, even when the other individual may not be as 

emotionally aware.  

I then shift into discussing different types of emotional discussions as outlined by 

Douglas Stone before contextualizing them into political conversations.144 This entails 

basic strategies for deescalating emotions as well as when it is appropriate to leave a 

conversation. These skills are put to use as participants engage in a mock town-hall 

meeting regarding defamation of a local statue with googly eyes (a real scenario that took 

place in Savannah, GA). I split the group into two halves: one is upset about the statue’s 

defamation and sentence should be heavy; the other thinks it is a funny prank and the 

sentence should be lighter. The individual groups are instructed to create statements that 

they will make to the “judge” (myself). Once both groups have made their collective 

cases, I then open up the conversation to individuals to discuss from their own 

 
144 See Stone, Douglas, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen, Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss What 
Matters Most (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2010) Location 441-452. For an abbreviated outline, look 
over Feng, Charles, “Difficult Conversations (Douglas Stone),” charles.io, May 14, 2017, accessed Nov. 8, 
2018, retrieved from: https://charles.io/difficult-conversations/ 
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perspectives. This is meant to get people thinking about mitigating emotions, and 

participants were encouraged to get into character within reason. Following the 

culminating political dialogue for this session, participants are asked to identify emotions 

they struggle with in conversation over the next week and be prepared to discuss them at 

the beginning of the final session. 

Emphasizing the importance of being able to take a break or walking away from a 

conversation is one way of empowering participants in their dialogue practices. By letting 

them know that not every conversation remains appropriate for all of its duration, I 

encouraged participants to examine themselves and to understand when a conversation 

needs a pause or to reconvene at another time. This is usually when emotions are 

becoming too out of control and cannot be realistically reeled back in to make the 

conversation productive at that time. Rather, the principle that I convey is that 

participants should see political conversations as long term and over the course of many 

exchanges, and not just solved in one grand sweep. 145  

The culminating conversation was the same for all groups. It covered a recent 

incident in Isle of Wight County where a young man made racially motivated threats 

towards classmates at his local highschool, was found with adequate weaponry and 

ammunition, and was arrested. This topic, while charged, elicited good conversation for 

all three groups. I chose to keep it for all of the cycles because of its proximity to their 

 
145 Patterson, Kerry, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al Switzler, Crucial Conversations: Tools for 
Talking When Stakes Are High (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2012), 202-203. 



159 
 

experience but also its relevance to national discussions of gun control and Second 

Amendment Rights.  

 

Impressions 

 The “making contact” exercise was very effective at creating a comfortable 

atmosphere in the room and between participants. After awkward starts, all participants 

noted that they eventually forgot they were making contact and felt connected to their 

partner. It made sharing hurt feeling take a little more time, since the contact made them 

feel so secure. One participant took longer to settle into the hand contact because she 

“talk with her hands;” and therefore was more conscious of not being able to use both. 

Some participants remarked that a handshake represents a variety of positive messages, 

including: hospitality; openness; an agreement to do no harm; respect; etc.  

Participants handled the gun violence in schools conversation well. They were 

able to effectively navigate the sensitivity of the subject; though Group 3 required more 

assistance in beginning the conversation due to some participants having direct 

experience with similar instances. In that case, I guided the group into a stable framework 

by demonstrating how to ask questions to help the other person better approach their 

heightened emotion. This resulted in a productive conversation surrounding gun violence 

in schools, and many participants jumped in to support the conversation and struggling 

participants in a constructive manner. Group 2 had the most discussion surrounding 

approaches to dealing with emotions, and provided myself and others anecdotes through 

their own stories. 
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Session 5, Speaking Across Political Lines 

 Session 5 is meant to culminate all of the new skills and create real and effective 

dialogue that speaks across political lines. In some ways, this last workshop was both laid 

back and intense. With the groundwork of the previous weeks, participants entered into 

this capstone discussion with a level of confidence and willingness to be open. By 

addressing the types of communication that are used but ineffective, this opportunity 

aimed to practice the new and improved skills and help solidify these methods into 

practice. The importance of being able to discuss political difference is the obvious goal 

of this workshop; but it also represented a chance for participants to adopt a different 

outlook towards these types of conversation.  

Session 5 is the culmination of all previous taught skills to be applied by engaging 

in speaking across political lines. By engaging in a longer political discussion, it assists 

participants in learning to be able to have a respectful discussion with someone whose 

views are different and be open to learning something new. Aside from the longer 

political discussion, this session focuses on review, some final tips for engaging loved 

ones in political topics, and some practice to contextualize the final topic. The only 

activity utilized in this session is having participants describe their ideal communities and 

begin to conceptualize how to build such communities together. I gave participant five 

minutes to write up a description of this community as best as they could and getting as 

detailed as they can. They then shared their ideas with group, which opened up discussion 

about the nature of “good” and “bad” in a community. I employ this to challenge 

participants to creatively use their skills to develop collaboration.  
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This is then employed in the final dialogue topic, which covered the development 

of the RESET walks in Portsmouth. Initiated by the city council, this program is meant to 

improve relations between communities of color and the local police force. With the 

violent crime rates in Portsmouth being notoriously high, the walks are meant to 

demonstrate goodwill and trust. Alongside city leadership, community leaders and clergy, 

police go into neighbors in the wake of a violent crime and do wellness checks on 

surrounding homes and neighbors. While the article itself was dated, the program is 

regularly used and I felt it was the most comprehensive description of the overall 

program.  

Although the final conversation had more parameters than previous conversations, 

it proved productive and moved participants to stretch themselves and explore the various 

aspects of the issues. They were encouraged to think back to their descriptions of their 

ideal communities and to consider what it would take to create the kind of harmony they 

seek.  Upon finishing the conversation, participants then filled out their exit surveys and 

comment sheets before a short presentation of my dissertation’s core ideas and their role 

in the process. These sessions tended to run over the time-limit, but participants were 

made aware that they could leave once they completed the survey. All chose to stay for 

the entire duration of the final session. 

 

Impressions 

 In reviewing the skills, all groups reported having used some of the various 

methods taught in their own lives. Because of the potent nature of the Black Lives Matter 
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and Blue Lives Matter conversations, the participants were intentionally positioned into 

conversations where using these skills would be imperative to communication healthy 

and open. The subject of narrative was brought up by Group 2, which helped in spurring 

on the conversation about the importance of perception and how to reconcile powerful 

ideas. Ultimately, the discussions were rich but appropriately challenging.  

 

Results 

 Overall, the workshops in Smithfield had a total of 29 participants complete the 

course, their makeup spanning age, political affiliation, and economic background. They 

came from scattered locations across the Hampton Roads region, but most were from Isle 

of Wight County where Smithfield is located. Regarding political identity, 41 % (12) 

were Republican, 41% were Democrat (12), 14% were Independent, 3% (1) were 

Libertarian and 3% (1) were Undisclosed. Ages ranged from 25-86 years of age, with 

average age range between 60-70 years old.146  The group comprised of 66% (19) 

females and 34% (10) males, and all participants were white. There is also a small 

comparison group from the Hot Topics workshop (called NOVA in the figure below) 

measured against these results. This picture of the participants reflects the area in which 

the workshops were held, with the closest neighborhoods being home to older age 

groups. All participants who completed the post-workshop survey were verified as having 

 
146 Because not all participants chose to disclose their exact age, I chose to share the age range to illustrate 
the average participant.  
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attended three or more sessions of a workshop cycle; and all consented to follow-up 

interviews. 

 
According to the data drawn from the comparative pre- and post-workshop 

surveys, there was a general and positive trend toward improved perceptions of political 

conversation. Out of a point spectrum of -3 to 3 regarding attitudes toward political 

dialogue, the average increase toward better attitudes and perceptions for the three groups 

was 0.52. The results of the pre-workshop surveys indicate that Group 1 was collectively 

positioned at 0.50 on the total spectrum; Group 2 was 1.14; and Group 3 was 0.99. It was 

also Group 1 that experienced the greatest increase on the spectrum following the 

completion of the workshops, gaining 0.81 points to finish the workshop at a collective 

1.31 on the point spectrum. Group 3 had the highest score on the spectrum at 1.52 with a 

0.53 point gain; followed by Group 2 at 1.32 with 0.18 point gain. These initial results 

were at first surprising to me, as I did not anticipate they would rank in this order. 

However, some assumptions made during the course of the workshops proved true, such 

as Group 1 making the most change; since these transitions were very apparent as 

participants became more vocal and blossomed among their classmates.  
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Table 3: Pre- and Post-Workshop Survey Results, Group 1 *Color coding to indicate important data shifts on all charts. 
Yellow is for the how the question is arranged on the survey and does not correlate to the findings. 

 
 

 

 

Table 4: Pre- and Post-Workshop Survey Results, Group 2 
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Table 5: Pre- and Post-Workshop Survey Results, Group 3 

  
 
 
 

The group that experienced the most significant change toward positive attitudes, 

averaging out the individual results of each survey question, was Group 1 at an average 

increase of 0.85 points. Group 2 experienced the least general change, finishing their 

classes with only an average of a 0.19 point shift in overall attitude change. Group 3’s 

average increase was measured at a 0.52 point shift. Here, Group 2 surprised me in how 

limited their change was because they consistently were prepared, kept detailed notes, 

and had a strong willingness to engage topics and each other. While it is true that from 

the outset of the workshop they had the strongest position on the attitude spectrum (i.e. 
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entrenched attitudes), such a small shift remains a puzzling feature. This is perhaps an 

effect of recall bias, but I remain skeptical. 

Looking closer at the data results, the individual groups experienced more 

dramatic shifts than what appears at macro-level analysis. The largest positive changes in 

attitudes for the three groups encompassed the following concepts: not being angry 

during political conversations with a positive shift of 1.83 points for Group 1; asking 

more questions with a positive shift of 1.63 points for Group 2; and increased confidence 

in expressing political opinions with a positive shift of 1.61 points for Group 3. The 

concepts that experienced the smallest shifts were: trusting others who have different 

political opinions, with no change at all from Group 1’s first position at 1.5; both 

concepts of confidence in expressing political opinions and wanting to learn v. argue in a 

political conversation at a 0.12 point change for Group 2; and protecting one’s own 

position v. learning in a conversation with a 0.05 shift for Group 3. 

Group 2 had the most recorded digressions in the workshop, with negative shifts 

regarding the following topics (survey questions 4, 9, and 11): judgment based on 

political opinion (-1 point), differences only tolerated (-0.25 points), anger in political 

discussion (-0.25 points). Group 1 felt less likely to ask questions in conversation (survey 

question 12), with a shift of -0.13 points; whereas Group 3 had heightened perceptions of 

people being manipulative in political conversations with a shift of -0.24 points (survey 

question 6). I cannot identify a single trend regarding these shifts, and therefore attribute 

them to individual attitudes formed within the specific groups.  



167 
 

One possible explanation for some of these digressions is the series of heated 

political events that occurred while the sessions for Groups 2 and 3 were being held. 

Examples of these events were the 34-day government shutdown, the clash between the 

Covington Catholic Highschool Students, Elder Phillips, and the Hebrew Israelites, and 

the United Methodist Church’s rulings on the definition of human sexuality in their 

church doctrine (many who attended the workshops were involved in such discussions). 

All these headlines were brought up by participants in Groups 2 and 3 due to their 

prevalence on social media and in general conversation. While the class is meant to help 

participants navigate issues such as these, I wonder if the intensity of such events pushed 

back on their already demoralized positions. I believe the digression for Group 1 

regarding willingness to ask questions does in this instance relate to possible recall bias, 

since the difference is so small. While the political climate was heated during the first 

group’s sessions, there was not a single set of issues clouding the discussion like the other 

two groups had.  

 
 
 

Table 6: Pre- and Post-Workshop Survey Results, NOVA Group 
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As a means of comparison, I administered the same survey to one group in the 

Hot Topics workshop in Fairfax County. To remind the reader, this is the workshop that I 

helped design and implement in conjunction with Fairfax County Public Library, and 

what inspired the beginnings of this dissertation. It has been running since July 2017 and 

is therefore more established in its core goals and had time to develop according to 

experience and feedback (although it is currently under redesign). Rather than 

specifically looking at political dialogue, it covers more generalized topics while teaching 

media literacy and difficult conversation skills. Five participants completed the four-

week series, with all sessions held at the Pohick Public Library in Springdale, VA. These 

participants were also generally older, between the ages of 45-75. For this group, the pre-

workshop survey placed the group at 0.51 on the point spectrum. They ended the 

workshop at 1.28, increasing by 0.77 points. Their total average increase in attitude was 

0.39 points; and the most significant change was made regarding confidence in sharing 

opinion at a 1.51 point shift. However, this class saw a decrease regarding the following 

topics (survey questions 9, 10, and 11): tolerance v. reconciling political differences at a -

0.26 point decrease; trusting someone of another political identity at a -0.2 point 

decrease; and judging someone of a different political opinion at a -0.2 point decrease. 

While it is not the goal of this dissertations to compare these workshops, it helps 

to illustrate what a specialized workshop might achieve relative to offering a broader 

survey of more general topics. It should be noted that the difference in overall average 

increase in positive attitudes between the two workshops is 0.13, with the political 

dialogue workshop having the slight advantage. The Hot Topics group also placed lowest 
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on the spectrum out of all the groups at 1.28 points, with the political dialogue 

workshop’s Group 1 having a slight lead at 1.31 points (which ranked the lowest of the 

dissertation’s workshops). The results do not reflect inefficacy of a more generalized 

approach, but rather that a specialized take actually is worth pursuing rather than just 

assuming that to be the case. The Hot Topics group additionally may score lower on the 

spectrum because of their physical proximity to Washington D.C. and its emotionally 

heated atmosphere. It is also interesting to observe the parallel in age between the Hot 

Topics group and Group 2. While Group 2 ranks higher in positive attitudes, they 

experienced the least amount of change, whereas the Hot Topics group overall had a 

larger increase. This may indicate that age is not necessarily an inhibiting factor to 

change, as might be assumed from stereotyping.  

Regarding instrumentation, many participants had trouble understanding how to 

properly fill-out the surveys, even with appropriate instruction and guidance. Were this 

study to be repeated, I would minimally change the format of this survey. While the 

semantic differential was chosen to help promote honest responses through the removal 

of negative connotations terms such as “dislike” and “false,” participants were frequently 

confused by the lack of more guiding language. In Group 1, one pre-workshop survey 

and one post-workshop survey were rendered entirely void because the participant did not 

fill it out correctly despite instructions and examples given at both instances. I can verify 

that the corrupted post-workshop survey was filled out by someone who had attended all 

five sessions, as the person explained in the attached comments sheet. The loss of such 

data is something I do not wish to reoccur. Because of the consistency, I believe the same 
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person filled out both voided surveys, but cannot verify that to be true since the surveys 

are anonymous.  

After explaining how to fill out the survey, I left the room and had a volunteer 

participant collect the finished documents and bring them to me before I reentered the 

classroom. This measure was meant to bolster anonymity for participants in filling out 

their surveys, and thus was effective. A few other surveys had a question improperly 

answered here or there, but I did not have a repeat of entire surveys rendered unusable. 

While I do not have written feedback regarding the surveys, many participants voiced 

their disapproval of the format; citing it as being limiting and without nuance. 

Based upon the survey results described in this section, it can be said that the 

workshop had an overall general and positive effect on participants’ attitudes toward 

political dialogue. While each group experienced a type of digression at the end of the 

workshop, no one subject was consistent across the sample. For future consideration, it 

may be beneficial to modify the survey to utilize more straightforward instructions to 

avoid confusion. The next chapter dives deeper into participants’ experiences with the 

workshop. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Working Through the Political Divide (Assessment of Dialogue Workshop) 

 

Chapter Six comprises the overall evaluation of the dialogue workshop. The data 

collected during interviews is thematically coded here with the overarching themes from 

the interviews to create a fuller picture of the effects of the workshop two-months after 

completion. The themes are used to help illustrate what the participants found to be the 

most influential topics/issues. Some follow-up stories from participants who used these 

skills after the completion of the workshop are shared here as well to enrich the data and 

analysis. 

Like the thematic analysis in Chapter 4, the themes identified here are ranked in 

terms of frequency and are grouped together in the same overarching and sub categories. 

It is important to note that this second round of interviews only pertain to individuals who 

completed the workshop. With a total of 29 participants in the workshops, 27 consented 

to the follow-up interview. The interview itself covered questions related to their self-

evaluated experience in the workshop and their use of the learned skills afterward. I also 

arrange these grouped codes in terms of impediments and opportunities to better orient 

the reader. Note that the previous category of “Power” is now updated to “Trust-

Building” to reflect the changes in participants’ awareness and attitudes.  
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Overall, the commentary leans heavily towards positive feedback. While there is a 

clear presence of constructive criticism, participants generally were pleased with the 

skills they gained over the course of the workshop series. Reflecting the structure of 

Chapter 4, I list the themes related to impediments before those related to opportunities 

for the sake of consistency. Participants were also more succinct with their commentary 

for this round of interviews, and therefore there are fewer themes present.  

 

Social Boundaries 

 For this round of thematic coding, I consider the role of Social Boundaries to be 

efforts that are or are not made by participants to navigate difference during and after the 

workshop series. Because the themes are from the perceptions of the participants, they 

reflect how each individual processed the skills they learned. Participants expressed their 

goals for relationship-building and where that sometimes is hindered by their own 

choices or felt that certain elements were not as promoted as they should have been in the 

workshop setting. 

 

As Impediments 

 Regarding impediments related to social boundaries, there were no salient themes 

among the participants. However, a few minor themes did emerge. In terms of bolstering 

relationships, 7% of participants (2) expressed that they would have liked more time to 

mingle with other attendees of the workshops. This was not necessarily meant as a 

negative remark, but was relayed as something that would have helped them feel more 
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connected to the other participants. Two participants (7%) felt that the training provided 

in the workshops was insufficient to address their personal concerns. While they valued 

the dialogue skills covered, their feeling was that the skills are only effective with like-

minded people. It should be noted that both only attended three out of the five sessions, 

and one of the missed workshops covered material closer to their expressed goals. One 

participant (4%) expressed that she lives in a “community bubble,” and therefore does not 

have a diverse group of opinions in her immediate circles. Another (4%) expressed that 

he felt that his age prevented him from really desiring to change his habits. The same 

individual also felt that the workshop ultimately leaned toward wishful thinking rather 

than concrete actions to make changes.  

 

As Opportunities 

Regarding motivations for engaging in the workshop series, 37% of participants 

(10) told that they wanted better tools to communicate with their loved ones. Participant 5 

described her intentions as attempting to “get around people’s walls” and get to the heart 

of the matter. Certainly, some participants approached this with trepidation; several 

having proactively strained relationships with friends and family. Participant 47 

explained that she was curious as to why people would think in toxic ways, wondering 

aloud “if it’s even possible” to know such things. For Participant 55, this represented her 

desire “to be able to be prepared” for tense conversations that were frequent in her 

experience. While this was expressed with some trepidation, those who mentioned this 
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theme had genuine desire to improve their communication skills surrounding political 

and other types of differences they experience in their day-to-day relationships. 

In an unexpected turn, 15% (4) of the participants told that their motivation for 

attending the workshop series was to support my research. For them, their contribution 

was a means of expressing their support in my work as well as their own liking of me as 

an individual. Participant 53 summarizes this sentiment when she explained that she was 

“thinking it might help” and show support of my endeavors by participating in the 

workshop. All three participants expressed that they got more out of the class than they 

anticipated. 

As a means of overcoming social boundaries, 37% of participants (10) remarked 

that they were pleasantly surprised at the diversity of opinion they discovered existed in 

the community. These individuals felt like the class helped them better understand that 

their community was not as homogenous as they had previously thought. With delight, 

Participant 6 told that she was pleased with “how many people had great interest in this 

subject” and that they wanted to make things better. Participant 24 echoed similar 

sentiments, remarking that the workshop revealed “people are more accepting than I 

believed.” Participant 49 felt that it gave her a good read on the “temperature” of her 

immediate and larger community, which lead into new insights about how she should 

engage others. This theme reflects a stereotype that seems to be present in the 

community, and therefore is a positive indication of the workshop’s potential benefits. 

Regarding means of crossing boundaries between various political identities, 33% 

of participants (9) felt that by exploring other people’s viewpoints, they could better 
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identify what is important to the individual they are speaking with. By doing so, they 

believe that it helps strengthen their connection despite political difference. Participant 12 

felt that by learning to focus on what the other person is trying to say, “it's not so much 

about party alignment as it is about projecting your own feelings by what you've been 

taught to believe.” For her, understanding the connection between experience and identity 

was helpful in mitigating her own biases. Participant 36 particularly found the process of 

focusing on the message of the other person to be enlightening. He told about how, as he 

had more political conversations, he observed that the way in which a person presents 

their views “can be a reflection of how a topic could be intertwined with somebody … 

either for identity or like a very interesting and friendly, very deep personal experience.” 

He gave several examples of where this skill helped him identify where he could be 

better in communication and when he was doing a better job of it. Though Participant 41 

remains unsure of political conversation, she expressed that “understanding, maybe not a 

likeness about the subject, but an understanding that there's more than one way to solve” 

issues helped her to be calmer when expressing her opinion. One participant (4%) 

mentioned that the group size was ideal, in that she could more easily relate with the 

other attendees.  

 

Reimagining the Other 

 Regarding the role of Reimagining the Other, I considered themes that addressed 

experiences related to feelings of insecurity to be included within this category. In 

general, participants expressed that they feel more comfortable in communicating around 
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political subjects and difficult topics in general. Some still retained feelings of anxiety 

despite their participation in the workshop, which is illustrated below.  

 

As Impediments 

Six participants (22%) expressed that despite having completed the workshop 

series, they still avoid political discussions. These participants explained that their 

previous anxiety surrounding conversation still determines the level of engagement they 

have in political conversations. Participant 11 told that she felts that “you're not going to 

make any changes” through discussion because people are entrenched. However, 

Participant 21 chooses not to engage because she feels she is “not educated enough” and 

therefore does not want to cause conflict out of ignorance. Three participants (11%) felt 

that even with their newly acquired skills, the outcome of political dialogue would 

continue to be negative and fraught with conflict.  

Two participants (7%) told that they still feel attacked in political conversations. This 

reflects a lack of increase in confidence despite the workshop, although both expressed 

that they use certain skills successfully in other types of difficult conversations. One 

participant (4%) felt that people would still be biased despite using the skills. One 

participant (4%) expressed that she was anxious during the workshop series because it 

required her to be more openly vulnerable.  

 

 

 



177 
 

As Opportunities 

As one of the most frequently mentioned themes, seventeen participants (63%) 

expressed that the listening skills covered in the workshop help their overall experience 

in discussing not only politics, but difficult conversations as well. They reported feeling 

calmer and more comfortable engaging in these types of conversation following the 

completion of the workshop. While Participant 9 remains skeptical about political 

conversations, she felt calmer when practicing the deep listening skills. She explained 

that when “you sit back, and you instead of trying to interrupt … just sit back and watch 

people more … then just kind of digesting what they're saying first.” For her, it refocused 

her own mind and helped her to better approach the conversation. Participant 24, who had 

previously been uneasy with conversation, expressed that listening helped engage her 

confidence and mind. She explained that “just having a listening ear, … it sort of 

broadens your mind more,” something that she has since found helpful in more difficult 

types of conversations about politics and beyond. Participant 52 said that he was “trying 

not to be hardened in opinions,” and therefore the listening skills pushed him to be more 

open ways of thinking. Participant 56 pointed out how the listening skills brought her to 

more peaceful considerations of alternative viewpoints. She explained that “you would 

see other people's points of view, and you go ‘Yeah, I didn't think of that before, but 

that's a good point.’” 

Thirteen participants (48%) told that they enjoyed taking part in the dialogue 

workshop. When mentioning this theme, they cited that the comradery and comfort they 

felt while learning difficult material was meaningful. They also remarked that there were 
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specific exercises they enjoyed, especially the 15-second wait exercise, role-playing, I-

Messages, and replacing “but” with “and.”  Participant 40 expressed that she “loved the 

examples because they took us from some easy things through some that were a little bit 

more difficult.” Participant 56 appreciated the structure of the class and how it was 

conducted. She explained that she felt I was “open to any questions that we would have 

that you could clear up a concept,” and that I “tried to make it as simple for some 

people.”  Some felt that the class should be extended and implemented within the school 

system. Participant 43 remarked that “this class should be offered as one of those 

mandatory classes especially maybe your senior year of high school or early into college 

because these skills really can be used in any situation.”  

Seven participants (26%) remarked that they felt the class was well-structured and 

easy to follow. Participant 5 remarked that the information was delivered in “the way you 

think things through,” which made it “easy to apply.” Participant 46 was “in awe by 

condensing of information in a way that made sense and was easy to understand.” Four 

participants (15%) liked the accountability that the workshop provided. They felt that the 

smaller number of participants present helped maintain good behavior when things got 

heated in discussion. Three participants (11%) joined the workshop group because of 

their distress regarding the political climate. While their motivation came from a negative 

space, they chose to be proactive in how they choose to deal with the rising levels of 

hostility in discourse.  
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Conscientization 

 This category relates to themes of self-reflection and critical thinking. Participants 

frequently mentioned themes within this category. With minimal cited impediments, 

participants relayed that the workshop encourage them to begin thinking more critically 

about their own behavior and thought patterns.  Overall, the feedback regarding this type 

of theme was positive. 

 

As Impediments 

Four participants (15%) felt that in order for the skills to work, the person they are 

conversing with also needs those skills.  

 

As Opportunities 

Regarding motivations for engaging in the workshop series, fifteen participants 

(56%) explained that they were drawn to the class because it “sounded interesting” and 

piqued their curiosity. While the phrase itself is a bit vague, the theme revealed itself to 

be a reflection of the allure of the skills and possibilities upon further inquiry. One such 

example comes from Participant 20, who felt that the topic was “timely” and wanted to 

“see what your perspective was, and what your approach was, and how that compared 

with training I've had previously.” Because his profession requires him to work 

extensively with people in interpersonal capacities, this participant explained that any 

furthering of his knowledge was beneficial to his work. Some saw greater potential 

benefits than the class promised. Participant 44 expressed that she felt the workshop “had 
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a value beyond what you were doing for your own work” and could be applicable to 

scenarios outside of political conversations. She relayed that the skills were helpful in a 

variety of places in her own life. Participant 48 explained that his interest stemmed from 

his background in political science and his role of “black sheep” in his family because of 

political differences. The prospect of gaining better communication skills around politics 

to improve his relationships drew him into participating.  

Eight participants (30%) chose to engage in the workshop as a means of self-

discovery and personal development. Participant 5 explained that she chose to engage in 

the workshop as an “investment in my own communication skills” to help improve her 

relationships. Participant 41 understood her need to cultivate more confidence in 

conversation, telling me in the interview that she asked herself “am I going to be able to 

even have this conversation,” a question she was hesitant to ask but knew was necessary. 

Participant 52 was “in hopes to have something to work with” regarding new skills for 

discussing politics. 

Fifteen participants (56%) expressed that the exercises and PowerPoint slides that 

pertained to increasing self-awareness were the most useful elements. They also 

explained that they now have a deeper sense of self-awareness in conversations, which 

benefits how they respond. Participant 24 felt the workshop “broadens your way of 

thinking” and that it “sort of pushed you out of your comfort zone” in a constructive way. 

Participant 11 spoke of the change in her perspective of how to engage in political 

conversation. She explained that previously, she believed that if “somebody attacks you 

verbally, use tact back and defend yourself;” but after the workshop, she realized that her 
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approach had been more aggressive than she realized. Participant 36 discussed how he 

became more aware of the influence of certain types of common phrases. He remarked 

“that slide where you talked about things that shut down dialogue, like that some of those 

key phrases- … I thought was kind of interesting because it seemed like things such as 

people say very commonly without the expressed intent of what the output” actually 

conveys. Participant 52 expressed that you should “recognize you felt that way” when 

frustrated in a conversation and give yourself the space to decide where you want to take 

the conversation from there. This strategy helped him gain perspective on how to best 

handle his emotions when engaged in a political conversation.  

Ten participants (37%) felt the skills helped them with not only political 

conversations, but other types of difficult conversations as well. Participant 12 expressed 

that she better learned how to “interact with the public a little bit more” in addition to 

political conversations. As an administrator and leader in her workplace, this was 

beneficial through helping her develop a greater sense of peace in difficult exchanges. 

Participant 44 said that she used the skills at “work, especially the listening part” to help 

navigate conversations with colleagues and customers. For Participant 49, she felt the 

skills helped her improve “the ability to stand up for myself” and shared a story of how 

she stood up to someone who was verbally abusing her; something she previously would 

not have done.  

Ten participants (37%) felt that the class gave them new insights into navigating 

political conversation. Participant 21 explained that for her, learning about verbal 

blockers was revelatory. She relayed that “the things I was doing that really hurt you 
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know shut off conversations” was shocking but ultimately changed the way she relates to 

others in conversations. For Participant 30, recognizing how her body language changed 

her outlook, telling me that when she speaks, it is “not that I am yelling, but it almost 

gives the appearance that;” which she recognized needs to change. Along similar lines, 

Participant 42 felt that the listening skills helped him find center and pause “before I start 

spouting off things that maybe I haven't really looked into closely enough.”  

Ten participants (37%) told that they are now less reactive during political 

conversations. They explained that they are able to better discern when and how to react 

to more inflammatory remarks. Participant 40 remarked that she felt the class helped her 

better understand the principal of “less mouth and more ears,” causing her to wait before 

responding with words she would later regret. Referencing the listen-and-wait exercise, 

Participant 48 said it caused him to realize “there's no doubt that, you know the nuance, 

all that nuance is lost” when you do not take the time to listen more fully. Participant 56 

recounted a story of how someone likened Democrats to dogs, and instead of becoming 

upset, she felt empowered to disengage where she previously might have fought. When 

retelling this story, she expressed a sense of pride in how she was able to overcome the 

temptation to belittle the other person in kind.  

Eight participants (30%) felt that the skills in the workshop helped them to better 

understand other people’s motivations within conversation. Participant 36 gave a scenario 

that encompassed his increased understanding, explaining that “some [topics] can 

obviously be more sensitive to people than others, like talking about abortion to 

somebody who may have had an abortion; there- and that's a very personal experience.” 
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Participant 12 told that in her profession, she feels that “because people are weird …[,] 

understanding people's motivations can sometimes help you;” and that the skills from the 

workshop allow her to have better insight into some of the difficulties she faces on a daily 

basis. Participant 55 explained that in understanding that people should be collaborated 

with for best results, he has been “trying to be a little bit more empathetic and maybe not 

quite so insistent on my way because I'm not in charge” of how someone else feels. Four 

participants (15%) spoke of becoming better at reading body language after the 

workshop. 

 

Trust-building 

 The themes within this section relate to how participants perceived and acted 

upon power dynamics with their new skills. This is the most frequently mentioned 

category in the post-workshop interviews, which I find interesting though perhaps 

unsurprising. Pervasive throughout the descriptions is a clear feeling of empowerment. 

While some criticisms exist, this category is mostly positive and reflects an important 

element to note when reviewing the efficacy of the workshop.  

 

As Impediments 

While small in number, a few impediments were mentioned. Two participants 

(7%) still feel that they cannot appropriately engage in political discussions because they 

have insufficient knowledge. Additionally, they do not wish to increase this knowledge, 

since the political arena is fraught with hostility and produces anxiety in them. One 
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participant (4%) wanted the workshop to be longer in time-length and was interested in 

more training. She felt that more time would help better implement the new skills into 

daily practice.  

 

As Opportunities 

Seven participants (26%) told that they entered into the workshop in the hopes of 

learning skills to diffuse tension. Participant 5 told that her specific goal was to be able to 

remain calm and “have a constructive conversation with someone who has opposing 

views.” Participant 40 felt that “I would like to be able to model that appropriate 

discourse- like a thoughtful, respectful, appropriate discourse that leaves both parties 

thinking and wanting more rather than mad and walking away.” Participant 54 had 

specific conflicts in mind, telling me that “I have some issues with my brother and 

therefore the whole idea of the conflict resolution especially in a political environment 

was something timing wise was very appropriate.” His desire was to learn how best to 

approach the often explosive exchanges he has with his brother. Five participants (19%) 

joined the workshop to learn how to better initiate political conversations. Participant 46 

summarized this well when he remarked that regarding his strained relationship with a 

son, “and I don't want to have our limited time be a minefield” and therefore wanted to 

know better ways to broach harder topics. These participants also tended to be shier in 

nature and wanted to increase their confidence. 

As the most frequently mentioned theme, twenty-one participants (78%) felt a 

marked increase in confidence due to the skills they learned in the workshop. Participant 



185 
 

21 told that “it really is a calming thing for me” to now have these skills on hand for 

conversations. She had previously expressed how political and difficult conversations 

frightened her; and this was a change she was keenly aware of and took pride in. Another 

individual who was nervous about any kind of conflict prior to the workshop, Participant 

24 now feels more confident in engaging in political conversations because she feels that 

“we can do it in a way that isn’t ugly” by using the skills she has now. She provided 

several examples of how she used the assertiveness skills to convey her opinions in a 

respectful manner, and it was clear from the smile on her face that she felt proud of her 

accomplishment. Participant 46 felt that with the new skills, political conversations are 

“less scary” and “not necessarily something to be avoided.” This is a shift from his 

former tendency to sidestep these types of conversation; and now feels he can engage 

them with confidence. Participant 55 described that with the new skills, she feels “better 

equipped to handle that [political conversations] and also with this complex of an 

environment” in terms of politics. While she has always been open to hearing others’ 

opinions, she expressed that it now is a more mutually beneficial exchange.  

Nine participants (33%) told that they now avoid shutting down conversation 

because they feel empowered to continue dialoguing when things get difficult. Participant 

36 feels better able to identify “when you need to tread lightly” and find other ways to 

keep the conversation going. Participant 45 told that the workshop “just made me more 

aware of how we present ourselves, and not using some of those verbal blockers, being 

more open.” Participant 54 appreciated that the skills empowered her to “very calmly but 



186 
 

genuinely point out inconsistencies in someone's well yet there's a gentle way to do that 

instead of being a jerk.” 

Eight participants (30%) particularly liked the pairing of a local news article with 

a cumulative dialogue. They felt it contextualized the skills and allowed for them to have 

a good space to practice. Participant 24 felt that it helpful in “just broadening your mind 

on how someone can come to a conclusion in their perception or my perception.” 

Participant 30 expressed that “I'm more aware of it for starters because, like, I listen more 

to the news than I did before.” Participant 44 said that “there was so much behind the 

article that I wouldn't have paid attention to or wouldn't have realized without doing that 

lesson of the workshop.” 

Eight participants (30%) were empowered by understanding that they should walk 

away from conversations that turn abusive. Participant 9 told that she now chooses to 

“diffuse it [arguments] and try to walk away from it or change the subject” rather than her 

previous pattern of escalating the fight. Participant 11 was surprised but encouraged to 

learn that “it's okay to step back” when a conversation gets too heated. She explained that 

being empowered to call for a pause helps her to feel more confident to engage in 

conversation. Participant 56 now implements the strategy of identifying when “it’s time 

to walk away peacefully… [then] come back and say can we talk about it now?” For her, 

it gives a sense of agency and control within a conversation instead of feeling perpetually 

cornered into arguments. 

Eight participants (30%) shared in the interview that the skills enriched their 

personal lives and helped with both political conversations and more personal struggles 
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within their own circles. Participant 43 described how the skills applicable to both her 

marriage and workplace, helping her to see that in the heat of the moment “you don't 

think about how you're making the other person feel,” which has caused her to approach 

difficult situations more carefully. Participant 53 shared a particularly poignant story, 

explaining that the skills actually gave her more insight into her husband’s developing 

Alzheimer’s. She said that after having “been told some things by the doctor,” the skills 

helped her better understand how to handle her husband’s lack of memory and the 

irritability it creates. Along similar lines, Participant 47 told that she is now teaching her 

toddler I-Messages and helping him to better understand her needs and express his own. 

She commented that “he responds really, really well to ‘you make me happy and [you 

make me] sad,’” and that this process has improved their communication overall.   

Seven participants (26%) expressed that learning positive assertiveness skills was 

the most beneficial takeaway from the workshop. Participant 6 felt that “there’s 

something very gratifying about being able to express myself” and that she benefitted 

from learning how to properly frame her opinions to be better heard. Participant 30 

highlighted that learning “how you say things” in more constructive ways was quite 

beneficial, helping her to learn “how to feel the situation out; which people you can be 

animated with and which ones you need to keep [calm with].” Participant 49 felt 

empowered to express herself more, saying that “it's okay for me to have and express my 

opinion and not just to let someone else put theirs out there and I just stand there and let 

them talk and not interject with something of my own mind.” She has since been more 

confident in sharing her opinion in a variety of settings.  
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Four participants (15%) expressed that the dialogue workshop series provided 

them with skills that prove useful in their day-to-day lives.  Three participants (11%) felt 

that the discussion of leaning-into a conversation was particularly beneficial. Three 

participants (11%) felt that by ensuring their facts are from solid sources, they were better 

able to express themselves. Three participants (11%) conveyed that they felt more 

empowered when they began to be more comfortable with silence in conversations. One 

participant (4%) felt that the location was excellent for holding meetings, as it was central 

and easily accessible for members of the community. One participant (4%) felt the class’s 

time length was good.  

 

Conclusion 

In light of the discussions in Chapter 4, it is apropos to find that out of all the 

dialogue components addressed in the dialogue workshop series, the most frequently 

mentioned themes would be Reimagining the Other and Trust-Building/Distrust, 

respectively related to the dialogue components of Mutual Respect and Trust-Building. 

This makes the follow-up codes a natural progression of thought focused on the same 

types of issues, now with greater clarity towards potential resolutions to the problems. 

Rather than viewing these two categories as all important, they reflect the most important 

goals for participants that acted as the foundations to cultivate skills for the other 

dialogue components of Acknowledgement of Needs/Self-Awareness and Independent 

Critical Thinking/Engagement of Surroundings, which are all intrinsically tied.  
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Overall, participants seemed to feel more confident with their communication 

skills in general. Because of the overtly hostile political environment, the coding results 

show that participants were glad to learn new skills to regain a sense of agency amid the 

turmoil. Their focus on applying their efforts to personal conflicts within and without 

political topics points to a deeper desire to maximize what they learned. The exercises 

related to self-awareness appeared to have sparked a great deal of interest and reflection. 

Participants frequently mentioned that the listening skills and self-reflective practices 

cultivated a sense of “calm” that helped them progress the conversation. By being 

empowered to take control of their own behavior and accept the limits of their influence, 

their perspectives mirror what most value about the experience of engaging in the 

workshop. In light of the rampant feeling of disempowerment expressed in the first round 

of interviews, this is a positive trend. It is also a point of interest that so many participants 

chose to expand these skills beyond political dialogue and placed their efforts more into 

general difficult conversations (bearing in mind this includes people who increased 

political conversation engagement, kept it the same, and those who still avoid the topic).   

Revisiting the observation that individuals equate levels of self-regulation with 

how aggressive an individual can be, it is natural that an increased sense of agency would 

produce feelings of confidence and security. In turn, this opened up participants’ 

willingness to listen and accept contestation to their values without viewing the encounter 

as threatening; which is why there was such acclaim regarding the self-reflective and 

critical thinking skills. This embodies the importance of the dialogue components and 

how each is interconnected with others. There was also a refreshing element of curiosity 
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in these interviews that was not present in the first round of interviews. When participants 

spoke of learning more about their neighbors’ variety of perspectives, it helped to offset 

anxiety and even gave off a sense of hope. There was also a clear development in terms 

of acknowledging their limitations and accepting them as part of their makeup as a 

person.  

 With few overt criticisms of the workshop, this itself is worthy of note. With the 

survey results showing varying levels of improvement, the predominance of positive 

feedback after a two-month period can be indicative of a few things. One hopeful 

perspective is that there was enough time between the end of the workshop and the 

second interview to implement the new skills into practice. Because I chose a 

phenomenological approach, I accept that participants certainly experience a general 

improvement of confidence and feeling. As to the longevity of this change, it is a good 

development that the sentiments seemed to be better after two months rather than 

dwindling. This particular observation would also make a good basis for follow-up 

research within the next two-three years. 

It is also possible that participants are not sharing their complete opinions; and/or 

that participants do not feel inclined to offer criticism because of limited expectations 

from the outset of the workshops. In short, I propose there may be a bit of both is at play 

in this analysis. While participants were candid in their feedback, their predominant 

praise of the workshop also suggests that they may have withheld more criticism in order 

to encourage me in my research. Many participants expressed genuine enthusiasm for the 

class and interest in the research throughout the process. When they offered criticism, it 
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was done in a candid manner and was usually followed with suggestions for what they 

perceived could be better. Through their feedback, I believe that they feel personally 

invested in this dissertation’s study through their participation and wish to see it 

successful. Dually, I believe some participants were pleased with what they received 

because they did not know what to expect, and therefore were happy to have the 

improvement in their communication skills and felt no changes necessary.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion & Recommendations 

 

This final chapter summarizes the findings and place them into the larger 

conversation of CAR research. Recommendations for how this type of conflict might be 

ameliorated are outlined here. Suggestions for future study are duly considered, along 

with any other concluding remarks. With the final feedback from the three workshop 

participant groups, an analysis of the model itself is due. Referring back to the questions 

posed at the beginning of this dissertation, the rest of this chapter explores the overall 

evaluation of this present study based upon participant feedback and my own 

observations. Each question will be presented with a brief answer, followed by a deeper 

discussion of the results. 

 

How does training on effective interpersonal dialogue help communication 

among the US public in situations of political divide? 

 

Overall, the results of this dissertation’s research suggest there is potential in this 

and similar workshop models to help the US public navigate political difference in 

interpersonal relationships. Training helps individuals begin to restore the fractured 
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elements of dialogue in their own lives, as well as increase their sense of empowerment, 

feeling heard and understood, and confidence.  

 

More specifically, how does political identity affect the dialogue process? 

 

From the preliminary and secondary interviews, it is clear that political identity 

colors participant’s preconceptions of how another person thinks and will potentially 

behave, even if they are on familiar terms.  

 

How do political divisions create impediments for the main components of 

dialogue? 

 

From the cumulative data collected, it seems that political divisions do impact the 

main components of dialogue through their call to maintain a type of ideological purity in 

order to be accepted as part of the ingroup of a particular political party. By creating rigid 

social boundaries between political identities, this pressure to conform has damaged 

people’s willingness to communicate around difference. This creates a strong trend of 

avoidance when not manifested in outright forms of aggression.  

 

How can training aimed at these issues help develop effective skills of cross-

political dialogue? 
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By offering a means of maintaining their chosen political identity without the 

pressure of being scrutinized for purity, participants were overall more willing to hear out 

individuals who do not identify in the same way.  

While each group progressed according to their unique makeup of personalities 

and combined experiences as individuals, it seems that the workshop overall was able to 

address each component of dialogue (being: acknowledgement of needs/ self-awareness; 

mutual respect; independent critical thinking/ engagement of surroundings; and trust-

building). 

 

Evaluating the Workshop & Theory 

 When looking at the collective data results, a few noteworthy things emerge. The 

workshop does statistically create changes in attitudes; and therefore has a measurable 

amount of validity in its application. With the comparison of the Hot Topics class’s 

results, an interesting question is whether or not the theoretical underpinnings that drive 

each model make a significant enough difference to matter. I argue that while results do 

show similar trends, there is indeed enough of uniqueness for each class that they can 

stand alone but are both effective in their pursuit. With the Hot Topics group being the 

lowest ranked in terms of attitude, it would be beneficial in future study to see if their 

proximity to the political furor of Washington D.C. is what heightens their sense of 

suspicion and threat.  

 With the dialogue components of Mutual Respect and Trust-Building 

experiencing the most positive change as reported by participants, it is clear that their 
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initial concerns with Incivility/Threat and Power were driving forces behind this 

development. The dialogue workshop series ended up being the conduit through which 

they learned how to address the very issues at the forefront of their minds, while 

underpinning these foci with other types of skills that address unconsidered and 

unacknowledged elements at play in political dialogue. Additionally, these components 

are in some ways more accessible because of their proximity to realities participants are 

familiar with and require commitment they are already considering; such as the desire to 

be respected, and therefore needing to learn how to demonstrate that to another person to 

have it reciprocated.  

From the results of the workshops and follow-up interviews, it seems the initially 

proposed framework needs to be complemented by a preliminary model detailing the 

current trends in attitudes. This would help better highlight the changes that occur in 

participant perceptions after finishing the workshop series. In terms of thematic coding 

categories, a small change in language had to be made when coding the first round of 

interviews in order to reflect the perspectives expressed. Those initial categories therefore 

reflected the bodies of literature discussed in the theoretical chapter. However, for the 

second round of interviews the categories were able to reflect the original model’s 

categories. This shift reflected the progress made by workshop participants.  

From the survey results and thematic analysis, it seems that the training helps 

individuals begin to restore the fractured elements of dialogue in their own lives. A few 

overarching ideas that come through in these post-workshop interviews are that 

participants feel clearer senses of empowerment and better heard in the midst of political 
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dialogue. It is interesting to note the shift of Power/Conscientization and 

Incivility/Threat, with Power/Conscientization being the most frequently mentioned 

theme in the second round of interviews while Incivility/Threat decreased significantly in 

terms of richness of themes in the category. The tradeoff between predominant 

discussions of anger and threat to feelings of confidence is noteworthy. While anger was 

specifically described in the first round of interviews, increased confidence was found 

throughout the themes collected from the second round of interviews. With recent polls 

citing Americans current perceptions of heightened anger over the last generation, efforts 

to decrease this would be beneficial.147  

Participant-feedback indicated that the training increased confidence levels in 

conversation. However, the larger observation here is that this sense of empowerment 

ultimately provided the feeling of security needed to begin addressing the boundaries that 

separate participants from those with whom they disagree. While each group digressed in 

some way according to the survey results, this could indicate: exposure to conversations 

they previously did not engage in, and therefore readjusting their perceptions; and/or that 

the workshop helped increase their self-reflection, producing more honest responses. One 

observation from participant feedback is the sense of hope evoked in the second tier of 

interviews. Participants commented frequently about the sense of trust they developed 

between me and the others who were in the workshops. 

 
147 Hensley, Scott, “Poll: Americans Say We're Angrier Than A Generation Ago,” NPR, June 26, 2019, 
accessed June 26, 2019, retrieved from: https://www.npr.org/sections/health-
shots/2019/06/26/735757156/poll-americans-say-were-angrier-than-a-generation-
ago?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=npr&utm_term=nprnews&fbclid=I
wAR2mC_1VfLeJ26hverES6T0UdBngrqOsktmHn21cs_FsuIAJi09VBaJceNM 
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The focus of building and maintaining relationships in the workshop additionally 

seemed to resonate with participants. Although not every participant reported having a 

restorative conversation between the end of the sessions and the follow-up interview, 

many spoke of how they used to skills to help bolster relationships in their own time and 

choosing. When these stories were conveyed, participants visibly showed a sense of calm 

that previously was not present when describing the same or similar scenarios. Even 

when the skills were applied outside of political conversation, participants felt they 

benefitted from their time in the course.  

 

Shortcomings 

 Like all research, there are a few places that could improve in this study. The 

primary element I would like to address is the lack of diversity among my participants. 

While it is true that the county in which this study was conducted, Isle of Wight, VA, is 

predominantly white, the lack of racial diversity among workshop participants is the 

weakest component of this dissertation. When beginning the research, I was under the 

impression that members of the community were seeking to confront their past of 

segregation and racial tension. However, upon meeting activists and speaking to more 

community members, I found that this was only partially true.  

While some individual citizens are proactive in their attempt to promote racial 

justice in the county, there is a disturbing trend of race-motivated threats against persons 

of color. In confidence, several participants mentioned that threats of lynching were made 

against a black woman in the town government. I later came to understand that there were 
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other public scandals in recent years involving race, including a controversial dispute 

between a local NAACP chapter and the town, which resulted in a flurry of threats along 

the same lines as the one I just mentioned; as well as a widely-publicized case of 

blackface use in a local highschool.148 While I could not find sources to verify some of 

these incidents, it remains important that these influence perspectives and race relations 

within Isle of Wight County.  

This left me with some choices to make on how to proceed. Knowing that the 

communities of color were nervous and likely wary of inquiries like mine, I did my best 

to employ other individuals to recommend me as a legitimate and safe person to speak 

with. Those who work with communities of color in the county were hesitant to 

recommend participants of color for the study. Although community members felt that 

recent development in city leadership indicated a turning point for racial tensions in the 

county, the events at the city council meeting and other incidents in the area made people 

suspicious of individuals they did not know. Being not only new to Smithfield but also a 

white woman, I knew that earning trust would take time and patience. While a few of my 

participants did share contact information with me of key figures in those communities, 

each one of my participants cautioned that I would likely either get no response or a 

decline. One participant refused to give me phone numbers but gave me names, since she 

felt unqualified to give private information without explicit consent and that to do so 

would put me on the wrong footing from the start.  

 
148 Cofer-Butler, Valerie, “Case had nothing to do with race,” The Virginia Gazette, April 1, 2016, accessed 
July 1, 2019, retrieved from: https://www.vagazette.com/news/va-vg-edit-letters-jones-20160401-
story.html 
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After months of attempting to make contact with those communities, I found that 

their warnings were correct. The majority of requests to be interviewed or participate in 

the workshops went unanswered, even after a few resends over the course of a few 

months. Others would initially respond with either a decline or agree to meet only to 

never follow up despite multiple attempts on my part to schedule a meeting. Being met 

with some small progress in the initial interviews prior to the beginnings of the 

workshop, but having no diversity within the group who came to the first group, I added 

in a series of fliers in my recruitment process and placed them in public places across 

town and some private businesses (with appropriate permission obtained) in the hopes of 

increasing the pool of potential participants. It was also hoped that this would reach 

communities I had thus far been unable to reach and provide a greater diversity of 

persons, but I believe it was ultimately ineffective.   

Persons of color who did agree to the initial interview all spoke of their 

nervousness in speaking with me; although all but one agreed to be recorded. It should be 

added that they all commented about how comfortable they ended up feeling after 

speaking to me, and that they trusted I would keep their confidentiality as agreed upon in 

the consent form. I took extra time with each of these individuals to and ensured I met 

them all in more private environments to ease their anxiety. While these individuals did 

recommend me as a safe person to other members of their communities, this proved 

limited in its success. When asked about participating in the workshop series, they were 

generally positive in their response but ultimately did not attend and have not responded 

to follow-up correspondences.  
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Reflecting on this shortcoming, I feel that while I made my best efforts to connect 

with the communities of color, I underestimated the undercurrent of hostility happening 

in Isle of Wight County and thus did not understand the depth of the barriers until much 

later in the study. When confronted with the incident at the city council meeting 

especially, I took great care to not overstep boundaries laid by those who confirmed and 

then later became unresponsive to my follow-up emails. Each individual in this category 

was given a reminder a week for three weeks after they stopped communicating. For 

organizations that I contacted, I typically left one voice message for two weeks then sent 

a final email during the third week. Ultimately, while researchers understand that 

persistence is key, my ultimate concern was to respect their rights to not participate.  

There also may be other factors that I am unaware of in terms of their previous 

experiences with researchers or the communities I am connected to in the county. It 

should also be noted that a significant number of my participants across the sampling did 

not have email addresses and would insist on contact only through cellphone or word-of-

mouth messages. I am continuing to work towards making meaningful connections with 

the communities of color and will hopefully establish a sense of trust by investing my 

time in various types of community outreach. 

 Among other shortcomings of the study, while consistent attendance to the 

workshop was mostly not an issue, those who did miss some sessions were less satisfied. 

I believe this would be remedied by extending the length of the workshop, and thereby 

placing less importance on attending every single session. Participants were on average 

happy to regularly attend and were diligent about asking for the slides and homework for 
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the sessions they missed. For the interviews, participants were overall pleased with how 

they were conducted and sought me out on several occasions to express how comfortable 

they felt. Individuals who participated in my research have since sought to develop 

genuine with me and have shared in unofficial settings how they have used the skills or 

thought further about what was discussed in the interviews. 

 

Final Observations 

 While this dissertation does not specifically focus on the differences between 

Democrats and Republicans due to the already extensive literature on the matter, it is 

worth noting some key difference that arose in the study. Overall, there were 26 

Democrats, 21 Republicans, 4 Independent, 3 Undecided/Neither, 2 Libertarians, 2 

Undisclosed, and 1 Democratic Socialist who participated in the entire study. In terms of 

experience with dialogue, Republicans predominantly felt defensive while Democrats 

were offensive. Both primary party-affiliated identities preferred speaking only with 

ingroup members about politics. Although members of both parties expressed frustration 

and feelings of being unheard, it seemed Democrats felt more comfortable sharing their 

opinions; whereas Republicans were likelier to hesitate before articulating their beliefs to 

someone who was anything other than a known member of their group.  

Furthermore, Republicans utilized more apologetic language in their responses, 

with phrases like “I’m sorry, but-” or “I’m not-” used frequently to describe themselves 

and their opinions. Although Republicans currently occupy some of the most powerful 

positions in the US government, it seems that members of the party feel more diminished 
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in their identity. Conversely, Democrats express more confidence in their opinions and 

are more willing to say what they think without apology. While many sought to maintain 

relationships despite political difference by avoiding the topic of politics, they were far 

more willing to openly share their ideas if called upon. There is a distinct impression of 

disparity in empowerment, with Democrats expressing stronger sentiments of general 

acceptance while Republicans feel they are unfairly treated and being attacked.  

While it might be expected that other third-party members would have mixed 

feelings about political dialogue, it is interesting to note the levels of animosity 

experienced by those who identify as Independent.  These individuals shared that they 

encounter pressure from all sides because they do not conform to a major party’s 

expectations. Yet, they also feel that by being an “outsider” they have a better vantage of 

the current political hostilities and do not feel the need to participate. This sentiment was 

not isolated to just Independents, but was an indicator of a sliding scale of political 

identity in Democrats and Republicans, who would explain that they have Independent 

tendencies when expressing this particular sentiment of disengagement. Those who felt 

more invested in the success of particular ideas within a political identity’s spectrum 

were more hardline and had clear and hard social boundaries between themselves and 

their chosen others. 

These observations are not necessarily a call for us all to become centrists or 

Independents. Rather, it is to highlight that the rigidity of political identity has become so 

severe that members of each ingroup are becoming increasingly threatened by diversity 

of thought and identity. In turn, this could possibly create more violent scenarios than 
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already observed in speech and action if not appropriately addressed. The ability to think 

critically without threat of harm should be an ideal Americans should strive for. Instead, 

the order of the day is to prove oneself as pure as possible in order to receive the kind of 

support expected from a chosen ingroup. There is a dangerous trend towards groupthink 

that I believe should not be ignored, and the current state of political identity explored in 

this dissertation only strengthens that assertion. Being willing to change one’s mind does 

not begin in isolation and familiarity, but in engaging the other in meaningful ways and 

being open to constructive criticism. It is not that I wish for the American public to agree 

on everything, but rather to build their communication skills to where they can really 

challenge one another in thought process without feeling their safety and identity in 

jeopardy.  

In the introduction to this dissertation, I spoke of why my work diverges from the 

body of literature regarding civility. To summarize the difference here, my workshop 

ultimately shifts into different territory because participants are taught how to continue a 

conversation when it becomes more difficult rather than prematurely abandoning it. 

Social expectation is often the tool leaned on by members of the general public to get 

through a political (or any type of difficult) conversation without too much discomfort. 

However, I argue the emphasis does not lie so much in how polite an individual is, but 

rather should focus on what principles guide their behavior and inform their decisions in 

a given dialogue. Individuals should not place their attention on how much they adhere to 

social norms, but rather how best to engage another person in a way that honors 

themselves and the relationship in question. By making the framework for conversation 
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rely more on one’s own critical thinking rather than learned habits, more opportunity is 

created to develop meaningful discussions that connect rather than separate individuals.  

There is also the issue of limited political knowledge. Many participants 

expressed how inadequate they felt to discuss politics because they did not “know 

enough.” While this reflects a certain level of responsibility, it also highlights an 

important gap in knowledge that should be addressed. While many Americans take some 

sort of government-related class in primary school, it is clear that this tutelage has a short 

lifespan in the attention and care of citizens. This broaches into a large area of discussion 

that would lead us away from the matter at hand, but it is worth noting that this present 

research indicates this to be another area in need of addressing.  

While the results of this dissertation are limited to a small sampling, I believe 

there is evidence here of a new possibility. Were this to be furthered studied and 

elaborated, I believe there is potential to take this model and make it a defining part of 

American political culture. Rather than leave discourse to the realm of cultural 

expectation and manners, teaching dialogue skills around political difference (and really 

any multiplicity of identities) could benefit future generations. By teaching these skills 

across age and demographics, I believe that we could begin to construct a new norm 

where the average individual has minimally learned a type of Conflict Resolution skill 

from their primary school learning that is knowable and accessible at all times.  

Political division is an event from time in perpetuity, yet what the United States is 

currently experiencing brings in elements that I believe are unnecessary and changeable. 

Disagreement and even types of argumentation are healthy to a community, but the 



205 
 

escalation of rhetoric in recent years does demand the serious attention of all who 

practice Conflict Resolution. While this program I have designed is modest in nature, it 

addressed fundamental gaps in learning that can be rectified.  This is also not meant to be 

the only solution to our current political climate. It should be used in tandem with other 

tactics to alleviate the situation. The workshop and theoretical proposals here are posed as 

guidelines for how to conceptualize the issue and how to begin our work at the most basic 

of levels. Furthermore, it is vital that workshops like this are made in a large variety of 

places, from the smallest of towns to the biggest of cities. Attempting this workshop in a 

rural setting was beneficial because I worked with individuals who are more 

representative of what the average American experiences. While having the Hot Topics 

class as a small comparison shed some interesting findings to the research, it ultimately 

showed the relevance of proximity and how it impacts a study’s design and 

implementation.  

 I do not view the research in this dissertation as a final model, but rather the 

testing of a new model to see its efficacy and how it might be formatted for other settings. 

Part of the success of the workshop lies in the relationships made through the interviews 

and workshop sessions; something I believe should be maintained in every format this 

model may take. At the heart of this workshop is the importance in developing a 

meaningful relationship with the community it takes place in and ensuring individuals 

understand the teacher is someone they can trust. By promoting healthy communication 

skills in a community where I live, I proactively contribute to those around me and help 

sustain that momentum once the official proceedings are over. Beginning our practice 
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where we live produces the most organic and fruitful results because we are personally 

invested in their success. While this must be mitigated with professional ethic and 

accountability, I see the balance as one worth pursuing.  

 

Future Studies 

 Among the variety of paths this research could take, the primary suggestion for 

future study would be to extend the workshop into a semester or even year-long course. 

For scalability, it would be beneficial to increase the sample size in order to further study 

what results come from the workshops. This could be achieved through training a number 

of facilitators to teach the workshop in various locations throughout the US and utilize 

the same survey to collect the data. This would require the creation of a small curriculum 

for instructors and some specialized courses, but this is an accessible goal that could be 

realistically implemented. Even making the course into something regularly offered by 

participating library branches or other public spaces would help increase the scale of this 

project. Because the surveys indicated a positive trend in attitude, further supported by 

what was relayed to me in the follow-up interviews, it would be beneficial to see if more 

instruction and time with participants could produce stronger results. This would also 

potentially create solid habits, as it creates time for participants to pass through the steps 

that lead to true behavior change.149 It would also be pertinent to find a way to ensure a 

more diverse group of participants in order to see the workshop’s efficacy across socio-

cultural barriers. Another suggestion would be to conduct another study of this kind in a 

 
149 Those stages being: precontemplation, contemplation; preparation; action; maintenance; termination. 
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different region of the country, such as a location on the West Coast of the United States, 

etc. Ultimately, this type of workshop could be refashioned for different age groups and 

settings to help give these tools to the public on a more consistent and widespread basis 

(providing other studies show it to be as or more successful).  

As mentioned earlier, there are more problems this dissertation points to that need 

to be investigated in deeper ways before appropriately addressing those issues as well. 

While the United States finds itself in the midst of great political turmoil, I do find that 

individuals wish for it to be better. As scholars of Conflict Analysis and Resolution, I 

believe it is our duty to find solutions to help the country move forward into a different 

space of thinking and speaking. Without addressing the needs of the communities that 

surround us, we contribute to the problems through neglect. If this dissertation has shown 

me anything, it is that our time as Conflict Resolution practitioners and scholars and 

professional care make a difference, even when it is modest and quietly conducts its 

work.  

 



208 
 

INDEX

 
Abu-Nimer, Mohammed, 37.  
agency, 1, 18, 20, 21, 26, 28, 40, 41, 58, 

61, 70, 80,83, 101, 102, 127, 142, 143, 
145, 187, 189, 190. 

aggression, 18, 24, 26, 28, 29, 53, 56, 
57, 110, 112, 113, 115, 135, 139, 143, 
193. 

Akfirat, Serap et al, 20. 
Allport, Gordon W., 45. 
anger, 9, 10, 23, 26, 28, 29, 37, 45, 61, 

63, 110, 115, 117, 136, 167, 195. 
Ayres, Lioness, 77. 
Bakhtin, Mikhail. 
Barlow, Fiona Kate et al, 24. 
Bar-Tal, Daniel, 24. 
Bourdieu, Pierre, 154. 
Brooks, Arthur C., 5. 
Buber, Martin, 36, 152. 
Cambridge Dictionary, 4. 
Carney, Timothy P., 7. 
Clark, Shannon J. and Linda Courtenay
 Botterill, 25. 
Chhabra, Meenakshi, 38. 
collective axiology, 30, 31, 106. 
Conflict Analysis and Resolution. 
conscientization, 17, 40, 60, 61, 103, 
 116, 117, 127, 135, 179, 195. 
Crawford, Jarret, 25. 
critical thinking, 9, 26, 40, 53, 60, 61, 
 62, 99, 128, 139, 143, 144, 153, 
 179, 189, 190, 193, 203. 
cultural capital. 
Dessel, Adrienne, Mary E. Rogge, and 
 Sarah B. Garlington, 54. 

d’Estree, Tamra Pearson & Eileen F. 
 Babbitt, 78, 79. 
distrust, 32, 33, 44, 45, 62, 135, 189. 
Duck, Steve, D. Charles Kirkpatrick, & 
 Megan K. Foley, 26. 
Durante, Massimo, 30. 
empowerment, 4, 8, 18, 27, 37, 39, 41, 
 58, 138, 145, 153, 184, 190. 
Erikson, Erik, 21. 
Faith Matters Network, 2. 
Fives, Christopher J. et al., 29. 
Fox, Suzy and Paul E. Spector, 28. 
Friere, Paulo, 40, 43. 
frustration, 18, 24, 25, 26, 53, 56, 108, 
 123, 128, 129, 136, 149, 200. 
Galtung, Johan, 39, 57, 58. 
Gillespie, Alex, 33, 44. 
Gilmore, Thomas, Jim Krantz and      

Rafael Ramirez, 66. 
Glocke, Aimee, 30. 
Greenberg, Katherine et al., 76. 
Hampton Roads, 68, 69, 70, 71, 83, 91, 

101, 151, 155, 162. 
Horowitz, Donald L., 26. 
identity, 1, 6, 16, 18, 20, 24, 25, 26, 27, 

30, 31, 42, 48, 49, 56, 57, 59, 94, 97, 
98, 104, 108, 133, 137, 176, 201, 202. 

 political identity, 2, 9, 12, 14, 23, 30, 
33, 46, 47, 52, 53, 55, 56, 63, 64, 98, 
99, 109, 110, 119, 129, 134, 139, 162, 
169, 192, 193, 201, 202. 
social identity, 3, 11, 12, 18, 19, 52, 

 56, 71, 134. 
i-Messages, 178, 188. 
incivility, 18, 53, 56, 103, 110, 112, 135, 

136, 194, 195. 



209 
 

Jiang, Jane Yan, Xiao Zhang, and Dean 
Tjosvold, 23. 

Kempen, Regina, Kate Hattrup, and 
Karsten Mueller, 20. 

Kimmel, Paul R., 43. 
Korostelina, Karina, 27, 30, 89, 93. 
Kraft, Robert N., 75, 76. 
Kraybill, Ron & Evelyn Wright, 29, 153. 
Laue, James, 37. 
Lee, Justin, 9. 
legitimacy, 18, 21, 28, 33, 41, 42, 68, 

127, 129, 137, 138, 139, 154. 
Lewicki, Roy and Carolyn Wiethoff, 32, 

44. 
Marder, Michael, 15. 
Mason, Lilliana, 9. 
meaning threat, 25, 136. 
Natanson, Maurice, 14. 
National Institute for Civil Discourse, 1. 
Obelleiro, Gonzalo, 38. 
Ossenkop, Carolin et al., 21. 
O’Sullivan-Lago, Ria, 27. 
Pettigrew, Thomas F., 45. 
Pew Research Center, 47, 48. 
Reynolds, John, 8. 
reflexivity, 66, 92, 94. 
Rodríguez-Ortega, Nuria, 31. 
permeability, 20, 31, 63. 
power, 3, 7, 11, 18, 33, 34, 35, 37, 41, 

42, 53, 56, 63, 97, 103, 118, 126, 127, 
135, 137, 138, 156, 172, 184, 194, 
195. 

 power-balance, 37, 41, 138, 153, 
 154, 155. 
prejudice, 24, 45, 46, 53, 56, 57, 58, 118, 
 138. 
Rothbart, Daniel, 27, 30.  
Sagan, Olivia, 75. 
Said, Edward W., 101. 

Schirch, Lisa and David Campt, 35. 
self-awareness, 18, 39, 53, 57, 68, 143, 
 145, 181, 189, 193. 
Smart Politics (org.), 2. 
social boundaries, 1, 9, 18, 19, 21, 23, 
 34, 26, 27, 29, 31, 33, 43, 45, 53, 
 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 103, 104, 115, 
 138, 139, 145, 173, 175, 192, 
 201. 
Stearns, Peter N., 34. 
Stone, Douglas, Bruce Patton, and Sheila 
 Heen, 157. 
Suljic, Vahid, 6. 
Tackett, Jennifer L. et al., 28. 
Tajfel, Henri. See also social identity, 
 21. 
threat, 7, 10, 18, 24, 25, 26, 27, 30, 33, 
 44, 48, 53, 56, 57, 59, 62, 92, 
 103, 110, 117, 133, 135, 136, 
 139, 143, 145, 158, 190, 193, 
 194, 195, 196, 197, 201, 202. 
Tilly, Charles, 19, 20. 
trust (See also distrust), 5, 11, 18, 26, 31, 
 32, 33, 44, 45, 46, 47, 53, 56, 58, 
 60, 62, 63, 83, 84, 91, 95, 97, 
 105, 107, 108, 114, 122, 123, 
 125, 126, 132, 135, 143, 144, 
 145, 148, 150, 156, 157, 161, 
 166, 169, 172, 184, 189, 193, 
 195, 197, 198, 199, 204. 
Tjosvold, Dean et al., 3, 26, 32, 46, 136. 
Vasilopoulos, Pavlos, George E. Marcus, 
 and Martial Foucault, 23. 
Wasson, Curtis, 7. 
Weber, Max, 41, 42, 154. 
Williams, Jaye Austin, 8. 
Winters, Richard, 66. 
Yazbak-Abu Ahmad, Manal et al., 35.



210 
 

REFERENCES 

Aberson, C.L. “Positive intergroup contact, negative intergroup contact, and threat as 

 predictors of cognitive and affective dimensions of prejudice.” Group Processes 

 & Intergroup Relations 18, 6 (2015): 743–760. 

Abu-Nimer, Mohammed. Dialogue, Conflict Resolution, and Change: Arab-Jewish 

 Encounters in Israel. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1999. 

Adler, Ronald B., Lawrence B. Rosenfeld, and Russell F. Proctor II. “Chapter Outline.” 

 Higher Education Group. Accessed Sept. 13, 2018. Retrieved from 

 http://global.oup.com/us/companion.websites/9780199827428/student/chapt11/ou

 tline/ 

Akfirat, Serap, Filiz Comez Polat, and Unsal Yetim. “How the Poor Deal with Their Own 

 Poverty: A Social Psychological Analysis from the Social Identity Perspective.” 

 Social  Indicators Research 127, 1 (May 2016): 413-433. 

Allport, Gordon W. The nature of prejudice. Cambridge/Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 

 1954. 

Andersson, Lynne M. & Christine M. Pearson. “Tit for Tat? The Spiraling Effect of 

 Incivility in the Workplace.” Academy of Management Review 24 (1999): 452–

 471. 



211 
 

Arbinger Institute. The anatomy of peace: resolving the heart of conflict. Oakland, CA: 

 Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2015. 

Araujo Freire, Ana Maria. “Testimony of Difference and the Right to Discuss Difference: 

 Some Considerations on Paulo Freire’s Conference.” In Pedagogy of Solidarity, 

 Paulo Freire: Patron of Brazilian Education. Edited by Ana Maria Araujo Freire 

 and Walter de  Oliveira. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, 2014.  

Avruch, Kevin. “Culture theory, culture clash, and the practice of conflict resolution.” In 

 Handbook of Conflict Analysis and Resolution, edited by Dennis J.D. Sandole, 

 Sean Byrne, Ingrid Sandole-Staroste, and Jessica Senehi. New York: Routledge, 

 2009. 

Ayres, Lioness. “Thematic Coding and Analysis.” In The Sage Encyclopedia of 

 Qualitative Research Methods. Edited by Lisa M. Givens. Los Angeles, CA: 

 SAGE, 2012. 

Azuela, Gilbert & Linda Robertson. “The effectiveness of a sensory modulation 

 workshop on health professional learning.” The Journal of Mental Health 

 Training, Education and Practice 11, 5, (2016): 317-331. 

Bakhtin, Mikhail Mikhaĭlovich. The dialogic imagination: four essays. Austin: 

 University of Texas Press, 1981.  

Barlow, Fiona Kate et al. “The Contact Caveat: Negative Contact Predicts Increased 

 Prejudice More Than Positive Contact Predicts Reduced Prejudice.” Personality 

 and Social Psychology Bulletin 38, 12 (2012): 1629–1643. 



212 
 

Bar-Tal, Daniel. Shared beliefs in a society: Social psychological analysis. London: 

 Sage, 2000. 

_____. “Sociopsychological Foundations of Intractable Conflicts.” American Behavioral 

   Scientist 50, 11 (2007): 1430-1453. 

_____. “Why does fear override hope in societies engulfed by intractable conflicts, as it 

 does in the Israeli Society?” Political Psychology 22 (2001): 601-627. 

Bar-Tal, Daniel, & Salomon, G. “Israeli-Jewish Narratives of the Israeli-Palestinian 

 Conflict: Evolvement, Contents, Functions and Consequences.” In R.I. Rotberg 

 (Ed.). Israeli and Palestinian narratives of conflict: History's Double Helix. 

 Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Benson, Ciaran. “The Unthinkable Boundaries of Self: The Role of Negative Boundaries 

 in the Formation, Maintenance, and Transformation of Identities.” In The Self and 

 Others: Positioning Individuals and Groups in Personal, Political, and Cultural 

 Contexts, edited by Rom Harre & Fathali M. Moghaddam.Westport, CT: Praeger, 

 2003. 

Bourdieu, Pierre. “The forms of capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for the 

  Sociology of Education, ed. J. Richardson (New York, Greenwood: 1986), 241-

 258. 

_____. Language and symbolic power. Edited by John B. Thompson.  

 Translated by Gino Raymond and Matthew Adamson. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

 University Press, 1991. 



213 
 

Brooks, Arthur C. Love Your Enemies: How Decent People Can Save America from the 

 Culture of Contempt. Kindle Edition. Broadside e-books, 2019. 

Brubaker, David R. and Ruth Hoover Zimmerman. The Little Book of Healthy 

 Organizations: Tools for Understanding and Transforming Your Organization. 

 Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2009. 

Buber, Martin. I and Thou. Translated by Ronald Gregor Smith. Edunburgh: T & T 

 Clark, 1937. 

Buber, Martin, and Ronald Gregor Smith. Between Man and Man. London: Routledge, 

 2002. eBook Collection (EBSCOhost), EBSCOhost (accessed April 30, 2018). 

Burton, John W. Violence Explained: the sources of conflict, violence and crime and 

 their prevention. New York: Manchester University Press, 1997. 

Cambridge Dictionary. “Civility.” Cambridge Dictionary. Accessed April 30, 2019. 

 Retrieved from: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/civility. 

Carney, Timothy P. Alienated America: Why Some Places Thrive While Others Collapse. 

 New York: Harper Collins publishers, 2019. 

Caza, Brianna B. & Lilia M. Cortina. “From Insult to Injury: Explaining the Impact of 

 Incivility.” Basic and Applied Social Psychology 29, 4 (2007): 335–350. 

Clark, Shannon J. and Linda Courtenay Botterill. “Expanding the Political Psychology 

 Toolkit: The Potential of Discursive Psychology for Understanding Contentious 

 Political Debate at a Grassroots Level.” Political Psychology 39, 3, (2018): 667-

 683. 



214 
 

Chhabra, Meenakshi. “The WISE Model and the Role of Self As Observer in Genuine 

 Dialogue.” In Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: Education, Personal and 

 Interpersonal  Transformation, and Conflict Resolution. Edited by Peter Stearns. 

 Publication in  progress. Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue, 2018. 

Cofer-Butler, Valerie. “Case had nothing to do with race.” The Virginia Gazette, April 1, 

 2016. Accessed July 1, 2019. Retrieved from: 

 https://www.vagazette.com/news/va-vg-edit- letters-jones-20160401-story.html 

Cook-Huffman, Celia. “The role of identity in conflict.” In Handbook of Conflict 

 Analysis and Resolution, edited by Dennis J.D. Sandole, Sean Byrne, Ingrid 

 Sandole-Staroste, and  Jessica Senehi. New York: Routledge, 2009. 

Crawford, Jarret T. “Are Conservatives More Sensitive to Threat than Liberals? It 

 Depends on How We Define Threat and Conservatism,” Social Cognition 35, 4 

 (Aug. 2017): 354-373. 

d’Eon, Marcel, Leslie Sadownik, Alexandra Harrison, & Jill Nation. “Using Self-

 Assessments to Detect Workshop Success: Do They Work?” American Journal of 

 Evaluation 29, 1 (2008): 92-98. 

Dessel, Adrienne, Mary E. Rogge, and Sarah B. Garlington. “Using Intergroup Dialogue 

 to Promote Social Justice and Change.” Social Work 51, 4 (Oct. 2006): 199-238. 

d’Estree, Tamra Pearson & Eileen F. Babbitt. “Women and the Art of Peacemaking: Data 

 from Israeli-Palestinian Interactive Problem-Solving Workshops.” Political 

 Psychology 19, 1 (1998): 185-209. 

Dewey, John. Psychology. New York, NY: Harper & Brothers, 1887.  



215 
 

_____. Reconstruction in philosophy. NY, US: Henry Holt and Company, 1920.  

Duck, Steve, D. Charles Kirkpatrick, & Megan K. Foley. “Difficulty In Relating: Some 

 Conceptual Problems With ‘Problematic Relationships’ and Difficulties With 

 ‘Difficult People.’” In Relating Difficulty: The Processes of Constructing and 

 Managing Difficult Interaction. Edited by D. Charles Kirkpatrick, Steve Duck, & 

 Megan K. Foley. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers, 2006. 

Durante, Massimo. “Notes on Lorenzo Magnani.” Mind & Society 12 (2013): 257-262. 

Dwight, David, Terry Grapentine, and David Soorholtz. Critical Thinking for Marketers: 

 Learn  How to Think, Not What to Think, Volume II. New York, NY: Business 

 Expert Press, 2017. 

Econa, Dominika. “Fissures and fault lines in domestic politics.” S-CAR News. May 1, 

 2019. Accessed June 3, 2019. Retrieved from 

 https://scar.gmu.edu/news/576731?fbclid 

 =IwAR29xrSJRIQT4LDkggNWWMEgZAIn1tROYKJXINngYrXDHQ37hfvlwb

 7P0ws. 

Editor. “Winning the Disinformation War: Suturing the Soul.” International Bulletin of 

 Political Psychology 18, 1 (June 2018): 1-2. 

Eiser, J. Richard. “Accentuation Revisited.” In Social Groups and Identities: Developing 

  the Legacy of Henri Tajfel. Edited by W. Peter Robinson. Oxford: Butterworth-

 Heinemann, 1996. 

Elliot, Debbie. “'Hear Me By Any Means Necessary': Charlottesville Is Forced To 

 Redefine Civility.” NPR. March 20, 2019. Accessed April 24, 2019. Retrieved 



216 
 

 from https://www.npr.org/2019/03/20/704902802/hear-me-by-any-means-

 necessary-charlottesville-is-forced-to-redefine-civility. 

Erikson, Erik. Identity and the life cycle. New York: W.W. Norton, 1980. 

Faith Matters Network. “About Us.” faithmattersnetwork.org. 2019. Accessed April 24, 

 2019.  Retrieved from: https://www.faithmattersnetwork.org/aboutus. 

Feng, Charles. “Difficult Conversations (Douglas Stone).” charles.io. May 14, 2017. 

 Accessed Nov. 8, 2018. Retrieved from: https://charles.io/difficult-conversations/ 

Fingerhut, Hannah. “Why do people belong to a party? Negative views of the opposing 

 party are a major factor.” Pew Research Center. March 29, 2018. Accessed April 

 5, 2018. Retrieved from: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/29/why-

 do-people-belong-to-a-party-negative-views-of-the-opposing-party-are-a-major-

 factor/ 

Finlay, W.M.L. “Language and Civilian Deaths: Denying Responsibility for Casualties in 

 the Gaza Conflict 2014.” Political Psychology 39, 3 (2018): 595-609. 

Fisher, Erik A. & Steven W. Sharp. The art of managing everyday conflict: 

 understanding emotions and power struggles. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2004. 

Fisher, Ronald J. “Interactive conflict resolution: dialogue, conflict analysis, and 

 problemsolving.” In Handbook of Conflict Analysis and Resolution, edited by 

 Dennis J.D. Sandole, Sean Byrne, Ingrid Sandole-Staroste, and Jessica Senehi. 

 New York: Routledge, 2009. 

_____. The Social Psychology of Intergroup and International Conflict Resolution. New 

 York, NY: Springer-Verlag, 1990. 



217 
 

Fisher-Yoshida, Beth. “Creating Constructive Communication through Dialogue.” In The 

 Handbook of Conflict Resolution: Theory and Practice, edited by Morton Deutsch 

 and Peter T. Coleman. Hoboken, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 2014. 

Fives, Christopher J. et al. “Anger, Aggression, and Irrational Beliefs in Adolescents.” 

 Cognitive Therapy and Research 35, 3 (2011): 199-208. 

Flesken, Anaid and Jakob Hartl. “Party Support, Values, and Perceptions of Electoral 

  Integrity.” Political Psychology 39, 3 (2018): 707-724. 

Fox, Suzy and Paul E. Spector. “A model of work frustration-aggression.” Journal of 

 Organizational Behavior 20, 6 (Nov. 1999): 915-931. 

Freire Institute. “Concepts used by Paulo Freire.” Last modified 2016. Accessed 

 December 19,  2016, http://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/concepts-used-by-paulo-

 freire. 

Freire, Paulo, “Foreward.” In Peter McLaren & Peter Leonard, editors. Paulo Freire: A 

 Critical Encounter. London: Routledge, 1993. 

_____. Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage. Oxford: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 1998. 

_____. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Translated by Myra Bergman Ramos. New York: 

Continuum Books, 2000. 

Freire, Paulo & Shor, Ira. A pedagogy for liberation: Dialogues on transforming 

education. Westport, CT: Bergin and Garvey, 1987.  

Gahrn-Andersen, Rasmus. “Heideggerian Phenomenology, Practical Ontologies and the 

Link Between Experience and Practices.” Human Studies (Feb. 4, 2019): 1-16. 



218 
 

Galtung, Johan. Transcend and Transform: An Introduction to Conflict Work. London: 

Pluto Press, 2004. 

Gibbs, Graham R. Analyzing Qualitative Data. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2007. 

Gillespie, Alex. “Contact without transformation: The context, process and content of 

 distrust.” In Trust and Conflict: Representation, culture and dialogue. Edited by 

 Ivana Markova and Alex Gillespie. New York: Routledge, 2012. 

Gilmore, Thomas, Jim Krantz and Rafael Ramirez. "Action Based Modes of Inquiry and 

 the Host-Researcher Relationship," Consultation 5, 3 (Fall 1986): 160-176. 

Glocke, Aimee. “‘Round Pegs into Square Holes:’ Teaching Black Studies in an African 

 Centered Way at Predominantly White Institutions.” Africology: The Journal of 

 Pan African Studies 9, 8 (October 2016): 102-134. 

Greenberg, Katherine et al. The Phenomenological Heart of Teaching and Learning: 

 Theory, Research, and Practice in Higher Education. New York: Routledge, 

 2019. 

Hackman, Michelle. “#NeverTrump and the coming schism in the Republican Party, 

 explained.” Vox. Feb. 29, 2016. Accessed April 18, 2018. Retrieved from 

 https://www.vox.com/2016/2/29/11135714/never-trump 

Hansen, Toran. “Critical Conflict Resolution Theory and Practice.”  Conflict Resolution 

 Quarterly 25, 4 (Summer 2008): 403-427. 

Hardy, Samantha. “Mediation and Genre.” Negotiation Journal (July 2008): 247-268. 

Hauser, Marc D. Moral Minds. New York: Ecco, 2006. 



219 
 

Heise, David R. “The Semantic Differential and Attitude Research.” In Attitude  

  Measurements. Edited by Gene F. Summers. Chicago: Rand McNally, 1970. 

Hensley, Scott. “Poll: Americans Say We're Angrier Than A Generation Ago.” NPR, 

  June 26, 2019. Accessed June 26, 2019. Retrieved from: 

 https://www.npr.org/sections/health- shots/2019/06/26/735757156/poll-

 americans-say-were-angrier-than-a-generation-

 ago?utm_source=facebook.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=npr&utm

 _term=nprnews&fbclid=IwAR2mC_1VfLeJ26hverES6T0UdBngrqOsktmHn21cs

 _FsuIAJi09V BaJceNM 

Hocker, Joyce L. & William W. Wilmot. Interpersonal Conflict. Madison, WI: Brown 

 and Benchmark, 1995. 

Hornsey, Matthew J., Mark Trembath, & Sasha Gunthorpe. “‘You Can Criticize Because 

 You Care’: Identity Attachment, Constructiveness, and the Intergroup Sensitivity 

 Effect.” European Journal of Social Psychology 34 (2004): 499–518. 

Horowitz, Donald L. “Direct, Displaced, and Cumulative Ethnic Aggression.” 

 Comparative Politics 6, 1 (Oct. 1973): 1-16. 

Ives, Bob, Madalina Alma, Eleni Oikonomidoy & Kathryn Obenchain. “Applying 

 Intergroup Contact Theory to Social Distance Data from Ethnic Hungarians and 

 Romanians in Romania.” Journal of Contemporary European Studies 24, 3 

 (2016): 341-355. 

Jiang, Jane Yan, Xiao Zhang, and Dean Tjosvold. "Emotion Regulation as a Boundary 

 Condition of the Relationship between Team Conflict and Performance: A Multi-



220 
 

 Level  Examination." Journal of Organizational Behavior 34, no. 5 (July 2013): 

 714.  

Kelly, Caroline. “Keeping It Civil: How To Talk Politics Without Letting Things Turn 

 Ugly.”  NPR. April 12, 2019. Accessed April 24, 2019. Retrieved from: 

 https://www.npr.org/2019/04/12/712277890/keeping-it-civil-how-to-talk-politics-

 without-letting-things-turnugly?fbclid=IwAR0O7B9XBKJMHv48Cw0jl 

 wME10q1SZMe2qLLQnzL_xr2v_SyVARUigiZnLA. 

Kelman, Herbert C. “A social-psychological approach to conflict analysis and 

 resolution.” In Handbook of Conflict Analysis and Resolution, edited by Dennis 

 J.D. Sandole, Sean Byrne, Ingrid Sandole-Staroste, and Jessica Senehi. New 

 York: Routledge, 2009. 

Kempen, Regina, Kate Hattrup, and Karsten Mueller. “Boundary management in a 

 boundaryless  world: The impact of life domain boundary management for 

 expatriates’ life domain conflict and enrichment.” Journal of Global Mobility 5, 1 

 (2017): 43-59. 

Kimmel, Paul R. “Culture and Conflict.” In Morton Deustch et al (eds.) The handbook of 

 conflict resolution: theory and practice. 625-648. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-

 Bass, 2006. 

Korostelina, Karina V. “Concepts of national identity and the readiness for conflict 

 behavior.” National Identities 10, 2 (2008): 207-223. 

_____. Constructing the Narratives of Identity and Power: Self-Imagination in a Young 

 Ukrainian Nation. New York, NY: Lexington Books, 2013. 



221 
 

_____. “Identity conflicts: model dynamics and early warning.” In Handbook of Conflict 

 Analysis and Resolution, edited by Dennis J.D. Sandole, Sean Byrne, Ingrid 

 Sandole-Staroste, and Jessica Senehi. New York: Routledge, 2009. 

_____. Political Insults: How Offenses Escalate Conflict. Oxford: Oxford University 

 Press,  2014.  

_____. Trump Effect. New York, NY: Routledge, 2016. 

Kraft, Robert N. “The Good Intentions of Violent Perpetrators: A Qualitative Analysis of 

 Testimony From South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission,” Peace 

 and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology 21, no. 3 (2015): 359-377. 

_____. Violent Accounts: Understanding the Psychology of Perpetrators in South 

 Africa’s Truth  and Reconciliation Commission. New York: NYU Press, 2014. 

Kramer, Roderick M. “The ‘Dark Side’ of Social Context: The Role of Intergroup 

 Paranoia in Intergroup Negotiations.” In The Handbook of Negotiation and 

 Culture. Edited by Michele J. Gelfand & Jeanne M. Brett. Stanford, CA: Stanford 

 Books, 2004.  

Kraybill, Ron & Evelyn Wright. The Little Book of Cool Tools for Hot Topics: Group 

 Tools to Facilitate Meetings When Things Are Hot. New York: Good Books, 

 2007. 

Laaksonen, Seppo. Survey Methodology and Missing Data: Tools and Techniques for 

 Practitioners. New York, NY: Springer, 2018. 

Laloggia, John. “Republicans and Democrats agree: They can’t agree on basic facts.” 

 Pew Research Center. Aug. 23, 2018. Accessed Sept. 6, 2018. Retrieved from: 



222 
 

  http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/08/23/republicans-and-democrats-

 agree-they-cant-agree-on-basic-facts/ 

Laue, James. “Ch. 10: The ethics of intervention in community disputes.” In Ethics of 

 Social  Intervention, edited by Gordon Bermant, Herbert C. Kelman, and Donarld 

 P. Warwick. Washington: Hemisphere Publishing Corporation, 1978.  

Lederach, John Paul. The Little Book of Conflict Transformation. Intercourse, PA: Good 

 Books, 2003. 

Lee, Justin. Talking Across the Divide. Kindle Edition. New York: Penguin Publishing 

 Group, 2018. 

Lefranc, Sandrine. “A Critique of ’Bottom-up’ Peacebuilding: Do Peaceful Individuals 

 Make Peaceful Societies?” HALarchives-ouvertes.fr (2011). <halshs-00646986>. 

Lerner, Bernice. “Compassion in Dialogue.” In Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: 

 Education, Personal and Interpersonal Transformation, and Conflict Resolution. 

 Edited by Peter Stearns. Publication in progress. Ikeda Center for Peace  

 Learning and Dialogue, 2018. 

Lewicki, Roy J. & Carolyn Wiethoff. “Trust, Trust Development, and Trust Repair.” In 

 The Handbook of Conflict Resolution: Theory and Practice, edited by Morton 

 Deutsch and Peter T. Coleman. Hoboken, NJ: Jossey-Bass, 2014. 

Louis, Winnifred R. “Intergroup Positioning and Power.” In Global Conflict Resolution 

 through Positioning Analysis, edited by Fathali M. Moghaddam, Rom Harre, and 

 Naomi Lee. Peace psychology book series. New York: Springer, 2008. 



223 
 

Lynch, Loretta E., Karol V. Mason, & Nancy Rodriguez. FORMING AN ACTION-

 RESEARCH TEAM TO ADDRESS SEXUAL ASSAULT CASES. Washington, 

 D.C.: National Institute of Justice, 2016. 

Maguire, Moira, & Brid Delahunt. “Doing a Thematic Analysis: A Practical, Step-by-

 Step Guide for Learning and Teaching Scholars.” All Ireland Journal of  

  Teaching and  Learning in Higher Education 8, 3 (Autumn 2017): 3351-33514. 

Marder, Michael. "POLITICAL CATEGORIES." In Political Categories: Thinking 

  Beyond Concepts, 1-42. New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2019.  

Mason, Lilliana. Uncivil Agreement. Kindle Edition. Chicago: University of Chicago 

 Press, 2016. 

McAdam, Doug, Sidney Tarrow, & Charles Tilly. “Comparative Perspectives on 

 Contentious Politics.” In Comparative Politics: Rationality, Culture, and  

  Structure, edited by Mark Irving Lichbach & Alan S. Zuckerman. Cambridge: 

  Cambridge University Press, 2009. 

_____. Dynamics of contention. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. 

McCammon, Sarah. “Can We Come Together? How Americans Are Trying To Talk 

 Across The Divide.” NPR. April 4, 2019. Accessed April 24, 2019. Retrieved 

 from: https://www.npr.org/2019/04/04/709924342/can-we-come-together-how-

 americans-are- trying-to-talk-across-the-divide. 

Natanson, Maurice. “Phenomenology and the social sciences.” In Maurice Natanson 

 (Ed.), Phenomenology and the social sciences. Evanston, IL: North-western 

 University Press, 1973. 



224 
 

National Institute for Civil Discourse. “About.” NICD.arizona.edu. 2019. Accessed April 

 24, 2019. Retrieved from: https://nicd.arizona.edu/about. 

Neidig, Harper. “Super-PAC launches #NeverHillary ad campaign.” The Hill. March 29, 

 2016. Accessed April 18, 2018. Retrieved from http://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-

 box/presidential-races/274533-conservative-super-pac-launches-neverhillary-ad-

 campaign 

Oakes, Penelope. “The Categorization Process: Cognition and the Group in the Social 

 Psychology of Stereotyping.” In Social Groups and Identities: Developing the 

 Legacy of Henri Tajfel. Edited by W. Peter Robinson. Oxford: Butterworth-

 Heinemann, 1996. 

Obelleiro, Gonzalo. “Values, Dissonance, and the Creation of Shared Meaning.” In 

 Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: Education, Personal and Interpersonal 

 Transformation, and Conflict Resolution. Edited by Peter Stearns. Publication in 

 progress. Ikeda Center for Peace, Learning, and Dialogue, 2018. 

Ossenkop, Carolin et al. “Ethnic diversity and social capital in upward mobility systems: 

 Problematizing the permeability of intra-organizational career boundaries.” 

 Career Development International 20, 5 (2015): 539-558. 

O’Sullivan-Lago, Ria. “The Possibility of Resolving Conflict Through Dialogue?: 

 Continuing from Power.” Psychology & Society 4, 1 (2011): 67-70. 

Patterson, Kerry, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al Switzler. Crucial 

 Conversations: Tools  for Talking When Stakes Are High. New York: McGraw-

 Hill, 2012. 



225 
 

Pettigrew, Thomas F. “Intergroup Contact Theory.” Annual Review of Psychology 49 

 (1998): 65–85. 

Pettigrew, Thomas F., and Linda Tropp. “A Meta-Analytic Test of Intergroup Contact 

 Theory.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 90, 5 (2006): 751-783. 

Pettit, Philip. “Agency-Freedom and Option-Freedom.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 

 15, 4 (2014): 387-403. 

_____. “The Instability of Freedom as Noninterference: The Case of Isaiah Berlin.” 

  Ethics 121, 4  (July 2011): 693-716. 

Pew Research Center. “The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows Even Wider.” Pew 

 Research Center. October 5, 2017. Accessed April 18, 2018. Retrieved from 

 http://www.people-press.org/2017/10/05/1-partisan-divides-over-political-values-

 widen/ 

_____. “Since Trump’s Election, Increased Attention to Politics – Especially Among 

 Women.” Pew Research Center. July 20, 2017. Accessed April 16, 2018. 

 Retrieved from http://www.people-press.org/2017/07/20/since-trumps-election-

 increased-attention-to-politics-especially-among-women/ 

Pikula, Norbert. “The Phenomenon of Aggression as a social problem.” E-Theologos 3, 1 

 (2012): 38-51. 

Poerksen, Bernhard. The Certainty of Uncertainty: Dialogues Introducing   

  Constructivism. Luton, Bedfordshire: Andrews UK, 2013. 

Reynolds, John. “Disrupting civility: amateur intellectuals, international lawyers and 

 TWAIL as praxis.” Third World Quarterly 37, 11 (2016): 2098-2118. 



226 
 

Rodríguez-Ortega, Nuria. “Canon, Value, and Cultural Heritage: New Processes of 

 Assigning Value in the Postdigital Realm.” Multimodal Technologies and 

 Interaction 2, 25 (2018): 1-13. 

Romm, Norma R.A. “Reviewing the Transformative Paradigm: A Critical Systemic and 

 Relational (Indigenous) Lens.” Systemic Action and Practice Research 28 (2015): 

 411- 427. 

Rothbart, Daniel & Karina V. Korostelina. Identity, Morality, and Threat: Studies in 

 Violent Conflict. Edited by Daniel Rothbart & Karina V. Korostelina. Lexington 

 Books, 2006. 

_____. Why They Die: Civilian Devastation in Violent Conflict. Ann Arbor, MI: 

 University of  Michigan Press, 2011.  

Sagan, Olivia. “The loneliness of personality disorder: a phenomenological study.” 

  Mental Health and Social Inclusion 21, no.3 (2017): 213-221. 

Said, Edward W. Orientalism. New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1978. 

Saris, Willem E., & Irmtraud M. Gallhofer. Wiley Series in Survey Methodology: Design, 

 Evaluation, and Analysis of Questionnaires for Survey Research. Hoboken, NJ: 

 Wiley,  2014. 

Scacco, Alexandra and Shana S. Warren. “Can Social Contact Reduce Prejudice and 

 Discrimination? Evidence from a Field Experiment in Nigeria.” New York 

 University (Aug. 2016): 1-83. 

Schirch, Lisa and David Campt. The Little Book for Dialogue on Difficult Subjects: A 

 Practical, Hands-On Guide. Intercourse, PA: Good Books, 2007. 



227 
 

Schwandt, Thomas A. The SAGE Dictionary of Qualitative Inquiry, 3rd Edition. 

 Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2015. 

Smart Politics. “Radical Conversations.” Joinsmart.org. 2019. Accessed April 24, 2019. 

 Retrieved from: https://www.joinsmart.org/radical-conversations.html. 

Stearns, Peter N. “Dialogue: An Introduction.” In Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: 

 Education, Personal and Interpersonal Transformation, and Conflict Resolution. 

  Edited by Peter N. Stearns. Publication in progress. Ikeda Center for Peace, 

  Learning, and Dialogue, 2018. 

Stone, Douglas, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen. Difficult Conversations: How to Discuss 

 What Matters Most. New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2010. 

Suljic, Vahid. “Implications of Interfaith Dialogue to Social Peace and Cohesion in 

 Bosnia.” Religions, 11 (2018): 88-95. 

Tackett, Jennifer L. et al, “Viewing relational aggression through multiple lenses: 

 Temperament, personality, and personality pathology.” Development and 

 Psychopathology 26 (2014):  863-887. 

Tajfel, Henri. “The Achievement of Group Differentiation.” In Differentiation between 

 Social  Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations. London: 

 Academic Press, 1978. 

_____. “Interindividual Behavior and Intergroup Relations.” In Differentiation between 

  social  groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations. Edited by 

 Henri Tajfel. New York: European Association of Experimental Social 

 Psychology by Academic Press, 1978. 



228 
 

_____. “Interindividual Behaviour and Intergroup Behaviour.” In Differentiation between 

 Social  Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations. London: 

 Academic Press, 1978. 

_____. “Social Categorization, Social Identity and Social Comparison.” In Differentiation 

 between Social Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations. 

 London: Academic Press, 1978. 

_____. Social identity and intergroup relations. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

 2010. 

Tajfel, Henri, & Turner, John C. “The social identity theory of intergroup behaviour.” In 

 Psychology of Intergroup Relations, edited by S. Worchel & W. G. Austin. 

 Chicago, IL:  Nelson-Hall, 1986. 

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J.C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In The 

 social psychology of intergroup relations, edited by S. Worchel & W. G. Austin. 

 Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole, 1979. 

Tilly, Charles. Identities, boundaries, and social ties. Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 

 2005. 

_____. “Social Boundary Mechanisms.” Philosophy of the Social Sciences 34, 2 (June 

 2004):  211-236. 

_____. Stories, identities, and political change. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 

 2002. 

_____. Trust and rule. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005.  



229 
 

Tilly, Charles & Sidney G. Tarrow. Contentious politics. New York: Oxford University 

 Press,  2015. 

Tjosvold, Dean, Mary Tjosvold, & Jenny Tjosvold. Love & Anger: Managing Family 

 Conflict. Minneapolis, MN: Team Media, 1991.  

Tjosvold, Dean et al. “Conflict values and team relationships: Conflict's contribution to 

 team effectiveness and citizenship in China,” Journal of Organizational Behavior 

  24, 1 (2003):  69-88. 

Tjosvold, Dean, Haifa Sun, and Paulina Wan. “Effects of Openness, Problem Solving, 

 and Blaming on Learning: An Experiment in China.” The Journal of Social 

 Psychology 145, 6 (Dec. 2005): 629-664. 

Tjosvold, D., & Field, R. H. G. Effects of social context on consensus and majority vote 

 decision making. Academy of Management Journal (Pre-1986), 26,3(1983): 500.  

Tjosvold, Dean. "Putting Conflict to Work." Training and Development Journal 42, no. 

 12 (Dec. 1988): 61.  

Turner, John C. “Social Categorization and Social Discrimination in the Minimal Group 

 Paradigm.” In Differentiation between Social Groups: studies in the social 

 psychology of  intergroup relations. London: Academic Press, 1978. 

_____. “Social Comparison, Similarity and Ingroup Favoritism.” In Differentiation 

  between Social Groups: studies in the social psychology of intergroup relations. 

  London: Academic Press, 1978. 

Turner, John C. & Richard Y. Bourhis. “Social Identity, Interdependence and the Social 

 Group: A Reply to Rabbie et al.” In Social Groups and Identities: Developing the 



230 
 

 Legacy of Henri Tajfel. Edited by W. Peter Robinson. Oxford: Butterworth-

 Heinemann, 1996. 

Tyson, Alec. “Disagreements about Trump widely seen as reflecting divides over ‘other 

 values  and goals.’” Pew Research Center. March 15, 2018. Accessed April 5, 

 2018. Retrieved from: http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

 tank/2018/03/15/disagreements-about-trump-widely-seen-as-reflecting-divides-

 over-other-values-and-goals/ 

University College Dublin. “Constructivism and Social Constructivism in the 

 Classroom.” UCDoer.ie. Date unknown. Accessed January 3, 2019. Retrieved 

 from:  http://www.ucdoer.ie/index.php/Education_Theory/ 

 Constructivism_and_Social_Constructivism_in_the_Classroom 

Urbain, Olivier. “Bringing out the Best in Oneself and Others: The Role of Dialogue in 

 Daisaku Ikeda’s Peacebuilding Practice.” In Peacebuilding Through Dialogue: 

 Education, Personal and Interpersonal Transformation, and Conflict Resolution. 

 Edited by Peter Stearns. Publication in progress. Ikeda Center for Peace, 

 Learning, and Dialogue, 2018. 

Vasilopoulos, Pavlos, George E. Marcus, and Martial Foucault. “Emotional Responses to 

 the Charlie Hebdo Attacks: Addressing the Authoritarianism Puzzle.” Political 

  Psychology 39, 3, (2018): 557-575. 

Wasson, Curtis. “Civility and the Nation: Mexico in the Work of José Zorrilla and 

 Joaquín M. Guadalajara y Cosío.” Bulletin of Hispanic Studies 95, 10 (2018): 

 1107-1122. 



231 
 

Weber, Max. “Politics as a Vocation.” In Max Weber’s Complete Writings on Academic 

  and Political Vocations. Edited by John Dreijmanis. Translated by Gordon C. 

 Wells. New York: Algora Publishing, 2008. 

_____. Sociological Writings. Edited by Wolf Heydebrand. New York: Continuum, 

 1994. 

West, Lindy. “Not My President, Not Now, Not Ever.” NY Times. January 20, 2017. 

 Accessed April 18, 2018, retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/pro 

 jects/cp/opinion/presidential-inauguration-2017 

Williams, Jaye Austin. “Radical Black Drama-as-Theory: The Black Feminist Dramatic 

 on the Protracted Event Horizon.” Theory & Event 21, 1 (Jan. 2018): 191-214. 

Winter, Richard. Learning From Experience: Principles and Practice in Action-

 Research. Philadelphia: The Falmer Press, 1989. 

Wise, Justin. “Man allegedly shot son after argument about NFL players’ national anthem 

 protests.” The Hill. November 27, 2018. Accessed Dec. 4, 2018. Retrieved from: 

 https://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/418536-man-allegedly-shot-

 son-after-argument-about-nfl-players?fbclid=IwAR3YWweVaEf9nlXNSg-

 _tepQK3Mua- oT_KkndItB82rE3oRUL8_lB-oJRys 

Wright, Michelle F. and Yan Li. “The Association Between Cyber Victimization and 

 Subsequent Cyber Aggression: The Moderating Effect of Peer Rejection.” 

 Journal of Youth and  Adolescence 42, 5 (Jan. 2013); 662-674. 

Yazbak-Abu Ahmad, Manal, Adrienne B. Dessel, Alice Mishkin, Noor Ali, & Hind 

 Omar.  “Intergroup dialogue as a just dialogue: Challenging and preventing 



232 
 

 normalization in campus dialogues.” Digest of Middle East Studies 24, 2 (2015): 

 236-259.  

Zuniga, Ximena, Gretchen Lopez, and Kristie A. Ford. “Intergroup Dialogue: Critical 

 Conversations about Difference and Social Justice.” In Intergroup Dialogue: 

 Engaging Difference, Social Identities and Social Justice. Edited by Ximena 

 Zuniga, Gretchen Lopez, and Kristie A. Ford. New York: Routledge, 2014. 

 
 



233 
 

 
 
 
 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

Samantha A. Borders-Shoemaker graduated from Homeschool in 2006. She received her 
Bachelor of Arts from Augusta University in 2011. She moved to the United Arab 
Emirates to study Arabic for a year, before moving to the U.K. and received her Master 
of Arts in Palestine Studies from the University of Exeter in 2014. 
 


