
DIGNITY ACROSS DIVIDES: 
CONNECTING AND SUPPORTING 

OUR NEIGHBORS



Thank you to IDEA organizers… 
…and you



Goals for our session
At the end of our time today, attendees will:
- Develop greater awareness of the Dignity Index as a 
strategy for community building

- Identify contexts where the index might be useful
- Practice using the Dignity Index on sample scenarios
- Reflect on ways that they might apply the principles of 
dignity and empathy in their own communities and 
workplaces. 



Agreements for our session
◦Practice active listening.
◦Give one another the benefit of the doubt.
◦Respect and empathy are beautiful. Bring the beauty.
◦Bring a “learner” mindset as opposed to a “judge” mindset.
◦ Speak to your own experiences. Be brave. Failing is okay.
◦ Share the floor and make sure everyone gets a chance to 
share.
◦Do not share another person’s story without asking them first.
◦Others?



Session Context
◦Focusing on neighborhood and workplace 
interactions
◦We have shared goals
◦Thinking about nature of language to open 
dialogue
◦Strategy to build bridges and find commonality 
for success of our community and workplace



Successes from this approach
◦ Improved team morale and productivity.
◦More efficient conflict resolution.
◦ Stronger relationships with stakeholders or community 
members.
◦ Increased sense of community and effectiveness.



What is dignity?
◦ Think of a time when you were treated with dignity.
◦What was the setting? What happened? How did you 
feel?

◦ Think of a time when you were treated with contempt.
◦What was the setting? What happened? How did you 
feel?



Thinking about dignity…
◦ Think of a time when you treated someone with dignity.
◦What was the setting? What happened? How did you 
feel?

◦ Think of a time when you treated someone with 
contempt.
◦What was the setting? What happened? How did you 
feel?



What is the Dignity Index?

https://www.dignity.us/latest








Some practice…
◦ “Some people are inconsiderate and hog all the parking.”
◦ “My idiot neighbors are at it again leaving their trash cans out past the 

deadline.”
◦ “People move here from other places and they have no idea how we 

do things here and are so rude for not asking.”
◦ “I am sick of picking up other people’s trash. Next time I am going to 

dump my trash can in their driveway and see how they feel!”
◦ “There is no way that I am going to agree with him about the quiet 

hours based on what he posted on Next Door about my dog.”

https://www.dignity.us/latest


Note that the goal is not “word” or “tone” policing.
We can express and receive emotions with dignity.



Name your “North Star”
Why does this matter to you?



Some practice…
◦ “Some people are inconsiderate and hog all the parking.”
◦ “My idiot neighbors are at it again leaving their trash cans out past the 

deadline.”
◦ “People move here from other places and they have no idea how we 

do things here and are so rude for not asking.”
◦ “I am sick of picking up other people’s trash. Next time I am going to 

dump my trash can in their driveway and see how they feel!”
◦ “There is no way that I am going to agree with him about the quiet 

hours based on what he posted on Next Door about my dog.”

https://www.dignity.us/latest


How can we find common ground 
with dignity?
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How can we find common ground 
with dignity?
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How can we find common ground 
with dignity?
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How does this differ from ground rules?
Ground Rules

Purpose
◦ These set baseline 

expectations for behavior, 
like "no interrupting" or "speak 
respectfully." They focus on 
general conduct to maintain 
order and civility during 
discussions.

c

◦ This goes deeper by providing a 
framework to evaluate and refine 
the *tone* and *content* of 
language. It emphasizes how 
communication fosters dignity or 
contempt, guiding participants to 
actively elevate the quality of 
interactions.



How does this differ from ground rules?
Ground Rules

Focus
◦ Broad and straightforward, 

they apply to overall 
behaviors, such as listening, 
not shouting, or sticking to 
time limits.

Dignity Index
Focus

◦ Specifically focuses on the 
*language* used. It evaluates 
how words impact 
relationships, aiming to 
transform contentious or 
divisive language into 
constructive and bridge-
building dialogue



How does this differ from ground rules?
Ground Rules
Application

◦ Often established before 
discussions and serve as a 
static reference point. They 
work as a "code of conduct."

Dignity Index
Application

◦ Is dynamic and evaluative. It 
can be applied in real-time 
to assess specific interactions 
or reflect on conversations 
afterward. It's a tool for 
continuous improvement.



How does this differ from ground rules?
Ground Rules

Emotional Depth
◦ Prevent overt disruptions or 

disrespect but don’t 
necessarily address 
underlying attitudes or the 
emotional impact of words.

Dignity Index
Emotional Depth

◦ Encourages participants to 
consider the emotional tone 
of their communication and 
its influence on others, 
fostering empathy and 
understanding.



How does this differ from ground rules?
Ground Rules

Long Term Growth
◦ Enforce immediate order 

during a meeting or 
discussion.

Dignity Index
Long Term Growth

◦ Aims for deeper change by 
cultivating habits of dignified 
communication over time, 
helping people unlearn 
patterns of contempt and 
build respectful dialogue 
skills.
◦ .



How can we use this tool?
◦ Conflict Resolution: During disputes it can help assess the tone of 

communication and encourage language that promotes understanding and 
resolution rather than division.

◦ Community Meetings: It can be used to guide discussions, ensuring that all 
participants feel heard and respected, even when opinions differ.

◦ Social Media Guidelines: Can set standards for online interactions within the 
neighborhood's social media groups, reducing the risk of inflammatory or 
divisive posts.

◦ Event Planning: It can help ensure that promotional materials and speeches 
reflect respectful language.

◦ Policy Discussions: For debates on neighborhood policies or initiatives, it can 
serve as a framework to keep conversations constructive and focused on 
shared goals.





MELINDA MESSINEO
MMESSINE@BSU.EDU
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