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5 Ways to Decrease Polarization in Anxious Times

ﬁ By Adrian Pei

How calm leadership can impact a
system or workplace...

| recently asked one of my mentors, “Do you think we’re living in the most
challenging times you’ve seen?” He responded, “Maybe, but mostly because
everything these days is so politicized.” | worked with one CEO who joked that at his
church, anything could become a controversial issue, and they might call a public
meeting just to vote on what kind of toilet paper was in the bathrooms!

This isn’t just hearsay—many polls and statistics show that polarization is at near
historic highs (Pew Research Center), and trust in people and in major institutions is
about as low as ever (Gallup). In my view, these are symptoms of a high level of
societal anxiety.

Everyone wants to know: what can be done about this? Can it improve? Certainly
it can, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. Consider an unstable industry threatening a
company’s existence or sustenance. On some level, the industry will directly impact
the anxiety level of the company, like it or not. Some of that may not be in their direct
control. They may need to adapt some, and they may need to wait for the instability to
pass, in some cases.

What about us? On an everyday level, how can we interact in ways that decrease
polarization—whether we’re at work, school, church, home or online? Here are
some starting ideas:


https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/americans-dismal-views-of-the-nations-politics/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/508169/historically-low-faith-institutions-continues.aspx
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Behaviors that decrease polarization:

Behaviors that increase polarization:

Integration of good and bad: Show the
ability to see and acknowledge both
sides’ faults and virtues.

Black-and-white thinking: One side is all
good or all bad. Lack of ability to see
faults and virtues of both sides.

Spend a good percentage of time on “bi-
partisan” talk (e.g. the value of working
across the aisle) or simply on topics that
aren’t clearly associated with “one side”
or the other.

Only partisan topics or language are
used. No bi-partisan talk at all.

Choose topics, discussions and opinions
that show some independence of the
“news cycles,” and show thought beyond
just repeating talking points of either
side.

Every take and reaction is dictated by the
“news cycles” and latest talking points of
that side.

Initiate interactions “across the aisle” that
show some effort to listen to and respect
one another. (not necessarily agree)

No interaction “across the aisle,” other
than debating or name-calling.

In all communications, make a clear
effort to speak out against division, take
personal responsibility, and understand
other people.

There’s a clear drive to label and blame
others, and divide people.

We might be used to the inflammatory nature of news sites and social media
comments, but I've read plenty of thoughtful and nuanced articles in recent months
and years that exhibit the behaviors listed in the left column! I've myself written
comments that have successfully de-escalated and humanized specific online
interactions. So | know this can work—and when we’re able to engage in behaviors
that decrease polarization, there’s something “relieving” about it that other

people can feel.
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Now, it’s also true that when we try to de-escalate things, we often still receive
pushback and negativity. That’s just the nature of how anxiety flows within a system.
So we must try to remember that we’re engaging in these behaviors for ourselves and
for people who know and love us—not primarily to change the masses, or the most
“challenging” individuals.

Yes, this is all easier said than done. However, in the long run we might be surprised
at how calm behavior and leadership can impact a group. | think of a leader |
worked with, who provided clarity and stability at a time of great uncertainty in her
company’s industry. She listened to her employees, prepared them as much as
possible for potential outcomes, and set achievable goals to ensure they were ready
when changes finally did happen.

When it comes to our society and the high level of polarization and anxiety around, an
image that comes to mind is being at a crowded airport. | fly out of LAX (Los Angeles)
airport all the time, and if you’ve ever been there or somewhere similar—everyone is
going somewhere and when so many worlds collide, there’s a kind of stress level and
pace that’s almost contagious. People are rushing and pushing past others, even in the
security screening line. | used to joke with my wife that the TSA agents often sound like
drill sergeants: “Get your laptops out of your bags! Now! Don’t you eyeball me, young
man! Drop and give me 20 pushups!” Even if I'm not in a rush myself, my intensity level
can increase because of the people and atmosphere around me.

| feel like something similar is happening in our current societal climate. We just feel the
angst and unease in the air, and it impacts us whether or not we realize it. But in the
past few years, | also realized something else about being at the airport. Sometimes /
can be the one to slow down. There are times when | feel the person in line behind
me pushing to go faster, and | just smile and tell them, “please go ahead, you can go
first.” I've done this at grocery stores and the post office too, and when they thank me,
| sometimes say, “No problem at all, | have enough time.”

| find that doing this helps me to slow and calm down. But in some cases, it actually
helps that person to be a little calmer too. You might be surprised how powerful one
calm person can be, in an anxious group or system!

And let’s not forget—there are societies where the overall pace of life is slower. I've
been there and felt it! And | have to tell you, that can be contagious too! In one country,
people were moving so agonizingly slow, that | almost fell asleep sitting on a bench on
a public street. So changes can happen over a long period of time. But sometimes we
need to start with small goals first—before the big, overwhelming ones.
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Will you take on the challenge of being one calm individual who doesn’t go along
with the masses—but interrupts the escalating cycle of polarization?

| teach the skills required to communicate in challenging situations in
my book The Art of Growing Through Feedback (now available in
paperback and e-book). I’m offering bulk discounts up to 45% off
+ a free Q & A session with me! Please write me if you’re
IR e interested in using it for your team, company, book club, church, or
other group.
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Discussion or Reflection Questions:

1. Think of a time when you chose to be the “calm one” in an anxious situation.
What happened, what did you do, and what was the result? What did you learn
from this experience?

2. Applying these lessons to the workplace: What kind of anxiety or uncertainty
is there in your industry? How does that impact people, and what kind of
leadership do you think they need?

3. What kinds of behaviors do you think can help to decrease polarization? Have
you tried anything that has worked, or hasn’t worked? Please feel free to share
ideas that aren’t listed in the chart above.

Thank you for reading this article! Simply mention it when you contact
me, and I'll take 10% off any of our coaching, cohort, or workshop
offerings. Contact me through our website or e-mail me at:

adrian@changenavigation.co


https://www.amazon.com/Art-Growing-Through-Feedback-Graciously/dp/1532845294/ref=tmm_pap_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&dib_tag=se&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.X6M-BVGDIUP7kVE1A2u82_uBL5K7GhoWsWZcb8goZBWgBsGeaHecg9Uu0kgoni8RUWATSQcWh-rvLAV0dvcpcU7t4wdBO-XVUEVvzJMEVgKWc7d0ZqWnqXqkBSfpL1C0VR2FIK7PY5ffiBOhwMvAt5KtO5VhYyIKEHSs9yHP5RJH0gSVYGcgXNT7XYKkdW2hZ0gZuR1GErjX5L1d7fssU2zdPZM57_5xAjUmf96Zo1k.1wNP2diB-BxQ9ht-BDAlYMnDC1zanf-hWeDiNa-dzaQ&qid=1740153181&sr=8-2
https://changenavigation.co/#consulting
mailto:adrian@changenavigation.co

