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Which one does your workplace look like?



We live in a 
Polarized 
Society

• Workforce is becoming more 
diverse with people facing very 
different realities.

• Gen Z & Millennial employees 
expect to be able to talk about 
polarizing topics at work. 

• It is impossible to NOT bring 
strong emotions into the workplace. 



Recognize that employees are talking about polarizing topics in the workplace.

Increasingly diverse work environments means leaders need to pay attention to 
the needs of different groups if you want to engage ALL staff.

Realize that the tragic events occurring in our world impact different groups in 
different ways and can negatively influence productivity, engagement and feelings 
of safety.

Recognize that employees bring their fears and other emotions into the 
workplace.  

Concepts from: We Can’t Talk about That at Work by Mary-Frances Winters





Learning Objectives

Identify
• Common Reasons for Confrontation

Understand
• Core Concepts 

Increase
• Awareness with Tips & Tools for Success

Discuss
• How to have Inclusive & Safe Conversations at Work 



What are Common Reasons for Confrontation?



https://learning.shine.com/talenteconomy/career-help/conflict-resolution-skills/



Core Concepts 
for a Respectful 

Environment

• Define Respect 

• Know your DEI Policies & Programs

• Understand Cultural Characteristics

• Importance of Confidentiality



Respect

• Can you define and verbalize what 
respect means to you personally?

• Do you know your institution’s 
expectations?

What does a respectful work 
environment look like to you?





Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion & Belonging

Define the differences between 
these terms.

Think of as a seat at a table.

Know and share your institution’s 
definition.



Where do you see this difference in your workplace?





Why is Confidentiality 
so Important?
Matters for legal and reputational reasons

• Personal information
• “Trade Secrets”
• Managerial Information

No Confidentiality = NO TRUST 
• Fear builds
• Accountability fails
• Morale & Motivation drops
• Teamwork and collaboration decreases

Sharing someone else’s story without their 
permission removes a person’s ability to consent.



Limits of 
Confidentiality

When is it our responsibility to violate confidentiality?  
When there is a credible belief that someone represents a 
threat to themselves or others or if required to do so by law.

What have you experienced?

What do you say?
Inform individual of your duty in that moment to break 
confidentiality and make clear the reporting process you feel 
obligated to follow.  

Never promise confidentiality up front!

If no clear ethical or legal reason to share, the most 
respectful action you can take is to keep the vault secure!

Practice cultivating trust by respecting someone’s 
experience as confidential: when in doubt, assume 
confidentiality.



Tips & Tools for Success

Think about current or past organizational 
challenges and be aware of Unconscious 

Bias    

Keep in mind that no matter what 
programs or guidelines are in place, 

people are TALKING

Teach people how to discuss 
APPROPRIATELY in the workplace







Topics being discussed 
in workplace

Race and Racial 
Tensions

• Race based 
organizations 
or movements

• Topic of 
‘privilege’  

• Non-racist vs. 
anti-racist

Politics

• Current 
Events

• Political 
Ideology

• Elections

Military

• Military 
actions and 
maneuvers

• Celebrations 
related to 
military 
achievements



Constructive 
Confrontation 
with a learning 

mindset

• You may or may not be aware…
• Help me to understand…
• Let me think about what you said…
• How is this productive to our work…
• How does this impact our 

relationship…



Being an active bystander means being aware of when 
someone's behavior is inappropriate or threatening and
choosing to challenge it. 



How to have Inclusive Conversations



Debate vs. Discussion vs. Dialogue
DEBATE

• Competitive – focus on 
succeeding and winning, 
proving others’ logic “wrong”

• Focus on “right” and “wrong” 
through evidence

• Looking for weaknesses, 
searching for flaws in others’ 
logic – critique their position

• Listening is used to form 
counterarguments

• Focus on conflict and 
difference as an advantage

• Disregard relationships
• Using silence to gain an 

advantage

DIALOUGE
• Collaborative, towards a sense 

of community understanding
• Aim to re-evaluate and 

acknowledge assumptions and 
biases

• Bring out areas of 
ambivalence

• Look for shared meaning
• Discover collective meaning; 

re-examine and destabilized 
long-held ideas

• Listening without judgement 
and with a view to understand

• Building relationships
• Honor silence

DISCUSSION
• Conceptual and/or conversational 

– present ideas, often in “clean” or 
“sophisticated” ways

• Aim to share information – seeking 
to staying “neutral” in conclusions

• Seek answers and solutions
• Give answers, often those in 

accordance with academic 
standards – “What do our readings 
say?”

• Listening is used to find places of 
disagreement or to gather rational 
pieces of argument

• Avoid areas of strong conflict and 
difference

• Retain relationships
• Avoid silence

https://utlc.uncg.edu/teaching/dialoguediscussiondebate/



Inclusive Conversation Tips

Inclusive communication should include 
information on:
• The societal context of the conversations & importance 

to the organization.

• What you will do with the feedback from the 
conversations.

• Why it’s okay for employees to engage in these 
conversations.

• The fact that the conversation is uncomfortable for all 
parties. 

• What help and support is available for anyone who is 
challenged by the topics being discussed.

Keep communications simple, honest and direct.

Be aware that conversation locations matter! 



Create Opportunities for 
Safe Space Conversations

Key attributes include the feeling of being free of:

• Judgement

• Minimization of experiences

• Consequences from expressing views

Key principles to follow:

• Acknowledge different perspectives

• Acknowledge fear and feelings of others

• Acknowledge discomfort for those involved

• Exercise humility and know when to pause

• Seek shared meaning
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/diversity/conversations-race-work#gref



Boundary Setting is Important

• Helps individuals understand their 
roles and responsibilities.

• Sets rules of conduct within the 
workplace. 

• Determines what is and is not 
appropriate on the job.

• Sets expectations for accountability to 
our actions and allows for disciplinary 
action for those who violate them.





Post Conversation Tips:

• Share gratitude for those who took part and recognition of the 
emotional energy spent by everyone.

• Identify key themes of the learnings gained from the 
conversations.

• Connect conversations to university’s values and mission.

• Make a commitment to action as a result of your learnings.

• Communicate how you intend to keep the conversation going 
to learn from and hear the voices of protected class 
employees. 

I can do things you 
cannot, you can do things, 
I cannot.  Together we can 
do great things.  

-- Mother Theresa



Inclusive Habits to 
Live By…

• Acknowledging: you don’t know everything…there is 
always something to learn.

• Legitimizing: Other perspectives are just as valid as your 
own and need to be listened to for the purpose of 
understanding, not necessarily agreement.

• Listening: Listen to understand and be aware of your own 
biases.

• Reflecting: Spend more time reflecting on your own 
values and beliefs. Why do you believe what you do?

• Questioning: Show genuine interest in others.  Be 
curious, not judgmental, about others’ experiences. 

• Respecting: Respect the dignity of every person event 
when you don’t agree with them.  Separate the person 
from the position.  Practice the Platinum Rule, by treating 
other the way they want to be treated. 



Inclusive Habits 
continued…

• Pausing: Always take a pause before you provide your opinion 
on polarizing topics. Take a deep breath.  Think about what 
you are going to say.  Be patient of mistakes.  Be patient of 
frustrations of historically  marginalized groups.  Be patient 
with people who don’t understand your experience as a 
member of a historically marginalized group.

• Accepting: Accepting does not mean agreement.  It means 
you acknowledge that there are a myriad of worldviews and 
it’s important to learn about them.  Accepting is better than 
tolerating.  Work to move from tolerance to acceptance.

• Apologizing:  If you say something that offends someone 
else, genuinely apologize.  Do not defend your comment.  
Simply say “I am sorry.  Please help me to understand why that 
was offensive.” Consider it a teaching moment.



The End Point is 
Reciprocal Empathy

If we can get to an ability to understand what it’s 
like to be the ‘other’ then we increase the likelihood 
of generating new ways to engage with each other.

------------

When we engage, we create opportunities to learn 
more about each other’s similarities and 

differences, build better relationships & improve 
trust.

------------

This leads to employees feeling more valued, 
respected and more motivated to give their all. 



CONTACT 
INFORMATION: 

Jamie K. Gayer, PHR, SHRM-CP
Senior HR Director
Indiana University

Tel: 812-856-0716
jkgayer@iu.edu
LinkedIn – Jamie Gayer

mailto:jkgayer@iu.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jamie-gayer-b2abb0125/
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