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PRRI (Public Religion Research 
Institute) is a nonprofit, 
nonpartisan organization 
dedicated to conducting 
independent research at the 
intersection of religion, culture, 
and public policy.

Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan, 
non-profit fact tank that informs the 
public about the issues, attitudes and 
trends shaping the world. PEW conducts 
public opinion polling, demographic 
research, content analysis and other data-
driven social science research.

The Greater Good Science Center at UC 
Berkeley studies the psychology, 
sociology, and neuroscience of well-being 
and teaches skills that foster a thriving, 
resilient, and compassionate society.

More in Common is a non-partisan, non-profit organization that works on 
both short and longer term initiatives to address the underlying drivers of 
fracturing and polarization, and build more united, resilient and inclusive 
societies.

SOURCES OF INFORMATION FOR THIS PRESENTATION:





“Clustering ourselves into groups that compete against each other in a zero-
sum game where negotiation and compromise are perceived as betrayal…”   
(Jilani & Smith, 2019, Greater Good Magazine)

“Divergence of political attitudes to ideological extremes” (Wikipedia)

But in the U.S. today it also means…

In other words, there are larger social implications!  



1. We’re segregated in our own communities.

Americans are increasingly segregating themselves by political party and ideology even in their 

residential communities.

2. Our political culture is more and more antagonistic. 

During the 1960 presidential campaign, only around 10% of political advertisements were 

negative; by 2018, about 50% of the ads in federal campaigns were purely negative.

3. We judge and loathe members of other political parties.
2016 Pew polling found that 47 percent of Republicans said that Democrats are more “immoral” than 
other Americans; 35 percent of Democrats held that view about Republicans.

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/


4. Our families are being undermined.

Thanksgiving dinners are significantly shorter in areas where Americans share meals across party 

lines. The effect was worse in areas with heavy political advertising.

5. We’re less likely to help each other out.

Contact across social classes seems to promote well-being and kind and helpful behaviors like 

gratitude and generosity; however, attaining high social status impairs key social and emotional 

skills and makes people less interested in connecting with others. 

6. Our physical health is probably suffering. 

Racism has a terrible impact on the health and well-being of its targets, but individuals who hold

racial prejudices and fears experience elevated levels of stress and other physiological 
responses that, over time, can wear down their muscles and damage their immune systems.



8. We feel pressure to conform in our groups. In polarized situations, we feel intense social 
pressure to think and act in ways that are consistent with important group identities.

9. Deception is more likely. Lying is often condemned when committed inside a group—but 
people tend to see deception as valid when in conflict with another group.

10. Gridlock is damaging our government institutions. Centrists and moderates increasingly 
perceive elective office as a hostile environment and are reluctant to run for Congress and state 
legislatures.

7. We’re more and more stressed out.

An increasing number of Americans say it’s “stressful and frustrating” to talk about politics with 
people they disagree with.  



12. It’s hard for us to solve problems even when we do agree.  For example, 90% of 

Americans support universal background checks for gun purchases. And yet our polarized 

Congress, and a media environment that treats gun issues as a zero-sum game between gun 

owners and gun control activists, elude that consensus.

13. Violence is more likely.  In polarized situations, we stop seeing people in competing groups as 
human beings—and that is very dangerous. The number of violent hate crimes reported in the United 
States in 2018 was the highest in 16 years, according to the FBI.

11. We’re losing trust in key institutions. This includes the news media, banks, labor unions, 

colleges and universities, and even churches and religious organizations.



Different factors are believed to contribute to polarization, including:

•Rapid demographic changes

•Increased economic inequality, stagnation in median wage, job insecurity

•The persistent threat of terrorism post 9/11

•The “echo chamber” effect of social media

•Partisanship of cable television and other media sources

•Erosion of confidence in the “American dream.”

The “More in Common” research adds an additional and less-recognized factor….



Polarization is also shaped by competing “core beliefs” 
(divergent values and ways of perceiving and experiencing the world). 

https://www.moreincommon.com/

In 2017 & 2018, More in 
Common’s research partner, 
YouGov, conducted 8,000 online 
surveys as well as individual and 
focus group interviews asking US 
citizens questions on 
demographics, partisanship, 
ideology, cognition, moral values, 
group identity, political attitudes, 
and political and media 
consumption behaviors.

https://www.moreincommon.com/


https://hiddentribes.us/pdf/hidden_tribes_report.pdf

The study identified 7 groups of 
Americans (or “tribes”) that are defined by 
their core beliefs, sense of group 
belonging, and political behaviors rather 
than exclusively by their age, race, class, 
gender, or other purely demographic 
factors.  

https://hiddentribes.us/pdf/hidden_tribes_report.pdf


– Progressive Activists: younger, highly engaged, secular, 
cosmopolitan, angry.   Main concerns: climate change, inequality, 
poverty.

– Traditional Liberals: older, open to compromise, rational, cautious. 
Main concerns: leadership, division in society

– Passive Liberals: unhappy, insecure, distrustful, disillusioned.
Main concerns: healthcare, racism, poverty 

– Politically Disengaged: young, low income, distrustful, detached, 
patriotic, conspiratorial.  Main concerns: gun violence, jobs/economy, 
terrorism

– Moderates: engaged, civic-minded, middle-of-the-road, pessimistic, 
Protestant.  Main concerns: division, foreign tensions, healthcare

– Traditional Conservatives: religious, middle class, patriotic, 
moralistic.  Main concerns: foreign tensions, jobs, terrorism

– Devoted Conservatives: white, older, highly engaged, 
uncompromising, patriotic.  Main concerns: immigration, terrorism, 
jobs/economy

https://hiddentribes.us/pdf/hidden_tribes_report.pdf

https://hiddentribes.us/pdf/hidden_tribes_report.pdf


The Exhausted Majority

The four segments in the Exhausted Majority 
have many differences, but they share four main 
attributes: 

• They are more ideologically flexible
• They support finding political compromise
• They are fatigued by US politics today 
• They feel forgotten in political debate



Core Beliefs
Driving Polarization  



• 99 percent of Progressive Activists and 85 percent of Traditional Liberals think immigration 
is good for the country. Moderates and Passive Liberals also lean towards a positive view 
of the impact of immigration (61 and 72 percent, respectively). 

• Traditional Conservatives and Devoted Conservatives believe that America’s immigrant 
population is a burden on the country (64 and 81 percent, respectively).

• While 97 percent of Progressive Activists believe that the immigration screening process 
works well to keep Americans safe, 99 percent of Devoted Conservatives believe that the 
process is not tough enough to keep out potential terrorists. 

Beliefs about Immigration



Beliefs about Racism & Privilege

• 92 percent of Progressive Activists and 66 percent of Traditional Liberals believe that 
many people do not take racism seriously enough, while 94 percent of Devoted 
Conservatives say that many people are too sensitive about things to do with race.

• 99% of Progressive Activists believe that many white people today do not recognize 
the privileges they have.  Devoted Conservatives strongly disagree that white people 
have an advantage over people of color. This is true largely regardless of the 
respondent’s race: while 80 percent of white Devoted Conservatives believe that the 
“rights of black and brown people are more protected than the rights of white 
people,” 62 percent of non-white Devoted Conservatives also believe this. 



Beliefs about Gender & Sexism

• 76 percent of Progressive Activists versus just 7 percent of Devoted Conservatives say that 
acts of sexism are “very common.”    57 percent of Traditional Conservatives believe they 
are somewhat common. 

• 77 percent of Devoted Conservatives and 60 percent of Traditional Conservatives believe 
that women get paid less than men because they have made distinct choices in their 
careers. Indeed, almost half of female Traditional Conservatives believe this, and a full 72 
percent of female Devoted Conservatives believe this, suggesting that gender is a much 
smaller influence on people’s views on this issue than their core beliefs. Only 15 percent of 
Progressive Activists endorse this view. 

• A clear majority of Americans (60 percent) believes that accepting transgender people is the 
moral thing to do; however, the Traditional and Devoted Conservative segments believe that 
acceptance of transgender people has gone too far (69 and 72 percent agree, respectively).



Religion & Security 

• On the question of whether America needs more faith and religion or more reason and 
science, faith and religion are prioritized by 55 percent of Moderates, 59 percent of the 
Politically Disengaged, 73 percent of the Traditional Conservatives, and 89 percent of 
Devoted Conservatives.  Progressive Activists, Traditional Liberals, and Passive Liberals 
prioritized reason and science.

• While 75 percent of Devoted Conservatives believe that Islam is more violent than other 
religions, only 3 percent of Progressive Activists and 10 percent of Traditional Liberals 
believe this. 

• The majority of both Devoted Conservatives (83 percent) and Traditional Conservatives 
(66 percent) believe that Islam is incompatible with American society. 



Moral Foundations

• Fairness/Cheating: relating to equality, proportionality, and rendering justice according to 
shared rules 

• Care/Harm: kindness, protecting the vulnerable, and helping those in need 

• Authority/Subversion: leadership, submitting to tradition and legitimate authority 

• Purity/Disgust: abhorrence for things that evoke disgust, body as temple, moral activity

• Loyalty/Betrayal: standing with one’s group, family or nation, patriotism, self-sacrifice

The 7 groups’ adherence to a range of values, or moral foundations, 
plays an important role in their beliefs about issues.

For more information on moral foundations, see https://moralfoundations.org/

https://moralfoundations.org/


Progressive Activists prioritize 
the foundations of Care and 
Fairness, while Conservatives 
and Moderates value the 
foundations of Authority, 
Loyalty, and Purity (as well as 
the other foundations!).

Moral Foundations



So what does all of this mean for those of us who are human 
service professionals?

It means we need to:

1.  Be aware of our personal core beliefs and moral foundations to determine 
if they may be motivating us to contribute to polarization (consciously or 
unconsciously).

2.  Re-familiarize ourselves with our professional values and beliefs to be sure 
we’re applying them in our professional lives, but also to apply them in our 
personal lives to help diffuse polarization.

MIGHT OUR PERSONAL CORE BELIEFS AND MORAL FOUNDATIONS 
BUMP UP AGAINST OUR PROFESSIONAL VALUES AND BELIEFS?



The NASW Code of Ethics is “rooted in a set of core values” which is “the 

foundation of social work's unique purpose and perspective.”

https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-
policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-
ethics-for-nurses/

The Code of Ethics for Nurses “is foundational to nursing theory, practice, 

and praxis in its expression of the values, virtues, and obligations that 
shape, guide, and inform nursing as a profession.”

https://www.socialworkers.org/about/ethi
cs/code-of-ethics/code-of-ethics-english

https://www.nursingworld.org/practice-policy/nursing-excellence/ethics/code-of-ethics-for-nurses/
https://www.socialworkers.org/about/ethics/code-of-ethics/code-of-ethics-english


NASW 1.02 Self-Determination
Social workers respect and promote the right of clients to self-determination and assist 

clients in their efforts to identify and clarify their goals….

Might these ethical standards conflict with the Moral Foundation of 

“Purity/Disgust: abhorrence for things that evoke disgust, moral activity”?

(c) Social workers should obtain education about and seek to understand the nature of social 

diversity and oppression with respect to race, ethnicity, national origin, color, sex, sexual 

orientation, gender identity or expression, age, marital status, political belief, religion, immigration 

status, and mental or physical ability.

NASW 1.05 Cultural Awareness and Social Diversity

ANA 1.4 The Right to Self-Determination
Respect for human dignity requires the recognition of specific patient rights, in particular, the right to 

self-determination….Support of patient autonomy also includes respect for the patient’s method of 

decision-making and recognition that different cultures have different beliefs and understandings of 

health, autonomy, privacy and confidentiality, and relationships….



NASW 1.06 Conflicts of Interest
(e) Social workers should avoid communication with clients using technology (such as social 

networking sites, online chat, e-mail, text messages, telephone, and video) for personal or non-work-

related purposes.

(h) Social workers should avoid accepting requests from or engaging in personal relationships with 

clients on social networking sites or other electronic media to prevent boundary confusion, 

inappropriate dual relationships, or harm to clients.

Might these conflict with the Moral Foundation of 

“Care/Harm: kindness, protecting the vulnerable, and helping 

those in need”? 

ANA 2.2 Conflict of Interest for Nurses
Nurses must examine the conflicts arising between their own personal and professional values…and 

perhaps even the values and interests of the patients themselves…Nurses in all roles must identify 

and, whenever, possible, avoid conflicts of interest.



Might these conflict with the Moral Foundation of

“Loyalty/Betrayal: standing with one’s group, family or nation, 

patriotism, self-sacrifice”?

1.07 Privacy and Confidentiality
(q) Social workers should avoid searching or gathering client information electronically unless there 

are compelling professional reasons, and when appropriate, with the client’s informed consent.

(r) Social workers should avoid posting any identifying or confidential information about clients on 

professional websites or other forms of social media.

ANA 3.1 Protection of the Rights of Privacy and Confidentiality
The nurse has a duty to maintain confidentiality of all patient information, both personal and clinical in 

the work setting and off duty in all venues, including social media or any other means of 

communication….[N]urses must maintain vigilance regarding postings, images, recordings, or 

commentary that intentionally or unintentionally breaches their obligation to maintain and protect 

patients’ privacy and confidentiality.



3.09 Commitments to Employers
(d) Social workers should not allow an employing organization's policies, procedures, regulations, or 

administrative orders to interfere with their ethical practice of social work. Social workers should take 

reasonable steps to ensure that their employing organizations' practices are consistent with the NASW 

Code of Ethics.

(e) Social workers should act to prevent and eliminate discrimination in the employing organization's 

work assignments and in its employment policies and practices.

Might these conflict with the Moral Foundation of 

“Authority/Subversion: leadership, submitting to tradition and 

legitimate authority”?

ANA 6.3  Responsibility for the Healthcare Environment
Nurses should address concerns about the healthcare environment through appropriate channels 

and/or regulatory or accrediting bodies.  After repeated efforts to bring about change, nurses have a 

duty to resign from healthcare facilities, agencies, or institutions where there are sustained patterns of 

violations of patients rights, where nurses are required to compromise standards of practice or 

personal integrity, or where the administration is unresponsive to nurses’ expressions of concern.



NASW 6.04 Social and Political Action

(a)Social workers should engage in social and political action that seeks to ensure that all people 

have equal access to the resources, employment, services, and opportunities they require to meet 

their basic human needs and to develop fully.

(b)Social workers should act to prevent and eliminate domination of, exploitation of, and 

discrimination against any person, group, or class on the basis of race, ethnicity, national origin, 

color, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, age, marital status, political belief, 

religion, immigration status, or mental or physical ability.

Might these conflict with the Moral Foundations of:

“Authority/Subversion: leadership, submitting to tradition and legitimate authority” 

“Purity/Disgust: abhorrence for things that evoke disgust, moral activity”

“Loyalty/Betrayal: standing with one’s group, family or nation, patriotism, self-sacrifice”?

ANA 8.3 Obligation to Advance Health and Human rights and Reduce Disparities

Nurses collaborate with others to change unjust structures and processes that affect both individuals 

and communities….Nurses should collaborate to create a moral milieu that is sensitive to diverse 

cultural values and practices.



SO, AS HUMAN SERVICE PROFESSIONALS IN A POLARIZED 
SOCIETY, WE ARE CALLED TO BE….

• People who are aware of our personal core beliefs 
and moral foundations and how they impact our 
views of and interactions with others.

• People who have a thorough understanding of our 
professional values and ethics and how to apply them 
in our professional practice.

• People who can identify when our personal beliefs 
conflict with our professional values and ethics.

• People who can intentionally use our professional 
values and ethics to minimize polarization, 
divisiveness, and hate at work and elsewhere.  


