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DIGNITY: Its Essential Role
 in Resolving Con�ict

by Donna Hicks, Ph.D.

Each year Con�ict Resolution Month in Colorado chooses a book as recommended reading for the community 
at large. We look for a book that is readable, o�ers practical skills, and is approachable by all. Dignity �lls all 
these requirements easily. Author Donna Hicks suggests that experiences of dignity and violations to dignity 
are even more fundamental then interactions of respect and disrespect. She uses personal experience and new
science to bolster her conclusions. Her thinking resonates with the reader at a foundational level no matter who 
you are in the world. She o�ers us dignity, a word and concept that we all know, and then adds depth and 
dimension to dignity and its practice. Donna Hicks leads workshops in The Dignity Model .

The Guiding Question:
When I am in con�ict, how do I uphold my dignity and the dignity of the other at the same time?

General Understanding 
Discuss the di�erence between dignity and respect as noted in the introduction on page 5. What do you think?
The author uses evidence from evolutionary psychology to suggest that we are hardwired for self-protection by 
using �ght-or-�ight responses. At the same time,  we are hardwired to be in relationships with each other 
and to befriend each other. These are powerful tensions and opposing urges. When have you been aware of 
these tensions? How did you and others respond? What was the outcome? Was dignity maintained or violated?

Individuals
Try this exercise from the author’s Dignity Model Workshop: participants are asked to think about a time 
when their dignity was violated - when they walked away from di�cult interactions with someone and they 
felt bad. Then participants are asked to look at the Ten Essential Elements of Dignity in Section 1 and name the 
elements that were violated in the bad interaction. Does this help you to understand that you are not “bad” 
but something bad happened to you?

Families
How do you see blame and shame happening in families? What has been your reaction to blame, shame and guilt? 
Often we carry these emotions and judgments from childhood; what does Dignity o�er by way of managing one’s 
reaction as adults?

Work
Demeaning gossip. What is your experience with gossip in the workplace? What are the impacts of a work culture
 that engages in gossip? Respond to Hicks’ analysis of gossip in Section 20.
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Communities
“Dignity threats call up a reaction from our ancient emotion center as if your lives are on the line even when they are 
not .... we have experienced an assault and need to be ready for action -- reactive, self-protective, defensive and 
maybe even violent” (p.12). What are the forces at play when we have di�erences of opinions and beliefs? What are
 the implications for civil dialogue and disagreeement at the community and legislative level? Hicks o�ers examples 
of civil wars and international wars that she has mediated. What can we apply from these examples to our 
political situations? 


