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Executive Summary
Since our 2020 launch, FixUS has grown into an extensive community of reformers, 

scholars, and everyday citizens who share a deep concern about the polarizing division, 

mounting distrust, and increasing institutional dysfunction threatening American 

democracy. Over our first four years, much of our work has focused on researching and 

crowdsourcing ideas on the institutional levers that could be pulled (i.e., reforms 

implemented) to alleviate those issues. 

However, as we entered 2024, a presidential election year widely anticipated to instigate 

more national division than any in living memory, we decided to take a step back and 

reconsider the societal and individual consequences of our polarization, distrust, and 

dysfunction – with the hope of finding additional means to directly intervene in our 

national discord. 

As a result, we identified three key problems we sought to address: (1) individuals are 

increasingly suffering from our country’s hyperpolarization through frayed relationships 

with family members, friends, and colleagues; (2) some are experiencing a lack of 

community and connection with others who desire to make a difference in the face of 

similar challenges; and (3) given that these challenges feel so insurmountable, many feel a 

loss of agency and that little can be done to turn the tide, thus risking widespread public 

disengagement and a further ceding of the field to the most extreme voices. 

In addition to providing an offramp from the exhaustion unique to 2024’s daily political 

warfare, we aspired to create a scalable solution to each of these three issues – one that 

might give hope for relational reconciliation, offer a sense of camaraderie in polarized times, 

and imbue a resurgent feeling of agency to make the nation a better place. 

To test interventions into these problems (and opportunities), we partnered with Peter 

Coleman at Columbia University to offer the FixUS Depolarization Challenge. 

 

 

“I came in thinking I wasn’t individually polarized. I came out 
recognizing that I had areas I could strengthen in order to be 
my best self out in the world and be a role model for others.”
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Over the first few months of 2024, about 40 individuals recruited from the FixUS community 

worked through a curriculum of research-based interventions – cultivated by Peter’s conflict 

resolution expertise – designed to increase one’s resistance to tribalism and reduce group 

tensions, ranging from physical exercise and diversified news intake to conversational 

readiness and de-escalation tactics. Participants met regularly to discuss their progress and 

experiences. Note: Along with testimonials, we have included anonymous quotes 

throughout this report to encapsulate participant feedback. 

Findings
Based on qualitative feedback and surveys of Challenge participants, our findings suggest 

the FixUS Depolarization Challenge could help address the problems outlined above for 

those involved. Challenge participants discovered:

Personal Growth and Skill Development for Bridging Divides

- Participants described experiencing self-improvement and learning valuable tools and 

skills from the Challenge’s exercises, resulting in advancements in areas such as 

listening and information-seeking, among others. 

- According to SCIM (Social Cohesion Impact Measurement) – a measurement tool 

developed to assess the impact of bridge-building interventions – participants had 

meaningful improvements in self-e�cacy, intellectual humility, and intergroup 

empathy.     

A Sense of Community and Trust Built Through Shared Experience

- Participants expressed that the relationships formed through shared experience were as 

important as – if not more important than – the exercises themselves. 

- Participants benefited from their peers’ insights and experiences, and they often left 

discussions with a palpable feeling that they were not alone as they navigated these 

polarizing times. 

A Desire to Scale Up an Enhanced Program 

- Our group, aware of its relatively small size, expressed a desire for their positive 

experiences to be scaled up for broader impact. This can be achieved through e�ective 

administrative communication and exercises tailored to participants’ individual goals.  

- Scaled-up versions of the Challenge should focus on quality over quantity in curriculum, 

emphasizing exercises that (a) better equip individuals to have di�cult one-on-one 

conversations with those they disagree with; (b) break echo chambers by providing 

varying news and information sources; and (c) o�er a superior mix of solo activities (e.g., 

informative videos, online games). 
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Background 
Fixus  and the depolarization challenge

FixUS is housed within the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, a nonpartisan 

nonprofit committed to educating the public on issues with significant fiscal policy impact. 

As an independent initiative of the Committee focused outside of fiscal policy, it was 

launched with a realization that progress on a range of policy issues may not be possible 

until the underlying division, dysfunction, and distrust in our politics are remedied. We felt 

that the political environment needed for enacting solutions – one that focuses on policy 

over politics, the long-term over the immediate, and a willingness to compromise and make 

hard choices – does not currently exist. 

Since 2020, FixUS’s work has focused heavily on researching and crowdsourcing ideas on 

institutional solutions to these problems – particularly by providing impartial summaries of 

research and soliciting input from longtime public servants on how our institutions can 

improve their functionality and (re)gain public trust. 

However, as 2024 began, we sought to contribute more significantly to ameliorating three 

key detrimental e�ects of our political conflict – at both the personal and societal levels. 

Namely, we wanted to (1) mend frayed relationships between families, friends, and 

colleagues, (2) provide civically passionate but solitary individuals with a sense of 

community, and (3) empower others with the agency needed to resist the tide of public 

disengagement and help our nation turn the tide on our biggest challenges.  

We found our inspiration for our endeavor in “The Way Out” Challenge, an intervention to 

address toxic polarization created by Peter Coleman, a professor of psychology and 

education at Columbia University (see Box 1 for more information). 

From February to April of 2024, we solicited about 40 volunteers from the FixUS community 

to help us test this program for reducing political and cultural conflict in America. These 

individuals completed an array of scientifically backed exercises intended to catalyze the 

depolarization process, such as mealtime conversations with ideological disputants, 

consuming information from varied sources, physical activity, self-assessments, and more 

(see Appendix for a listing of the exercises).  
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Though we largely adopted Peter’s Challenge as-is, we modified it in ways we 

hoped would allow for more enjoyable participation given everyone’s busy 

schedules. For example, while “The Way Out” Challenge’s default setting is to 

complete one of four “units” every week by executing a task every day – and 

complete the Challenge in a month – we experimented with completing a 

“unit” every other week to determine if being less demanding of participants’ 

schedules would maintain their interest in participating without sacrificing exercise 

e�ectiveness. 

And rather than having individuals complete the Challenge exercises on their own, we 

attempted to build a sense of community by convening multiple groups (of about 12-15 

members) who would meet biweekly over Zoom to discuss the project (i.e., describe any 

positive, negative, and mixed assessments of the exercises), share their personal histories 

that led them to participate, and spur further tangential conversations and reflections, 

emphasizing our rendition of the Challenge as a shared experience as much as it is an 

exploration of depolarization. 

We gathered evidence on project e�ectiveness using pre- and post-surveys of participants 

and qualitative feedback received during discussion sessions. Our findings and their 

feedback are collected in the following pages. 

 

“I appreciate the discussion, the virtual introduction to some very 
thoughtful and decent people from around the country, and the exercises.” 

 

“Thank you for taking the time to assemble this endeavor.  I really believe that to 
depolarize, a big part of the solution is at the individual level.  We can't do that just 

[through] newsletters or podcasts...we need to meet like this with people we respect 
and take some action on our own.  Imagine if there were a way to scale this up to 
where the majority of the country just did what we did.  It would truly move the 

needle.” 

“[I] do believe [you’re] on to something SORELY needed -- like Yesteryear.” 
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  Professor Peter Coleman’s 
“The Way Out” Challenge

Columbia professor Peter Coleman was inspired to develop “The Way Out” 

Challenge because he found himself polarized and hesitant to pierce the 

political/cultural bubble even though peacebuilding is his life’s work. Based on 

decades of psychological research on best practices for reducing conflict, the 

exercises comprising his Challenge design generally fall under one of five 

thematic buckets: (1) resetting negative habits (e.g., reducing electronic media 

usage due to its observed addictiveness), (2) seeking proven strategies for 

bridging divides over experimenting with new ones to maximize utility (e.g., 

reading psychological research syntheses on increasing self-efficacy), (3) 

combating the “us versus them" reactionary tendency (e.g., belonging to social 

groups with overlapping values has been shown to increase tolerance for 

members of other groups), (4) relieving stress through physical activity (e.g., 

exercising due to its recorded enhancement of neurological processing), and (5) 

repeating the aforementioned steps to respond to shortcomings. 

There are many “bridging” approaches advanced by di�erent organizations that 

approach our toxic polarization problem by bringing a Red person and a Blue 

person (or groups thereof) together around a certain activity, whether that is a 

direct discussion about political/cultural di�erences, sharing a meal, or engaging 

in the community in some fashion. There are also innumerable self-help e�orts 

centered around things like improving listening, increasing patience, and 

fostering empathy generally. 

Peter’s design is unique because it both aligns itself and distinguishes itself from 

these two phenomena. One, it emphasizes individual commitment to conflict 

resolution and breaks from the self-help standard by reorienting one’s focus to 

the broader public and calming the nation’s chaotic, caustic public discourse. 

And two, it attempts to introduce the science of conflict resolution to enough 

individuals that they might, in time, reach the critical mass necessary to sever our 

country’s feedback loop of polarization, distrust, and dysfunction.

Box 1
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Challenge Participants  who had particularly impactful conversational experiences with
friends and family were asked to share their story with the broader FixUS community. 

This story is one of many testimonials you will find throughout this report.

After being coworkers for over 30 years, I not only considered a woman I know a 

work friend but my personal friend, as we often socialized outside the o�ce and 

continued doing so after we both retired. Then came the COVID shutdowns in 

2020, when we kept in touch mostly through our Facebook feeds. In the wake of 

the killing of George Floyd and the large protests, our city was in major upheaval. 

At this di�cult time, my friend posted a few things on Facebook that upset me 

and changed how I felt about her. Her posts weren’t even extreme but revealed a 

di�erence in how we viewed current events. I wanted to reach out but didn’t 

know what to say, so we didn’t connect for about two years, when she messaged 

me to see how I was. I was out of town at the time and said I would get back to her 

but failed to follow up. I felt guilty; I felt stuck. I knew this was my issue, not hers. I 

knew I had unfairly projected my anxieties about our polarized politics onto her. 

And yet I couldn’t budge. Perhaps this was partially my motivation for joining the 

FixUS project. 

When we got our assignment to take a walk with someone with di�erent political 

views, she was my obvious choice. I felt like I owed her an apology for my feelings 

and actions. We spent most of the walk just catching up on our lives over the last 

four years. It felt good to see her and talk and my anxiety was lifting. I asked her to 

lunch, and during our meal, I told her about how some of my political views had 

shifted and how I had joined the FixUS project in the hope of improving our 

political discourse. I told her about some of our exercises and my current 

assignment to connect with someone. I shared my response to her Facebook 

posts and how I pulled away. I apologized to her, even though she was unaware of 

all of this. She was surprised, touched, and really understanding. I felt like a weight 

had been lifted from me! 

While it’s true that we view certain things di�erently, it doesn’t feel like such a big 

deal anymore. What matters is that we still value each other and our friendship. 

Today I even reached out and asked about making a date to get together and 

practice some of the listening/sharing skills I learned. I am really glad I 

participated in the FixUS project.

Estelle, Challenge Participant

participant testimonial - 
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Challenge Findings
personal growth and skill development for bridging divides 

Many participants found the Challenge worthwhile because they experienced personal 

improvement and collected valuable tools for better connecting with their loved ones and 

more balanced thinking about the broader world around them. From expanded information 

seeking to refined listening and outreach skills to steps for defusing tensions and more, 

these participants appreciated learning repeatable exercises for minimizing polarization and 

increasing trust. 

In addition to our qualitative feedback, quantitative survey data shows the Challenge had 

noticeable, positive impacts on those involved. With the help of SCIM, a measurement tool 

designed by the Listen First Project and the Civic Health Project that provides 

bridge-building organizations a standardized way to assess their program and intervention 

e�ectiveness, we found improved participant attitudes on various dimensions of social 

cohesion (see Box 2 below).  

Participants were asked to fill out a survey once before the project began and again 

following its conclusion. In each, they were asked to indicate the degree to which they 

agreed with statements that assess di�erent outcomes associated with improved social 

cohesion. On the next page is a list of those statements, their corresponding SCIM 

measurement outcomes, and the level of positive change from the pre- to post-Challenge 

average response: 

“Really interesting and important. The main thing I took away was 
putting a face on the data – people who really don't know anyone who 
disagrees with them politically. It was good to listen and (mostly) resist 

the urge to weigh in and opine.”  

“Learning how to [step back] and look at the challenges and issues [in front] 
of us, including innovative approaches to engaging those you disagree 

with...even seriously disagree (like taking a walk, or having a meal, etc.). 
The value to me was (a) having new approaches to look at the challenges in 
a different way (as compared to me vs. them) and (b) new techniques and 

ways to engage.” 
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However, we do acknowledge that our project had a self-selection problem – participants 

were either contacted by their being an existing member of the FixUS network or from 

having a personal connection with someone who is. More plainly, those who chose to 

participate in our project are already more interested or engaged in the greater 

depolarization space than the typical American and, therefore, are more inclined to take 

active steps to alleviate that division. Certainly, any scaled-up future Challenge initiatives 

must make a greater e�ort to incorporate individuals who are more a�ectively polarized, 

more averse to directly engaging in our contentious politics, or both. 

Nevertheless, we believe that this exploratory experience provides a great message with 

which to humbly appeal to less-engaged audiences: this Challenge is no cure, but a first 

step, and even those prone to wanting to bridge divides found the experience very 

eye-opening and rewarding for learning new skills and restoring personal connections, 

which portends well for its impact with broader application. 

Since our 2020 launch, FixUS has grown into an extensive community of reformers,

scholars, and everyday citizens who share a deep concern about the polarizing division,

mounting distrust, and increasing institutional dysfunction threatening American 

democracy. Over our first four years, much of our work has focused on researching and 

crowdsourcing ideas on the institutional levers that could be pulled (i.e., reforms 

implemented) to alleviate those issues.

However, as we entered 2024, a presidential election year widely anticipated to instigate 

more national division than any in living memory, we decided to take a step back and 

reconsider the societal and individual consequences of our polarization, distrust, and 

dysfunction – with the hope of finding additional means to directly intervene in our

national discord.

As a result, we identified three key problems we sought to address: (1) individuals are 

increasingly suffering from our country’s hyperpolarization through frayed relationships

with family members, friends, and colleagues; (2) some are experiencing a lack of

community and connection with others who desire to make a difference in the face of 

similar challenges; and (3) given that these challenges feel so insurmountable, many feel a 

loss of agency and that little can be done to turn the tide, thus risking widespread public 

disengagement and a further ceding of the field to the most extreme voices.

In addition to providing an offramp from the exhaustion unique to 2024’s daily political 

warfare, we aspired to create a scalable solution to each of these three issues – one that 

might give hope for relational reconciliation, offer a sense of camaraderie in polarized times,

and imbue a resurgent feeling of agency to make the nation a better place.

To test interventions into these problems (and opportunities), we partnered with Peter

Coleman at Columbia University to offer the FixUS Depolarization Challenge. 

8

10.2%

9%

7.9%

Box 2

4.1%

Self-E�cacy for 
Becoming a Better 

Bridge Builder 

Intergroup 
Empathy 

Self-E�cacy for 
Creating a Better 

Bridging 
Community 

Intellectual 
Humility 

“I can collaborate well with the people who I hate/disagree 
with the most.”

“I am confident in my ability to have fruitful conversations 
with the people that I hate/disagree with the most.” 

“I have confidence in my ability to help shift social norms 
about how we engage with others who are di�erent from 

us/who disagree with us.”

“I have the ability to contribute to a community that 
promotes collaboration between people who disagree.”

“When others disagree with my ideas, I feel like I’m being 
attacked.”

“I accept that my beliefs may be wrong.” 

“I find it di�cult to see things from others’ points of view, 
particularly people with di�erent political beliefs.”

“It’s important to understand Americans with other 
political views by imagining how things look from their 

perspective.”

Statement
(To Agree with on a 0 to 10 Scale)

Positive 
Change

SCIM
Measurement



For other participants, connecting with the other members of their group via the Zoom 

discussions made all the di�erence. For these individuals, learning about their peers’ 

experiences that led them to the Challenge and their thoughts cultivated while taking part in 

it was inspiring, illuminating, and invaluable for building the trust necessary to bridge our 

political divides. 

To put it di�erently, participants expressed an a�nity for the sense of community the 

groups formed over the length of the project – benefits they would have felt regardless of 

the specific exercises they were completing. Participants expressed how much they enjoyed 

learning from the experiences and knowledge of their fellow participants, almost all of 

whom they had no prior relationship with. And we were often left with a palpable feeling 

from participants that, amid such polarizing times and a depressing national political mode, 

they simply enjoyed the project’s ability to provide them with a realization that they are not 

alone in navigating these rough seas.

A caveat to this finding is that our sample is self-selected, as previously acknowledged, but 

we must also note that our pilot group’s makeup was not representative of the American 

public on a range of demographic categories. Our participant pool skewed older, more male, 

whiter, and more highly educated than the general population. Through our survey, we also 

know we had about twice as many liberal-leaning participants as conservative-leaners. 

Though no conservative participant indicated they ever felt targeted or patronized on 

account of their ideological inclinations, the feedback we did receive – from conservatives, 

especially – indicates that future Challenge endeavors should focus on balancing 

ideological diversity as much as demographic diversity.   

 

a sense of community and trust built through shared experience 

“I had a great experience with the [FixUS] team and this 
project. It brought forward a lot of surprising 

feelings...and taught me how to more effectively interact 
with those with different backgrounds and views.” 

“Just seeing that people care enough to do it is heartening.” 

9



participant testimonial - 

Participating in the recent FixUS depolarization exercise was a profoundly 

positive experience, allowing me to reconnect with my boyhood friend and 

next-door neighbor. Although we grew up close to one another, our lives took 

completely di�erent paths after high school, and we spoke and saw each other 

infrequently. He moved to a rural area, got married, had kids, became a 

blue-collar worker, raised farm animals, hunted and fished, and was quite 

content to rarely travel from his country home. On the other hand, I went to 

college, moved to a large city, never got married nor had kids, got a white-collar 

job, developed an insatiable appetite for travel, and learned to love everything 

urban. Our political beliefs and ideologies, which started out similar, wound up 

polar opposites. After about three decades, there was little reason for us to talk. 

Seeing each other’s posts on Facebook, it was clear we had little in common – 

or so we thought. Therefore, when given the opportunity to choose to have a 

conversation with someone with opposite beliefs, my boyhood friend was at 

the top of my list. 

We caught up on the phone while I walked through the neighborhood streets 

surrounding my home. During the hour-long conversation, we shared so much 

about where we were in our lives. Then we moved on to the more profound. He 

told me about a cancer scare he experienced, which included pretty invasive 

surgery. I realized that during our long absence of conversation, my friend 

could have died. We pledged to talk more in the future and to let each other 

know when big things are happening in our respective lives. 

In the end, it was a wonderful reconnection that needed to occur, but it took 

this concerted e�ort via a depolarization exercise to make it happen. I’m certain 

this November the two of us will be voting for very di�erent candidates and 

parties, but I’m glad to know that at our core we still care for one another as 

friends. He is not a domestic enemy; he is my childhood friend whom I will 

always love. This experience has reinforced the importance of empathy and 

open-mindedness, reminding me that despite our di�erences, our shared 

history and mutual respect can bridge even the widest ideological divides. 

Phil, Challenge Participant
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Participants left positive reviews of how the project was conducted, saying the format’s 

management fostered the learning and understanding that came from the Challenge, that it 

was well-paced, and that the exercise-completion-and-group-discussion framework was 

motivating and cathartic. 

At the same time, a consistent and obvious feedback point was that we need to scale this up 

– just engaging a small group, including those already committed to the cause, will not 

move the needle. We certainly appreciated this fact before launching the project and, 

therefore, were intentional in gathering all critical feedback from participants on areas we 

need to improve if one were to scale up this experience (beyond the self-selection and 

diversity challenges previously acknowledged).  

Below, we outline three key areas of emphasis in any future scaled-up version of the 

Challenge. But beyond those three, there are a few other management improvements to be 

incorporated, such as more robust communication and improved explanations of what the 

Challenge is and is not supposed to be (e.g., a tool for self-improvement vs. learning how to 

communicate with others better) and how each exercise is supposed to be germane to that 

ultimate objective. Ideally, future versions of the Challenge should also be tailored to the 

needs and goals of individual participants (e.g., some might desire to learn skills to help 

them repair a relationship with a family member, while others may participate in order to 

learn about organizations they might be able to get involved with to bridge divides). 

In addition, while participants generally found the Challenge’s schedule very manageable, 

several opined that multiple exercises felt irrelevant or had negligible e�ects on their 

polarizing or bridge-building tendencies and suggested this exercise excessiveness might 

distract from paramount topics and inhibit deeper reflection. Multiple participants preferred 

focusing on quality over quantity, shedding some exercises, particularly later in the process, 

and focusing more time on a select few. 

An enhanced, scaled-up version of the Challenge would incorporate these management 

improvements while also focusing on three key areas: (1) elevating the groundbreaking 

experiences of one-on-one “bridging” conversations, (2) emphasizing di�erent news and 

information sources to break echo chambers, and (3) prioritizing solo activities for quality of 

experience over quantity of exercises.

a desire to scale up an enhanced program   
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Elevate the Groundbreaking Experiences of one-on-one “Bridging” Conversations 

Far and away, for those who did them, the most impactful exercises were those based 

around conversing one-on-one with others who have di�ering beliefs on political issues 

(e.g., going on a walk-and-talk or sharing a meal with someone from “the other team”). We 

have included testimonials from some of those participants throughout this report.   

Several Challenge participants described transformational experiences with family members 

and friends, and even those whose experiences were not quite as impactful saw increased 

civility in their discussions by moving or dining together and felt inspired by hearing the 

stories of those who experienced breakthroughs.

Nevertheless, these exercises are the most emotionally demanding and, due to scheduling 

issues, the most di�cult to execute, so participants in a future scaled-up version of the 

Challenge would likely appreciate detailed guidance and dedicated support for starting such 

conversations with an individual whom a participant might have a strained relationship 

with and/or might not have spoken to for some time.

For example, we received suggestions from pilot participants that a psychologist or other 

mental health or conflict resolution professional be invited to the Challenge gatherings, 

particularly later ones that begin to focus on relating to others, to aid participants in learning 

how to manage their anger or other strong emotions and how to respond to similar 

reactions from others. We also received suggestions that participants might find the 

discussion with their loved one(s) more fruitful if they are deliberately paired with a fellow 

participant who disagrees with them on key issues to practice what they have learned after 

the first unit or two, or if they are encouraged to meet on their own in small groups to do the 

same. 

Furthermore, some participants expressed concerns that they would be treating the 

individual they reached out to as a prop or tool for personal improvement rather than 

contacting them organically, so scaled-up versions of the Challenge should help future 

participants navigate speaking honestly about their inspirations and intentions without 

making their intended discourser feel disrespected. Another possible approach that might 

make these types of exercises more e�ective and/or easier to conduct would be if the 

participant and their converser completed one of the Challenge’s solo exercises and began 

by discussing that exercise together. 
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I found the “walk-and-talk” experience very helpful for containing the emotion 

that typically comes up with political discussions and allowing us to bring up 

“politics” broadly as part of a general conversation without letting political 

di�erences derail the overall discussion. 

For example, during an afternoon out with four friends, my wife and I spotted a 

flag that suggested strong support for a certain political candidate and 

movement, and this took the group’s conversation in a new direction. While 

the disparate views of the candidate among the six of us normally would have 

started something unpleasant in the absence of personal interaction, we 

instead took the opportunity to lead the conversation o� with our shared love 

for the country, and this led to a constructive discussion about some of the 

longstanding issues that have plagued American society that we all want to be 

resolved. 

Additionally, during a long walk with my son (and two dogs), I found that we 

could exchange thoughts about some of the political and fiscal issues that 

threaten to help break apart our fragilely shared views on what our democracy 

needs. I tend to be much more conservative, fiscally, than my son, which 

generally has, in the past, led to conversations ending tersely. But during that 

walk, we were able to listen to each other’s POVs more than if we had been 

sitting around inside discussing. 

Each of these conversations was, in my view, less emotional, but also allowed 

both sides to speak. I don’t believe anyone has changed their point of view 

since then, but we also didn’t get into a shouting match. And that, for now, is 

enough for me.

Bob, Challenge Participant 

participant testimonial -   
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Emphasize Different News and Information Sources to Break Echo Chambers 

Several exercises were based on finding balanced sources of information and challenging 

one’s existing assumptions and biases toward others, with resources ranging from More in 

Common’s Perception Gap Quiz (measuring the di�erent perceived realities between 

Democrats, Republicans, and Independents) to conversation guides on controversial 

questions from the National Issues Forum Institute to unbiased, holistic news reports from 

AllSides and The Flip Side. Participants largely praised these exercises and greatly 

appreciated their exposure to said resources. 

However, many participants requested the Challenge focus even more intently on these 

tasks and resources. To these individuals, the e�ectiveness of these informational exercises 

and their potential for long-term impact and behavioral change demand more  dedicated 

explanations from Challenge administrators and a greater emphasis in the organized 

discussions with their fellow participants. 

“Worth my time, but not in the way I expected. I live in the DC bubble, 
have spent a career in Democratic and center-left politics...and spend a lot 

of time talking to people with whom I disagree (on both the left and 
right)...They were good conversations to listen to so I got out of an elite 

political bubble, rather than out of a partisan bubble.” 

“I pause more, listen better, even watch [Fox News]...in addition to CNN.” 
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participant testimonial - participant testimonial - 

I am grateful beyond words to FixUS for showing me ways to navigate tough 

conversations with those who hold very di�erent opinions than myself. I 

thought I had good interpersonal skills in the career I had for almost 40 years, 

but what I discovered was that, while I could engage with strangers fairly well, I 

was having a very tough time with my own inner circle. It took a di�cult 

conversation with my own sister and her husband to realize I had indeed made 

a breakthrough in the way I could sit in conversation. 

I had sent a text to my sister about a current event that I knew might raise her 

curiosity, but I hadn’t counted on the antagonism it stirred up in her and my 

brother-in-law. When I received a call from them a few days later, my sister’s 

tone was cold and sharp – completely out of character for her – and my 

brother-in-law proceeded to speak in a very aggressive manner, in so many 

words accusing me of not telling the truth about the issue I had texted about. I 

calmly asked if he had seen the news a few days earlier because it had been 

reported on all the networks, right and left, but he refused to engage, curtly 

dismissing me and stepping away from the phone.  I have known this man for 

55 years. It stung. 

Gratefully, my sister stayed on the phone, and we spoke for about 30 minutes 

more. During our time, I used listening and empathy skills that we had been 

discussing in our FixUS calls, acknowledging our di�erences but also noting 

that these days, when there is disagreement, we run to our respective corners 

and put on our boxing gloves, when what we need to do is actually embrace in 

love and find common ground, of which there is much – particularly with 

family. She and I both had a bit of a cry, and my brother-in-law perhaps had 

been listening, because he came back on, to the surprise of us both, and 

apologized, saying he wouldn’t let it happen again. I expressed my love for 

them both, hung up, and cried some more. 

Each one of us has the power to make small changes. Thank you, FixUS, for 

reminding me of that truth.

Ann, Challenge Participant
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“First...I greatly appreciate the opportunity to participate and 
learn. Second, I applaud this effort to gather people to see how 

we can approach our divisions differently and hopefully 
improve our communications/engagements.”

“In today's hectic society with so many personal and professional demands, I needed 
the [regularly] scheduled meetings to keep me on task (and I wanted to stay on task).  

I found the discussions somewhat [cathartic].”

Prioritize Solo Activities for Quality of Experience over Quantity of Exercises 

Participants were assigned virtual activities (e.g., virtual games to play, content to consume, 

or self-assessments to complete) and physical exercises to execute and, in general, praised 

both assignment formats, noting that the former tended to be rich in reflective material and 

that the latter was an unsung boon for mental health. 

For some participants, one of the assigned reading or viewing materials resonated with 

them more than any other exercise, be it an article, a TED Talk, or something else, with the 

content feeling ripe for further exploration. However, for scaled-up versions, promoted 

readings and videos should be carefully chosen, as some readings and videos did not 

resonate with our pilot participants. 

While many participants received valuable insight from them, ranging from understanding 

their tolerance for change and ambiguity in life to observing how they derail in conflict, 

others found the self-assessments produced results either too generic for personal 

application or highly personalized but lacking information that would have made them 

actionable. Therefore, future scaled-up e�orts should provide fuller explanations of what 

these assessments were and what would make their results applicable to participants’ daily 

lives, as well as why self-improvement and collective depolarization should be considered 

related. 
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participant testimonial -participant testimonial - 

I am an independent voter – socially liberal and fiscally conservative – and I 

was encouraged to reach out to my brother and sister, who have been alienated 

from the family due to rather extreme political beliefs, conspiracy theories, and 

the like, and try to find common ground. 

We haven't really spoken much in the last few years, but I reached out to my 

brother and said I was participating in a national study on depolarization and 

wanted to prove that the three of us could calmly speak on the phone and find 

common ground politically if we talked rationally and not emotionally.  He 

thought that was a good idea. 

However, the next morning, before I even woke up, he received from my sister 

an op-ed inordinately demonizing a politician they both loathe and decided to 

forward it to me, wanting it to be the starting point of our discussion.  He knows 

without a doubt that those kinds of written pieces make my skin crawl, so I was 

left feeling completely disappointed and saddened after less than a day of 

hoping to find common ground or common-sense solutions amongst my 

family amid the extreme polarization of politics in the US. 

I told my brother and sister as such, and that I felt little motivation to move 

forward with any such phone call. We haven’t spoken about the idea or the 

issues that inspired it since. 

Marty, Challenge Participant 
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Where Do We Go From Here?

“I would like to thank the organizers for facilitating the 
conversation and drawing out all of the participants. 
Since we no longer live in communities that...offer a 
diversity of thought, I appreciate being able to hear 

diverse points of view. I always learn a lot from people 
with different experiences and world views.” 
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In all, this exploratory Depolarization Challenge has been a transformative experience for us 

here at FixUS and we are heartened that many of our pilot program’s participants feel the 

same way. In the months ahead, we plan to work with Peter Coleman and those who aided 

his development of “The Way Out” Challenge – as well as our pilot participants – to improve 

our modified o�ering and are considering ways to expand its use within existing 

institutions that may benefit from it (e.g., Congress, media).   

We know this Challenge alone will not cause the better angels of our nature to manifest, 

especially not through the actions of FixUS itself. Detoxifying our demonizing and 

self-destructing political culture and discourse will require considerable time and 

unrelenting e�ort. But the dangers are too great to ignore our present ills and continue to 

allow families, friends, neighbors, peers, and even strangers to shout down and shun one 

another when we can o�er them a helping hand. 

For now, we consider the FixUS Depolarization Challenge experiment a success and 

appreciate the opportunity to learn from its achievements and drawbacks alike. And we wish 

to extend our sincere thanks to Peter Coleman and to all our participants who volunteered 

their time and energy to make this project possible this winter and spring. We are excited 

about what the future holds for this project and look forward to receiving feedback on how 

to extend its benefits from those within the FixUS community to any American who desires 

to see our house less divided, less dysfunctional, and less distrusting than we see today. 

“I really appreciate the entire experience...It was 
[provocative], engaging and at times challenging.”



Appendix: 
The Units & Their Exercises
part one: you
- Step 1 (Stop to Reset): Take the Implicit Change Theory Inventory

- Step 2 (Spot Positive Deviance): Read "How to Be More Optimistic" or "4 Ways To Improve And Increase

Self-E�cacy"

- Step 3 (Complicate to Simplify): Use The Flip Side and/or AllSides to find three fair sources that politically

di�er from you to consume information from for a day

- Step 4 (Move to Synchronize): Complete  “The Joy Workout” or one of these activities

- Step 5 (Adapt to Setbacks): Take this learning orientation quiz and watch the accompanying videos or take

the Tolerance for Ambiguity Assessment

part two: Political “in-Group”
- Step 1 (Stop to Reset): Weigh yourself on the Workplace Social Courage Scale or Need to Belong Scale

- Step 2 (Spot Positive Deviance): Begin a conversation with your in-group on reducing tensions

- Step 3 (Complicate to Simplify): Watch this video on “tight” vs. “loose” group norms and reflect on the

possible consequences of these norms for your in-group(s)

- Step 4 (Move to Synchronize): Take More in Common’s Perception Gap Quiz and review the findings

- Step 5 (Adapt to Setbacks): Watch this video on discarding the terms “success” and “failure” or this TED talk

on learning from failure, then reflect on the video’s implications for your in-group’s approach to solving

issues you care about

part three: Politically challenged relationships
- Step 1 (Stop to Reset): Take the Blame Intensity Inventory or the Conflict Anxiety Response Scale (CARS)

and review how you derail in conflict

- Step 2 (Spot Positive Deviance): Reach out to someone you and a person you’re in conflict with both trust

to help you have an improved conversation (i.e., how to approach the relationship di�erently, what to keep

in mind, if they’d be willing to o�er both of you guidance in working things out, etc.)

- Step 3 (Complicate to Simplify): Watch and reflect on this video on keeping an open mind before

decision-making

- Step 4 (Move to Synchronize): Invite someone from "the other team" or whom you have political/cultural

tension with to take a walk or hike with you

- Step 5 (Adapt to Setbacks): List what is pulling you and someone from "the other team" or whom you have

political/cultural tension with apart and think about what you can do together to lessen those repellent

forces
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https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/t99f77t/run
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/18/smarter-living/how-to-be-more-optimistic.html?unlocked_article_code=1.Wk0.vYdW.pR59wSg-MNTY&smid=url-share
https://positivepsychology.com/3-ways-build-self-efficacy/
https://positivepsychology.com/3-ways-build-self-efficacy/
https://www.theflipside.io
https://www.allsides.com/unbiased-balanced-news
https://starts-with-us.cdn.prismic.io/starts-with-us/4acc3cf7-cc7e-4087-acfc-ba3e265a5037_Chapter8+Get_Moving.pdf
https://www.londonacademyofit.co.uk/blog/interactive-quiz-fixed-vs-growth-mindset
https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/x0fhkr6/run
https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/lwa6p5w/run
https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/8wzrhos/run
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fggsFia8YNs
https://perceptiongap.us/the-perception-gap-quiz/
https://perceptiongap.us
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9UgyelNq6xI
https://www.ted.com/talks/david_damberger_what_happens_when_an_ngo_admits_failure?subtitle=en
https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/3kzjqjd/run
https://conflictintelligence.org/CARS.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_uXS36AzfE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g_uXS36AzfE
https://www.goodmorningamerica.com/wellness/video/specific-moves-claim-spark-joy-work-84989049
https://vimeo.com/713405229


part four: community mobilization
- Step 1 (Stop to Reset): Take this social media persona quiz or the Political Engagement Survey

- Step 2 (Spot Positive Deviance): Check out the Bridge Alliance and see which groups are reducing divisions

over issues you care about

- Step 3 (Complicate to Simplify): Review the National Issues Forum Institute guide(s) on the issue(s) you

care most about to understand the various perspectives on them

- Step 4 (Move to Synchronize): Invite someone from “the other team” to make and/or share a meal with you

- Step 5 (Adapt to Setbacks): Play around with this game that explains why complex social conflicts get stuck

in long-term patterns resistant to change and reflect on its broader implications for society
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https://balance.media/social-media-quiz/
https://www.guidedtrack.com/programs/bzb91m2/run
https://www.bridgealliance.us/member-organizations#BridgingDivides
https://www.nifi.org/en/issue-guides/issue-guides
https://blog.pamperedchef.com/at-home/cooking-together/
https://ncase.me/attractors/
https://starts-with-us.cdn.prismic.io/starts-with-us/9a39ecff-e3b9-4097-b726-e8d763b0802a_Day+5+Crude+Laws+of+Non-Linear+Change.pdf



