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Executive Summary 
This report details the findings of a national event on political violence held on November 6, 
2025. A total of 637 participants—diverse in political ideology, age and geography—held 90 
minute conversations in small groups designed to provide civil, thoughtful understanding 
across differences. ​
​
Using a mixed-methods approach that combined large-scale, small group dialogue with pre- 
and post-event surveys, this study captured how Americans understand political violence, what 
they believe drives it, and how they think it can be prevented. Unlike traditional surveys or 
focus groups, this small group format revealed how participants listen and learn in real time, 
surface nuance, and refine their views in conversation with others. 
 

Key findings from the event included: 

1.​ Participants consistently defined political violence as existing on a spectrum, ranging 
from harmful rhetoric to mass casualty events, and may not be limited to physical harm 
but also threats and dehumanizing language. 

2.​ Participants brought forth perspectives that there is no one root cause of political 
violence.  Drivers include powerful emotions such as fear; the deliberate demonization 
of “others” by political elites or foreign actors; and rising institutional distrust and social 
disconnection caused by polarization in the information ecosystem. 

3.​ Participants argued that political violence must be understood in a historical and 
global context, not treated as a new or isolated phenomenon. It has been persistent 
and recurring over time and across cultures. Some participants assessed today’s 
polarization as part of a longer pattern. 

4.​ Participants emphasized education—particularly media literacy–and local 
community gatherings that bring together people with different perspectives as 
practical ways to counter dehumanizing rhetoric and prevent escalation of conflict. They 
also encouraged individuals to call out so-called “conflict entrepreneurs,” including 
those aligned with their own side. 

5.​ There were small but statistically significant shifts in participants’ attitudes towards 
openness to disagreement and stronger belief in their own civic impact, according 
to pre- and post-surveys administered for the event. 
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These findings built on recent national surveys showing concern about political violence. In 
September 2025, Pew Research Center found that 85% of Americans said politically motivated 
violence is increasing in the country and noted that rhetoric, polarization, and lack of 
understanding were main reasons for politically motivated violence. The same month, YouGov 
found that a majority of Americans believe political violence is a very big problem in the U.S. 
today. 
 
This deliberative groups study added depth beyond traditional survey data by showing how 
Americans pose solutions when given the opportunity for structured deliberative dialogue. 
Rather than capturing isolated opinions, the findings revealed how definitions, drivers, and 
strategies for prevention emerge through deliberative discussion–often without consensus but 
through reasoning under disagreement. 
 
The sections that follow detail these findings, the methodology used to produce them, and the 
value of small deliberative groups at scale as both a research tool and a civic intervention. The 
report also explains AllSides’ human-led use of artificial intelligence to analyze hundreds of 
hours of dialogue while protecting participant privacy and ensuring minority perspectives were 
not lost or overshadowed. AI tools were applied only after conversations concluded, and all 
findings are grounded in verifiable participant statements. Further details on methodology and 
AI use appear in the Data & Methods section. 
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Political Violence Roundtable Overview 
This research and analysis was conducted by AllSides using AllSides Roundtables and its 
internal team of research and AI experts. The National Roundtable event, that also included 
surveys and anonymous recordings of the conversations that were later analyzed for research, 
was co-hosted by AllSides and Newsweek, with partners Living Room Conversations, Braver 
Angels, the University of Arizona’s National Institute for Civil Discourse, the National Coalition 
for Dialogue and Deliberation, and others.  
 
AllSides Roundtables are virtual events hosted on AllSides’ custom live video dialogue 
platform. The events enable organizations to host self-moderated, simultaneous, balanced 
small group discussions with very large numbers of participants on a topic of their choice, 
guided by an integrated conversation guide.  
 
The details of the interface and structured conversation guides, developed by Living Room 
Conversations, permit large audiences to have civil, meaningful, productive conversations 
across differences. Studies show that participants learn something new and improve their 
mindset and listening skills, while the community and society can benefit from a decrease in 
divisions while better understanding differences. 
 
By analyzing these conversations, researchers can discover how people talk about these 
issues, and also discover their more nuanced thoughts and opinions that reveal themselves in 
discussion with other people in an open, welcoming environment.  
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The goal for this particular event was for participants to listen and be heard by one another, 
and for AllSides to collect data to help understand how Americans were thinking about, 
experiencing, and responding to political violence. AllSides was also particularly interested in 
what solutions and actions groups came up with when deliberatively discussing the issue of 
political violence. 
 
Participants were recruited through AllSides and Newsweek’s websites, email newsletters, and 
social media channels, as well as the channels of AllSides partner organizations, including 
Braver Angels, Living Room Conversations, and National Coalition for Dialogue and 
Deliberation.  
 
Participants selected from one of three session times and were directed to 
roundtables.allsides.com. When on the platform, they RSVP’d by filling out a form that asked 
about their political bias, voting history, gender, age, race, geographic location, and where they 
heard about the event. The answers to these questions were used to automatically “mismatch” 
breakout rooms, so that participants were matched with those who answered opposite to 
them. After answering the registration questions, participants were prompted to answer a 
pre-event survey.  
 
At the time of the participants' chosen session, they entered the event waiting room. Five 
minutes after the hour, participants saw a broadcasted video from Newsweek and AllSides 
describing the goals of the event and the technology they were about to use. At the end of the 
video, they were sorted into breakout rooms of 4-6 people for a one- to one-and-a-half hour 
conversation about political violence.  
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Data & Methods 
This study treated large-scale structured deliberative groups not only as an intervention, but as 
a measurement tool. AllSides’ Roundtable research used a mixed-methods design to examine 
how Americans understand, explain, and respond to issues facing society. The study combined 
qualitative dialogue analysis to extract findings from discussions with quantitative pre- and 
post-event surveys to measure change of pluralism and personal agency. 
 
These combined methods enabled comparative analysis across discussion groups and across 
different demographics to identify where changes were more or less pronounced. 
 
Qualitative and quantitative findings are presented in the Discussion section of this report. 
 

Deliberative Group Research Method 
Deliberative groups, through AllSides Roundtables, offer a different methodological approach 
than traditional surveys and focus groups. Rather than providing isolated responses or 
moderator-led discussion, deliberative groups are designed to observe how participants 
respond and refine their views through interactions with people they disagree with. 
 
The comparison below illustrates the approaches of each research method and how they differ. 
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Human-Led Analysis & Use of AI 
AllSides' ethos is to use artificial intelligence responsibly, transparently, and intentionally as a 
means to supplement or augment human understanding and agency, not to replace it.  
 
There are two main bias concerns when using AI to study deliberative groups, (1) AI generating 
false information and (2) Misrepresenting or underrepresenting perspectives. AllSides’ 
approach was designed to prevent these concerns by grounding all findings in verifiable 
utterances, preventing hallucination and forcing democratic perspective representation, 
preventing representation bias. 
 
Artificial intelligence has only been used in the analysis of roundtable discussions after they 
occurred. AllSides’ analysis process includes a combination of both traditional and generative 
artificial intelligence.  
 
Traditional AI, often interchangeable with the term machine learning, is established technology 
that has existed for decades and consists of rule-based pattern recognition that often has 
deterministic (predictable) outcomes. Examples of traditional AI are technologies like credit 
card fraud detection, medical imaging detection, route optimization.  
 
Generative AI is built upon this fundamental technology of traditional machine learning, yet 
uniquely designed and trained to generate new data, based on patterns learned from massive 
amounts of data. Generative AI has exploded into popularity within the past four years, due to 
its ability to mimic human expression, help perform tasks, and in some cases democratize 
access to creative and technical capabilities that previously required specialized skills or 
significant resources. At the same time overtly confident and sycophantic behavior, an inability 
to truly understand, and model-induced statistical distortion of outputs has led to significant 
exposure to inherent biases these models express.   
 
Local Language Models are used in the generation of this report for two purposes, 1) To 
maximize the privacy and security of participants' data and 2) To effectively control the 
environmental impact of using AI. Local language models are a type of large language model 
(LLM) that are self-hosted on AllSides secure servers, meaning they operate within a secure 
environment and are not exposed or connected to external data sources or networks. Knowing 
the server’s computational requirements, the environmental impact of using AI to create this 
report can be estimated at 2.8 - 3.6 kg CO2, or about 7-9 miles of driving in a typical gasoline 
passenger vehicle, or about 6 hours of an average U.S. home’s electricity use. 
 
AllSides acknowledges limitations and biases these models exhibit. Methods and procedures 
are not immune to the pitfalls experienced by the industry, but steps can be taken to balance 
and calibrate output from generative AI models. This awareness is incorporated directly into the 
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architecture of the analysis system, using human-led design, sensemaking and modularized 
components. Human-AI sensemaking relies on AI to identify patterns and interpret 
information, but ultimately decision-making, judgement, and interpreting any meaning is 
dependent on humans. AllSides designed its analysis pipeline to utilize interpretable and 
predictable Traditional AI components and any Generative AI components are carefully 
audited and configured to minimize bias. 
 
The discourse analysis pipeline can be found in Appendix B. 
 
AllSides acknowledges public skepticism towards AI including its scale, incentives, and 
reliability. Combined with ethical, environmental and misuse concerns, these dynamics 
underscore why AllSides doesn't treat AI as a strict authority, but rather as an analytical tool 
grounded in the data. 
 
This approach allowed insights that are difficult or impossible to capture through traditional 
survey research or qualitative coding alone. Rather than summarizing opinions in isolation, this 
methodology allows capturing of how participants reason—and evolve attitudes—in real time. 
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Qualitative Method: Dialogue Analysis 
Serving as the primary data source, conversation audio from rooms were recorded and 
converted into transcripts for analysis. 
 
The transcript analysis looked at 115 individual sessions with an average of 5 participants, 
spanning 75.75 hours. The average duration was 39.5 minutes per session, with 22% of the 
analysis containing coverage from sessions that last more than an hour. Due to processing 
errors, roughly 75% of the room's audio stopped recording unexpectedly around the 30 to 40 
minute mark. 
 
When analyzing hundreds of hours of recorded public discussion, AllSides faced a fundamental 
challenge: How does AllSides identify and summarize participants' perspectives and 
answers to questions without reading thousands of pages of transcripts, while ensuring 
democratic representation of perspectives? 

 
This section outlines the framework AllSides built to retrieve relevant information, balance 
representation across different discussion groups, and generate answers that are grounded in 
actual quotes from participants.  At no point is a user’s Personally Identifiable Information (PII) 
used, or directly observed by any party involved in this study. Throughout this analysis, only 
locally hosted language models were used to analyze transcription data, and local databases 
are used to store data.  

 
Pre-Processing 
In order to preserve privacy of physical appearance, recorded videos were converted directly to 
audio using FFMPEG to mono 16kHZ WAV, an optimized format for speech recognition. This 
audio was then passed through to a transcription model, OpenAI Whisper, followed by a 
Diarization model by Pyannote Audio. This diarization approach used neural speaker 
embedding clustering in order to distinguish between unique speakers and to assign speakers 
to audio segments with a unique identifier (i.e., “Speaker_01”)  to contiguous time-stamped 
speaker boundaries.  

 
AllSides observed a 100% diarization confidence in assigning speakers with their audio 
segments, indicating very low potential for misrepresentation between speakers. This pipeline 
results in structured JSON files containing speech segments along with metadata of who was 
speaking (Speaker_#) , when they said it, which room it came from and what session time it 
occurred during. This metadata becomes crucial later for ensuring balanced representation.  
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Transcription Analysis Pipeline 
With the transcriptions now in text form, AllSides was able to utilize Natural Language 
Processing (NLP) to analyze at scale the vast amount of raw discourse. Computers don’t 
naturally understand that concepts such as “state repression” and “police violence” might be 
related concepts. To bridge this gap, AllSides used a technology called embeddings, which is a 
method of converting text into numbers that capture semantic meaning. AllSides used an 
open-source model called Qwen3-Embedding that produces 2,560 numbers (dimensions) for 
each segment of a participant's speech. These high-dimensional representations capture 
nuanced meaning — not only topics, but also sentiment, formality, and relationships between 
ideas. Two embeddings created from texts that use completely different diction or discourse 
styles will have embeddings that are mathematically closer together, even if they share few 
overlapping words between them.  

 
All these embeddings are stored in a vector database called Qdrant, which is optimized for 
finding similar items in this high-dimensional space. This is the foundation for the Retrieval 
Augmented Generation (RAG) Question-Answer pipeline AllSides creates. 

 
Retrieving Relevant Information  
Most standard RAG pipelines consist of one stage, when a question is asked the most similar 
items in the database are retrieved, which are then used as context for a large language model 
(LLM) to answer the question. However, in AllSides’ equity-aware approach, AllSides used a 
three-stage process that progressively refined results while actively protecting minority 
viewpoints, starting from the very initial retrieval phase.  

 
Democratic Retrieval of Perspectives 
A critical insight drove the design of AllSides’ retrieval process: if equity measures are applied 
only after the initial retrieval, rooms with less discussion volume could be completely excluded 
before any balancing measures are implemented. If room A discussed root causes of political 
violence for 45 minutes and Room G discussed it for 5 minutes, a conventional similarity-based 
search retrieving the top 700 most similar results might fill its 700 slots primarily with Room A 
content. Room G’s perspectives might rank as #701-720 in the similarity process, never 
making it into the pipeline at all. To address this, AllSides implemented stratified retrieval that 
queries each room independently first.  

 
First, AllSides converts the question it is asking into an embedding using the same model that 
encoded the participants' speech. Then it queries each room separately, retrieving up to 20 
relevant utterances per room, if they meet a minimum similarity threshold. This ensures that 
every room with any relevant content gets baseline representation in the retrieval set. 
Importantly, there is no forcing irrelevant content into the retrieval process. If a room does not 
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discuss the topic at all, its transcripts won't meet the similarity threshold and won’t be 
included. This prevents any false equity, as AllSides is not manufacturing perspectives that 
were not expressed.  

 
The system then searches the vector database for all similar utterances to the query posed. 
AllSides casts this wide net to have high recall and reduce any potential bias of incorrect 
similarity judgments or tangentially related important concepts. This initial search through the 
database happens using HNSW (Hierarchical Navigable Small World), which builds a network 
of connections between similar items, allowing the search to jump efficiently through the 
database rather than checking every single item.  

 
Identifying Relevant Perspectives 
The initial embedding based search is fast, but approximate. The next stage is to evaluate 
whether an utterance is actually relevant and answers the question asked. It is at this stage 
AllSides employs the use of a reranker, a more task-specific model that looks at each entry 
alongside the original question and scores how well they match. Unlike the embedding model, 
which encodes text independently, the reranker sees both the question and potential answer 
together, allowing it to catch nuances like whether an utterance is discussing political violence 
versus only mentioning it in passing in the context of another unrelated issue. Using a reranker 
is computationally expensive, which is why AllSides only applies it to the pre-filtered results 
rather than the entire database. AllSides retains only utterances that have greater than a 60% 
probability of being relevant.  

 
Synthesizing Perspectives 
At this stage, 300 sections of text might contain a lot of repetition, where multiple people are 
making similar points and could be dominated by whichever room had the most discussion on 
the topic. Before passing to the LLM for synthesis, AllSides used an algorithm called Leiden 
clustering to organize these utterances by semantic meaning, by building a network of 
connections between utterances that are their nearest semantic neighbors. The Leiden 
algorithm then identifies communities within this network, where a community consists of 
utterances that are more similar to each other than to other communities in the network. These 
communities correspond to distinct themes or perspectives within the broader answer to the 
question. Importantly, AllSides preserves outliers or utterances that do not fit neatly into any 
major communities. These outliers can be thought of as representing minority viewpoints, or 
unique perspectives that differ from a network of existing perspectives. Rather than discarding 
these outliers as noise, AllSides explicitly includes these relevant, yet isolated utterances in the 
final selection. For each community AllSides identifies representative utterances, those 
mathematically closest to the center of the community in high-dimensional space, to gain 
insight into what the perspective truly represents.  
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Before generating an answer, AllSides analyzed the metadata makeup of these retrieved 
representative utterances in order to answer the following questions:  
 

1) What percentage of representative utterances came from each room?  
2) Are any rooms underrepresented? Does any single room dominate?  

 
These questions trigger specific instructions to the LLM such that when an underrepresented 
room is detected, the generation prompt explicitly requires the model to surface perspectives 
from those rooms. When dominance is detected, the model is instructed to not let the majority 
room’s views overshadow others. When synthesizing information, AllSides cannot manufacture 
perspectives that weren’t expressed, but can ensure existing minority perspectives are not lost 
in the synthesis.  

 
Generating Verifiable LLM Outputs 
Finally, AllSides asks a large language model to synthesize an answer from each of the 
communities and outliers representative utterances. But here's the critical constraint: every 
claim must be traceable to a specific source. 
 
The utterances are provided to the model, each with speaker attribution and timestamp. The 
model is instructed to cite sources for every factual claim using these numbers. A response 
might read: 

 
"SPEAKER_00 mentions the use of force against civil rights marchers as an example of 
political violence, highlighting its historical context and impact on social movements [2].” 
 

This citation requirement serves two purposes. First, it enables verification: humans can check 
whether the AI's characterization matches what was actually said. Second, it reduces 
hallucination, the tendency of AI models to generate plausible-sounding but fabricated 
information. When the model must point to a specific source, it's constrained to work with 
actual evidence rather than inventing details. 

 
The model also receives explicit instructions based on the detected query type. A question 
asking "what concerns were raised" (enumeration) gets different instructions than "how did 
views on political violence evolve during the discussion" (temporal analysis) or "what 
arguments were made for and against political violence" (argument analysis). This adaptive 
prompting helps the model structure its response appropriately. 

 
The final result is an incredibly in-depth report for a given question, containing all relevant 
perspectives, groundable claims, specific examples, and justifications for each perspective. 
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This in-depth analysis is then processed by humans to create a more readable report as seen 
in Qualitative Findings. 

 
Limitations  
The section described an equity-aware methodology for sensemaking large-scale virtual 
deliberative discussions, through an extended 3-stage information retrieval pipeline. Attempts 
are made to recalibrate underrepresented discussion rooms and isolated perspectives, in order 
for the analysis of these discussions to be truly democratic. Naturally, the use of algorithmic 
and AI analysis introduces biases and loss of information can occur. Throughout the pipeline, 
never does the system force-include irrelevant content, completely guarantee equal 
representation, ensure AI faithfulness and alignment, or majority dominance in synthesized 
answers. 

 
What this methodology does strive to achieve is applying a philosophy of transparency and 
democratic representation of all perspectives and beliefs, rather than automatically allowing 
artificial systems to decide which perspectives are important and which are not.  
 
Building a Question-Answering (QA) system for large scale democratic deliberative groups 
requires intentional foresight and continuous conscientious design, as AI systems are 
becoming more ingrained into public discussions. Careful attention to the biases of these 
systems, and responsible incorporation of Human-AI sensemaking, is critical to fostering 
productive dialogue and understanding of people’s viewpoints. This equity-aware and 
citation-grounding RAG system is the first step in this direction of responsible and transparent 
AI development. 
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Quantitative Method: Pre- and Post-Event Surveys 
In partnership with the Bridging Movement Goals & Measures Program of the Listen First 
Project, which developed the Social Cohesion Impact Measurement (SCIM) framework, 
Roundtable participants were asked to complete a pre-survey and post-survey to better 
understand their attitudes of two measures: Pluralist Norms and Personal Agency. 
 
The two measures were selected because they capture conditions associated with the risk of 
political violence: tolerance for disagreement and perceived personal agency to act within the 
democratic system. They assess whether participants viewed fundamental political 
disagreements as legitimate and whether they can influence outcomes through nonviolent 
means. 
 
Each question presented respondents with a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 was Strongly disagree 
and 10 was Strongly agree. There were 305 matched responses between the surveys. A total of 
869 people took the pre-survey and 445 took the post-survey. 
 
A subset of respondents (n=99) self-identified as being part of a depolarization or civic dialogue 
organization and were analyzed separately as Bridgers. The remaining matched respondents 
(n=206) were categorized as Non-Bridgers. 
 
For each measure evaluated, two questions per measure were asked in both the pre- and 
post-surveys. Matched survey responses from each were used to identify the change among 
participants. The questions for each measure were as follows: 

 
Pluralist Norms 
How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

●​ People who disagree with everything I stand for should still have a chance to talk in a 
public forum. 

●​ It is easier to solve problems in the country if there is input from people who are 
different from each other. 

 
Personal Agency 
How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

●​ I can make a positive difference in my community. 
●​ I am capable of taking action to influence the things I care about. 

 
Changes in mean scores between the pre- and post-surveys were calculated for each 
measure. Results are reported as average point changes with 95% confidence intervals and 
effect sizes (Cohen’s d). 
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Scope & Representativeness 
This research is most informative about how more politically engaged Americans reason 
through disagreement on the topic, and least informative about the attitudes, motivations, or 
behaviors of Americans who are more likely to support or engage in violence for political 
means. The implications of this scope are presented in the Discussion section. 
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Qualitative Findings   
In this section AllSides describes the perspectives and opinions expressed by participants 
during the event by analyzing anonymized transcripts using the aforementioned methodology. 
All perspectives are grounded by citations to real spoken utterances by real people. These 
findings were derived by querying the following questions: ​
 

1) How do people define political violence?  
2) How do people suggest political violence can be combatted or prevented? 
3) What do people say are root causes of political violence? 
 

The findings presented reflect how participants reasoned about political violence while in 
conversation with others holding different perspectives. Disagreement and unresolved 
questions are treated as substantive findings, as they revealed how the topic is understood and 
contested when people are given the structured space to deliberate. 

 
Finding 1 

Definitions of political violence vary  

Participants expressed a range of opinions of how political violence is defined. Rather than 
coming to a consensus for a singular definition, they broadly conceptualized political 
violence as existing along a continuum rather than any single type of behavior. This 
spectrum ranges from rhetorical dehumanization and demonizing strategies at the lower 
end (which separates things into an “us versus them” paradigm) [1],  to assassinations and 
mass shootings (with war being the ‘ultimate’ representation of political violence as expressed 
by participants) [2]. 

 
Physical Violence as a Defining Factor 
Many participants centered their definition of political violence on tangible, physical harm. 
One perspective emphasized concern specifically about violence involving “guns, especially, or 
force, or use of force in some way with a political motivation” [4]. While this view acknowledged 
that words can be spoken with violent intent, physical violence represents a more pressing 
concern for them. Examples used to support this perspective included shootings, arson, and 
state actions such as ICE operations [5]. 

 
A counter-perspective argued strongly that speech should not be classified as violence at 
all. Participants expressing this  view used examples such as “traditional Western liberal values 
of debate, like the Roman forum” and the concept of a marketplace of ideas [6]. Proponents of 
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this narrower perspective cautioned that “the more things that we add to a term, the more 
we dilute the original meaning of that term” [7].  

 
Broader, Non-Physical Definitions 
Other participants advocated for broader definitions of political violence, encompassing 
systemic and psychological harm. One perspective framed political violence as simply “not 
being heard, it’s not being open to a variety of viewpoints,” extending to policy impacts such as 
SNAP cuts and deportations affecting those whose “needs are not being met” [8]. This view 
positions neglect and silencing of marginalized communities as a form of political 
violence.  

 
Adherents to this structural definition also incorporated economic dimensions, with one 
participant invoking Gandhi's assertion that "hunger is political violence or economic violence" 
[9]. Participants noted that "incendiary language could contain seeds of violence that then just 
kind of bear fruit over time" [10], suggesting that harmful rhetoric plants the groundwork 
for later physical manifestations. As one participant summarized, "discrimination against a 
group of people is also politically violent" [11]. 

 
Intent Behind Definition 
Some definitions emphasized the role of intent, with participants arguing political violence 
"would have to be specifically motivated consciously from a political perspective or to chill or 
to silence the person's voice" [12]. Adherents to this criterion distinguish political violence 
from other forms by requiring conscious targeting based on political views. 

The definition also extends to threats and intimidation short of physical contact, including 
"getting in somebody's immediate space bubble, spitting on them" [13], threatening phone 
calls to family members [14], and verbal violence used "as a threat or a way to try to create fear 
or change in actions" [15]. Importantly, participants noted that political violence "isn't just 
something big that happens in the nation, but it's little things that eat away at our freedom" 
[16]. 

 
Politics of Defining Political Violence 
Finally, participants recognized that the very act of labeling something as political violence 
is itself politically contested. They noted some violence "fits popular models" and receives 
public attention, while other forms — such as intra-Christian violence — get overlooked [17]. 
Events can be "weaponized" to serve political agendas, as when an assassination attempt was 
"really taken and used, all the way to the point where you had executive orders that were 
passed" [18]. This selective framing revealed how definitions of political violence are 
themselves tools of political contestation. 
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Finding 2 

Political violence is perceived to be driven by dehumanization, 
fear, echo chambers, institutional distrust, and disconnection 

Dehumanization and Demonization 

Participants consistently identified the dehumanization of political opponents as a 
foundational cause of political violence. This manifests as mutual demonization across the 
political spectrum, where "the left calls the right Nazis" while the right similarly demonizes the 
left [19]. As one participant explained, "some form of dehumanizing the other has to happen or 
you can't commit violence," emphasizing that "holding others as less than human opens up 
that possibility and is at the root of it" [20]. This process begins when people "start defining the 
other as the enemy and attributing characteristics to them that are not true" [21]. They noted 
the pattern often escalates predictably: "It starts with labeling the other as radical, dangerous. 
That if this type of ideology is allowed to continue, then it's going to just corrode America as 
we know it" [22]. 

 
Institutional Distrust 
Participants identified distrust in political institutions as fertile ground for abandoning 
democratic norms. One participant outlined this dynamic comprehensively: "People don't trust 
that the system is fair or responsive...people feel like their votes aren't being counted fairly or 
that their votes don't mean anything...pretty much every branch of government is underwater 
on approval ratings." This erosion of trust leads to a dangerous conclusion: "if the system 
doesn't work, then why should I play by the rules?" [23]. Related to this is a broader sense of 
disenfranchisement, with "root cause issues of feeling completely despondent and not bought 
into any of our institutions or our political system more broadly—feeling disenfranchised" [24]. 

 
Fragmented Information Environment and Echo Chambers 
Participants described a fractured media landscape that prevents shared understanding of 
reality. As one noted, "We aren't inhabiting the same information environment," citing an 
example where one person spoke to someone who knew a Charlie Kirk "not at all as a political 
figure. He was like a religious teacher." Then speaking to another colleague who “wasn’t aware 
of any of Charlie Kirk's politics.” The consequences extend broadly: "we don't read the same 
newspapers. There aren't newspapers in lots of places...we don't have a shared culture. We 
don't trust that we live in the same reality" [25]. 

Social media algorithms exacerbate this fragmentation, they noted. One participant 
demonstrated how the same photograph could be presented entirely differently across 
platforms: "Over on Truth Social, the same picture, probably taken seven seconds 
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apart...they're holding hands and smiling. I said, look at what they are doing with exactly the 
same footage. They are making us see completely different things" [26]. This algorithmic 
isolation means "we've lost the ability to interact with people that have different…like, belong 
to different groups" [27], and consequently, "most people who would commit any sort of 
political violence, they have no exposure to any other perspective but their own" [28]. 

Despite the apparent ubiquity of polarization, one participant noted that extremism appears 
concentrated: "About 1% of the people are having an outsized influence in terms of social 
media. One percent of the people are causing all the trouble...220 million Americans are in the 
middle. There's a lot more of us than them" [29]. 

 
Online Radicalization 
Participants highlighted the intensity of online radicalization, particularly among young 
people. One younger participant emphasized "how intense online radicalization is and how 
intense the normalization of this behavior is" [30], pointing to "extremist meme culture" 
spreading through online spaces [31]. This environment has "really taken away our feelings of 
agency and given us a really poor baseline for what normal, healthy politics should look like, 
because everyone is just so hyper polarized" [32]. 
 
Personal stories illustrated this phenomenon. One participant shared that their nephew "has 
become a hater...He's built such a distrust. I believe that it's come from the media, his 
consumption of media and not getting out and meeting with other people" [33]. The nephew 
"has been very influenced by his private chats and Reddit and just has this distrust of 
everything. He didn't used to be like this. He's changed in the last few years" [34]. 

 
Fear and Lack of Connection 
Fear emerged as a perceived fundamental driver of political violence. As one participant stated: 
"Fear is a crazy, intense emotion. It drives so much of our reactions. And I think all the political 
violence—I mean, it's a bold statement, but I think it's all due to fear at the end of the day. Like, 
I'm afraid this person is going to change my world or the world in a way that I think is going to 
just ruin everything" [35]. 

​
The breakdown of human connection compounds these fears. One participant offered an 
analogy: "You have two normal dogs. You put a fence between them and they really start 
barking. Then you open the fence. They're like, oh, let's hang out. It's like this polarized 
magnetism that people want to grab onto one side and double, triple down there because it's 
comfortable. It's righteous" [36]. Simply put, "Lack of connection is what contributes to it" [37]. 
Participants felt that when dialogue fails entirely, the consequences are severe: "When the 
communication breaks down, when you can't talk, when you can't have a conversation...war is 
diplomacy, just by another means" [38]. 
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Conflict Entrepreneurs and Manufactured Outrage 
Participants identified powerful actors who they say deliberately inflame tensions. One 
described these "conflict entrepreneurs" as including "politicians, political parties, hostile 
foreign nations and billionaires," arguing that "a lot of the political violence is due to the 
messaging that is put out by these conflict entrepreneurs. And we already know that it's 
completely fabricated—doesn't matter which side you're talking about—completely fabricated 
and meant to stir outrage and fear...by creating these false narratives are actively encouraging 
violence" [39]. 

 
Structural Factors and Suppression 

Some participants pointed to systemic inequality as a legitimate source of anger: "There's a lot 
of inequality that's unjust. And so there's a reason to be angry. It's not just, oh, you have a 
different opinion than me" [40]. Concern was also raised about vulnerable populations, 
particularly "the young men in the country who don't have any options, who are seeing their 
lives sort of like as futureless" [41]. 

The suppression of dissent was identified as creating pressure that eventually erupts: "We've 
gotten a little too concerned about saying the wrong thing. So it's not allowing some people to 
kind of say the wrong thing...maybe it explodes into what we call political violence at some 
level" [42]. More broadly, participants observed that "we've been taking down the guardrails to 
say that political violence is more acceptable" [43]. 

 
Finding 3 

Political violence can come in many shapes and forms 

Rhetorical and Verbal Violence 

Participants identified verbal attacks as a distinct form of political violence. One participant 
pointed to specific politicians who have "perfected the art of verbal political violence," noting 
that legally, "assault is on the books as words" that make people fear for their safety [44]. This 
verbal violence includes dehumanizing language, such as when a politician publicly referred to 
someone wearing a keffiyeh as having "a terrorist scarf" in official chambers, prompting the 
participant to ask, "how has no one seen this as violent?" [45]. 

 

Digital and Virtual Violence 

The digital realm has created new avenues for political violence. Participants described "the 
virtual version—doxing and electronic threats and slamming people and swatting people and 
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doing it all from the safety of wherever you are some other place" [46]. The internet provides 
particular cover for perpetrators: "People at a computer like this, I'm not sitting there face to 
face across from you and telling, saying something to you. I can say it through a computer and 
feel very safe where I'm at or on my phone, and I don't have to worry that you're going to come 
do something to me" [47]. 

 

Intimidation and Physical Presence 
Participants noted that physical presence alone, without any contact, can constitute a form of 
political violence. As one explained, "It could be just a presence that will cause you to not 
being able to express your opinions or practice the freedom that you're accustomed to" [48]. 
Another elaborated that "it could include just your mere presence. It could create a situation 
where others in that space don't feel like they could freely express themselves" [49]. 

 
Individual and Collective Physical Acts 

Participants referenced numerous examples of individual physical violence, including the 
Charlie Kirk assassination, the Luigi Mangione shooting of a healthcare executive, Trump 
assassination attempts, a Mormon church shooting, and a Minnesota representative shooting. 
Collective acts of violence were also discussed, including the Unite the Right rally, with one 
participant noting that "somebody having a Unite the Right rally through Charleston is another 
form of political violence" [50]. Historical context was provided as well: "There were a thousand 
bombings in a two-year period for political reasons in the United States in 1969 and 70" [51]. 

 

State and Institutional Violence 
Participants emphasized that the state itself can perpetrate political violence. One offered 
extensive examples spanning decades: "There is very much the personal damage—whether 
it's a child who's terrorized because they were wrongly dragged out of a car in front of their 
school and handcuffed, or they witnessed their teacher being dragged out of the class and out 
of the building, or kids who have their parents taken away or who are taken away themselves 
and separated from their parents. That is political violence." The same participant connected 
this to historical events: "shooting peaceful protesters—Kent State, going back to the civil 
rights marchers who were set upon with dogs and with fire hoses and beaten and spit upon 
and screamed at for the color of their skin or the color of their belief. All of that is political 
violence" [52]. 

 

Violence to Maintain Established Order 

Some participants identified a category of violence specifically aimed at preserving existing 
power structures. As one described, "You are doing it because you are doing it to keep an 
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established way of life, way of community that other people are fighting to tear down" [53]. 
Participants also discussed war as the ultimate manifestation of political violence, referencing 
ongoing conflicts in the Middle East and Ukraine as contemporary examples.  

 
Finding 4 

Combating political violence requires media literacy, education, 
local engagement, dialogue across divides, and collective action 

Education and Media Literacy 

Participants emphasized education as a foundational response to political violence. One 
student participant stated directly: "On the subject of combating political violence, I think for 
me as a student, the answer is education. The answer is simply education. So many people 
look at their screen, see this big flashy headline that was half made by AI and the other half by 
a man sitting in his basement. And then they parrot it out to 50 different people screaming 
about how the world's going to end and how we're all doomed. I think basic media literacy is 
so dead these days" [54]. 

 
Specific educational approaches were recommended, including teaching students about media 
bias and journalistic standards. One participant described learning "media bias and something 
called yellow journalism. The whole premise was, as a media site, you are not supposed to be 
biased. You are supposed to get facts, not opinions. And then from there, the consumer has to 
be responsible enough to go out and evaluate other media sites" [55]. 

 

Local Engagement and Human Contact 
Participants advocated for addressing political violence at the community level through direct 
human interaction. One explained: "I think political violence needs to be at least first tackled at 
a local level — trying to bring people together at the local level to bring in methods to stop 
people from seeing their political opposites as their political enemies, which I think will happen 
through contact." Crucially, these gatherings should not be "self-selective, because when 
people self-select, they tend to select with people who are like them—but events where there's 
more interaction with people that are different from you" [56]. 

 
Dialogue and Understanding 

The value of respectful conversation across divides emerged as a central theme. One 
participant urged: "We need to have more respect for one another and try to understand our 
differences and talk to one another like we're doing here...we need to find a way to understand 
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and love one another" [57]. Another shared a concrete example of dialogue in action: "I have a 
friend who used to be a hospice pastor and he saw some people having a vigil for Charlie Kirk. 
He started talking to them and how they felt like it was very difficult for them to speak out in our 
community. So he started a group that meets up at our local roastery or coffee place. It's a 
chance to open dialogue and I'm really open to opening dialogue" [58]. 

 
Participants stressed the importance of preemptive engagement, with one noting that "the only 
way to combat political violence is to preemptively talk to these people, just like we're doing 
now" [59]. Another observed that "usually one-on-one conversations are where people move 
the most on issues. And so just talking to people is important" [60]. This extends to adversaries 
specifically: "I think the only [actual] way to achieve peace is to have enemies talk to each 
other" [61]. 

 
The approach to these conversations matters as well. One participant emphasized the 
importance of curiosity: "I find it is vital to be able to disagree with curiosity. Asking questions 
and listening opens up space to find common ground" [62]. The cumulative impact of such 
conversations was highlighted: "When we can do that, and have that conversation with just 
one person, and the ripple effects that that has over time... we've actually prevented something 
that could have happened" [63]. 

 
Building Common Ground 

Participants emphasized actively seeking shared values across political differences. One 
described their approach: "It doesn't matter how hardcore a person of a different political 
spectrum I come across — I can, within 30 seconds, find something that we have common 
ground on. And once we do that, we are on the same side...I don't care if you have a difference 
of opinion. I am on your side. I want you to have a happy life. I want to support you. That's one 
of the best things we can do, but we have to be active about it. We can't just think it. We have 
to speak it" [64]. 
 
Another participant pointed to universal human needs as a foundation: "We all just want to be 
heard, understood, loved, cared for...we just want to make a good living for ourselves. If we 
can go back to some of those common things that we all want in our lives, that can help to 
actually reduce political violence" [65]. This was framed as building collective identity: "It can 
be tempting to disengage or oversimplify conflict to us versus them, but maybe the real work is 
to build a stronger we" [66]. 

Deliberative Democracy and Organizational Solutions 

Participants identified specific organizations and frameworks for bridging divides. One 
mentioned that "Braver Angels has come out with citizen-led solutions. It's a new program that 
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essentially helps you get involved locally...it's a deliberative democracy" [67]. Another shared 
their experience: "I was a pastor for 12 years, and we used living room conversation 
framework. They have over 150 topics of conversation" [68]. Additional resources were noted: 
"There's a couple other organizations...More Like Us is one of them" [69]. 
 
A concrete example of local organizing demonstrated these principles in practice. One 
participant from a conservative area shared: "I live in a red county...it is slowly turning purple. 
So there is a group of us that came together during the first Trump administration...we get 
together online and in-person meet" [70]. They described an innovative technique for managing 
conflict: "We went to our congressional representative's town hall and we gave all the 
attendees two cards, one green and one red. And we said, if you want to show your agreement 
or disagreement with what somebody is saying, hold up a card. And that totally diffused the 
anger" [71]. 

 
The Simplicity of Listening 

Some participants suggested that solutions need not be complex. One reflected: "It's like this 
huge problem that the solution is something very simple and easy and small...maybe just 
listening is going to be really important" [72]. 

 
Reaching Young People 

Participants identified youth engagement as essential to breaking cycles of violence. One 
stated emphatically: "I think we need to get to our kids. I think it's our only hope. We need to 
get to our young people" [73]. 

 
Hope Through Collective Action 

Despite the sobering nature of political violence, participants found hope in collective 
response. One shared their reflection on the research: "The thing that I think was sobering, but 
also inspiring, in a way, was that they talk about the factors that will really hurt democracy 
when you have political violence, but one of the articles also had this sort of hopeful comment 
at the end, saying that it can inspire communities to come together for resistance or collective 
demands for justice and accountability. And I thought, wow, maybe that's what we're doing 
here—acknowledging all this violence, and then saying, no, we reject that" [74]. 
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Finding 5 

It is necessary to contextualize political violence with historical 
examples 
Participants emphasized the necessity of contextualizing political violence within historical 
examples to understand its patterns and severity. This historical perspective informed 
discussions of both the persistence of political violence throughout American history and its 
manifestations across different eras and regions. 

 
The 1960s as Reference Point 

Several participants drew on personal memories of political violence in the 1960s to 
contextualize current events. One participant shared: "I'm old enough that I remember a lot of 
the political violence in the late 60s...there were a thousand bombings in a two-year period for 
political reasons in the United States in 1969 and 70. I've seen that violence, of course, 
assassinations. I graduated from college the year Dr. King was murdered. And then a month 
later, Bobby Kennedy was murdered. It was just a sense of country coming apart because of 
violence." Notably, this participant assessed current conditions as even more alarming: "I find 
we're in a frightening time now because the polarization is so intense—it's worse than the 60s" 
[75]. 

 
Another participant reinforced the continuity of political violence throughout American history: 
"We've always had political violence. Martin Luther King was killed by a hater and JFK was 
killed by a hater...we all have blood on our hands. It's just unbelievable what we've allowed to 
happen" [76]. 

 
Civil Rights Era Violence 

The civil rights era provided additional historical context, with participants referencing state 
violence against peaceful protesters, including the use of dogs and fire hoses, as well as the 
Kent State shootings. These examples illustrated how violence has been used historically to 
maintain established social orders. 

 
Religious Dimensions of Political Violence 

Participants noted that political violence often carries religious overtones with deep historical 
roots. One explained: "There is political violence that has a religious overtone, going back to 
the Crusades—we will take over your country or your town, and we're doing it in the name of, 
we're doing it because we're righteous. That's also a lot of what's going on now—political 
violence based in people's beliefs about religion and who is good and who is bad based upon 
what religion they follow or don't follow" [77]. 
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Global and Cross-Cultural Dimensions 

Participants recognized political violence as a global phenomenon not confined to any single 
region or time period. One participant shared a personal connection to international political 
tensions: "Missile practices across the Taiwan Strait. And one of the main reasons why my 
parents moved us here to America from Taipei, Taiwan to Tulsa, Oklahoma was, um, to help out 
with the family business and also just to bring us to a sense of safety" [78]. Ongoing conflicts in 
the Middle East and Ukraine were also referenced as contemporary examples of war as the 
ultimate expression of political violence. 

 
Key Contemporary Examples 

Throughout the discussions, participants frequently cited specific recent events to illustrate 
patterns of political violence. The Charlie Kirk assassination was the most frequently referenced 
example, with participants noting several dimensions: the remarkable response of his wife Erika 
Kirk, who publicly forgave the shooter; the contrasting response from political figures; and the 
subsequent politicization of the event to advance executive orders. Participants also observed 
a paradox in how Kirk was perceived differently across communities—some knew him only as 
a religious teacher rather than a political figure. 
 
Other high-profile events cited included the Luigi Mangione shooting of a healthcare executive, 
Trump assassination attempts, shootings in Minnesota, a Mormon church shooting (noted as 
an example of intra-Christian violence that often goes overlooked), the Unite the Right rally in 
Charlottesville, and an attempted arson at a governor's house. 

 
State Actions as Political Violence 

Participants identified numerous state actions as forms of political violence, including ICE 
deportations and family separations, the sinking of Venezuelan boats, verbal attacks by elected 
officials, deportations without due process, and ICE raids in Philadelphia. These examples 
illustrated how institutional power can be wielded as a form of political violence against 
civilians. 
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Quantitative Results 
Of the two measures evaluated and outlined in the methodology — Pluralist Norms and 
Personal Agency — both measures showed a statistically significant positive change (95% 
Confidence Interval), with modest effect sizes. 
 

 
The average point change in Pluralist Norms was 0.18 [0.06, 0.31]. The effect size was small 
(d=0.17). The average point change in Personal Agency was 0.25 [0.12, 0.38]. The effect size 
was small (d=0.15). 
 
AllSides hypothesizes the relatively small effect size in one or both measures is due to the 
positive predisposition of the participants which brings with it a high ceiling effect: 

1.​ People drawn to the event were likely already in the pluralist ecosystem: demographics 
heavily skewed toward AllSides and Braver Angels readers and members, and they tend 
to be more interested in depolarization or civic dialogue than the general public. 

a.​ This may be particularly true for attitudes towards Pluralist Norms. 
2.​ Pre-survey attitudes towards the measures were quite high (Pluralist Norms = 9.3/10, 

Personal Agency = 8.4/10), leading to a ceiling effect, because there’s limited room for 
participants to move upward on the post-survey. 

 
The average responses across all 305 matched surveys are as follows: 
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Subgroups: Bridgers vs. Non-Bridgers 
To test the hypothesis above, AllSides created a subgroup of bridgers, or people identifying as 
being “part of an organization interested in depolarization or civic dialogue” (n=99). 
 
Part of the aim of the National Roundtable was to recruit diverse participants across age, 
gender, political ideology, geography, race, gender, and expertise. Bridgers may be familiar 
with issues of polarization and civic conflict. 
 
Of the self-identified bridgers, the data found — as expected — the average pre-survey 
attitude towards Pluralist Norms was extremely high (9.4/10) and the effect size was 
insignificant (d=0.12). Non-Bridgers had a small effect size (d=0.20). The result here is 
consistent with the hypothesis in Overall Findings. 
 
On the Personal Agency measure, bridgers had a small effect size (d=0.20). Non-bridgers, on 
the other hand, had an insignificant effect size (d=0.13). Here, the hypothesis is not supported. 

 
Impact Results: Bridgers (n=99) 

 

 
Impact Results: Non-Bridgers (n=206) 
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Discussion 
The findings presented above revealed both what participants said about political violence and 
how their attitudes shifted about the topic after engaging in the Roundtable. The discussion 
that follows integrates and describes these patterns in more depth, to clarify what attitudes 
changed, and how attitudinal change is most likely to occur. 
 
Across all discussions, participants did not converge on a single definition of political violence. 
Instead, they consistently described it as existing on a spectrum, ranging from harmful rhetoric 
to mass casualty events. 
 
Disagreement on definitions existed throughout, but did not prevent constructive dialogue on 
the issue, which may explain the observed increase in pluralist norms, which is acceptance of 
disagreement and the value of diverse perspectives. This exposure to differing definitions may 
have strengthened participants’ attitudes that input from people who are different from each 
other makes it easier to solve problems and people whom participants disagree with should still 
have a chance to talk in a public forum. The discussions modeled how disagreement can exist 
without breaking down. 
 
Taken together, the quantitative and qualitative findings suggest that dialogue in the controlled, 
self-moderated setting strengthens pluralist norms by not resolving disagreement, but by 
increasing tolerance for opinions one may disagree with and allowing disagreement to exist 
without being treated as a barrier to further deliberative dialogue. 
 
Participants in discussions also described political violence as emerging from multiple drivers 
rather than one root cause. Fear, perceived demonization, and rising institutional distrust were 
frequently discussed as accelerators, with participants suggesting they accumulate over time. 
 
Social media algorithms, political rhetoric, and news media were suggested as factors that  
intensify political violence beyond the underlying drivers. Understanding this, participants 
discussed concrete actions — media literacy, local engagement, and dialogue across divides 
— to intervene and reduce amplification of violence. 
 
These qualitative findings help explain the observed increase in personal agency, particularly 
among self-reported bridge-builders. Participants left discussions reporting they are capable of 
taking action to influence the things they care about and can make a positive difference in their 
community. 
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Limitations 
The findings presented in this report should be interpreted in light of participant demographics 
detailed in Appendix A. This study does not seek to explain the attitudes, motivations, or 
behaviors of Americans who are more likely to support or engage in political violence. 
 
The following limitations should be considered when interpreting results: 

●​ Participation was voluntary, meaning the sample is entirely self-selective and likely more 
politically engaged and more open to deliberative dialogue than the general population. 
This is shown in part by the ceiling effects observed in the survey measures, which 
limits the level of change possible in such a study. 

●​ While extensive efforts were taken to capture participant dialogue, some audio 
recordings were incomplete, reducing the total hours of content available for analysis. 

●​ The study captured attitudinal change within a single deliberative event and does not 
assess whether observed changes persist over time, as the design was not longitudinal. 
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Recommendations for Individuals 
Following the National Roundtable on Political Violence, participants were invited to share 
actions they were hoping to take to prevent political violence in their community. These 
recommendations reflect commitments and highlights made by participants after the event. 
 

1.​ Hold “My Side” Accountable for Harmful Patterns. When emotions run hot, you can 
help deescalate the situation. It can be difficult to call out harmful behavior, especially 
among friends, but having the courage to do so will help further your shared goal. 

2.​ Create Space for Dialogue. Host a group conversation with family, friends, or your 
community using guides anyone can follow from Living Room Conversations. 

3.​ Seek out Different Perspectives. Intentionally explore opinions and ideas that are 
different from your own.  

4.​ Foster Healthy Debates. Attend an event or support movements to bridge the partisan 
divide and strengthen our democratic republic.  

5.​ Empower the Next Generation. The following groups and tools empower students 
with the skills they need to have difficult conversations: 

a.​ AllSides for Schools: Offering free resources, professional services and tools for 
educators to teach media and digital literacy.  

b.​ BridgeUSA: Students can join BridgeUSA, a grassroots organization promoting 
mutual understanding.  

c.​ Mismatch.org: Connecting students across divides to engage in meaningful, 
real-world conversations. 

6.​ Support Organizations Dedicated to Bridging Divides. These organizations have laid 
the foundation for change. You can support them with your time, money or attention: 

a.​ Living Room Conversations: Creating carefully crafted “conversation guides” 
that foster connection and understanding. 

b.​ Braver Angels: A volunteer-led movement to bridge partisan divide and 
strengthen our democratic republic. 

c.​ Listen First Project: Connecting the efforts of 500 partners to maximize impact. 
d.​ National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation: A network bringing people 

together across divides to take action together effectively. 
e.​ National Institute of Civil Discourse: Promote respectful conversations and 

collaboration across political divides. 
f.​ Solution Citizen: Helping donors, companies, causes, and campaigns advance 

pragmatic solutions to polarized issues. 
g.​ Unify America: Bursting filter bubbles and replacing political fighting with 

collaborative problem solving. 
h.​ US United: A movement for unity aiming to build bridges and break down 

barriers in a divisive world. 
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Conclusion 
The National Roundtable revealed how Americans understand political violence: People don’t 
always agree on the definition, scope or boundaries of political violence, yet they share deep 
concern about its escalation and its negative effects on democracy and deliberation. 
Participants consistently described political violence not as a single event or ideology, but as a 
process that can develop over time through fear, distrust, dehumanization, and lack of human 
connection. All of this can culminate in physical harm. 
 
The study shows that disagreement itself is not a primary driver of political violence: 
participants held conflicting views on what constitutes violence and who bears its 
responsibility, yet the disagreements did not prevent meaningful dialogue. This is evidenced by 
participants’ greater openness to disagreement and stronger belief in their own civic impact 
after the event. 
 
The quantitative findings reinforce this. While shifts in pluralist norms and personal agency 
were modest, they were statistically significant, suggesting that deliberative dialogue is a 
stabilizing force that strengthens pluralist norms. 
 
Dialogue alone cannot address institutional failures or the actions taken by people who incite 
violence. Nor can it fully counteract dynamics of social media algorithms or news media bias. A 
single intervention cannot prevent all political violence; it requires a civic infrastructure that 
includes media literacy and opportunities for deliberative dialogue. 
 
This study contributes to the effort of understanding and reducing political violence by 
demonstrating the value of a large-scale, structured deliberative groups as an intervention that 
helps make healthy conflict possible and empowers participants to take action on the issue. 
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Appendix A: Participant Demographics 
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Appendix B: Qualitative Analysis 

B.1 Discourse Analysis Pipeline 
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B.2 Quoted Participant Responses 

[1] "On the low end is separating things into us and them and using derogatory or demeaning 
language...this follows all the way up the spectrum." — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[2] "Clear, obvious political violence are the things we've been seeing lately—from Luigi 
Mangione and the healthcare executive through Minnesota, through Charlie Kirk...war is the 
ultimate political violence." — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[3] "Political violence exists on a spectrum from aggressive and demeaning language to 
intimidation and physical harm. Each point along that spectrum weakens the civic bonds we 
rely on." — SPEAKER_03, 11am 

[4] "I define political violence as something—I think words can be spoken with violent intent, 
but I'm really concerned about physical violence. That's what worries me...it's stuff that 
involves guns, especially, or force, or use of force in some way with a political motivation." — 
SPEAKER_00, 7pm 

[5] "It's not necessarily just physical, but that certainly is a big part of it—also the verbal abuse 
of it." — SPEAKER_06, 11am 

[6] "I come from a background where speech is not considered violence...I do believe in the 
traditional Western liberal values of debate, like the Roman forum...it should be a marketplace 
of ideas." — SPEAKER_02, 4pm 

[7] "When we talk about political violence, I think we should be very clear as to what we 
actually mean. Because the more things that we add to a term, the more we dilute the original 
meaning of that term." — SPEAKER_02, 4pm 

[8] "For me, political violence is not being heard, it's not being open to a variety of viewpoints. 
Because there's a lack of being heard, there's a lack of being taken care of...the people on 
SNAP are having political violence because their needs are not being met." — SPEAKER_02, 
11am 

[9] "The question reminded me of what Gandhi said—he said hunger is political violence or 
economic violence." — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[10] "The definition of what is violent has expanded beyond what people normally think of as 
violence, which is physical in nature...incendiary language could contain seeds of violence that 
then just kind of bear fruit over time." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[11] "Discrimination against a group of people is also politically violent." — SPEAKER_03, 
(session unspecified) 
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[12] "It would have to be specifically motivated consciously from a political perspective or to 
chill or to silence the person's voice." — SPEAKER_02, 4pm 

[13] "Getting in somebody's immediate space bubble, spitting on them, hitting them. And then 
from there, right, escalates and spirals." — SPEAKER_02, 4pm 

[14] "Threatening phone calls to the family...I got a call from one of my daughter's friends telling 
us that they were moving out of the community, afraid for their family's safety." — 
SPEAKER_05, 7pm 

[15] "Political violence... includes verbal violence as a threat or a way to try to create fear or 
change in actions." — SPEAKER_01, 4pm 

[16] "Political violence isn't just something big that happens in the nation, but it's little things 
that eat away at our freedom." — SPEAKER_03, 11am 

[17] "Christian against Christian violence doesn't sort of fit popular models. And so it goes 
away—not for you, I mean, the person I was talking to certainly remembers it and talks about 
it—but for the broader public." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[18] "The politicization of Charlie Kirk's assassination was pretty bad. It was really taken and 
used, all the way to the point where you had executive orders that were passed." — 
SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[19] "I feel like the underlying cause of political violence is demonization of the other side that 
happens both from the left and right. The left calls the right Nazis and the right calls the left—I 
don't know what the latest is...we've demonized one another and we need to find a way to 
understand and love one another." — SPEAKER_04, 11am 

[20] "Some form of dehumanizing the other has to happen or you can't commit violence. That's 
where I think rhetoric is so important...holding others as less than human opens up that 
possibility and is at the root of it." — SPEAKER_02, 11am 

[21] "When we start defining the other as the enemy and attributing characteristics to them that 
are not true, that can incite political violence." — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[22] "It starts with labeling the other as radical, dangerous. That if this type of ideology is 
allowed to continue, then it's going to just corrode America as we know it." — SPEAKER_01, 
11am 

[23] "People don't trust that the system is fair or responsive...people feel like their votes aren't 
being counted fairly or that their votes don't mean anything...pretty much every branch of 
government is underwater on approval ratings...we don't trust that the system will work and we 
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don't trust each other...then people are like, well, if the system doesn't work, then why should I 
play by the rules?" — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[24] "Some of it has to do with these root cause issues of feeling completely despondent and 
not bought into any of our institutions or our political system more broadly—feeling 
disenfranchised." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[25] "We aren't inhabiting the same information environment...she was talking to someone else 
who, for this other person, Charlie Kirk was not at all a political figure. He was like a religious 
teacher...we don't read the same newspapers. There aren't newspapers in lots of places...we 
don't have a shared culture. We don't trust that we live in the same reality." — SPEAKER_00, 
11am 

[26] "There's a picture on one of my feeds of Melania and Trump walking across a tarmac. And 
she's doing that thing—she's throwing her hand and sneering at him. And over on Truth Social, 
the same picture, probably taken seven seconds apart...they're holding hands and smiling. I 
said, look at what they are doing with exactly the same footage. They are making us see 
completely different things." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[27] "We've lost the ability to interact with people that have different, like, belong to different 
groups." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[28] "Most people who would commit any sort of political violence, they have no exposure to 
any other perspective but their own." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[29] "About 1% of the people are having an outsized influence in terms of social media. 1% of 
the people are causing all the trouble...220 million Americans are in the middle. There's a lot 
more of us than them." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[30] "I think really important for, and this is something that I always try to impart on folks that 
are older than me is like how intense online radicalization is and how intense the normalization 
of this behavior is." — SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[31] "Like all sorts of online spaces that I'm like privy to and just see in my day-to-day 
life...cannot be understated and all that like extremist meme culture and stuff." — 
SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[32] "It's really taken away our feelings of agency and given us a really poor baseline for what 
normal, healthy politics should look like, because everyone is just so hyper polarized." — 
SPEAKER_00, 11am 
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[33] "My nephew has become a hater...He's built such a distrust. I believe that it's come from 
the media, his consumption of media and not getting out and meeting with other people." — 
SPEAKER_01, 11am 

[34] "He has been very influenced by his private chats and Reddit and just has this distrust of 
everything. He didn't used to be like this. He's changed in the last few years." — SPEAKER_01, 
11am 

[35] "Fear is a crazy, intense emotion. It drives so much of our reactions. And I think all the 
political violence—I mean, it's a bold statement, but I think it's all due to fear at the end of the 
day. Like, I'm afraid this person is going to change my world or the world in a way that I think is 
going to just ruin everything. And it's certainly okay to feel that way, but it's like, well, let's 
challenge that thought. How do we process that thought in a healthy manner? It's hard, 
though. I mean, these are really hard life skills." — SPEAKER_04, 7pm 

[36] "I'm just remembering somebody told me that you have two normal dogs. You put a fence 
between them and they really start barking. Then you open the fence. They're like, oh, let's 
hang out. It's like this polarized magnetism that people want to grab onto one side and double, 
triple down there because it's comfortable. It's righteous." — SPEAKER_00, 7pm 

[37] "Lack of connection is what contributes to it." — SPEAKER_04, 7pm 

[38] "When the communication breaks down, when you can't talk, when you can't have a 
conversation...war is diplomacy just by another means." — SPEAKER_01, 4pm 

[39] "I think a lot of the political violence is due to the messaging that is put out by these 
conflict entrepreneurs. And we already know that it's completely fabricated—doesn't matter 
which side you're talking about—completely fabricated and meant to stir outrage and 
fear...when I say that, we're talking about politicians, political parties, hostile foreign nations 
and billionaires. These are all people who by creating these false narratives are actively 
encouraging violence." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[40] "There's a lot of inequality that's unjust. And so there's a reason to be angry. It's not just, 
oh, you have a different opinion than me." — SPEAKER_03, 11am 

[41] "I'm concerned about the young men in the country who don't have any options, who are 
seeing their lives sort of like as futureless." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[42] "We've gotten a little too concerned about saying the wrong thing. So it's not allowing 
some people to kind of say the wrong thing...maybe it explodes into what we call political 
violence at some level." — SPEAKER_04, 11am 
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[43] "We've been taking down the guardrails to say that political violence is more acceptable." 
— SPEAKER_04, 11am 

[44] "Randy Fine has perfected the art of verbal political violence...words can be violent. Tell 
me, in any state of the country, the elements that lead up to assault are words that make 
people feel afraid for their safety in their lives. People confuse it with battery. However, assault 
is on the books as words." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[45] "Randy Fine tells someone who's wearing a keffiyeh that they have a terrorist scarf and 
even worse than that in chambers on record, I'm like, okay, wow, how has no one seen this as 
violent?" — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[46] "There's the virtual version—doxing and electronic threats and slamming people and 
swatting people and doing it all from the safety of wherever you are some other place. That's 
one bad thing about the Internet—it gives people a lot of cover and a lot of safety to do harm to 
other people." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[47] "People at a computer like this, I'm not sitting there face to face across from you and 
telling, saying something to you. I can say it through a computer and feel very safe where I'm at 
or on my phone, and I don't have to worry that you're going to come do something to me." — 
SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[48] "It could be just a presence that will cause you to not being able to express your opinions 
or practice the freedom that you're accustomed to." — SPEAKER_00, 7pm 

[49] "It could include just your mere presence. It could create a situation where others in that 
space don't feel like they could freely express themselves." — SPEAKER_01, 4pm 

[50] "Somebody having a Unite the Right rally through Charleston is another form of political 
violence." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[51] "There were a thousand bombings in a two-year period for political reasons in the United 
States in 1969 and 70." — SPEAKER_02, 11am 

[52] "There is very much the personal damage—whether it's a child who's terrorized because 
they were wrongly dragged out of a car in front of their school and handcuffed, or they 
witnessed their teacher being dragged out of the class and out of the building, or kids who 
have their parents taken away or who are taken away themselves and separated from their 
parents. That is political violence...shooting peaceful protesters—Kent State, going back to the 
civil rights marchers who were set upon with dogs and with fire hoses and beaten and spit 
upon and screamed at for the color of their skin or the color of their belief. All of that is political 
violence." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 
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[53] "You are doing it because you are doing it to keep an established way of life, way of 
community that other people are fighting to tear down." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[54] "On the subject of combating political violence, I think for me as a student, the answer is 
education. The answer is simply education. So many people look at their screen, see this big 
flashy headline that was half made by AI and the other half by a man sitting in his basement. 
And then they parrot it out to 50 different people screaming about how the world's going to end 
and how we're all doomed. I think basic media literacy is so dead these days." — 
SPEAKER_04, 7pm 

[55] "We had to learn our freshman year was media bias and something called yellow 
journalism. The whole premise was, as a media site, you are not supposed to be biased. You 
are supposed to get facts, not opinions. And then from there, the consumer has to be 
responsible enough to go out and evaluate other media sites." — SPEAKER_06, 7pm 

[56] "I think political violence needs to be at least first tackled at a local level—trying to bring 
people together at the local level to bring in methods to stop people from seeing their political 
opposites as their political enemies, which I think will happen through contact. I would like to 
see, in Kansas City where I live, more work done towards bringing in people to just talk and get 
to know each other. Not self-selective, because when people self-select, they tend to select 
with people who are like them—but events where there's more interaction with people that are 
different from you." — SPEAKER_04, (session unspecified) 

[57] "We need to have more respect for one another and try to understand our differences and 
talk to one another like we're doing here...we need to find a way to understand and love one 
another." — SPEAKER_04, 11am 

[58] "I have a friend who used to be a hospice pastor and he saw some people having a vigil for 
Charlie Kirk. He started talking to them and how they felt like it was very difficult for them to 
speak out in our community. So he started a group that meets up at our local roastery or coffee 
place. It's a chance to open dialogue and I'm really open to opening dialogue." — 
SPEAKER_00, 11am 

[59] "I think the only way to combat political violence is to preemptively talk to these people, 
just like we're doing now." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[60] "Usually one-on-one conversations are where people move the most on issues. And so 
just talking to people is important." — SPEAKER_04, 7pm 

[61] "I think the only actually way to achieve peace is to have enemies talk to each other." — 
SPEAKER_01, 7pm 
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[62] "I find it is vital to be able to disagree with curiosity. Asking questions and listening opens 
up space to find common ground." — SPEAKER_05, 11am 

[63] "When we can do that, and have that conversation with just one person, and the ripple 
effects that that has over time... we've actually prevented something that could have 
happened." — SPEAKER_01, 4pm 

[64] "The one thing that we can do is exactly what we're doing here, but also every single day, 
educating those around us about these conflict entrepreneurs. It doesn't matter how hardcore 
a person of a different political spectrum I come across—I can, within 30 seconds, find 
something that we have common ground on. And once we do that, we are on the same side...I 
don't care if you have a difference of opinion. I am on your side. I want you to have a happy life. 
I want to support you. That's one of the best things we can do, but we have to be active about 
it. We can't just think it. We have to speak it." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[65] "We all just want to be heard, understood, loved, cared for...we just want to make a good 
living for ourselves. If we can go back to some of those common things that we all want in our 
lives, that can help to actually reduce political violence." — SPEAKER_00, 7pm 

[66] "It can be tempting to disengage or oversimplify conflict to us versus them, but maybe the 
real work is to build a stronger we." — SPEAKER_02, 11am 

[67] "Braver Angels has come out with citizen-led solutions. It's a new program that essentially 
helps you get involved locally...it's a deliberative democracy." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 

[68] "I was a pastor for 12 years, and we used living room conversation framework. They have 
over 150 topics of conversation." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[69] "There's a couple other organizations...More Like Us is one of them." — SPEAKER_03, 
7pm 

[70] "I live in a red county...it is slowly turning purple. So there is a group of us that came 
together during the first Trump administration...we get together online and in-person meet." — 
SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[71] "We went to our congressional representative's town hall and we gave all the attendees 
two cards, one green and one red. And we said, if you want to show your agreement or 
disagreement with what somebody is saying, hold up a card. And that totally diffused the 
anger." — SPEAKER_03, 7pm 

[72] "It's like this huge problem that the solution is something very simple and easy and 
small...maybe just listening is going to be really important." — SPEAKER_02, 7pm 
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[73] "I think we need to get to our kids. I think it's our only hope. We need to get to our young 
people." — SPEAKER_01, 11am 

[74] "The thing that I think was sobering, but also inspiring, in a way, was that they talk about 
the factors that will really hurt democracy when you have political violence, but one of the 
articles also had this sort of hopeful comment at the end, saying that it can inspire 
communities to come together for resistance or collective demands for justice and 
accountability. And I thought, wow, maybe that's what we're doing here—acknowledging all 
this violence, and then saying, no, we reject that." — SPEAKER_03, 4pm 

[75] "I'm old enough that I remember a lot of the political violence in the late 60s...there were a 
thousand bombings in a two-year period for political reasons in the United States in 1969 and 
70. I've seen that violence, of course, assassinations. I graduated from college the year Dr. 
King was murdered. And then a month later, Bobby Kennedy was murdered. It was just a sense 
of country coming apart because of violence...I find we're in a frightening time now because 
the polarization is so intense—it's worse than the 60s." — SPEAKER_02, 11am 

[76] "We've always had political violence. Martin Luther King was killed by a hater and JFK was 
killed by a hater...we all have blood on our hands. It's just unbelievable what we've allowed to 
happen." — SPEAKER_01, 11am 

[77] "There is political violence that has a religious overtone, going back to the Crusades—we 
will take over your country or your town, and we're doing it in the name of, we're doing it 
because we're righteous. That's also a lot of what's going on now—political violence based in 
people's beliefs about religion and who is good and who is bad based upon what religion they 
follow or don't follow." — SPEAKER_01, 7pm 

[78] "Missile practices across the Taiwan Strait. And one of the main reasons why my parents 
moved us here to America from Taipei, Taiwan to Tulsa, Oklahoma was, um, to help out with 
the family business and also just to bring us to a sense of safety." — SPEAKER_03, 11am 
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Appendix C: Conversation Guide 
The following pages show the Living Room Conversation Guide used to facilitate the 
conversations analyzed in this report. The guide provided a structured framework for 
participant self-moderated dialogue, including conversation agreements, three timed rounds, 
and open-ended conversations. 
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Political Violence and the Community 
A Living Room Conversation is an event where people come together in person or online to discuss an issue 
using a carefully crafted Living Room Conversation Guide that fosters connection and understanding. 

Using Our Conversation Guides 
The content, structure, and format of this Living Room Conversation Guide are the intellectual property of 
Living Room Conversations (LRC). Use our materials to best serve your community while keeping in mind the 
following guidelines: 

 

●​ If you are an individual gathering 
people for a conversation with 
friends and family, you can use 
this conversation guide free of 
charge. 

●​ The easy-to-use format of the 
guide is carefully designed and 
we highly recommend you 
follow it. 

 

●​ If you are using LRC resources within 
an organization, institution, or 
corporation we require licensing 
permissions and fees. 

●​ Contact us for information about licensing: 
livingroomconversations.org/contact-us. 

●​ Tag and link back to Living Room 
Conversations when promoting your 
conversation event on social or 
traditional media. 

 

For any inquiries regarding additional use, custom guides, or licensing permissions, contact Living Room 
Conversations at licensing@livingroomconversations.org. 

 

 

Thank you for being one of thousands of individuals across the country (and the world!)  
working to connect people and communities. 

This guide is provided for non-commercial, personal, and community use. CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 2025 

http://www.livingroomconversations.org
http://livingroomconversations.org/contact-us
mailto:licensing@livingroomconversations.org?subject=I%20am%20interested%20in%20LRC%20Licensing&body=Name%3A%0AOrganization%3A%0AComments%20or%20Questions%3A
http://www.livingroomconversations.org


 

Political Violence and the Community 
Living Room Conversations (LRC) offers a simple, structured way to communicate and build connections. 
Four to six people meet in person or by video call for about 90 minutes to listen to and be heard by others. 
We take turns talking to share, learn, and be curious. It is not a debate. Hosts participate using the 
italicized language to guide the conversation.  

Introductions: Why We’re Here (~10 minutes)  
Each participant has 1 minute to introduce themselves.  

●​ Share your name, where you live, and what drew you here. 

Conversation Agreements: How We’ll Engage  (~5 minutes) 
These set the tone for the conversation and introduce you to the skills you will be practicing. Take turns 
reading them out loud. 

Be curious and listen to understand. Conversation is as much about listening as it is about talking. You 
might enjoy exploring how others’ experiences have shaped their values and perspectives. Truly listen 
without interrupting or making comments.  

Show respect and suspend judgment. People tend to judge one another. Setting judgment aside opens 
you up to learning from others and makes them feel respected and appreciated.  

Note any common ground as well as any differences. Look for areas of agreement or shared values that 
may arise. Take an interest in the differing beliefs and opinions of others. 

Be authentic and welcome that from others. Share what’s important to you. Speak from your experience. 
Be considerate of others who are doing the same.  

Be purposeful and to the point. Do your best to keep your comments concise and relevant to the question 
you are answering. Be conscious of sharing speaking time with other participants.   

Own and guide the conversation. Take responsibility for the quality of your participation and the 
conversation. Be proactive in getting yourself and others back on track if needed. Use an agreed-upon 
signal (like the “time out” sign) if you feel the agreements are not being honored. 

Question Rounds: What We’ll Talk About 
This conversation includes answering prompts without interruption and having time to explore what you 
heard from others in the group. Keeping time helps to equalize power dynamics. The host or a participant 
can keep time and let others know when they should wrap up. 

Round One: Getting to Know Each Other (~10 minutes) 
Each participant can take 1-2 minutes to answer one of these questions: 

●​ What are your hopes and concerns for your family, and/or community? 
●​ What would your best friend say about who you are? 
●​ What sense of purpose/mission/duty guides you in your life? 

This guide is provided for non-commercial, personal, and community use. CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 2025 Page 1 of 2 
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Round Two: Exploring the Topic – Political Violence and the Community (~40 minutes) 
One participant can volunteer to read this paragraph out loud. 

Peaceful communities depend on our ability to hold strong convictions while respecting those who see 
the world differently. Disagreement in itself is not a threat, but a necessary part of our society and our 
democracy. However, when disagreement turns into deep conflict or political violence, we all suffer. 
Political violence exists on a spectrum—from aggressive and demeaning language to intimidation and 
physical harm. Each point along that spectrum weakens the civic bonds we rely on. Even when it’s not 
extreme, political violence can erode trust and make us fearful or divided. 

So what can we do when political violence touches our communities or relationships? It can be tempting 
to disengage or oversimplify conflict to “us vs. them,” but maybe the real work is to build a stronger “we.” 
Each of us has some degree of influence. Together, we can create communities that promote healthy 
disagreement, lower the temperature of our deepest disagreements, and protect the differences that have 
always been part of our shared identity. 

Each participant chooses a question below and takes ~2 minutes to answer without interruption or 
crosstalk. After everyone has answered, the group may take about 10 minutes to explore what you’ve heard 
from each other before going back to answer another question.  

●​ How do you define political violence? What contributes to it? What forms have you seen political 
violence take? 

●​ How has political rhetoric, news, or violence impacted you or your community?  
●​ What does the idea of a “more perfect union” mean to you? How do you envision that looking at the 

local, state, and national level?  
●​ Do you avoid politically charged situations? What could help you stay engaged and contribute to 

lowering the temperature, preventing or resolving conflict? 
●​ Think about your own community. If political violence came to your backyard, how would you want 

to come together to heal or resolve it? 

Round Three: Reflecting on the Conversation (~15 minutes) 
Take 2 minutes to answer one of the following questions: 

●​ What was most meaningful/valuable to you in this Living Room Conversation? 
●​ What learning, new understanding, or common ground was found on the topic? 
●​ How has this conversation shifted your perception of others or yourself? 
●​ Is there a next step you would like to take based on the conversation you just had? 

What Do I Do Next? (~5 min) 
Conversations like the one we had today are happening all over the country using topic guides and 
resources from Living Room Conversations. 

●​ Explore our library of topics and have more conversations by joining the 
LRC community! (livingroomconversations.org/register) 

●​ Follow us! 
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