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W H Y  T H I S  
C O N V E R S AT I O N  
M AT T E R S
Division extends beyond politics: 

• Culture and social issues 

• Generational differences 

• Rural vs. urban perspectives 

• Science and technology 

• Economic interests 

• Environmental priorities 

• Personal values and identity
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Recycling and solid waste management require people with different perspectives to work together. 



W H AT  D O E S  I T  
M E A N  TO  B E  
“ P R O F E S S I O N A L LY  
N E U T R A L”

It does not mean having no opinions. 
It means separating: 
• Personal beliefs from professional responsibilities 
• Advocacy from education 
• Facts from interpretation 
• Professional relationships from personal 

disagreements 
Remaining focused on the mission, evidence, 

and people we serve. 

Neutrality is a professional behavior, not a personal identity.



T H E  C O S T  O F  
D I V I S I O N
What happens when polarization enters 
professional environments?
• People stop listening to one another. 

• Collaboration becomes more difficult. 

• Important information gets dismissed based on its source. 

• Organizations can lose credibility. 

• Stakeholders become less willing to participate. 

• Small disagreements can become personal conflicts. 

4What happens to our industry when people decide who is “right” before they hear the facts?



W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  
I N  R E C YC L I N G  &  
S O L I D  W A S T E
This industry sits at the intersection of:
• Environmental protection 
• Public health 
• Government regulation 
• Business and economic development 
• Infrastructure 
• Community concerns 
• Taxpayer/public spending 
• Emerging technologies 
• Property rights and local control 

Different stakeholders can legitimately 
prioritize different outcomes.

Our work naturally puts us in the middle of competing interests.



CREDIBILITY IS 
KEY

C O N S I S T E N C Y  
E X P E R T I S E  

T R A N S P A R E N C Y  
F A I R N E S S  

A C C U R A C Y  
L I S T E N I N G  

F O L L O W I N G  E V I D E N C E  
T R E A T I N G  P E O P L E  W I T H  R E S P E C T  

Once stakeholders believe you are “on a side,” they may question information that previously would 
have been trusted.



N E U T R A L I T Y  
D O E S  N OT  M E A N  
A L L  S I D E S  A R E  
E Q UA L
A critical distinction:

• Being neutral doesn't mean every claim is 

equally valid. 

• Being respectful doesn't mean avoiding 

facts. 

• Listening doesn't mean agreeing. 

• Considering multiple perspectives doesn't 

mean abandoning evidence. 

7Professional neutrality means being willing to follow the evidence, even when the conclusion is inconvenient.



M Y
P E R S P E C T I V E
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Our role at the IWRC is to:

• Translate regulations, research and experience into 

practical information. 

• Help communities make informed decisions. 

• Provide objective technical assistance. 

• Connect stakeholders with credible information and 

sources. 

• Facilitate conversations among people with different 

perspectives.

The goal isn't necessarily to tell people what to think. The goal is 
to help people think more effectively about the problem.



S E PA R AT E  T H E  P E R S O N  F R O M  
T H E  P O S I T I O N
You can challenge an idea without 
challenging the person.

• Instead of: “That's completely wrong.”

• Try: “Let's look at what the available data 

tells us.”

• Instead of: “You clearly don't understand 

the issue.”

• Try: “Can you help me understand how you 

reached that conclusion?”
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Professional disagreement should create better 
understanding, not winners and losers.



T H E  DA N G E R  O F  
A S S U M I N G  
M OT I V E S

We frequently make assumptions about why 
someone holds a particular position.
Examples:

• “They're only saying that because they want money.” 

• “They don't care about the environment.” 

• “They're anti-business.” 

• “They're just trying to make government bigger.” 

• “They don't understand science.” 

Challenge the assumption, not the position

We can question someone's argument without questioning their character or motives.



COMMUNICATING 
WHEN THE ROOM 

IS DIVIDED
S T A R T  W I T H  S H A R E D  G O A L S

 
D E F I N E  T E R M S  B E F O R E  D E B A T I N G  T H E M

 
A S K  Q U E S T I O N S  B E F O R E  R E S P O N D I N G

U S E  E V I D E N C E  A N D  I D E N T I F Y  I T S  
L I M I T A T I O N S

A C K N O W L E D G E  L E G I T I M A T E  C O N C E R N S
 

A V O I D  I N F L A M M A T O R Y  L A N G U A G E
 

D O N ' T  P E R S O N A L I Z E  D I S A G R E E M E N T
 

K N O W  W H E N  A  C O N V E R S A T I O N  I S  N O  L O N G E R  
P R O D U C T I V E

“What can we agree on?”



W O R D S  M AT T E R

There are certain words that can undermine a point immediately

Depending on the audience, the goal may be the same, but how you get there can 
change dramatically

Less is more – You can always provide more information, it’s very hard to take it back 
when it’s out there

Know Your 
Audience

Choose Your 
Words Wisely

Speak With 
Conviction
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S O C I A L  M E D I A  
C H A N G E S  T H E  
E Q UAT I O N  
E N T I R E LY
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Professional neutrality becomes harder when 

personal and professional identities overlap.

Consider:

• Personal posts can affect professional perceptions 

• Context disappears quickly online

• Screenshots are permanent

• Humor and sarcasm can be misunderstood

• Sharing someone else's post can be interpreted as 

endorsement

• Professional organizations may be judged by 

employees' or leaders' public behavior

Could someone reasonably interpret this as representing my 
professional role or organization?



N E U T R A L I T Y  H A S  L I M I T S

When Silence isn’t 
an Option Responses

When safety is at risk Professional

Facts are being 
deliberately 

misrepresented
Evidence-based

Legal / ethical 
standards are violated

Proportionate

Personal attacks
Focused on the issue, 

not the person
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Neutrality is NOT indifference.



BU I L D I N G  
B R I D G E S  I N S T E A D  
O F  C A M P S
Shift from individual behavior to organizational culture.

We can create workplaces and professional 
organizations where:

• People can disagree safely. 
• Questions are encouraged. 
• Evidence matters more than personalities. 
• Expertise is respected without being treated as infallible. 
• Different experiences are welcomed. 
• Collaboration is rewarded. 
• The shared mission comes before individual agendas. 
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The objective isn't to eliminate disagreement. It's to make disagreement productive.



B E  S O M E O N E  P E O P L E  C A N  
W O R K  W I T H

When people disagree with me, do they still trust me?

When people disagree with me, do they still feel respected by me?

When difficult issues arise, am I helping bring people together—or helping 
divide them further?
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In a divided world, professional neutrality isn't about 
standing in the middle. It's about standing firmly on 
professionalism, evidence, integrity, and respect.



T H A N K  YO U

Joe Bolick

mjbolick@uni.edu 

www.iwrc.uni.edu 

mailto:mjbolick@uni.edu
http://www.iwrc.uni.edu/
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