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Leading with Dignity 
Resilient Sydney held a day-long workshop on Leading with Dignity on 9 December 2024. The 
session was facilitated by Jason Ardler from Thirriwirri. It was attended by staff from councils 
across Greater Sydney and the NSW Reconstruction Authority.  
The workshop explored the proposed action area – Embed dignity principles in leadership and 
engagement – from the Resilient Sydney Strategy 2025 – 2030.  

Workshop format 
The workshop was informed by the dignity framework developed by Donna Hicks. The 
presentation slides are attached. 
We considered the notion of dignity and what it means to treat someone with dignity. We looked at 
dignity as the inherent worth that we are all born with. We reflected on the dignity framework 
developed by Donna Hicks and how this approach is helpful in the work we do to build resilience in 
the face of shocks and stresses in local communities. The framework gives us the “language to 
understand that violations to our sense of value and worth that inevitably give rise to conflict” 
(Hicks 2010). 

When we feel worthy, when our value is recognised, we are content.  
When someone violates our dignity, we suffer…what matters most is our own survival, not the 
survival of the relationship. 
Unless named, acknowledged and redressed, dignity violations will fester and become toxic. 

Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict; Donna Hicks; 2011 

We explored how the dignity model can help us build trust with the communities we serve.  

Learning how to be in a relationship so that both parties feel that they are seen, heard, 
understood, included and given the benefit of the doubt can make a weak relationship strong, 
and a relationship that works reasonably well, even better.  

Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict; Donna Hicks; 2011 

We discussed what leading with dignity looks like:  

Demonstrating what it looks like to treat others as if they matter  
Knowing how to treat people whose dignity has been violated 
Knowing what to do when we have violated the dignity of others 
Knowing how to maintain our own dignity, even when we feel injured by others 

Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict; Donna Hicks; 2011 

We explored 10 essential elements of dignity in the context of the work we do in local 
government and disaster response and recovery, and identified how we can embed these in the 
ways we work to build community resilience.  

• Acceptance of Identity 
• Recognition 
• Acknowledgement 
• Inclusion 
• Safety  

• Fairness 
• Independence 
• Understanding 
• Benefit of the Doubt 
• Accountability 
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Outcomes of the workshop 
The following write-up captures the discussions about the 10 essential elements of dignity in the 
context of our work to build the resilience of communities in the face of increasing disasters.  
At the end of the notes about each element, is a short draft summary of how leading with dignity 
looks when working in emergency response and recovery and working with communities to build 
resilience.  

1. Acceptance of identity 
This includes: 

• That identity is an inherent right - we accept it, we don’t give it or take it. We accept people are 
who they say they are. 

• Accepting people will show up in a crisis event, possibly at their worst, and we need to meet 
them with an open mind.  

• Recognising people’s existence – even if they are not engaging with or not very visible to us. 

• Valuing the individual vs talking to the demographic. Recognising dignity will be different for 
individuals, even when they share similarities.  

• Recognising diversity within diversity and intersectionality. 

Actions and approaches 
• Accept people’s decisions on how they identify – don’t engage in debate  

• We (government) show up and act with integrity, even when community may not be ready to  

• Design for diversity, flexibility and adaptability 

• Being aware of barriers, and how this may present  

• Ensure everyone has equitable access to services without judgement. ‘Difficult customers’ 
maybe not at their best in that moment. 

• Develop processes for managing stressed people  

• Empower staff to engage with emotional regulation and teamwork  

• Co-design structures where both customers and staff are supported to enable dignity  

• Acknowledge everyone and their needs in preparedness planning and emergency response  

• Take actions that support acceptance of identity and empower people, for example, prayer 
space, accessibility, language 

Challenges 
• Learning how to address challenges presented by different perceptions and conflict around 

identity  

• Navigating changing identity  

• Navigating community divisions, grievances or conflicts  

• Sometimes people’s identity is challenged by other people’s identity. Don’t make the problem 
worse. 
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Draft Statement on “acceptance of identity”: 
We accept people’s identity. We don’t question it. We avoid stereotypes, assumptions and 
judgement. We remember that during a crisis, people may be having the worst day of their life. 
We make an effort to consider the needs of people who don’t want to engage or are less 
visible in our work. We are careful not to contribute to community division or take sides.  

2. Recognition 
This involves recognising that: 

• Communities and people are resilient. They will rebuild.   

• There is power in the connections in communities even if these aren’t “formally” recognised. 

• Communities are the holders of local knowledge. Valuable knowledge comes with lived 
experience.  

• People have the capacity and capability and skills to understand, contribute and respond.   

• People want to be helpful. They seek out opportunities to connect, help and be active partners. 

• Communities are creative, good collaborators and problem solvers.  

• All contributions have value. It’s not a competition to have the best idea.  

• Communities are defined by communities themselves. They can be defined in different ways, 
for example, place / identity / interests / needs. We also need to think about communities of the 
future.  

• People experience ongoing impacts of trauma – it will shape their thoughts and ideas. They are 
allowed to feel and express pain and distress.  

• Council and emergency response agencies, including their employees and volunteers are also 
part of the local community.  

• We have the capacity to work together – government and communities – and show 
commitment to each other.  

• Collective achievements should be celebrated.  

Actions and approaches 
• Listen to everyone in communities including children and not just go to a few dominant voices.  

• Treat all ideas respectfully.  

• Equally recognise contributions.   

• Make the effort to understand what is important to different people. 

• Refer to communities and people in the way they define.   

• Make adaptations to include people.  

• Not being tokenistic. 

• Public recognition of community contributions.  

• Recognition through working conditions and pay.  
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Draft statement on “recognition” 
We recognise the experience and knowledge of the people and communities we work with. 
We recognise their strengths and skills. We will endeavour to empower communities to act, to 
build their resilience including the ability to prepare for and respond and recover from shock 
events. We commit to work together with communities and recognise our collective 
achievements.  

3. Acknowledgement  
This involves 

• Being there, being present, listening  

• Creating space for people to be heard 

• Listening to what’s important to people and what they have experienced, for example, losing a 
loved-one, their house, vicarious trauma, survivor guilt 

• Acknowledging what they are going through and that this may be the worst day of their life. 

• Capturing lived experience to inform and contribute to better decision making 

• Acknowledgement is an iterative process. Hearing from people and reflecting back what was 
heard. Explaining why a decision was made.  

• Acknowledging that addressing the situation is a shared responsibility 

Actions and approaches 
• More authenticity in listening  

• Humanising our approach – focus on people’s needs and experiences. Our exchanges with 
people can be very transactional. 

• Slow it down  

• Train staff to acknowledge people’s situation respectfully  

• Design recovery programs and resilience activities with people 

• Present new approaches involving dignity to our leadership with evidence  

• Support practical actions, for example, subsidising emergency kit, ABCD approach  

• Implement a local social asset tool to identify what social infrastructure communities and what 
people need and where to invest for greater resilience  

• Commit to an iterative process – responsibility of the organisation to reflect and adapt 
approach based on context 

• Collaborate with other stakeholders 

Draft statement on acknowledgement 
We need to be there, be present and listen to personal experiences. We should reflect back to 
people what we have heard from them. We need to humanise our approach and decisions to 
respond to people’s values, experiences and needs. We need to understand that this is an 
iterative process of hearing from people and explaining what is happening in response.   
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4. Inclusion 
This involves 

• Welcoming people and providing opportunities for connecting  

• Asking for people’s voices and views 

• Inviting people to speak, not refusing people the opportunity to contribute  

• Accepting difference 

• Expecting a variety of views and language 

• Putting people at the front of the conversation  

• Valuing feelings of being part of the community  

• Supporting role models - seeing people like them in active roles 

• Having a variety of representation and breadth of experience and knowledge in our teams 

• Valuing personal stories and individual feelings and experiences  

Actions and approaches 
• Enabling participation by overcoming barriers for example, addressing different abilities, lack of 

trust and past exclusion 

• Creating opportunities through building awareness, targeted invitations, investing in actively 
reaching out for inclusion 

• Giving the same weight and value to the perspectives all people in the room  

• Using co-design and other engagement approaches to support inclusion in decision making  

• Building our ability to share at all points of a process with different people  

• Having diversity in our organising groups and workplaces 
 

We must value all perspectives, personal stories and experiences. People should always feel 
welcome when seeking assistance. We should create unconditional opportunities for people to 
contribute ideas and actively participate in planning and preparing for, responding to and 
recovering from shock events. We need to take conscious action to overcoming barriers to 
inclusion. We need to inform our decisions and build connections through diverse 
representation within emergency management agencies and local government.  

5. Safety 
Safety prompted a deep discussion and numerous examples. Safety lies at the heart of crisis 
management, response and recover. Discussions addressed protecting both physical and 
psychological safety. It was noted that: 

• At different times, people have different safety needs. Their needs may change.  

• Early in the recovery process there is a focus on physical safety. However, psychological 
impacts can be longer term. Psychological harm is harder to monitor and measure  

• There are different perceptions of safety. Is safety objective or subjective? It is important to 
agree on what safety looks like.   



 

8   | Stronger Together. Prepared for the Future. Leading with Dignity  

• Experiences shape perceptions of safety, for example, Aboriginal people distrusting of 
government departments because of harm caused by government policies and actions.  

• Safety is conditional on believing there is a risk. It is important to establish and understand the 
appetite for risk of a person, community, agency. 

• There are various regulations and policies in place to keep people safe in an emergency. 

• Physical safety is delivered through a command-and-control approach. There is not often time 
to explain decisions.  

• With the new WHS legislation, organisations must understand and plan for psychosocial 
hazards and sign off on hazard awareness.  

• Important to protect the safety of staff as well. Council staff are seen as ‘fair game’ for abuse.  

Challenges 
• There is a risk to keep people physically safe in an emergency, their dignity may be violated.  

• Keeping people safe is complicated and relies on coordination – emergency support services, 
mitigating risks, effective preparedness and reconstruction programs, role of frontline workers, 
residents’ knowledge and connections. 

• Government red tape is not always helpful to respecting dignity. It can dehumanise people.  

• People don’t trust government or the media. False and misleading information from other 
sources is further undermining trust about safety. Misinformation is not being effectively 
addressed in emergency management.  

Actions and approaches 
• Address information overload and better coordinate – clear safety messages that are 

transparent and from trusted sources – community leaders, in meaningful languages, BOM  

• Develop a better listening style including acknowledgement of individual experiences 

• Leadership needs to be exposed to lived experience to understand 

• Bring together parts of the process to help understanding in a complicated system 

• Work to deconstruct the perception of lack of safety with the community 

• Preparing with the community so they are better psychologically prepared for what happens in 
an emergency 

Examples 
• Black Saturday messaging was confusing – leave early / stay and defend / fires out of control.  

• Cultural burning contributes to safety by both empowering communities, increasing local 
knowledge and connections, and helping to protect assets. 

• Access to psychological support through general council and community facilities, for example, 
social worker in library to work with community access services (Adelaide), Oz Harvest 1-stop-
shop, safety training for library staff (US example).   
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Draft statement on “safety” 
Safety is at the heart of emergency response. Safety is not just physical. The psychological 
impacts of an event last much longer. Prioritising physical safety and the complex systems 
and red tape designed to keep people safe can inadvertently result in dignity violations. 
Working with the community to understand risk and safety and prepare for shock events will 
help ensure we are all on the same page when an event occurs. This will better protect both 
physical and psychological safety. Clear and respectful communications through trusted 
channels supports safety in the community. 

6. Fairness 
This involves 

• Adopting processes that are even-handed and impartial  

• Clarity about who decides the agreed laws and processes 

• Acknowledging unconscious biases 

• Changing the way that we listen to people  

• Treating people with the respect and decency to ensure equitable outcomes 

• Equal right to resources to all participants 

• If everyone’s dignity is equal – equity must be the outcome  

• We need structural ways to do this as rankism is embedded in our hierarchies  

• People need to respect the referee 

Draft statement on fairness 
Our processes must be even-handed and impartial. We need to be transparent about our 
rules and decisions. We should strive for equitable outcomes for people and ensure fair 
access to resources. We need to challenge our unconscious biases.  

7. Independence 
This involves 
• Understanding what makes people act and be able to help people act in an emergency 

• Respecting community agency and decisions 

• Supporting self-determination so people can make decisions in their best interests  

• Recognising the interdependence of place-based recovery and resilience  

• Investing in the community’s ability to respond, recovery, prosper and flourish 

Actions and approaches 
• Sharing our knowledge, risk and other data, reasons for decisions, responsibility and resources 

to enable self-determination  

• Discussing the consequences of individual decisions, shared responsibilities and putting others 
at risk  

• Investing in community skills to act effectively – critical thinking, courage, organisation  



 

10   | Stronger Together. Prepared for the Future. Leading with Dignity  

Draft statement on independence 
To embed the principle of independence in our work, we must recognise the right of people to 
self-organise. We need to collaborate with their initiatives to prepare, respond and recover. 
We should also support community agency by sharing our knowledge, risk data and reasons 
for decisions, discussing the consequences of action on others and investing in community 
and individual knowledge and skills. In this way, we can empower effective independent 
leadership and action at both a community and individual level. 

8. Understanding 
This includes 

• Keeping an open mind to other views and perspectives 

• Meeting people where they are at  

• Paraphrasing for clarity and to show understanding 

• Staying curious – asking questions  

• Ensuring people feel heard 

• Recognising that what others think matters to them  

• Valuing experiences and views to inform meaningful decisions  

• Providing opportunities for meaningful engagement 

• Having enough time to understand each other 

• Taking the time to understand history, context and experiences  

• Don’t expect everyone to share everything with you  

• Staying open to learning and empowering others to act 

• Consistency in relationships based on understanding to build trust  
Actions 

• Training people on how to do active listening  

• Amplifying stories as a valued expression of understanding 

• Providing opportunities for people to speak the truth 

• Having regular opportunities to check in and opportunities to engage at different points in time 
to understand perspectives 

• Providing safe places to help build trust and have meaningful conversations 

• Demonstrating understanding through actions that respond to community concerns  

• Sharing how what you have heard was used.  

• Don’t be afraid to ask questions and change what you are doing 

• Don’t be afraid to say you don’t understand – asking people to help you understand, to help 
you know  

• Avoiding being dismissive and replace the word “believe” with “trust” and “share”  
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Draft statement on “understanding” 
We acknowledge that feeling heard and understood in difficult situations is critical to wellbeing 
and recovery. We can all employ active listening to strengthen our work. We can slow down, 
create the space, ask questions and provide ongoing opportunities to hear people’s 
experiences and needs and to build understanding and trust.   

9. Benefit of the doubt  
This involves 

• Assuming people are good and their intentions are honourable  

• Taking a strength-based approach: not starting from a place of doubt or deficit 

• Avoiding assumptions  

• Taking people at face value 

• Not questioning motives 

• Trusting people 

• Understanding that people have access to different information and draw different conclusions  

• Recognising that people can change their view 

• Restarting and refreshing at every opportunity when coming to the table 

Challenges  
• Some intentions can come at the expense of the dignity of others. People will have different 

interest that will conflict with others. 

• It can be difficult to balance getting the information to make a decision with creating the sense 
you are challenging the honesty of a community member. 

• The need to give trust to receive trust – it is difficult to rebuild broken trust between 
communities and government. This has eroded at levels outside our control, for example, 
politics and the media. 

Actions and approaches  
• Coming in with an equal mindset  

• Being clear about our intentions 

• Finding key questions to open up people and understand their pain points 

• Considering what you have heard without personal bias 

• Looking for common values / common ground  

• Having patience  

• Recognising people come in from a certain point  

Draft statement on “benefit of the doubt” 
We should always assume the best in others and approach interactions with trust, believing 
that people act with good intentions. We must engage with an open mind, building on common 
ground and shared values. We acknowledge we must give trust to receive it. People and 
relationships change – we can always refresh, renew and build better relationships.     
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10. Accountability 
This includes 

• Taking responsibility for your actions – if you have violated the dignity of another, apologise 
and make a commitment to change hurtful behaviours.  

• Following through – do what you say you will do 

• Starting at an individual level with personal accountability 

• Don’t become defensive and shut down criticism 

• Embracing a growth mindset and willingness to be vulnerable.  

• The power of genuine apology 

• Taking responsibility for how you communicate – language can violate dignity 

• There are external accountability (rules / codes we work within) and internal accountability 
(moral compass)  

• Honesty building trust and promoting two-way accountability 

Challenges 
• Leadership must model this behaviour. When leaders set a poor example, it enables others to 

avoid accountability. This happens particularly at a political level (for example, Trump).  

• Accountability is often missing from executive and elected representatives. 

• Address the distance from CEO to the coalface.  

• Part of good governance. We need to improve processes to support accountability.  

Actions and approaches 
• Creating an environment where people feel safe to speak up  

• Empowering people to identify dignity violations and take responsibility   

• Education is required for people to learn how to acknowledge dignity violations (“if you have” 
scenarios)  

• Understanding impact of cultural load and past violations 

• Supporting feedback systems on the frontline before issues are escalated  

• Doing more than just acknowledge the violation has happened. Seek real, constructive 
outcomes.  
 

Draft statement on “accountability” 
We must acknowledge the impact of our actions and apologise when someone’s dignity is 
violated. We need to embrace a growth mindset and not be defensive but rather make a 
commitment to improve our approach and change hurtful behaviours. Accountable leadership 
is important to creating an environment where people can speak up, raise concerns and 
address dignity violations.  
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Workshop slides 
Courtesy of Thirriwirri 
 
 
 
 
 
Text from the Resilience Sydney Strategy 
  

When we feel worthy, when our value is recognised, we are content.

When someone violates our dignity we suffer…what matters most is
our own survival, not the survival of the relationship.

Unless named, acknowledged and redressed, dignity violations will
fester and become toxic.

Alienation and disconnection from dignity is the greatest threat to
humanity

Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict; Donna Hicks; 2010
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Does the notion of dignity resonate
with you?

How do you see it manifesting in
your workplace / community / world

around you?

Does the notion of dignity resonate
with you?

How do you see it manifesting in
your workplace / community / world

around you?
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No one can strip us of our Dignity. It
can be trampled and assaulted, but the
spark of dignity that remains within us

is the reason we can be resilient and
continue to fight.

Archbishop Desmond Tutu

Dignity – The 10 Essential Elements
Acceptance of Identity

Recognition
Acknowledgement

Inclusion
Safety

Fairness
Independence
Understanding

Benefit of the Doubt
Accountability
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Dignity – The 10 Temptations
Don’t Take The Bait 

Don’t Save Face 
Don’t Shirk Responsibility 

Don’t Be Lured By False Dignity 
Don’t Be Lured By False Security 
Don’t Just Sit There And Take It 

Don’t Assume You Are The Innocent Victim
 Don’t Resist Feedback 

Don’t Blame And Shame Others 
Don’t Be Lured By False Intimacy 
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Learning how to be in a relationship so that
both parties feel that they are seen, heard,

understood, included and given the benefit of
the doubt can make a weak relationship

strong, and a relationship that works
reasonably well, even better.

Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict; Donna Hicks; 2010
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Dignity and First Peoples

 Social and human rights violations stem from a
fundamental failure to understand what it means to
be human and how to treat one another.

 Alienation and disconnection from dignity is often
associated with impoverished communities – it can
drive violence, substance abuse, crime and self-harm.

Leadership Challenge
 Demonstrating what it looks like to treat others as

if they matter

 Knowing how to treat people whose dignity has
been violated

 Knowing what to do when we have violated the
dignity of others

 Knowing how to maintain our own dignity, even
when we feel injured by others
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Resilient Sydney Strategy 2025-2030 
(Page 86 (insert strategy link here) 
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Contact details 
RSO@cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au 
www.resilientsydney.com.au 

@ResilientSydney 
au.linkedin.com/company/resilient-sydney 
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