
 
 Witnessing Whiteness -  Introductory Resource List for Skills Building… 
 

Conversational 

Strategies for 

Difficult 

Dialogues 

 

Questioning: Assume positive intention on the part of your conversational partners, even if the 
impact of their speech/actions is a problem. Be curious about the reasons for their thoughts or 
actions. Ask questions to get to know more about what is underlying their statements. The idea 
is to uncover a place of connection that might offer you a chance to bridge a gap and offer an 
alternative point of view. 

● “Can you tell me more about why you think that….?” 
● “I’m not sure I understand. I’m wondering why…?” 

 
 

Educating: Use this strategy when you get to a point where you can inform people why their 
statements might not be accurate or complete. The point is not to debate or argue, but to offer 
a new piece of knowledge while also attempting to stay connected and non-judgmental.  

● “You know, when I hear what you are saying, it reminds of when I thought something 
similar.  But, then I read something that talked about how…”  

● “Hey, I know sometimes the media makes it seem like that, but I found out that….”  
 
 
Expressing personal emotional reaction: This strategy may be most effective with close 
friends, family, or young children. It involves telling people making racially loaded comments or 
jokes what it is like for you to hear those things. It can include you asking them to respect who 
you are and notice that their speech is not okay with you.  

● “I’m uncomfortable when you say ____.” 
●  “It really hurts when I hear you say _____. I know we disagree about this topic, but can 

you at least agree not to say that while I’m around?” 
● “When you say that, I feel ________. It makes it hard for me to be here.” 

 
 
Empathetic relating: Invite people saying racist comments or jokes to imagine either how 
someone else might feel, or how they would feel if they were the butt of the joke. This strategy 
is likely to be effective only with people who are somewhat sensitive.  

● “When I hear that joke, I can’t help but imagine how it would feel if _____ heard that. 
Do you think you’d tell the joke the same way if _____ were here?” 

●  “I had this conversation with ____ the other day. We were talking about how hard it is 
to hear jokes about ______. I know you’re joking, but it can be really hurtful.” 

● “Ouch! I’d be pretty upset if I heard someone saying that about me or a group I’m part 
of.” 

 
 
Returning later: Lastly, we also can give ourselves permission to return to a person once the 
situation has shifted and deal with the issue at a later time. We might return to a colleague and 
say, “You know, yesterday (or last week) you said _______, and I just want to ask you what 
you meant. I felt ______ hearing it and wanted to check in with you about it.” We can choose to 
question, empathize, educate, or express our own feeling. But this way, even if we miss a 
moment, we can create a chance to respond once we have developed more clarity about the 
issue and a plan of approach. 
 

 



 

Engaging in 

Conversations 

around Race 

with Closely 

Related White 

Folks 

 

Begin slowly. No need to speak out on every new piece of knowledge all at one time if they are not 
asking for more. These are our closest relationships. We have plenty of time to initiate our loved ones 
into this way of seeing the world. Besides, jumping in too quickly might very likely only push them away. 
 
Speak from the heart. Refer to recently acquired information and how it has been personally affecting. 
Ask only for them to listen and to try and understand why we feel as we do. 
 
Demonstrate excitement. If we offer some of our new realizations with excitement and interest, we 
stand a better chance of getting people on board. A sudden shift into anger will likely be alienating and 
make our journey less appealing. 
 
Challenge sensitively. Using the previously described strategy of expressing our personal emotional 
reaction (from previous page) to statements can be extremely helpful when we need to challenge 
something said within a dialogue. 
 
Be humble. Becoming angry with our families and close friends for not seeing issues of race as we do is 
a sure way to get shut down and turn them off. 
 
Pick battles carefully. Some people will just not be ready to hear what we have to say. Reserve energy 
for moments when our efforts can make a difference. Retreat and come back a different day, or a 
different year, depending upon the individual. 
 
Plant seeds. Know that we plant seeds every time we witness actively. We might not see immediate 
results. But, some new epiphany might be growing in someone that will someday emerge, even if we 
never see the tangible results. 
 
Extend the invitation. Invite family and friends to join this journey with you. Give a book on racism or 
white privilege as a present to someone. Ask someone to watch a movie with you featuring a cast of 
people of color. Invite someone to attend a culturally/racially diverse art show, musical performance, or 
other event with you. Ask questions and prompt conversation to see what friends and family are thinking. 

 

Inviting 

Dialogue in 

Diversity 

 

           When engaging in cross-race conversations, White folks should try to… 
 
Be both vulnerable and strong. Sometimes white folks have to extend our hand in friendship and keep 
it humbly extended in the face of refusal. We must be ready to admit our nervousness, as uncomfortable 
as it may be. 
 
Dismiss the devil’s advocate. Arguing facts and possible misinterpretations gets us nowhere. Listening 
to the felt experience of our friends is far more important. 
 
Value new information. If a person of color offers critical feedback, take it as a gift. Resist 
defensiveness. 
 
            and White folks should avoid… 
 
Being rude. We have to really question ourselves about how we approach people. Can we see how our 
approach might unwittingly dehumanize? Are we conscious of the degree to which we ask a stranger to 
trust and accept us? Do we ask permission before we attempt to enter a personal, racially loaded 
dialogue? 
 
Being too self-focused. We have to be ready for someone to say “No thanks” to our friendship without 
feeling personally insulted. History has given a lot of people good reason to be wary of white folks. If we 
can get out of our own head for a while and see that we are not the only ones taking risks, we stand a 
better chance of getting through the rough spots. 
 
Turning people into objects. When we become oversensitive to race issues, we run the risk of treating 
people more like racial beings than human beings. We must be careful not to turn people into 
representatives for their race. 

 



Roleplay Instructions 
 

● Each person in a group will play a role.  One person will be the “actor”, one person will be the 
“responder”, and someone will be the “observer”.  Everyone will have a chance to play each role.  

● The “actor” will make a statement.  In a minute we’ll give you a few statements to get you started.  The 
“responder” will use one of the skills from the cards to practice responding.  The “observer” will observe 
the interaction and will then take a few minutes to give feedback. The responder can then take another 
minute to practice again, incorporating the feedback.  

● The responder decides the topic or statement they want to respond to, and which skill they would like to 
practice using.  Once you’ve decided, “actors”, make the statement.  “Responders”, take a few minutes 
to respond.  “Observers”, listen and be ready to offer feedback to the “responder”. 

● As responders are considering the topic or statement they want to respond to, they should also 
consider their own personality style and the context or setting (for example, power dynamics involved in 
the situation) in order to imagine what strategy might be most effective and comfortable for them to use. 

● Rotate roles until all folks have taken a turn in each role. You will have 30 minutes total. 

 
Potential Prompts for Roleplay  

 
These are possible statements that you may hear from white folks or what we often find ourselves responding 
to. These are just possible suggestions. Take a moment to think of a situation or issue that is particularly 
present for you, use that for the role play.  

● You might hear: “I’m outraged too, but I don’t agree with property destruction/riots/the way they are 
going about it.” or “The people I really feel bad for are the business owners who’ve lost everything.” 

● You are in a conversation with a self-described "liberal" white person who says that protestors should 
avoid being a nuisance, like stopping traffic and how that will help people join their cause. He 
specifically mentions Black Lives Matter as being a really bad influence.  

● You might hear: “Why are they still out there? The officer was charged.” “They should let the legal 
system do its job.” “These bad cops need to be held accountable, but I don’t agree with defunding or 
getting rid of the police.” 

● You might hear: “The police -- the good ones -- support Black Lives Matter, as long as the protestors 
don’t get violent. Haven’t you seen them taking a knee with the protestors?” 

● You might hear: “Well the military is only keeping the peace.” “If the protestors weren’t violent then the 
government wouldn’t need to call in the military!” 

● While inviting someone to join you at an upcoming rally, the person says that she's turned off by all the 
criticism she sees on social media about white people at protests, and for that reason, doesn't want to 
have anything to do with them anymore.  

● Someone you work with says that this issue of "alternative facts" is being completely overblown, saying 
it's nothing more than two different groups both getting their information from biased sources. 
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