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What is Fearless Dialogues? 
 
Fearless Dialogues creates unique spaces for hard, heartfelt conversations between unlikely 
partners that see gifts in people, hear values in stories, and work toward transformation and 
change in self and other.  In brief, Fearless Dialogues retrains the eyes and ears of students, 
teachers, parents and community partners to see gifts instead of stereotypes, and to hear value 
in the storied lives of others.  From this shared space of meaning, where participants see and 
hear worth in others, the pump is primed for hard conversations and for cultivating hope that 
leads to sustainable change. 

 
The signature Fearless Dialogues model utilizes a unique combination of radical hospitality, 
interactive exercises, small-group discussion, large group reflection, and high-impact theory-
based mini lectures.  Recognizing the sensitivity of the subject matter and the diversity of 
perspectives, this fusion of teaching approaches appeals to participants across generational, 
cultural, educational, racial and class lines. The model also attends to the learning styles of 
extroverts, introverts, sensory learners, and contemplative thinkers.1   
 
The Training Model is divided into three modules: see, hear and change.  The first of the three 
modules, on seeing, seeks to aid leaders in identifying gifts in people and places hidden in plain 
view.  The second module on hearing creates an environment where students, teachers, staff 
and parents develop the skill to listen deeply and to value the stories of those from seemingly 
different backgrounds.  The final module on change concludes with a call to action, known as the 
3-Feet Challenge, which invites participants to apply practices of seeing and hearing that they 
have learned during the session, in their respective contexts, workplaces, homes, and the 
broader community.   
 
What makes Fearless Dialogues different from leadership development, diversity 
training, and programs designed to break through conflict, identity implicit bias and 
create change?    

Fearless Dialogues is about SEEING each other, not shaming and debating. Our early research 
and theory focused on the invisibility and muteness of young African American men, especially 
as related to the racial and political tensions in our country, grounds Fearless Dialogues.  This 
turmoil required a response and our response has taught us this:   

All human beings can connect and nod in agreement when it comes to experiences of 
feeling invisible, ostracized and “cut dead” – senior citizens whose relevancy is questioned, 
CEOs living with depression, the teenager with the perfect Facebook page, parents caring for 
children with special needs or aging parents behind closed doors, middle-aged employees 
overlooked for promotion, immigrant custodial staff, etc.  The unacknowledged are all around 

                                                      
1  For more information on the theory and pedagogy of Fearless Dialogues, see Gregory C. Ellison II, 
Fearless Dialogues: A New Movement for Social Change (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2017).  
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us. With this recognition, fears lessen, and true engagement begins.  The first hard and heartfelt 
conversation is often this: We don’t see each other. 

Fear + Less not Fear-less It is nearly impossible to hold a hard, heartfelt conversation with an 
unlikely partner about a taboo subject without fear.  Therefore, we conceive “fearless” as a 
compound word (“fear+less”) and not as a root word and suffix (“fear -less”).  We believe in a 
uniquely structured environment where fears are acknowledged, unlikely partners can take 
courage, fear+less, and engage in hard, heartfelt conversation.    

THREE PILLARS: SEE.HEAR.CHANGE. 

SEE: The first of the three pillars, addresses the issue of invisibility and reorients the 
way participants engage one another and their communal context: 

   Goals: 
o   Create space for radical hospitality and hard, heartfelt conversations; 
o   Identify gifts in people and places hidden in plain view. 

 Components: 
o   Introduction to the Laboratory of Discovery and the pedagogy informing the multi-
sensory experiments that participants will engage in; 
o   Identifying the Five Fears that Stifle Conversation; 
o   Approaching multivalent issues of inclusion, difference, and diversity through the 
lens of shared experiences of being unseen (invisibility) and being unheard (muteness); 
o   Definition of invisibility and the act of being “cut dead”. 

 
HEAR: The second pillar, on hearing, creates an environment where participants 
develop skills of deep listening, critical for meaningful connections and effective 
communication: the skill to listen deeply and value the stories of those from seemingly 
different backgrounds. 
 Goals: 
o   Listen to the stories of those from varied backgrounds; 
o   Identify shared experiences of invisibility and muteness while celebrating the 
diversity of the group. 
Components: 
o   Identifying and affirming the unacknowledged that are all around us; 
o   Practicing empathy by participating in the Call to Remember experiment; 
o   Develop skills for deep listening and for valuing diverse narratives through The Five 
Hardest Questions experiment; 
o   Cultivating key practices and meaningful connections by giving participants tools to 
see one another as whole persons, beyond their roles. 
o   Identifying areas of unconscious bias through the Cards of Marginality™ and Circles 
of Marginality™ Training (Note: Simulations are available in half-day to full day 
trainings). 
 
CHANGE: The final pillar on change is grounded in Dr. Gregory Ellison’s theory of an 
“interrupting hope.” This theory asserts that even the most complex, challenging and 
oppressive of systems can change, if one can generate enough hope to interrupt cycles 
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that silence and ostracize. Fueled by the conviction of these words, Fearless Dialogues 
has created unique spaces for partners in communities, congregations, neighborhoods, 
schools and corporations—all the places in which participants tend to invest time and 
share gifts — to embrace an interrupting hope and work toward positive change.   
Goals: 
o Create conditions for the formation of a Community of Reliable Others that faces 
difficulties, envisions new possibilities, and works collectively toward positive change.    
o Develop a Community of Reliable Others within which hope for systemic and culture 
change can be cultivated and nurtured; 
o   Delegate action steps for participants to engage in within three days of a Fearless 
Dialogues session. 
Components 
o   Defining hope; 
o   Identifying and developing a Community of Reliable Others amongst leaders and 
their teams; 
o   Participating in and accepting the charge of the 3-Feet Challenge™, a call to action to 
put into practice the tools participants have learned during the sessions and trainings. 
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