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Introduction
Conversation Starters is a cultural competency and equity consultation firm 
that specializes in diversity and facilitation trainings, corporate and organi-
zational guidance, and community wide projects.  Our objective is to create 
forums that draw participants from many facets of a community (whether 
that community be interest, action, place, practice, or circumstance) to learn 
and share personal experiences, honestly exchange perspectives face-to-
face, clarify viewpoints, and develop solutions to community concerns.  We 
invite discovery and the reevaluation of assumptions, and we seek to move 
people along the continuum from uninformed to informed, informed to con-
cerned, and concerned to active.

Conversation Starters is focused on fostering authentic relationships through 
transparent dialogue about difficult topics.  Learning how to understand 
and communicate about subjects such as racism, inequity, gender, ethnicity, 
LGBTQ+ issues, marginalization, privilege, and intersectionality requires edu-
cation, practice, and a willingness to step into the unknown.

We utilize an assets-based approach – that is, we focus on achieving positive 
change by meeting people where they are, we invite rather than force, we do 
not blame and we remain flexible in each situation.  Dialogue is powerful, it 
sparks change, and from it, long lasting results emerge.  But having difficult 
conversations demands courage – regardless of who we are, our intentions, 
or how far along the continuum we think we’ve come.  

One year ago, with the support of backers from the 24 Hour Citizen Project, 
Conversation Starters began developing a new approach to our facilitation 
and consultation work.  Over the course of six months, fifty lay members of 
the Lafayette, Louisiana community went through an application process to 
host or co-host dinners in their homes where the guided conversation would 
focus on race.  After being selected, these fifty hosts were sent educational 
materials weekly, attended a six-hour training, and were equipped with mate-
rials and hands on experience to independently host eight to ten guests for a 
potentially uncomfortable dialogue.

The results were transformative and exponential.  These thirty Catalyst Din-
ners culminated in awakenings, new friendships, and, in many cases, subse-
quent dialogues.  Two weeks after the Catalyst Dinners concluded, a sit-
down supper of the nearly three hundred participants was held at an event 
we called The Longest Table©.  Pre and post event survey data was collected 
and, as you will soon see, the metrics show that this approach works.

The Catalyst Dinners/Longest Table approach to community dialogue was 
a proof of concept project that we successfully piloted and measured.  We 
offered an opportunity for authentic engagement to take place over food - 
training hosts to be civil discourse facilitators, collecting data to prove that 
change took place, and causing ripple effects, where people from all walks 
of life are able to connect and form real relationships. This approach invited 
people to engage wherever they were in their journey.  We know that when 
people are given the opportunity to shape their own experiences – be it in 
the workplace or in any other “community” – they are more invested in the 
outcome.
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Methodology
In order to gather a cohort of self-selected Catalyst Dinner hosts, Conver-
sation Starters launched a month long campaign that included traditional 
and social media, as well as direct outreach.  A short online application was 
made availalble, and sixty-three forms were submitted.  Some of those who 
submitted applications were applying on behalf of themselves and a host 
partner, and some were applying individually.  Following an internal evalu-
ation process that considered demographics including age, race, zip code, 
and industry, and arranging individual applicants in pairs, we were able to 
accept thirty five dinners and fifty unique hosts.

After all unique hosts received dinner facilitation training, they were re-
quired to submit dinner guest lists with contact information for each guest.  
Hosts were free to invite anyone they chose to their dinners, and Conversa-
tion Starters did not vet the guest lists.

The survey taken prior to participation in a Catalyst Dinner and the Lon-
gest Table event was comprised of sixty-four questions and took approxi-
mately twenty minutes to complete.  The survey included multiple choice 
and open-ended questions.  It allowed us to track whether the participant 
was a guest or host, demographic information, hosts’ experiences in re-
cruiting guests, baseline cultural competency, and perceptions of race 
relations (both personal and the community at-large).  It also gathered 
data related to self-reported comfort levels discussing race, perceptions of 
systemic racism in Lafayette, and predicted outcomes of the Longest Table 
project.  

Demographic category labels were consistent with those used by the Na-
tional Institutes of Health and the US Census in order to compare respons-
es.  Some survey questions were the same or similar to those included in a 
national survey conducted by the Pew Research Center in January-Febru-
ary of 2019 so that we would again be able to get an idea of how respon-
dents in Lafayette compared to the results found nationally.

The pre-survey was administered through the Qualtrics (Qualtrics, Provo, 
UT) platform, and opened on March 2, 2019.  Several reminders were sent 
via email over the course of the following two weeks, and the survey was 
closed on March 19, 2019, prior to any Catalyst Dinners occurring.

The survey distributed after the Longest Dinner event was similar to the 
pre-survey, which allowed the change in participants’ perceptions, beliefs, 
and attitudes to be captured across time.  Differences included questions 
that allowed for a deeper dive into their experiences at the Catalyst Din-
ners and the Longest Table event, and how it compared to their expecta-
tions, as well as ways the process could be improved.  The post-survey was 
comprised of seventy-eight questions, and took approximately twenty-five 
minutes to complete.

The post-survey was administered through the Qualtrics (Qualtrics, Provo, 
UT) platform, and opened on March 26, 2019.  Several reminders were sent 
via email over the course of the following two weeks, and the survey was 
closed on April 14, 2019.
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Resul ts
Pre-Survey

The baseline survey was completed by 193 people, 151 of which reported 
being a Catalyst Dinner guest and of which 42 were hosts.  The demo-
graphics of the survey participants were as follows:  approximately 53% 
self-identified as Caucasian, 38% were African American, 4% were Amer-
ican Indian or Alaskan Native, 2% were Asian, and 4% preferred not to 
answer. With regard to ethnicity, 3.5% self-identified as being of Hispanic/
Latino descent.  Approximately 57% self-identified as female, and 41% 
self-identified as male.

When asked about race relations and the country as a whole, 53% of re-
spondents stated that they were “extremely concerned”, 35% stated “mod-
erately concerned,” and 9% “somewhat concerned.”  When asked how 
much they personally worry about race relations, 34% of respondents 
selected “a lot,” 20% “a great deal,” 33% “a moderate amount,” and 10% “a 
little.”

Participants were asked how comfortable they were discussing topics re-
lated to race and racism with people of their same race/ethnicity, and with 
people whose race/ethnicity was different from their own.  Approximately 
11% of people reported that they were uncomfortable discussing topics re-
lated to race and racism with people of their same race/ethnicity; whereas 
approximately 19% of people reported that they were either uncomfortable 
or extremely uncomfortable discussing race and racism with individuals 
whose race/ethnicity was different from their own.

When asked to describe what makes them uncomfortable when discussing 
topics related to race and racism with people of their same race/ethnicity, 
the majority of responses included fear and avoiding conflict, as well as 
accidentally discovering racist views in someone they know.

When asked to describe what makes them uncomfortable when discussing 
topics related to race and racism with people of a different race/ethnicity, 
the majority of responses included the fear of unintentionally offending the 
other person and fear of not being heard.

Next, participants were asked to rate their perceptions of relations be-
tween different races and ethnicities in Lafayette.  They recorded their 
perceptions on a scale from “very good” to “very bad,” and were allowed 
options of “have no opinion” or “don’t know.”  The following represents the 
percentage of participants who rated the relationship between the two 
races as “somewhat bad,” or “very bad.”

•  Caucasians and African Americans 57.95%,  6.82% said they didn’t know   
    or had no opinion
•  Caucasians and Hispanics 45.61%, 24.56% said they didn’t know or had 
    no opinion
•  Caucasians and Asians 9.77%, 30.46% said they didn’t know or had no 
    opinion
•  African Americans and Hispanics 10.41%, 46.82% said they didn’t know or 
    had no opinion
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•  African Americans and Asians 8.62%, 51.15% said they didn’t know or had 
    no opinion
•  Asians and Hispanics 5.78%, 64.16% said they didn’t know or had no
    opinion

Participants were then asked to rate how satisfied they are with how dif-
ferent groups in Lafayette are treated.  Participants were given the ability 
to rate their perception of how people were treated on a scale from “very 
satisfied,” to “very dissatisfied.”  The following results reflect those percep-
tions:

Other significant perceptions include:

•  88.51% of respondents stated that they did not think that minorities had 
   as good a chance as Caucasians in Lafayette to get any kind of job for 
   which they are qualified.
•  80.3% of respondents stated that they did not think that minority chil
   dren had as good a chance as Caucasian children in Lafayette to get a 
   good education.
•  79.89% of respondents stated that they did not think that minorities had 
   as good a chance as Caucasians in Lafayette to get any housing they 
   can afford.
•  64.57% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians on the job or at work.
•  55.43% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in restaurant, bars, or other public entertain
   ment spaces. 
•  78.29% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in dealing with police such as during traffic 
   incidents.
•  52.00% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in getting healthcare from doctors and hos
   pitals.  
•  61.08% of respondents stated that local police in Lafayette treated racial 
   minorities ‘unfairly’ or ‘very unfairly’.
•  43.19% of respondents stated that they could either “barely” or “not at 
   all” describe cross racial differences in Lafayette.
•  42.61% of respondents stated that they could either “barely” or “not at 
   all” describe the social problems of minority groups in Lafayette.
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Post-Survey

The post Catalyst Dinners and Longest Table event survey was completed 
by 89 people, 59 of which reported being a Catalyst Dinner guest and 32 
of which reported being hosts.  At follow up, the demographics of the sur-
vey participants were as follows: Approximately three-fourths (74.29%) of 
respondents were female. Approximately two-thirds (65.71%) self-identified 
as Caucasian, 33.3% were African American, 2.86% were Asian, 1.43% were 
American Indian or Alaskan Native, 1.43% were Native Hawaiian or Other 
Pacific Islander, and  1.43% preferred not to answer the question. Lastly, 
3.08% were of Hispanic/Latino ethnicity. 

When asked about race relations and the country as a whole, 70.43% of 
respondents stated that they were “extremely concerned”, 22.54% stated 
that they were “moderately concerned,” and 4.23% “somewhat concerned.”  
When asked how much they personally worry about race relations, 39.47% 
of respondents stated “a lot,” 27.63% stated “a great deal,” 25% stated “a 
moderate amount,” and 7.89% stated “a little.”

Participants were asked how comfortable they were discussing topics re-
lated to race and racism with people of their same race/ethnicity, and with 
people whose race/ethnicity was different from their own.  Approximately 
8% of people reported that they were uncomfortable discussing topics re-
lated to race and racism with people of their same race/ethnicity; whereas 
approximately 16% of people reported that they were either uncomfortable 
or extremely uncomfortable discussing race and racism with individuals 
whose race/ethnicity was different from their own.

Next, participants were asked to rate their perceptions of relations be-
tween different races and ethnicities in Lafayette.  They recorded their 
perceptions on a scale from “very good” to “very bad,” and were allowed 
options of “have no opinion” or “don’t know.”  The following represents the 
percentage of participants who rated the relationship between the two 
races as “somewhat bad,” or “very bad.”

•  Caucasians and African Americans 78.57%,  2.86% said they didn’t know   
    or had no opinion
•  Caucasians and Hispanics 60.87%, 15.94% said they didn’t know or had 
    no opinion
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When asked why they were participating in a
Catalyst Dinner, answers included:

“Because I live in a bubble.  I’d like to not live in that bubble.”
“My friend asked me and I trust her.”
“To meet other people.”
“Curiosity.”
“It needs to be done.”
“I believe that race relations improve with honest conversation.”



•  Caucasians and Asians 20.29%, 24.74% said they didn’t know or had no 
    opinion
•  African Americans and Hispanics 14.49%, 42.03% said they didn’t know or 
    had no opinion
•  African Americans and Asians 13.04%, 42.03% said they didn’t know or 
    had no opinion
•  Asians and Hispanics 8.82%, 54.42% said they didn’t know or had no
    opinion

Participants were then asked to rate how satisfied they are with how dif-
ferent groups in Lafayette are treated.  Participants were given the ability 
to rate their perception of how people were treated on a scale from “very 
satisfied,” to “very dissatisfied.”  The following results reflect those percep-
tions:

Other significant perceptions include:

•  92.75% of respondents stated that they did not think that minorities had 
   as good a chance as Caucasians in Lafayette to get any kind of job for 
   which they are qualified.
•  94.20% of respondents stated that they did not think that minority chil
   dren had as good a chance as Caucasian children in Lafayette to get a   
   good education.
•  84.06% of respondents stated that they did not think that minorities had 
   as good a chance as Caucasians in Lafayette to get any housing they 
   can afford.
•  71.43% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians on the job or at work.
• 60.87% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in restaurant, bars, or other public entertain
   ment spaces. 
•  79.71% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in dealing with police such as during traffic 
   incidents.
•  63.77% of respondents stated that minorities in Lafayette were treated 
   less fairly than Caucasians in getting healthcare from doctors and hos
   pitals.  
•  71.64% of respondents stated that local police in Lafayette treated racial 
   minorities ‘unfairly’ or ‘very unfairly’.
•  100% of respondents stated that there is a need to improve race
   relations in Lafayette.8
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When asked, “Why did you feel the Catalyst Dinner was a 
success,” participant responses included:

“It was a free exchange of ideas that was guided by the questions 
situated in a meal.  No one was defensive.”

“I met my neighbor at the Catalyst Dinner.  We live on the same 
street and never met.  I call that a win.”

“The way the conversation was structured, the honesty and open-
ness of the hosts and participants, and the intimacy of the setting.”

When asked, “What is the one thing you would change 
about participating in this project,” participant responses 
included:

“Could you include New Iberia next time for this event?”

“Incorporate some level of planning to support a call to action for 
the community.”

“After the issues are discussed, how are we going to solve this in our 
communities?”

“I would encourage the people in the discussion to connect going 
forward.”

“A t-shirt would have been nice.”



Conclusions
The parish of Lafayette’s 2019 demographic breakdown, in comparison to 
our baseline survey (included parenthetically), is as follows: 69.8% Cauca-
sian (53%), 25.8% African American (38%), .2% American Indian or Alaskan 
Native (4%), and 1.8% Asian (2%),  

An online survey was conducted by the Pew Research Center from Janu-
ary 2 through February 5, 2019, that explored participants’ views about the 
state of race relations and social inequality in America.  It also collected 
information about people’s personal experiences with racial and ethnic 
discrimination.  The survey conducted by Conversation Starters included 
a portion of the Pew Research Center questions so we could get an idea of 
how Lafayette compares to the national results. 

The national survey was completed by 6,637 adults.  It found that approx-
imately six-in-ten Americans (58%) say race relations in the U.S. are bad, 
and of those, few see them improving.  Some 56% think the current presi-
dent has worsened race relations.  In addition, roughly two-thirds say it’s 
become more common for people to express racist views since our last 
presidential election.  In our survey, 88% of Lafayette residents felt that 
race relations had worsened since our last presidential election.  4.5% felt 
relations had improved (all of whom were Caucasian), and 7.5% felt rela-
tions had stayed the same.

In the national survey, African American and Caucasian adults had wide-
ly differing perceptions of how African American people are treated in 
America, but majorities of both groups say African Americans are treated 
less fairly than Caucasians by the criminal justice system (87% of African 
Americans vs. 61% of Caucasians) and in dealing with police (84% of African 
Americans vs. 63% of Caucasians).  About 60% of African Americans nation-
ally and fewer than half of Caucasians say African Americans are treated 
less fairly than Caucasians in hiring, pay and promotions; when applying 
for a loan or mortgage; in stores or restaurants; when voting in elections; 
and when seeking medical treatment.  In each of these areas, Caucasians 
tend to report that African Americans and Caucasians are treated about 
equally.

Our data showed similar findings, but in Lafayette there was a greater per-
ception of unfair treatment of minorities, and a smaller disparity of percep-
tions between races. 
     Caucasians  African Americans
On the job    65%   81%
In entertainment spaces  56%   65%
By the police    80%   77%
Seeking medical treatment  56%   73%

In our research, the areas where African American and Caucasian adults 
have very similar perceptions of how minorities are treated in Lafayette 
are: 91% of Caucasians vs. 96% of African Americans stating that they don’t 
feel that minorities have as good a chance to get any kind of job for which 
they are qualified; that minority children do not have as good a chance 
to receive quality education (93% of Caucasians vs. 96% of African Ameri-
cans); that minorities do not have as good a chance to obtain any housing 
they can afford (83% of Caucasians vs. 84% of African Americans).
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Additional Results 

Caucasians are less likely to have a racially diverse friendship group.  Ap-
proximately 65% reported that the majority of their friendship group was 
made up of people who were the same race as themselves, whereas only 
39% of African Americans reported the same. 

We asked if people were comfortable discussing topics of race and racism 
with people of their same race and with people of a different race than 
themselves. Caucasians are far less comfortable discussing race relations 
in either situation than African Americans. Fifteen percent of Caucasian 
respondents reported that they were uncomfortable or very uncomfort-
able discussing these topics even with people that were the same race as 
themselves.  Twenty-nine percent of Caucasians reported being “extremely 
comfortable” discussing race with people the same race as themselves, 
whereas 62% of African Americans were “extremely comfortable.”

Approximately 66% of respondents from both races worry personally about 
race relations.  There was a 30% jump in those that were ‘called to action’ 
for both African Americans and Caucasians from the collection of the base-
line survey data to post Catalyst Dinners/Longest Table event.

Key Takeaways for Conversation Starters

As a proof of concept project, it is vital that Conversation Starters take 
advantage of participant feedback in order to hone the work and process 
moving forward.  These include:
•  Clear explanation of race and ethnic category labels.  Several partici-
   pants were turned off by terms such as “Hispanic,” and “American Indian.”  
   Although they were utilized for comparison value with other national sur-
   veys, different methodology could be used in the future.
•  More intentional inclusion of Indigenous Peoples.  Although the focus of 
   the project was a conversation between African Americans and Cauca-
   sian people, we could have done much more to include the experiences 
   and perspectives of Indigenous Peoples.
•  Address the blindspots occurring for African Americans and Caucasians 
   with regard to the experiences of other minority groups. 11



The call for actionable items following the Longest Table event was re-
sounding.  In the five months since this project’s conclusion, Conversation 
Starters has been busy developing and beginning the implementation of a 

Conversation Starters Lafayette Action Plan.

Liberation Bound White Allies
A group for those invested in undoing racism personally, culturally and 
institutionally.
Group
Bimonthly/Ongoing

Black Unfiltered
A space to be unapologetically black and unfiltered.  For BIPOC (Black and 
Indigenous People of Color) to have productive intraracial dialogue.
Group
Bimonthly/Ongoing

2020 Photography Project
A portrait photography project created by a wide array of photographers 
and facilitators, focusing on 29 people in the community and their stories 
around race.
Group/Individual
September-January/February

20 in 20 Challenge 
20 small actionable steps toward equity and justice that anyone can do in 
2020.
Group/Individual
Year-long/Ongoing

Let’s Talk 
An opportunity for CS Trained hosts to choose a current issue around race 
and facilitate a group discussion.  Anyone can attend these hour long gath-
erings.
Group/Individual
Bimonthly/Ongoing

Literature/Art/Film Discussion Group
Read a book, watch a film, listen to a musician and then come and discuss 
it with us.  Topics to be chosen every other month.
Group/Individual
Bimonthly/Ongoing

Oversight Committee
Volunteer your time and join a committee designed to urge local systems 
toward increased diversity, equity and inclusion.
Group
Monthly/Ongoing

What's Next?
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Catalyst Dinners/Longest Table
People are asking and we need help figuring out what the next iteration of 
this project looks like! If you were involved and have good ideas, we want 
to hear from you.
Group
TBD/Ongoing

Racism Index Study
A tool has been created to identify the degree to which institutionalized 
racism as affected a community.  If you are into data collection, let us 
know.
Group/Individual
TBD/Ongoing

Racial Reconciliation
Are you interested in exploring an initiative toward city-wide truth and rec-
onciliation?  Are you, in particular, a person of color?  We want to hear from 
you.
Group
TBD/Ongoing

Microgrant Program
A bottom-up approach to stimulating (funding) community action and cre-
ativity.
Group
TBD/Ongoing

How Can We Support The Thing YOU Want To Do? 
Do you have a great idea that we haven’t even thought of?  We want to 
hear your idea and figure out if we can help.
Group or Individual
TBD/Ongoing
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Conversation Starters
PO Box 2331

Lafayette, LA 70502
(337) 205-2468

startwithconversation.com

“We engage in dialogue because we don’t know everything.  We 
need one another to learn perspectives and insights.  There is risk 
that we might change our mind in dialogue.  This risk is at the very 
heart of the work.”

Susan Allen


