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Learning Objectives 

After participating in this session, attendees should be able to: 
• Describe various types of microaggressions

• Manage one’s own microaggressive/biased tendencies

• Utilize microinterventions to respond to microaggressions as a target and 
abolitionist





Grounding Assumptions

1. The work of equity, diversity, and inclusion 
(EDI) is about creating community, which 
involves building trust through careful 
listening, respectful disagreement, and 
taking risks.

2. Growth and learning can be uncomfortable; 
remember it’s okay to make mistakes – we 
all do.

Adapted from Jamie Washington, Washington Consulting Group





Committing blunders is okay 
if we learn from them. When 

you commit a blunder, it’s 
how you recover, not how 

you cover up! 

~Derald Wing Sue 



Grounding Assumptions

1. The work of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) 
is about creating community, which involves 
building trust through careful listening, respectful 
disagreement, and taking risks.

2. Growth and learning can be uncomfortable; 
remember it’s okay to make mistakes – we all 
do.

3. Individuals and organizations can and do grow 
and change, but it doesn’t happen overnight.

4. If we are to change things, we must engage in 
deeply honest introspection. Knowing yourself is 
the first step in creating radically inclusive 
spaces! 

Adapted from Jamie Washington, Washington Consulting Group



Why are we 
here today? 

Unrecognized and unaddressed bias, 
stereotyping, and prejudice limits our ability 

to create environments where everyone feels 
valued, supported, connected, and 

respected. This will undoubtedly prevent us 
from operationalizing our institutional values 
and achieving our organizational mission. To 
put it plainly, we will never be who we say 

we want to be as an organization if we do not 
address our individual biases, stereotypes, 

and prejudices as well as institutional policies 
and practices that promote inequity. When 

we know better we do better…and this is just 
a start.  





Implicit Bias

• The attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, 
and decisions in an unconscious manner

• In other words, unconsciously held set of associations about a social group

• Stem from our tendency to organize social worlds by categorizing 

• Result in the application of particular qualities to ALL individuals from 
a group 

• Product of LEARNED ASSOCIATIONS and SOCIAL CONDITIONING

• Encompass both favorable and unfavorable assessments

• Can be more prevalent when we are stressed, under time pressures, 
angry, and sleep-deprived 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwihr-3U5oLZAhVG2lMKHXn2DSUQjRwIBw&url=https://github.com/amwink/bias&psig=AOvVaw2LpxScmAccuOOVzZWqA0jN&ust=1517508709783002


All of us have biases (conscious and unconscious), so 
there is no need to be ashamed! The goal is NOT to 

eliminate biases, but to become aware of them, so we 
can minimize the negative impact they can have on 

others. 



Areas Impacted by Bias

• Recruitment efforts

• Hiring decisions

• Mentoring decisions

• Job assignments

• Professional 
development 
opportunities

• Promotional decisions

• Annual performance 

evaluations

• Media creation 

• Treatment of 
colleagues

• Valuing others’ 
ideas and 
suggestions

• Who we include 
or exclude



“What’s the matter? It’s the same distance!”



Obstacles 
Faced by 
Members of 
Minoritized 
Groups

• Feeling the need to work twice as hard to 
prove one’s value and competence

• Marginalization/isolation (both socially and 
professionally)

• Lack of sponsorship and culturally humble 
mentorship

• Self-efficacy challenges often resulting from 
the absence of role models from 
minoritized groups (lack of representation 
and no critical mass of Black colleagues)



Obstacles Faced 
by Members of 

Minoritized 
Groups

• Feeling the need to assimilate by 
employing bi-cultural communication 
strategies to avoid being perceived as 
either silent and nonthreatening 
(invisible) or vocal and 
threatening/angry (allowable range of 
emotion differs vastly)

• Excessive involvement in diversity-
related activities

• Collective representation of all 
members of their ethnic/minority 
group, thus feeling immense pressure 
to debunk all stereotypes and 
generalizations





Stereotype Threat 

• Awareness of negative stereotypes toward our group can diminish 
our ability to perform
– The threat of stigma is sufficient, on its own, to have a damaging 

effect on one’s performance 
– Especially true in academics

– Manifests as self-doubt and anxiety that depletes working 
memory and leads to poor performance

• Creates obstacles for faculty of color that involve interactive forces of 
two types of undermining of competence – that done by others, and 
self-undermining (Niemann, 2012)



Tokenism

The practice of doing something (such as 
hiring a person who belongs to a minority 
group) only to prevent criticism and give 
the appearance that people are treated 
fairly. 

Merriam Webster



Obstacles 
Faced by 
Members of 
Minoritized 
Groups

• Constantly dealing with racism and 
microaggressions at work/school (from 
colleagues and constituents) and in society 

• Forced to choose when to challenge/disrupt 
because 1) fear of retaliation is real, 2) lack of 
publicly supportive abolitionists to reduce burden 
of disruption that disproportionately lies on 
shoulders of people of color 

• Lack of safe spaces to process these experiences



Institutional 
Racism

Access to goods, services, and opportunities 
by race

Jones, C.P. (2000) Levels of racism: a theoretic framework and a 
gardener’s tale. American J Public Health



A system in which public policies, institutional 
practices, cultural representations, and other 
norms work in various, often reinforcing ways 
to perpetuate racial group inequity. It identifies 
dimensions of our history and culture that 
have allowed privileges associated with 
“whiteness” and disadvantages associated with 
“color” to endure and adapt over time. 

Structural/Systemic 
Racism

https://aspeninstitute.org

https://aspeninstitute.org/




Personally 
Mediated 
Racism

Prejudice (differential assumptions about 
the abilities, motives, and intentions of 
others according to their race)

Jones, C.P. (2000) Levels of racism: a theoretic framework and a 
gardener’s tale. American J Public Health































mi·cro·ag·gres·sions

everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental 
slights, snubs, or insults, which communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to 
target individuals based solely upon their 
marginalized group membership

*“Micro” refers to the routine frequency of these 
incidents, not the scale of their impact

** The cumulative effect of these experiences can 
be devastating in a lot of ways. 



Impacts of Microaggressions 

• Adversely impact access to power and voice, resources, and 
opportunities 

• Distress, erode vitality, increased anxiety and depressive 
symptoms

• Hamper diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts 

• Decreased engagement and morale (foster self-doubt)



Racial/Ethnic Microaggressions



Microaggression Message

“You are so 
articulate.”

Ascription 
of 

intelligence

It is unusual 
for someone 
of your race 

to be 
intelligent

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 



Why it’s harmful

This phrase 
carries painful 
connotations 

of racial 
subjugation 

and 
oppression

“I am going 
to have to 
crack the 
whip…”

Microaggression



Microaggression Message

“I believe the 
best and 
brightest 

person should 
get the job.”

Myth of 
meritocracy

People of color 
are given 

unfair benefits 
because of 
their race.

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 



Microaggression Message

A store 
employee 

following a 
customer of 

color around the 
store

Criminality

You are a 
criminal. You are 

going to steal. 
You do not 

belong.

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 





“Your name is so 
difficult to say. Is 
there something 

else I can call 
you?”

“You are 
pretty to be 

a dark-
skinned girl.”

“I don’t look at 
you as being 

Black. You are 
different from 

all the others in 
your race.”



Microaggression Message

“When I look at 
you, I don’t see 

color.”

Colorblindness

Denying a 
person of color’s 

racial/ethnic 
experiences.

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 



Microaggression Message

“You 
speak 
good 

English.”

Alien in 
own land

You are 
not 

American.

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 



Microaggression Message

“As the only 
woman, I know 

exactly what you 
are going 
through.”

Denial of 
individual 

racism

“Your racial 
oppression is not 
different than my 

gender 
oppression. I 

cannot be racist; I 
am just like you.”

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 



Microaggression Message

Persons of color 
being mistaken 

for service 
workers

Second-
class 

citizen 

People of color 
are servants to 
Whites; they 

couldn’t possibly 
occupy high-

status positions

Theme

Sue et al. (2007). American Psychologist. 





LGBT Microaggressions



Microaggression Message

“I am not being 
homophobic, 
you are just 

being too 
sensitive”

Denial of 
Heterosexim

Your feelings 
and 

experiences 
are 

unimportant

Theme



Microaggression Message

“You’re too 
pretty to be 
a lesbian ”

Assumption 
of universal 

LGBTQ 
experience

Denial of 
one’s 

individuality

Theme



Microaggression Message

“Where are 
your wife and 

kids?” “Do 
you even 
have any 

children?”

Endorsement of 
heteronormative 

culture and 
behaviors

Your 
behaviors 

are 
deviant

Theme



Microaggression Message

“Why are 
you not 

married yet? 
Do you at 

least have a 
boyfriend?”

Endorsement of 
heteronormative 

culture and 
behaviors

Your 
behaviors 

are 
deviant

Theme



Gender Microaggressions



Honey, sweetie, doll, babe, kiddo, 
and other terms of endearment DO 

NOT belong in the workplace! 



“That’s an excellent 
suggestion, Miss Triggs. 
Perhaps one of the men 
here would like to make 

it.” 



“That’s an excellent 
suggestion, Miss Triggs. 

Perhaps one of the 
men here would like to 

make it.” 

Themes

Invisibility, exclusion, 
marginalization



Message

“Your time is not 
important, and 

you are not valued 
as a speaker.”

Woman scheduled 
to present after a 

male presenter 
and him taking 
most or all the 
woman’s time

Microaggression



Message

“Your abilities 
and input are 
not valued.”

A woman not being 
able to get a word in 

edgewise in a 
meeting because 
men are talking 
(usually to each 
other) and/or 

interrupting her, and 
never being asked 

for her opinion

Microaggression



Message

“You are only 
seen as a 
mother or 

sexual object 
and not as a 

professional.”

Inappropriate 
comments about 

pregnancy or 
mothering, or 

sexually 
inappropriate 

comments (directed 
towards women)

Microaggression



“Oh! I wouldn’t have 
expected you to be a 

science major!” 

“Given what your 
husband does, do 
you really need to 

work?” 

“When are you 
going to start having 
kids? You know the 
clock is ticking...”

Theme

Restrictive gender roles/stereotypes



Theme

Environmental 
invalidation of 
unequal pay

“Why do single 
girls need such 

high salaries? We 
have wives and 
children to take 
care of. What do 

you need so much 
money for?”

Microaggression



Religious Microaggressions



Microaggression Message

Christian 
privilege 

Second-
class 

citizen 

People who 
practice 

other 
religions 

don’t matter

Theme





Response 
Incapacitation

• Something is so offensive or 
ignorant that you don’t even know 
what to say

• Often characterized by the 
creation of a plethora of good 
post-situation comebacks



Question 
for the 
Group



Scott, K., 2017. Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity.



Think of a time when you were the 
target of a microaggression or 

witnessed a biased or otherwise 
offensive comment directed at 
someone else that left you in a 

state of response paralysis.  



Strategies for 
Responding to Bias



Stay Calm and Breathe

• Determine if the juice is worth the 
squeeze

• Resist the temptation to respond right 
away

• Responding with anger will make the 
situation worse

• Might garner temporary relief for 
you but can have negative 
implications for your reputation 

• Process your feelings with trusted 
others 



Determine 
Your Goal

Is it enough for the behavior to stop? 

Will an apology do, or would you like 
for there to be higher level of 
accountability? 

What type of relationship would you 
like to have with the person after 
confronting their bias? 

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work


Flies, Honey, and Vinegar: A 
Lesson From My Granny

• “It’s not what you say, it’s how 
you say it!”

• Tone is critical because calling 
someone on their bias can often 
make people feel attacked and 
judged 



Focus on the Occurrence 
Not the Person

• Direct the conversation to the 
behavior, event, or comment 
(could minimize defensiveness)

• Just the facts! – no judgment, 
no apologies, no self-
subjugation…JUST THE FACTS 
(and what they meant for you 
in the situation)! 



Consider the Relationship

• Assess the type of relationship, your investment in 
that person’s development, the long-term status of 
your connection with this person, and the risks. 

• Is the person someone who you work with 
closely or not? 

• Is there a power differential and speaking up has 
perceived or real risks? If so, choose your 
strategy accordingly. 

• When there is a power differential or fear of 
retaliation, getting the support of a senior leader or 
ally can be helpful







Two female colleagues are 
discussing a work-related 
matter when John, a male 

colleague, walks up to them 
and says, “What are you girls 
talking about? Next thing you 

know you’ll be making 
appointments for manicures! 

We have work to do!” 



Express Your 
Feelings

“I know you may not intend it this way, but I always 
cringe when I hear you refer to grown women as 
“girls” because it sounds so demeaning. Besides, 
you don’t refer to grown men as boys. It would be 
far more respectful, accurate and appropriate to 
refer to them as women and men.” 

Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: Educating People from Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge.; 
https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work


Titles Used for 
Everyone But 
the URM or 
Woman 

Dr. Smith is the only URM and woman 
presenting as a part of a leadership 

development program. The facilitator 
introduces the panel members and uses titles 

for everyone except Dr. Smith. 



Approach it as an Oversight

“I am sure you didn’t realize this, but you introduced everyone else 
using their titles, so I would be very appreciative if you would do 

the same for me next time.”



“You Look Too Young To Be A…”

“You know what they say about sunscreen! I have been working in this field for 
X years and I also have the wonderful benefit of having many colleagues on my 

team who have many more years of experience.” 

“Thank you so much for the compliment! Perhaps we can chat sometime 
about healthy eating and exercise – they have definitely helped to keep me 

looking young!” 



Jamal, a Black staff member, 
finishes giving his presentation 

and several majority race 
colleagues come up to him and 

say, “OMG! You are SO 
articulate! 



Ask for Clarification or 
Additional Information

“Could you please tell 
me more about what 

your initial 
expectations were?”



A newcomer to the committee, 
Fatimatah is attending her first 

meeting when, after 
introductions, one committee 

member says, “Your name is so 
difficult to pronounce. Can I call 
you something that is easier to 

say?”



Restate or Paraphrase

“I think I heard you say that my 
name was too hard for you to 

pronounce, and you want to call 
me a different name that is easier 

for you to say. Is that correct?” 

Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: 
Educating People from Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge.; 
https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work




Abolitionists 
as Essential 
Bias 
Interrupters 

Ally

• Profuse emotional outpouring

• Severe inaction 

Abolitionist

• Acknowledging that oppressive systems, 
policies, practices, etc. exist and being 
committed to abolishing them

• Moving past guilt and shame

• Taking responsibility for the 
power/privilege one holds to facilitate 
substantive change



A newcomer to the committee, 
Fatimatah is attending her first 

meeting when, after 
introductions, one committee 

member says, “Your name is so 
difficult to pronounce. Can I call 
you something that is easier to 

say?”



Restate or Paraphrase

“I think I heard you say that her 
name was too hard for you to 

pronounce, and you want to call 
her a different name that is easier 

for you to say. Is that correct?” 

Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: 
Educating People from Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge.; 
https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work


Three women colleagues are discussing a work-related matter 
when John, a fellow faculty member, walks up to them and says, 
“What are you girls talking about? Next thing you know you’ll be 

making appointments for manicures! We have work to do!” Brian, 
a colleague overhears the comment. 



Abolitionist 
Response: 

Use Learnings 
from Your 

Own Mistakes 
to Help 
Others 

“I have used the term “girls” in reference to 
women before, but a friend told me that being 
called “girls” is very offensive to grown 
women. I have learned that it is far more 
respectful, accurate and appropriate to refer 
to them as women – just like we refer to men 
as men and not boys.” 

Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: Educating 
People from Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge.; https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-
to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work

https://hbr.org/2017/05/how-to-react-to-biased-comments-at-work


You overhear a male colleague 
referring to a female colleague as 

“baby”, “sugar”, “kiddo”, or “honey.”



“You may not intend for it to be this 
way, but some women feel extremely 
uncomfortable with you referring to 
them as “kiddo”, “honey”, “sweetie”, 
etc. They feel that it is condescending 
to be addressed that way, and they may 
also feel diminished in their roles when 
you do this. 

Abolitionist 
Response: 
Separate 

Intent from 
Impact



Abolitionist Response: Using Learnings from 
Your Own Mistakes 

“You may not intend for it to be this way, but some women feel extremely 
uncomfortable with you referring to them as “kiddo”, “honey”, “sweetie”, 
etc. They feel that it is condescending to be addressed that way, and they 

may also feel diminished in their roles when you do this. That’s something 
that I had to learn the hard way. Since I have been here for so long, I have 

been known to get overly comfortable with some staff – I have gotten 
similar feedback in the past. I have worked to raise my own awareness 

about how my words may impact others, and I am trying to be more 
sensitive to that. Perhaps you would be willing to join me, and we could 

work on it together and maybe even hold one another accountable to 
doing better.”



You overhear colleagues 
joking about a patient’s

name…



Abolitionist 
Response: 
Use Your 

Own 
Learnings to 
Help Others 



Titles Used for 
Everyone But 
the URM or 

Woman 

Dr. Smith is the only URM and 
woman presenting on a panel. The 

facilitator introduces the panel 
members and uses titles for 

everyone except Dr. Smith. John, a 
team member also witnessed this. 



Abolitionist Response: Use Learnings from Your 
Own Mistakes to Help Others 

“I have noticed on more than one occasion that you will introduce men 
using their titles and the women with no titles. It was brought to my 
attention a while back that I used to do the same thing, and I learned 

about how my implicit bias against women played a role in that. Now, I 
try to be very intentional about being consistent when I am making 

introductions. It is just something that you must be hyper focused on. 
We can talk more about the Implicit Association Test and working 
together to make sure we do better. I will be your accountability 

partner and would appreciate it if you would do the same for me.” 



Revisit the time when you were on the 
receiving end of a microaggression or 

witnessed a biased or otherwise offensive 
comment directed at someone else that 

left you in a state of response 
incapacitation.  

How would you respond based on the examples 
and scripts provided 

• As the person on the receiving end of the 
biased statement

• As an abolitionist 





Debriefing

• Thoughts/feelings about the experience

• Key takeaways for you personally 



Considering what was shared today…

What will you start doing?

What will you stop doing?

What will you continue doing?


