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How to recognize 
microaggressions 

Dwayne D. Burns – Bowman and Brooke, LLP

Kina Harding – The Harding Firm

Objectives
Define microaggressions.
 Identify ways to recognize microaggressions.
 Identify ways to respond to microaggressions. 
Discuss how microaggressions impact various 

groups.
Are there any legal ramifications for 

microaggressions?

Recognizing microaggressions

 Microinvalidations: Communications that subtly exclude negate or nullify 
the thoughts, feelings or experiential reality of a person of color. 

 Ex. For instance, White people often ask Latinos where they were born, 
conveying the message that they are perpetual foreigners in their own 
land.  

 Microassaults: Conscious and intentional discriminatory actions.
 Ex. using racial epithets, displaying White supremacist symbols - swastikas, 

or preventing one's son or daughter from dating outside of their race.

 Microinsults: Verbal, nonverbal, and environmental communications 
that subtly convey rudeness and insensitivity that demean a person's 
racial heritage or identity. 
 Ex: an employee who asks a co-worker of color how he/she got his/her 

job, implying he/she may have landed it through an affirmative action or 
quota system.

There can be multiple types of microaggressions, here are a few:
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Defining Microaggression further.. 

“Microaggressions are brief and 
commonplace verbal, behavioral, and 
environment indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that 
communicate hostile, derogatory, or 
negative slights and insults that potentially 
have harmful or unpleasant psychological 
impact on the target person or group.” 

Sue et al. Racial Microaggressions in Everyday Life, Implications for 
Clinical Practice, Am. Pschol. 2007

Innocuous or harmful?

Microaggressions – a working definition
 Microaggressions are the everyday verbal, nonverbal, and situational

slights, snubs, or insults….
 These can be intentional or unintentional

 AND they communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to a 
target person or group based solely on a marginalized group membership.

 A comment or action that subtly and often unconsciously or unintentionally 
expresses a prejudiced attitude towards a marginalized group

 Also: behavior or speech that is characterized by comments or actions

-Dr. Derald Wing Sue

Microaggression, Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 
https://www.merriam-webster.com /dictionary/microaggression 
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Compliment or 
Microaggression

 Microaggressions can 
appear harmless BUT
contain demeaning hidden 
messages.

How do 
microaggressions 
make people feel?

 Unsafe

 Dismissed

 Disrespected

 Excluded 

 Misunderstood

 Judged

 Vulnerable 

Is it really that bad?

 Some refer to microaggressions as a 
“death by a thousand cuts.”

 People who are subjected to 
microaggressions often become 
disengaged and experience negativity 
and anxiety.

 In the workplace, people subjected to 
microaggressions experience burnout at 
a higher rate than other employees. 
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Yes…it 
really 
is!

 Microaggressions can be based on race, ethnicity, 
religion, gender, sexual orientation, disability or other 
characteristics.

 They can 
 Affirm a stereotype about a minority group.

 Belittle members of a minority group.

 Suggest discomfort about a minority group

 Presume all minority group members are the same

 Minimize/deny bias or discrimination against a minority 
group.

Microaggression 
can involve 
bias…

 Microaggressions are one outgrown of 
implicit bias.

 According to Columbia University’s Derald
Wing Sue, defines microaggressions as 
“prejudices that leak out in many 
interpersonal situations and decision 
points,” which are experienced as “slights, 
insults, indignities, and denigrating 
messages.”

Practical 
Effects of 

Some Biases

 Perception Bias: The tendency to form stereotypes 
and assumptions about certain groups that make it 
impossible or nearly impossible or nearly impossible 
to make an objective judgment about members of 
those groups. 

 Affinity bias: The tendency to warm up to people 
like ourselves. 

 Halo effect: The tendency to think everything 
about a person is good because you like that 
person. 

 Confirmation Bias: The tendency for people to seek 
information that confirms pre-existing beliefs or 
assumptions. 

10

11

12



4/8/2022

5

Solutions: How can we address 
microaggressions effectively
 Be clear about what occurred.

 What is the relationship like between you and the person who made the 
comment? 

 What was the context of the comment?

 Was it ill intended or a joke in poor taste?

 Was embarrassment a factor?

 Respond immediately to the comment.
 Immediate responses alert the person that the comment was offensive and 

unwelcome. 

 Immediate responses alert the person that they need to be more aware. 

Solutions continued…

 Pick your battles
 Take some time to process to ensure you understood the context. 

 Respond when calm and not emotional.

 Not every statement made deserves a response or acknowledgement.

 Disarm the microaggression
 Do not become defensive and instead try to assist. 

 Ask for clarification – “what did you mean…?”

 Offer a different perspective on what was said – “I know you said ____, but what I 
heard was _____, do you see how that could be somewhat offense?”

The consequences of microaggressions 
are problematic for all involved…

 The received may continuously experience discrimination, no matter how 
subtle, and will begin to detach. 

 The perpetrator delivering microaggressions may find a rapport with colleagues 
may be built on bias, intentional or unconscious, and is meaningless. 

 A person observing a microaggression may find it awkward and uncomfortable. 
Over time, this could have a cumulative effective on the individual. 
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Let’s Take a 
Short Quiz : 
have you 
ever said 
any of this to 
another 
person… 

 You’re gay? You should 
meet my friend 
____________, they’re gay 
too!

 You’re gay? Do you know 
________, they’re gay too!”
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Where are you actually from?

You don’t look ________ (insert 
any ethnicity)!

Your name is so 
hard to 
pronounce, 
can I call you 
______ instead?

“You’re so 
articulate”
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You’re a 
lawyer?! You’re 
so pretty!

You’re a 
lawyer? You 
should be a 
model instead?

Kina Harding
The Harding Firm

Email: info@hardingfirm.com

Dwayne D. Burns 
Bowman and Brooke, LLP

Call Us: (602) 643 -2392
Email: Dwayne.burns@bowmanandbrooke.com
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