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Community Conversations on Race 
 

Microaggressions Session, January 14, 2021 

Pre-work (about one-hour): 

The pre-work for the discussion is made up of a combination of videos and articles to help you 
understand what is a microaggression, its impact, and ideas for how to respond if you receive, 
accidentally give, or witness a microaggression. 
 

 Please start with the videos.  There are four videos that together are 15 minutes in length: 
1. Ted Talk on Eliminating Microaggressions, 9 min.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPqVit6TJjw 
2. How Microaggressions are like Mosquito Bites, 2 min., 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDd3bzA7450&feature=youtu.be 
3. Things People Say, under 2 min., https://youtu.be/6zEmlMv_wiY 
4. Microaggressions if happened to White People, under 3 min.,  
      https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPRA4g-3yEkIf  

 

Then read the articles that are included in this document.  There is about 11 ½ pages in total if you 
add the partial pages together. The last article is optional, for those you want additional ideas on how 
to respond to microaggressions: 

1. Examples of Racial Microaggressions 
2. Excerpt from ‘Acknowledge the Harm of Microaggressions’ 
3. What to Do When You Get Called Out for Microaggressions 
4. Dear Anti-racist Allies: Here’s How to Respond to Microaggressions 
5. A Guide for Responding to Microaggressions (optional) 

 
 

Discussion Prompts That Will Be Used at the Session: 

These prompts are helpful to keep in mind as you complete the pre-work. 

1. Share a meaningful quote, an insight, or some idea that has stayed with you after completing 
the pre-work 

2. What is the difference between traditional forms of discrimination and microaggressions? 
3. Share a time when you personally received, accidentally gave, or witnessed a microaggression? 

How did it make you feel?  What did you do? With hindsight what do you wish you had done? 
 
Additional Discussion Prompt if Discussion Time Permits  

4. Case Study #1 
You are at a party conversing in a small group and hear this interaction: 
     “Congratulations Delon (a person of color) on your promotion!” 
     “Thanks!” says Delon 
     “What did you do to earn your promotion?” Another person asks. 

a. How do you think the last comment made Delon feel? What is an underlying message? 
b. Please share an idea on how you as a witness could respond. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cPqVit6TJjw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDd3bzA7450&feature=youtu.be
https://youtu.be/6zEmlMv_wiY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPRA4g-3yEkIf
https://wie.engineering.illinois.edu/a-guide-to-responding-to-microaggressions/
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c. Have you ever experienced something similar? How did you or others respond? 
 

5. Case Study #2 
You are at a community meeting of a group that is working hard to increase engagement of 
people of color. During discussion of a community issue, someone turns to the sole Latinx in the 
room and asks “What is the Latinx perspective on this situation?” 

a. How do you think the last comment made the Latinx person feel? What is an underlying 
message? 

b. Please share an idea on how you as a witness could respond. 
c. Have you ever experienced something similar? How did you or others respond? 

 

 

Guidelines That Will be Used to Create a Safe Space for Discussion: 

• Everyone gets an opportunity to speak and no one dominates 
• Speak authentically and listen actively 
• Experience discomfort and know it’s a necessary part of the learning 
• You can always pass on answering a question 
• Assume positive intent and agree to disagree 
• Comments stay, learning leaves with you 
• Do not record 
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Examples of Racial Microaggressions 
 

Adapted from: Wing, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder, Nadal, Esquilin (2007). Racial Microaggressions in Everyday Life: 

Implications for Clinical Practice. American Psychologist, 62, 4, 271-286 
 
 

 Theme  Microaggression  Message  
Alien in own land  
When Asian Americans 
and Latino Americans 
are assumed to be 
foreign-born  

“Where are you from?”  
“Where were you born?”  
“You speak good English.”  
A person asking an Asian American to 
teach them words in their native 
language.  

You are not American  
You are a foreigner  

Ascription of Intelligence  
Assigning intelligence to 
a person of color on the 
basis of their race.  

“You are a credit to your race.”  
“You are so articulate.”  
Asking an Asian person to help with a 
Math or Science problem.  

People of color are generally not 
as intelligent as Whites.  
It is unusual for someone of your 
race to be intelligent.  
All Asians are intelligent and 
good in Math / Sciences.  

Color Blindness  
Statements that indicate 
that a White person 
does not want to 
acknowledge race  

“When I look at you, I don’t see color.”  
“America is a melting pot.”  
“There is only one race, the human race.”  

Denying a person of color’s 
racial / ethnic experiences.  
Assimilate / acculturate to the 
dominant culture.  
Denying the individual as a racial 
/ cultural being.  

Criminality – assumption 
of criminal status  
A person of color is 
presumed to be 
dangerous, criminal, or 
deviant on the basis of 
their race.  

A White man or woman clutching their 
purse or checking their wallet as a Black 
or Latino approaches or passes.  
A store owner following a customer of 
color around the store.  
A White person waits to ride the next 
elevator when a person of color is on it.  

You are a criminal.  
You are going to steal / You are 
poor / You do not belong / You 
are dangerous.  

Denial of individual 
racism  
A statement made when 
Whites deny their racial 
biases  

“I’m not a racist. I have several Black 
friends.”  
“As a woman, I know what you go through 
as a racial minority.”  

I am immune to races because I 
have friends of color.  
Your racial oppression is no 
different than my gender 
oppression. I can’t be a racist. 
I’m like you.  

Myth of meritocracy  
Statements which assert 
that race does not play a 
role in life successes  

“I believe the most qualified person 
should get the job.”  
“Everyone can succeed in this society, if 
they work hard enough.”  

People of color are given extra 
unfair benefits because of their 
race.  
People of color are lazy and / or 
incompetent and need to work 
harder.  

Pathologizing cultural 
values / communication 
styles  
The notion that the 
values and 
communication styles of 
the dominant / White 
culture are ideal  

Asking a Black person: “Why do you have 
to be so loud / animated? Just calm 
down.”  
To an Asian or Latino person: Why are 
you so quiet? We want to know what you 
think. Be more verbal.” Speak up more.”  
Dismissing an individual who brings up 
race / culture in work / school setting.  

Assimilate to dominant culture.  
Leave your cultural baggage 
outside.  

Second-class citizen  
Occurs when a White 
person is given 
preferential treatment as 

Person of color mistaken for a service 
worker  
Having a taxi cab pass a person of color 
and pick up a White passenger  

People of color are servants to 
Whites. They couldn’t possibly 
occupy high-status positions.  



4 
 

a consumer over a 
person of color  

Being ignored at a store counter as 
attention is given to the White customer 
behind you  
“You people …”  

You are likely to cause trouble 
and / or travel to a dangerous 
neighborhood.  
Whites are more valued 
customers than people of color  
You don’t belong. You are a 
lesser being.  

Environmental 
microaggressions  
Macro-level 
microaggressions, which 
are more apparent on 
systemic and 
environmental levels  

A college or university with buildings that 
are all names after White heterosexual 
upper class males  
Television shows and movies that feature 
predominantly White people, without 
representation of people of color  
Overcrowding of public schools in 
communities of color  
Overabundance of liquor stores in 
communities of color  

You don’t belong / You won’t 
succeed here. There is only so 
far you can go.  
You are an outsider / You don’t 
exist.  
People of color don’t / shouldn’t 
value education.  
People of color are deviant.  

How to offend without 
really trying  

“Indian giver.”                                         “We got gypped.”  
“That’s so White of you.”                        “You people …”  
Imitating accents or dialects                    Others?  
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https://www.antiracismdaily.com/archives/acknowledge-the-harm-of-microaggressions-anti-racism-

daily?rq=microaggression. 

 

Acknowledge the Harm of Microaggressions EXCERPT 

By Nicole Cardoza 

Stories of microaggressions have been making the news as brave non-white people share their harmful 

experiences with others, oftentimes in work settings. But they're easy to overlook as more overt forms 

of racism dominate the news cycle. Today we're analyzing how microaggressions play a major role in 

interpersonal and systemic racism. 

 

Microaggressions are defined as "the everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or 

insults, whether intentional or unintentional, which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 

messages to target persons based solely upon their marginalized group membership" (Blavity). 

Microaggressions can be racist, sexist, homophobic, etc, and any combination of these, too (remember 

our conversation on intersectionality), but we're centering this conversation on racial 

microaggressions… 

 

Because of the word "micro," many people (read: non-white people) consider instances of 

microaggressions to be brief and relatively harmless. But there is nothing micro about microaggressions. 

Many psychologists refer to the impact of microaggressions as "death by a thousand papercuts" for 

those that experience them on a regular basis (NYTimes). If macroaggressions define more overt forms 

of racism (JSTOR), microaggressions are more accurately subvert acts, a way to undermine or corrupt 

someone, which makes them all the more sinister, especially when people use them intentionally to get 

away with racism in public settings. 

The impact of microaggressions 

But the impact of microaggressions is anything but small. In fact, studies have proved that the impact of 

microaggressions is almost as mentally and emotionally damaging as macroaggressions (full study here). 

Another study found that Black teenagers in the United States face microaggressions multiple times a 

day, most frequently online, which often leads to depression (Blavity). 

 

It's difficult to isolate the impact of microaggressions alone on broader health outcomes. But in this 

fascinating article from NPR, psychologists look at correlations of various health indicators after more 

overt forms of racism on different populations throughout the world and find consistent data that 

indicates how damaging stressful, traumatic experiences can be (NPR). The aggregated impact of racism, 

from the systemic to interpersonal, is being referred to as a term called weathering, which refers to the 

way the constant stress of racism can lead to premature biological aging and worse health outcomes for 

Black people (SELF Magazine)... microaggressions certainly play a part in weathering… 

 

But remember, we don't need statistics to validate harm. Kevin Nadal, a professor of psychology at John 

https://www.antiracismdaily.com/archives/acknowledge-the-harm-of-microaggressions-anti-racism-daily?rq=microaggression
https://www.antiracismdaily.com/archives/acknowledge-the-harm-of-microaggressions-anti-racism-daily?rq=microaggression
https://www.antiracismdaily.com/contributors
https://hr.ucdavis.edu/supervisors/diversity/race-matters/language
https://blavity.com/how-i-explained-microaggressions-to-my-non-black-partner/how-i-explained-microaggressions-to-my-non-black-partner?category1=race-identity&subCat=culture
https://www.antiracismdaily.com/archives/breonna-taylor-say-her-name-and-remember-it-anti-racism-daily
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/03/smarter-living/how-to-respond-to-microaggressions.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/womgenfamcol.6.1.0073
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0149206313506466?casa_token=B5WnQHQlzmgAAAAA%3AlqVaFdOmCkg5tuzbrACoMBE8Ctu2EIkggAVAHOXLv8pGmARvbikoYmMu8oFatTyS6cNCNGbZuw&journalCode=joma
https://blavity.com/new-study-finds-black-teens-face-racial-discrimination-5-times-a-day-on-average?category1=news
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2017/11/11/562623815/scientists-start-to-tease-out-the-subtler-ways-racism-hurts-health
https://www.self.com/story/weathering
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Jay College of Criminal Justice, puts it simply: "At the end of the day if somebody says something racist 

to you, it's racist. And if it hurt your feelings, it hurt your feelings, so it doesn't really matter what we 

define it as" (NPR). 

“[Microaggressions] really chip away at your self-worth, and it’s harder because the 

instances seem so small.”    Avery Francis, HR Expert for the Independent 

Addressing racial microaggressions 

As conversations around race grow in offices and around dinner tables, microaggressions have more of a 

chance to come out of the shadows. But it puts non-white people in a difficult position. Not only do we 

have to reckon with the emotional impact of the microaggression itself, we have to choose how to 

respond– knowing our disadvantaged position in these scenarios. We have to consider how responding 

could further enforce false stereotypes about our race. We have to gauge whether we could be 

provoking more racial aggressions, even bodily harm. We also have to consider how staying silent will 

enforce this behavior in the future, and cause further suffering. 

 

Resources for responding to racial microaggressions as a non-white person that highlight these 

considerations are available in the Harvard Business Review and Advancing Justice website. 

 

With privilege comes the responsibility to intervene on behalf of someone harmed and address racist 

interactions directly. Derald Wing Sue, a psychology and education professor at Columbia University in 

New York City, offers a way for anti-racist allies to intervene during a microaggression in an interview 

with CNN. 

 

Make the invisible, visible.  

According to Sue, the perpetrator is often unaware of their actions. As an anti-racist ally, you must, at 

minimum, make sure they are aware of the harm they caused (CNN). Diane Goodman, a social justice 

and diversity consultant, offers this format in the NYTimes: 

 

“I know you didn’t realize this, but when you __________ (comment/behavior), it was hurtful/offensive 

because___________. Instead you could___________ (different language or behavior.)” 

 

Educate the perpetrator. 

Ensure they understand that regardless of the intent of what they said, it's the impact of their words 

that matter (CNN). 

 

Disarm the microaggression. 

Move the conversation past a problematic to communicate that it's offensive. According to Sue, you'll 

be "modeling good behavior to other people present, and you can have a later conversation with the 

person about why his joke was inappropriate" (CNN). 

https://www.npr.org/2020/06/08/872371063/microaggressions-are-a-big-deal-how-to-talk-them-out-and-when-to-walk-away
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/microaggression-meaning-definition-racism-black-lives-matter-george-floyd-a9568506.html
https://hbr.org/2020/07/when-and-how-to-respond-to-microaggressions
https://advancingjustice-la.org/sites/default/files/ELAMICRO%20A_Guide_to_Responding_to_Microaggressions.pdf
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/05/health/racial-microaggressions-examples-responses-wellness/index.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/03/smarter-living/how-to-respond-to-microaggressions.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/05/health/racial-microaggressions-examples-responses-wellness/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/05/health/racial-microaggressions-examples-responses-wellness/index.html
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"…if you're a person with privileged identities and you want to be a true ally, maybe you do have to 

do that homework. Maybe you do have to engage in those uncomfortable emotions because you 

know that it's your job and responsibility to have those conversations so that other people of color 

or women or LGBTQ folks won't have to have those conversations for you.'“  

 

Kevin Nadal, a professor of psychology at John Jay College of Criminal Justice for  NPR 

It's important as we do this work that we don't focus only on the blatant forms of racism. So much of 

macro systemic racism is reinforced by micro-actions, and racial microaggressions play a major part. As 

we do this work we must take accountability for microaggressions, and use our privilege to call them out 

however we can. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

• Racial microaggressions are common and brief and subvert forms of racism 

• The impact of racial microaggressions is as damaging as macroaggressions 

• Microaggressions contribute to the cumulative stress that non-white people experience as part 
of living with racism 

• It's important that we leverage our privilege to dismantle microaggressions in our workplaces 
and other social spaces 

  

https://www.kevinnadal.com/
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/08/872371063/microaggressions-are-a-big-deal-how-to-talk-them-out-and-when-to-walk-away
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https://www.bustle.com/p/what-to-do-when-someone-calls-out-your-unintentional-microaggressions-because-being-a-good-ally-

means-learning-from-your-mistakes-48685 

 

What to Do When You Get Called Out for Microaggressions 
 

By Suzannah Weiss                        April 3, 2017 

While we talk a lot about the need to call out the 
oppressive things people unintentionally say and 
do, we don't always talk about what to do when 
you're called out for them yourself. And we 
should, because the responsibility for making 
these conversations productive shouldn't fall (as 
responsibilities unfortunately tend to fall) on the 
shoulders of oppressed groups. While calling 

someone out is necessary, it can still be uncomfortable for both parties, and it takes a lot of 
thoughtfulness to handle these situations properly. Part of being a good ally is responding 
respectfully and compassionately and taking people's feedback to heart — so here's how to 
do your part to help make our world a better, more tolerant place. 

A microaggression is a small, everyday behavior that contributes to the marginalization of 
certain groups — for example, telling a woman her clothes are too revealing or expressing 
pity for someone with a disability. People who commit microaggressions aren't usually 
trying to put anyone down, but what matters is not the intent but the impact. Think of it 
this way: If you unintentionally bump into someone on the street, you'd still apologize, 
right? Same goes with your words. 

But a mere "I'm sorry" is far from all you can do. Demonstrating that you've learned 
something from the experience, promising to do better in the future, and making good on 
that promise back up your words with actions — and actions are how real, positive change 
is made. Here are some things to do and remember when you've been called out for 
microaggressions, even if they were unintentional. 

1 

1. Resist the Urge to Defend Yourself   It may be tempting to let people know you're on their side 
by telling them you didn't know a certain word was offensive or didn't mean to imply 
something negative, but this just comes off like you're trying to excuse your behavior. Instead, 
own the fact that your words may have affected someone negatively, regardless of your intent 
when you said them. 

2 

2. Apologize As Soon As Possible    It may take a minute to get your thoughts together, but once 
you do, sincerely apologize as quickly as you can. The person who called you out is also in a 
vulnerable position, and saying nothing can come off like you're trivializing their concerns. 

3 

3. Thank Them   It's nobody's duty to educate you about social justice, so even if it doesn't feel 
good, calling you out is a favor. Thank them for it appropriately. 

4 

https://www.bustle.com/p/what-to-do-when-someone-calls-out-your-unintentional-microaggressions-because-being-a-good-ally-means-learning-from-your-mistakes-48685
https://www.bustle.com/p/what-to-do-when-someone-calls-out-your-unintentional-microaggressions-because-being-a-good-ally-means-learning-from-your-mistakes-48685
https://www.bustle.com/profile/suzannah-weiss-1910650
http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/11/how-to-apologize/
http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/11/how-to-apologize/
https://www.bustle.com/articles/197938-6-activists-on-the-best-ways-to-be-an-ally-to-trans-nonbinary-people-right
https://www.bustle.com/articles/119429-15-microaggressions-women-face-on-a-daily-basis-because-they-all-add-up-to-an-unequal
https://www.bustle.com/articles/186060-13-microaggressions-people-with-disabilities-face-on-a-daily-basis
https://www.bustle.com/articles/186060-13-microaggressions-people-with-disabilities-face-on-a-daily-basis
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4. Explain What You've Learned   A good apology isn't just "sorry" — it also explains what you're 
apologizing for. Explain why what you've done is wrong so the person who called you out 
knows you've learned something. 

5 

5. Don't Expect Anything in Return   They may forgive you, or they may not. That's totally up to 
them, and it's OK if they don't. 

6 

6. Remember This Doesn't Make You A Bad Person   Of course, you should acknowledge you've 
messed up. But don't take the callout too personally. Everybody messes up sometimes. The 
important thing is that you learn from it. 

7 

7. Do Your Research   There's a lot to learn about being a good ally that can't be described in a 
single call-out, so ensure you do better in the future by reading up on the issue at hand. There's 
an entire internet full of valuable resources at the tip of your fingers, so actively work to 
educate yourself instead of passively waiting for someone else to educate you. 

8 

8. Try Harder in The Future    Another piece of a good apology is making sure it doesn't happen 
again to the best of your ability. And if someone else does the same thing, you can help make up 
for your mistake by calling them out, too. 

  

https://www.bustle.com/articles/155517-how-to-apologize-properly-according-to-science
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https://www.channel3000.com/dear-anti-racist-allies-heres-how-to-respond-to-microaggressions/  

Dear anti-racist allies: Here’s how to respond to Microaggressions 
Posted: June 5, 2020 1:04 PM 

by CNN 

It’s easy to sight the obvious racism such as using race-based slurs 

or threats. But there’s a more subtle and insidious form of racist 

stereotyping that can be hard to pin down. 

These stereotypes often come in the form of microaggressions — 
brief and commonplace verbal, behavioral or environmental 
indignities, said Beverly Daniel Tatum, a psychologist and former 
Spelman College president, in a previous interview with CNN. Tatum 
is also author of the classic books “Can We Talk About Race?” and 
“Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?” 

Microaggressions can be intentional or unintentional and 
sometimes even well-meaning. But they communicate hostile, 
derogatory or negative racial messages or assumptions to the 

receiver. 

The ability to even notice these instances requires educating yourself about the experiences of black 
people in America and the significance behind such remarks. 

Here’s a list of common microaggressions, the messages they send and what to say when you hear fri-
ends, family or colleagues say them. 

The art of the comeback 

Addressing microaggressions is more an art than a science, and it requires a lot of creativity, said Derald 
Wing Sue, a psychology and education professor at Columbia University in New York City. He studies the 
psychology of racism and antiracism. 

Microaggressions have two parts: One is the conscious communication of the initiator, which was likely 
intended to be a surface-level compliment. Then there’s the unconscious metacommunication, which is 
the message the microaggression sends. Addressing the unconscious message requires what Sue 
described as “microinterventions.” 

Microinterventions need to underline the message within the microaggression, he added. So, for allies, 
microinterventions involve three strategies: 

Make the invisible, visible. “Oftentimes the perpetrator is unaware that they have engaged in 
demeaning or offensive comments, so you have to make that visible to them,” Sue said. 

Educate the perpetrator by “[shifting from] the focus of what the person intended to the impact. 

https://www.channel3000.com/dear-anti-racist-allies-heres-how-to-respond-to-microaggressions/
https://www.channel3000.com/author/cnn/
https://www.beverlydanieltatum.com/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/04/health/how-to-be-an-anti-racist-wellness/index.html
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“Often when you turn to a person who engages with a microaggression and you point it out to them, 
they say, ‘That wasn’t my intention at all. Why are you so sensitive?'” 

You lose the argument when you focus on intention because you can’t prove intent. Focusing on the 
impact as influenced by the significance, Sue explained, gets the perpetrator to understand what 
happened and how he might have caused pain. 

Disarm the microaggression directly by steering the conversation away from a problematic remark or 
joke to communicate that it’s offensive. You’d be modeling good behavior to other people present, and 
you can have a later conversation with the person about why his joke was inappropriate. 

‘You’re so articulate’ or ‘You don’t sound black.’ 

Why it’s offensive: This remark seems like a compliment, but it’s offensive to a lot of black people. They 
usually don’t have to be that articulate for someone to say that to them, Tatum previously told CNN. 

When a white person says it, it usually implies they didn’t expect to hear intelligence from a black 
person. The black person didn’t fit the white person’s offensive stereotype, so the white person 
complimented them for surprising them. 

What to say: “I know you meant that as a compliment, but unfortunately that connects to a larger 
history of people being surprised that black people can speak so well,” suggested Rev. Carolyn Helsel, an 
assistant professor of homiletics (the art of preaching or writing sermons) at Austin Presbyterian 
Theological Seminary and author of “Preaching about Racism: A Guide for Faith Leaders” and “Anxious 
to Talk About It.” 

“It’s better to make your compliment something more specific about the content of someone’s speech 
rather than commenting more generally on people being articulate,” she added. 

‘Don’t blame me. I never owned slaves.’ 

Why it’s offensive: This statement assumes that as the US Civil War concluded, so did racism, when 
really it has continued in new forms. There are books to read on modern slavery, racism and how white 
people still benefit from discrimination. 

What to say: “I would say, ‘People aren’t asking you to accept blame,'” Helsel suggested. “‘People are 
asking you to see how all of us are connected in society. And one person’s disadvantage is, on the other 
side, one person’s advantage unfairly earned. So [it’s important to] understand how the system is 
disadvantaged and take responsibility for working for a more just society for all.'” 

‘White privilege doesn’t exist.’ 

Why it’s offensive: Differences in racial privilege show up at a personal level, too. White privilege also 
means not having to stress over whether your hairstyle will cost you a job or even an interview. It’s not 
having to worry whether your skin color was the reason for your mortgage application denial. 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/04/health/how-to-be-an-anti-racist-wellness/index.html
https://chalicepress.com/products/preaching-about-racism
https://carolynhelsel.com/anxious-to-talk-about-it/
https://carolynhelsel.com/anxious-to-talk-about-it/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/04/health/how-to-be-an-anti-racist-wellness/index.html
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What to say: Ask them if they’ve ever had any of these experiences because of the color of their skin, 
Helsel suggested. 

‘All lives matter.’ 

Why it’s offensive: All lives do matter, but in this context it’s black lives that seem to matter less when 
they’re not being treated with respect. 

Those who respond to “black lives matter” by saying “all lives matter” may be interpreting “only black 
lives matter,” which isn’t the case. The call to action means “black lives matter, too.” So, when someone 
says “all lives matter” without acknowledging the movement’s point, they’re ignoring the racism 
exemplified in police interactions that ended badly. 

What to say: Utilize metaphors that have been floating around social media, Helsel suggested: When a 
house is on fire, the fire truck doesn’t come and hose water on all the houses on the street saying, “All 
houses matter.” They’ve come to help the fire that’s burning. 

Imagine at a funeral that someone is mourning the death of a loved one and you say, “Yeah, but my 
grandmother died five years ago. All deaths matter.” Both scenarios are insensitive to the pain of the 
people suffering in this moment. 

‘I’m not racist. I have a black friend.’ 

Why it’s offensive: This statement equates racism with prejudice. Prejudice is an attitude based on 
stereotypes. Racism entails the policies and practices that uphold ideas of white people as superior and 
black people as inferior. 

You may not be racially prejudiced, but knowing black people doesn’t keep you from engaging in 
discriminatory behavior or failing to challenge racist practices. 

What to say: “Saying I can’t be racist is denying the larger social context in which all of us are living. It’s 
not about our individual intentions [or biases]. It’s about our collective work,” Helsel said. “So even if we 
have the best of intentions, as long as we’re supporting racist policies and ideas that undergird those 
policies, all of us can be racist.” 

‘Can I touch your hair?’ 

Why it’s offensive: Curiosity is normal, but crossing personal boundaries is not. The question may seem 
innocuous, but it can make a black person feel as if she’s an animal on display — since the perpetrator 
likely wouldn’t ask that of a person of any other race. 

What to say: Inform them that such a question is an invasion of personal space, Helsel said. How would 
she feel if someone asked that of her? It also taps into a history of black people being treated as 
curiosities and animals, without full rights to their own bodies. Tell them they can learn about such 
differences online. They can also compliment the person instead. 
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With any of these microaggressions, it can be useful to try to get to the root of the matter and have the 
perpetrator self-reflect by asking them why he felt the need to behave a certain way or ask a specific 
question. 

‘I’m colorblind.’ or ‘When I look at you, I don’t see color.’ 

Why it’s offensive: The intention is inclusive, but people of color are saying their color and identity 
matter and impact how they experience the world. But the statement is offensive because it could 
indicate that you aren’t listening to or are dismissing what people of other races are telling you. 

Sometimes this remark comes from people who lived during a time when recognizing race meant 
segregation and discrimination, Helsel said. 

What to say: “We need to try different tactics because saying we’re colorblind doesn’t acknowledge the 
implicit bias that still goes on and the systemic laws and policies that have made life harder for African 
Americans and other people of color to feel like they’re able to fully survive and thrive. To say, ‘I’m 
colorblind’ is to dismiss, ignore and make invisible the pain and suffering of people of color.” 

Clutching your purse, dodging while passing a black man or unnecessarily calling the police. 

Why it’s offensive: These behaviors suggest that black men are menacing. They stem from fear that 
responds to a stereotype that classifies black men as threats. 

What to say: If you’re present during this situation and tensions are high, de-escalate the situation by 
asking the perpetrator to take deep breaths and explain to you what makes them think the person is a 
threat to them. Doing so invites them to reconsider and reprogram their gut response before calling 
anyone. 

If authorities do come, stick with the person perceived as a threat through that experience, speak on 
their behalf regarding what actually happened and act as a witness for what happens during 
questioning. 

Calling a black woman or man ‘sister’ or ‘brother,’ respectively. 

Why it’s offensive: If the perpetrator doesn’t give everyone these nicknames, either statement claims 
kinship that probably isn’t there, suggested Rev. Shannon Craigo-Snell, a professor of theology at the 
Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Kentucky and coauthor of “No Innocent Bystanders: 
Becoming an Ally in the Struggle for Justice.” 

“It’s claiming familiarity and intimacy,” she added. “And often when I see this happen, it’s actually in a 
situation where the white person is trying to gloss over real hierarchy of status or conflict.” 

If the person hasn’t really interacted with black people before, she may also be unconsciously 
overcompensating when trying to make a connection by assuming that’s how black people talk. 

What to say: Ask him why he said it and explain the significance. Then, suggest he maybe not call a black 
person “sister” or “brother” unless that person invited him to do so. 

https://www.shannoncraigo-snell.com/books
https://www.shannoncraigo-snell.com/books
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Why your response helps 

If a receiver attempts to confront a microaggression, that can place them in jeopardy depending on the 
power dynamics within schools and workplaces, Sue said. They have to weigh how they’ll respond and 
the consequences, which is energy-depleting for them, he added. 

White allies can help because they may be in an equal status relationship to the perpetrator. 
Unfortunately, they might be able to help validate what the subject of the microaggression is saying. 

Talking about microaggressions is important because words matter, Helsel said. 

“If our words are destructive, even unknowingly, we need to be able to change and to learn how to 
speak new words that can build people up and help people feel strong, included and embraced. … Our 
words have huge consequences literally in the life and death of our fellow human beings.” 

If someone tells you that a remark you made was harmful, be open to criticism, thank them for bringing 
it up and apologize, Helsel added. Know the person isn’t trying to shame you, but that correction is 
coming from a place of encouragement to grow. Receive it with gratitude. You can ask what part you got 
wrong and why, Craigo-Snell said. 

In the United States, we sometimes see only innocent versus guilty, she added. But people are more 
complex; they’re learners and it takes time. 

“Our colleagues of color are constantly being taxed by microaggressions and the stress that goes with 
that,” Helsel said. “So it’s important that white people who are not operating under the same stressful 
conditions to be able to be bold and speak out, so that we can all be as productive and as fruitful in our 
work as we can be.” 
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https://wie.engineering.illinois.edu/files/2018/10/responding-to-microaggressions-and-bias.pdf 

A Guide to Responding to Microaggressions 
 
Adapted from: Goodman, D. (2011). Promoting Diversity and Social Justice: Educating People from 

Privileged Groups. New York: Routledge. Excerpt available at www.dianegoodman.com Diane J. 

Goodman, Ed.D. www.dianegoodman.com 

RESPONDING TO MICROAGGRESSIONS AND BIAS (Can be used alone or in combination)  

 RESTATE OR PARAPHRASE.  “I think I heard you saying____________ (paraphrase their comments). Is 

that correct?”  

 ASK FOR CLARIFICATION OR MORE INFORMATION. “Could you say more about what you mean by 

that?”  “How have you come to think that?” 

  ACKNOWLEDGE THE FEELINGS BEHIND THE STATEMENT. Express empathy and compassion. “It 

sounds like you’re really frustrated/nervous/angry……..”  “I can understand that you’re upset when you 

feel disrespected.”  

 SEPARATE INTENT FROM IMPACT.   “I know you didn’t realize this, but when you __________ 

(comment/behavior), it was hurtful/offensive because___________. Instead you could___________ 

(different language or behavior.)”  

 SHARE YOUR OWN PROCESS.  “I noticed that you ___________ (comment/behavior). I used to do/say 

that too, but then I learned____________.”  

 EXPRESS YOUR FEELINGS. “When you _____________ (comment/behavior), I felt ____________ 

(feeling) and I would like you to________________.”  

 CHALLENGE THE STEREOTYPE.   Give information, share your own experience and/or offer alternative 

perspectives. “Actually, in my experience__________________.” “I think that’s a stereotype. I’ve 

learned that___________________.” “Another way to look at it is _________________.”  

 APPEAL TO VALUES AND PRINCIPLES.  “I know you really care about _________. Acting in this way 

really undermines those intentions.”  

 PROMOTE EMPATHY.    Ask how they would feel if someone said something like that about their 

group, or their friend/partner/child. “I know you don’t like the stereotypes about ______ (their group), 

how do you think he feels when he hears those things about his group?” “How would you feel if 

someone said that about/did that to your sister or girlfriend?”  

 TELL THEM THEY’RE TOO SMART OR TOO GOOD TO SAY THINGS LIKE THAT.    “Come on. You’re too 

smart to say something so ignorant/offensive.”  

 PRETEND YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND.   As people try to explain their comments, they often realize 

how silly they sound. “I don’t get it…….” “Why is that funny?  

https://wie.engineering.illinois.edu/files/2018/10/responding-to-microaggressions-and-bias.pdf
https://wie.engineering.illinois.edu/a-guide-to-responding-to-microaggressions/
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 USE HUMOR.   Exaggerate comment, use gentle sarcasm. “She plays like a girl?” You mean she plays 

like Serena Williams?” Or Mia Hamm?  

 POINT OUT WHAT THEY HAVE IN COMMON WITH THE OTHER PERSON.    “I’m tired of hearing your 

Muslim jokes. Do you know he’s also studying ______ and likes to _________? You may want 

to talk with him about that. You actually have a lot in common.”  

 W.I.I.F.T. (What’s in it for them).   Explain why diversity or that individual/group can be 

helpful/valuable. “I know you’re not comfortable with _____ but they can help us reach out to/better 

serve other groups on campus/in the community.” “In the real world, we are going to have to work with 

all sorts of people, so might as well learn how to do it here.”  

 REMIND THEM OF THE RULES OR POLICIES.   “That behavior is against our code of conduct and could 

really get you in trouble.”  


