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Our nation’s history plays a huge role in 
the way we perceive underrepresented 

groups. From slavery to segregation, to the 
inequality in compensation for women and 
people of color, to the refusal to wed same sex 
couples, discrimination and opposition has 
plagued the United States for decades. Since 
the Civil Rights Movement, discrimination 
towards underrepresented groups has shifted 
from overt acts to subtle and semiconscious 
manifestations called microaggressions. These 
manifestations reside in well-intentioned indi-
viduals who are often unaware of their biased 
beliefs, attitudes, and actions. They can lead to 
inequities within our relationships and affect 
our work productivity. 

Part two of this two-part article series de-
fines the various types of microaggressions, 
discuss the effects of microaggressions in the 
workplace, and offer best practices for ad-
dressing and coping with microaggressions.

Microaggressions
Chester M. Pierce, a Harvard psychiatrist, 
coined the term microaggression in 1970. 
Originally, the term was grounded in race 
and applied to the insults and dismissals 
geared towards Blacks from White Ameri-
cans.1 In 1973, Mary Rowe, an MIT econo-
mist, extended the meaning of microaggres-
sion to include aggressions against women.2 
Today, microaggressions are defined as the 
everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environ-
mental slights, snubs, or insults, whether in-
tentional or unintentional, that communicate 
hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to 

target persons based solely upon their mar-
ginalized group memberships.3 The defi-
nition includes discriminatory comments 
made towards the LGBTQ community, el-
derly, people with disabilities, immigrants, 
and people who belong to certain religious 
affiliations.

Due to their subtle nature, it can be hard 
to identify when a microaggressions occurs. 
To create a taxonomy, Derald Wing Sue 
identified three types of microaggressions: 
microassaults, microinsults, and microin-
validations. A microassault is an explicit 
racial derogation characterized primarily by 
a verbal or nonverbal attack meant to hurt 
the intended victim through name-calling, 
avoidant behavior, or purposeful discrimi-
natory actions.4 Microassaults are symbolic 
of old-fashioned racism, and examples 
include using racial slurs or displaying a 
swastika.

A microinsult is described as communica-
tions that convey rudeness, insensitivity, and 
demean a person’s racial heritage or identity.5 
An example of microinsult is to ask a col-
league of color how she got her job, imply-
ing that she may have landed it through an 
affirmative action or quota system. 
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Microinvalidations are regarded as com-
munications that exclude, negate, or nullify 
the psychological thoughts, feelings, or expe-
riential reality of a person of color.6 Examples 
include comments such as “There is one race, 
the human race” or “I don’t see color.” The 
notion of colorblindness is a major form of 
microinvalidation as it negates the experience 
and reality for people of color. 

Microaggressions are not limited to human 
interactions but may also be environmental 
in nature.7 The lack of people of color and 
women in leadership positions, hallways with 
portraits of White male deans, colleges or 
universities with buildings that are all named 
after White heterosexual upper class males, 
or library displays that are not representative 
of the diverse patrons that we serve are all 
examples of environmental microaggres-
sions. In these environments, one’s identity 
is minimized or made insignificant through 
exclusion, and one may question whether 
they “belong.”

Effects of microaggressions in the 
workplace
Workplace culture in higher education is 
not exempt from microaggressions. While 
microassaults are less frequent, microin-
sults and microinvalidations are common 
because of their negative and unconscious 
nature. Comments such as, “You are very 
articulate” (race), “Aren’t you a bit over-
qualified?” (age), “You should smile more!” 
(gender), “You’re being paranoid” (mental 
health), “Wow, I’m so surprised. You don’t 
look or sound gay!” (sexual orientation), 
and “Ugh, I can’t read. I’m totally dyslexic 
today” (disability), are all examples of mi-
croaggressions in the workplace.

Intersectionality can influence the inten-
sity or frequency of one’s experience with 
microaggressions. Intersectionality is the in-
terconnected nature of social categorizations 
such as race, class, and gender as they apply 
to a given individual or group, regarded as 
creating overlapping and interdependent sys-
tems of discrimination or disadvantage.8 For 
instance, a Black transgender woman who is 

denied service at a restaurant because of her 
gender identity, her race, or both.

Microaggressions are subtle, but they 
are not absolved of their effect. Research 
shows that the cumulative effect of micro-
aggressions can 1) contribute to a hostile 
and invalidating campus and work climate; 
2) devalue social group identities; 3) lower 
work productivity; 4) create physical health 
problems (i.e., depression, anxiety, in-
somnia); and 5) mental health issues due 
to stress, low self-esteem, and emotional 
turmoil.9 To combat this, it is important to 
offer trainings and best practices to mini-
mize and cope with microaggressions in 
the workplace.

Responding to microaggressions as a 
manager
We spend a lot of time at our workplaces 
and employees want a safe and secure en-
vironment to work. The quality of the work 
environment is critical to workplace pro-
ductivity. As a manager, we need to first 
accept that microaggressions are happening 
all around us in the workplace. Resisting 
the notion that this type of behavior occurs 
can ultimately hurt the institution. Once we 
recognize this, then we can take steps to 
prevent and help reduce the impact of mi-
croaggressions. 

Improving our work relationships can 
help foster an environment that encourages 
honest discussion within the workplace. This 
allows individuals to feel more comfortable 
coming to you when microaggressions occur. 
Whether you committed or witnessed a mi-
croaggression, acknowledge the occurrence 
and call out any inappropriate behavior. Do 
not “sweep the situation under the rug” or 
pretend it never happened. This will only 
make the situation worse. Institutions can 
use an employee sentiment assessment in 
order to regularly assess how employees are 
feeling and see where areas of concern may 
be occurring. Advocate for annual cultural 
competence training. Knowledge is power.
Awareness training can minimize the occur-
rence of microaggressions. 
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Responding to microaggressions as an 
employee
If a microaggression occurs, ask yourself a series 
of questions: Did this microaggression really oc-
cur? Was it deliberate or unintentional? Should I 
respond to this microaggression, and, if so, how 
should I respond? 

In order to diminish the harm when individu-
als are confronted with their microaggressive acts, 
the perpetrator usually believes that the victim 
has overreacted and is being overly sensitive and/
or petty.10 However, we know that research has 
proven otherwise, and avoidance is not the answer. 
If you become a recipient of a microaggression, 
there are several steps in which to respond:

•	 Pause and take a deep breath. Do not act 
with anger as it will not help the situation.

•	 Decide when and if you want to respond. 
Perhaps you would not engage in a conversation 
about the comment if it came from a public pa-
tron, who is not a regular user of the library. If it 
is coming from a colleague, perhaps you would 
want to address it.

•	 Assume there is no malicious intent. Ap-
proach the situation with a positive attitude, and 
give the individual the benefit of the doubt.

•	 Focus on the event and not the person. The 
goal is not to win a point or to make your colleague 
feel bad. It is about helping them understand how 
their comments or actions are hurtful.

•	 Discuss your feelings about the impact of 
the incident. Use emotional intelligence to help 
diffuse the situation. Try to understand the situation, 
and be empathetic.

•	 Actively listen.
•	 Document the incident(s). If this behavior 

becomes a pattern, you may have to take formal 
action. Human resources may request specifics 
(date, time) of each incident.

•	 If you choose not to address the interaction 
directly, you should process your experience with 
an ally, who will help validate your experience. 
Or do something creative to express your feelings 
about the experience (i.e., write your feelings in 
a journal).

Colleagues, who have witnessed microaggres-
sions, can also take a proactive role in ensuring 
that the workplace is healthy. Speak up when you 
see inappropriate behavior directed at a colleague. 

Avoid being sarcastic, mocking, or arrogant with 
your colleagues. Employ the Platinum Rule—treat 
others the way they want to be treated.11

Coping with microaggressions
At the 2018 Symposium for Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion, someone asked, “When I am subjected 
to a microaggression, how do I get over it?” This 
is a great question, and here are a few ways in-
dividuals cope with microaggressions, internally 
and externally.

•	 Self-protective. Self-protective coping 
strategies are used to minimize the stressful effect 
of microaggressions. Shifting is an adaptive cop-
ing mechanism by which one will strategically 
emphasize commonalities with colleagues while 
de-emphasizing their differences. Another way to 
do this is by not sharing much about one’s life to 
avoid the common intersectionality between work 
and personal life.12

•	 Support networks. It is important to have 
a circle of trusted advisors who can act as a source 
for advice. Mentorship also offers an opportunity to 
feel empowered and to validate your place in the 
organization.13 Acting as a sounding board, your 
mentor can help you decide if more formal action 
needs to be taken.

•	 Self-care. Self-care includes seeking 
therapy, engaging in physical exercises, taking 
vacations, and spending time with family. Prayer 
and meditation are also self-care activities that 
provide a sense of empowerment and protec-
tion, while helping you offer forgiveness for 
the perpetrators.14

•	 Forgiveness. As the victim, you have to 
be able to move past the microaggression made 
towards you. Harboring anger and animosity to-
wards a colleague will inevitably affect your work-
ing relationship and maybe even your productivity. 
No one wants to offend or humiliate a colleague, 
but we have all done or said something that un-
intentionally offended someone. As the offender, 
you have to be able to own up to it, apologize, 
and forgive yourself.

Conclusion
A responsibility to our profession, our commu-
nity, and ourselves is to foster a healthy, inclusive 

(continues on page 564)
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work environment for all individuals to thrive. 
Individuals from diverse backgrounds are often 
subjected to subtle or overt microaggressions 
within the workplace. As our series concludes, 
we hope that you will do your part to help iden-
tify microaggressions, recognize the impact they 
have on others and yourself, and begin to imple-
ment some of the coping strategies and sugges-
tions within your own institutions. Regardless of 
your position, we all have a role to play in help-
ing shift our culture.
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