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DEFINING 
MICROAGGRESSIONS

“Micro-aggressions are the foil of micro-
affirmations and include subtle verbal 

and nonverbal environmental cues that 
communicate to an individual or group—

usually of color or of a lower socio-
economic status—that they are 

unwelcome, invisible, or incapable of 
performing well.” 

Franklin, 2004; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Sue, 2004



DIFFICULTIES WITH 
THE TERM



MICRO

Using the word ‘micro’ suggests
to the subject that the act or
words used are close to
insignificant and that causes
the person to internalise the
impact which on a long term
basis causes emotional distress.

The impact is far from micro.



AGGRESSION

As humans we generally believe we are good people and
therefore if it is implied that we are not good, we tend to
react against this. Therefore, insinuating that someone is
acting ‘aggressively’ is not helpful.



SUBTLE ACTS 
OF 

EXCLUSION

Subtle

They can be difficult to 
define and recognise 
and therefore hard to 

speak about and 
challenge. 

Acts

These can be verbal 
and non-verbal. They 

are things that are said 
and done. 

Exclusion 

They seek to exclude 
(whether consciously or 

not). They ‘other’ 
people and let them 
know they are not a 
part of the ‘in-group’



WHAT IS RACISM?



WHAT MOST 
PEOPLE THINK 

RACISM IS…

“Racism is where someone 
treats another person 
differently because their skin 
colour is not the same as 
theirs, they speak a different 
language or have different 
religious beliefs, for 
example.”

www.bbc.co.uk



WHAT RACISM 
REALLY IS…

“At root, racism is “an ideology of
racial domination” in which the
presumed biological or cultural
superiority of one or more racial groups
is used to justify or prescribe the inferior
treatment or social position(s) of other
racial groups. Through the process of
racialization , perceived patterns of
physical difference—such as skin color
or eye shape—are used to differentiate
groups of people, thereby constituting
them as “races”; racialization becomes
racism when it involves the hierarchical
and socially consequential valuation of
racial groups.”

Matthew Clair, Jeffrey S. Denis. Harvard University 



THREE TYPES OF 
MICROAGGRESSIONS



MICROASSAULTS

Verbal or non-verbal
attacks intended to
cause harm. Usually
done in private.



MICROINSULTS

These are rude, insensitive
comments or behaviors
that demean a person’s
heritage and identity. They
are subtle slights that
convey a hidden
message.



MICROINVALIDATIONS

When comments are 
made, or actions taken 
that dismisses the 
experience of historically 
disadvantaged group 
members. 



IMPACT



IMPACT

“Microaggressions negatively impact students from ethnic
minority backgrounds and may affect their mental health
and academic performance.”

McCabe, 2009; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 2009; Torres, Driscoll, & Burrow, 2010



IMPACT

A study involving black American
males discovered racial
microaggressions and racist
stereotypes negatively influenced
their sense of self and perception
of university life at majority white
instuitions.

Harper et al., 2011



IMPACT

“The potent power of micro-
aggressions to do harm is 
evident. Micro-aggressions 
have a deleterious effect on 
one’s ability to thrive in an 
environment.”

Ross, 2011; Rowe, 2008; Scully & Rowe, 2009



IMPACT

Low Self 
esteem

Anxiety Depression
Difficulty 
sleeping

Lost 
confidence

Attributional 
ambiguity

Helplessness Loss of drive 

A desire to hide 
or diminish 

one’s identity



ASSIMILATION

When a person
denies, rejects or
draws away from
their cultural identity
in favour of another.



CODE-SWITCHING

Traditionally described as when people switch between languages. Now used 
more often to describe the switching of culture, dialect and mannerisms to 
assimilate to the majority’s culture.



COVERING

Hiding stigmatised aspects
of one’s identity to avoid
possible negative reactions.



MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS



DEALING WITH 
MICROAGGRESSIONS



HAVING 
MANAGED 

CONVERSATIONS

Microaggressions usually involve two to three 
people:

• Subject – the person who has been 
subjected 

• Initiator – the person who initiates 

• The Observer – the witness



WHEN A SUBJECT IS 
EXPOSED TO A 

MICROAGGRESSION

Interrupt the action and 
assume good intent

Explain

Exercise selfcare 



WHEN AN 
INITIATOR IS 

CONFRONTED

Slow down 
your thinking

Accept the 
feedback 
graciously 

Resist the urge 
to defend and 

be curious



OBSERVER

Observers play a key role in challenging 
microaggressions, they are supporters and 
allies. If they too choose to ignore the act, 
they are further invalidating the person’s 
experiences. 



INQUISITIVE 
DIALOGUE

“Preliminary research indicates that when a 
faculty member recognises or is made 
aware of a microaggression by a student in 
class that the most effective method of 
addressing the situation is by fostering an 
inquisitive dialogue that allows for the 
behavior’s intent, meaning, and impact to 
be explored.”

Boysen, 2012



A.C.T.I.O.N. 
MODEL

Ask questions  

Carefully listen 

Tell others what you've observed 

Impact exploration 

Own your thoughts and feelings around the impact 

Next steps

Souza, T.J. (2016)



BENEFITS OF 
MANAGED 

CONVERSATIONS

They educate  - by enabling the 
initiator to understand what causes 
harm and why.

They include – by ensuring the 
subject is heard and their feelings 
are acknowledged.

Create a sense of belonging and 
build trust. 



MICRO-AFFIRMATIONS

“Small acts, which are often ephemeral and 
hard-to-see, events that are public and 
private, often unconscious but very 
effective, which occur wherever people 
wish to help others to succeed.”

Mary Rowe, MIT - 2008



MICRO-AFFIRMATIONS

Actively listen

Notice the existence of marginalised people

Validate experiences

Create small opportunities

Be pleasant



Micro-affirmations substitute messages 
about deficit and exclusion with messages 
of excellence, openness, and opportunity. 

Powell, Demetriou, & Fisher (2013)



CONTACT

Rebbecca Hemmings 

admin@strawberrywords.co.uk

www.strawberrywords.co.uk

mailto:admin@strawberrywords.co.uk
mailto:admin@strawberrywords.co.uk
http://www.strawberrywords.co.uk/


Q&A


