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Introduction 
 
This package is designed to help organisations understand and challenge microaggressions 
and to move individuals from passive to active bystanders. You can access each chapter of 
the package using the contents page below.   
 
You may also find it helpful to read our Challenging Discriminatory Language factsheet, 
which is designed to accompany this package. You will find it here in the members area of 
the website. 
 

 

 

 

https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Challenging-Discriminatory-Language.pdf
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1. What are microaggressions? 

“Microaggressions are the everyday verbal, non-verbal, 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.”   

- Dr Derald Wing Sue (Microaggressions in Everyday life, 2010)  

Dr Derald Wing Sue, a professor of counselling psychology, was the first to bring a definition 

to the term 'microaggressions'. He classified them as the everyday insults, sometimes 

shrouded in compliments, that have a negative impact on those belonging to marginalised 

groups. Microaggressions can either be intentional or unintentional, meaning that those using 

them might not be aware that what they are saying or doing has negative connotations. 

Microaggressions are also smaller and more nuanced than outright demonstrations of 

discrimination and can be hard to spot in day-to-day situations.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Back to contents  

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/


Inclusive Employers – An active bystanders guide to challenging microaggressions 

© Inclusive Employers 2022 | www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk | Version 2 February 2022  4 

2. Examples of microaggressions 

Microaggressions have a lasting, negative impact on those that 

experience them. Although they are potentially only small comments, 

these over time build up into larger messages of exclusion. 

It is important to understand the difference between intention vs impact when making small, 

underhanded comments. Although the intention may not be to cause harm, the negative 

impact can be very real. Dr Dorraine J. Levy, PhD, a postdoctoral fellow at Indiana University's 

Center for Research on Race and Ethnicity in Society, also found in a 2016 literature review 

that microaggressions can feel like direct bullying and place cognitive stress on the recipient. 

This comes from not knowing whether the person making the comments is joking or not, 

causing additional stress to the victim.  

Microaggressions can be communicated both through verbal language and non-verbal body 

language, it is important to pay attention to what we say and do and the impact it could 

have.   

 

Examples of verbal microaggressions  
 
The table below and on the following page highlights just a few examples of 

microaggressions (some of which are adapted from Dr Derald Wing Sue, 2010) that may be 

experienced in everyday life, but this is not an exhaustive list. 

 

Verbal microaggressions  Impact this could have  
A British Asian, born and raised in the 
United Kingdom, is complimented for 
speaking "good English."  

This could leave someone feeling like they are a 
perpetual foreigner in their own country. 
This often happens to people whose first language 
isn't English too, leading to self-doubt and 
confusion.    
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Asking someone "Where are you really 
from?" when they say they are from 
London.  

Insinuating that the person does not belong here 
and that their defining characteristic reverts back 
to cultural and ethnic background.   

Labelling a woman manager as "bossy" 
when men are described as assertive.  

This may make women feel like they should be 
passive and allow men to be the decision makers. It 
also upholds false stereotypes that traits are 
gendered and that women are not natural leaders.  

Making assumptions on the role of 
women in meetings as note takers or 
assistants.  

This suggests that women cannot progress beyond 
outdated, archaic roles.   

Using the term "gay" to describe 
something you do not like.  

This will make gay people think that being gay is 
associated with negative and undesirable 
characteristics.  

Saying things like, "Oh I could not tell 
you were gay".  

This could make people feel that gay people are 
expected to all act a certain way. It can also make 
people feel that they have to hide certain traits to 
fit in.  

Calling people who work flexibly and 
leave work early "part timers".  

This makes people feel like they are not working 
hard enough or that their personal circumstances 
should not take priority. It could also make people 
feel like their contribution is less valuable than 
others.  

Saying things like, "Oh, you have 
Asperger's, I'm really sorry".  

This assumes that everyone who is 
neurodivergent is always suffering because 
of it. This is often not true and there can 
be benefits for both individuals 
and organisations to different ways of thinking that 
come from neurodivergence.  

Telling a woman that has returned from 
maternity leave that she will probably 
want to go part time to look after the 
children.  

This might make women feel like they are 
incapable of having multiple responsibilities and 
doing them all successfully. It can also 
cause unnecessary pressure on new mothers, 
making them feel they are not doing the right thing 
for their child.  

 

 

 

 

Back to contents  
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Examples of non-verbal microaggressions  
  
Non-verbal microaggressions are presented in the way we act and the body language we use. 

This could include eye rolling, crossing of arms, tutting, interrupting and not engaging. 

Although these can often be subtle, the victim is very aware that the behaviour is negative 

and is impacted by it in the same way as verbal microaggressions.  
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3.  The impact of microaggressions  

The impact of microaggressions is different for individuals and 

organisations. We explore them both in this section. 

3.1 The impact on individuals 
 

The negative impact of microaggressions on individuals can be large. As we have already seen, 

the messaging behind the comments or actions of aggressors can make people feel: 

• They do not belong. Individuals hearing the same negative messaging time and time again 

may feel unwanted or excluded from participation in workplace activities. 

• They are not worthy. Individuals may feel that who they are is not enough, based on 

other people’s perceptions and biases. 

• Unable to contribute. Those who experience microaggressions may not feel comfortable 

to take part, speak their mind or contribute in meetings and decision making in fear that it 

will have negative repercussions on their career. 

• They are in the wrong. Hearing negative messages repeatedly can impact an individual’s 

confidence. This could lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy, where the individual plays the 

role of the negative messages.  

 

3.2 The impact on organisations 
 
However, it is not just individuals that are negatively impacted by microaggressions, 

organisations can also suffer the consequences of these snubs by: 

• Losing out on productivity. If individuals experiencing microaggressions feel excluded 

and isolated, they will not be working to the best of their ability. 

• Losing out on better decision making. People may be afraid to share their ideas openly, 

therefore the organisation won't be benefiting from a broad, diverse range of thoughts. 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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• Gaining a bad reputation. A positive employer brand is key to keeping current and 

prospective employees engaged and productive. If microaggressions in conversations are 

seen as the norm in how people communicate with one another, this will seriously damage 

the reputation of the organisation, internally and externally.   

 

Leaving microaggressions unchecked or unchallenged can lead to much bigger institutional 

acts of discrimination. In organisations, leaving biased attitudes unchecked allows for 

microaggressions to become part of team and organisational culture. On a larger societal 

scale, all systemic forms of oppression and harassment start as biased attitudes, which if not 

checked will also become biased actions, including microaggressions. The impact of these 

actions can be extremely damaging. 
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4. What can organisations and 
individuals do to challenge 
microaggressions? 

Everyone has a role to play in mitigating bias and challenging 

microaggressions when they experience them. Whether challenging 

the aggressor or supporting the victim, it is important that everyone 

sees challenging microaggressions as their responsibility so that 

biased attitudes and snubs do not lead to larger displays of 

discrimination in the workplace and society. This section explores 

what we can all do to create inclusive environments where 

microaggressions are challenged and mitigated. 

4.1 As an organisation: 
 
• Understand and educate employees on the Equality Act 2010. As experiences of 

microaggressions can lead to grievance claims, harassment complaints and even court 

cases, it is important that organisations understand the different types of discrimination 

people can face and the protected characteristics under the Act. 

• Provide safe spaces. Organisations should create environments of psychological safety, 

where everyone feels included and able to bring their authentic self to work. This creates 

a culture where microaggressions and negative behaviours are not accepted. Employees 

should feel comfortable being able to challenge microaggressions, and know how to 

escalate any grievances that could be considered discrimination. 

• Create and be clear on your 'zero tolerance' policies. Call out that any form of 

discrimination or negative behaviours associated with microaggressions are strictly 

forbidden and will be taken seriously.  

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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• Have a broad range of people policies that support everyone. Having policies that 

have positive impacts and protect different groups of people helps to mitigate biases 

and microaggressions. For example, having clear policies on Maternity Leave allowances 

and procedures could mitigate microaggressions faced by women returning to the 

workplace after time off. It is important that all staff understand these policies, where to 

find them, and how it relates to them as individuals. 

• Raise awareness with your employees. Training on challenging microaggressions, 

banter culture, bullying and the need for active bystanders can all help to increase 

understanding of inclusion.  

• Ensure line managers have training on all of the above. Line managers play a key role 

in making sure employees feel comfortable having courageous conversations. They 

should lead by example - demonstrating the ability to both challenge other colleagues, 

and be open to being challenged themselves. 

If you want to find out more about how to bring the above examples to life, please speak to 

your Account Manager at Inclusive Employers. 

 

4.2 As an individual: 
 

All individuals also have a responsibility to mitigate microaggressions and challenge biased 

attitudes, both in themselves and those around them. Individuals can: 

• Continually challenge your own assumptions. Make sure that we know what our 

unconscious biases are and continue to keep an open mind. 

• Be aware of our own gaps in knowledge. Understand more about others experiences 

that you do not already know about. What areas can you improve your knowledge? 

• Use appreciative inquiry. Starting all conversations from a well-intentioned, positive, 

thought-out place. Where possible, research basic questions rather than putting the 

burden on a colleague to educate you. 

• Use positive language and signals. Being in the moment, showing you are listening and 

engaged through behaviours and body language that feel natural for the situation.  

• Nudge one another. Keep others to account, reminding them to practice inclusion and 

helping them the negative impact of their behaviour. 
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• Support those who challenge microaggressions. Reassuring active bystanders that they 

are supported and doing the right thing.  

• Never stop learning! Always seeking more diverse opinions and experiences to broaden 

your understanding of those in the workplace.  

Challenging microaggressions is everyone's responsibility. So, moving from being a passive to 

an active bystander takes action and courage. It is not enough to say that you believe in 

Inclusion & Diversity, you have to put in the work to prove it too.  
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5.  What is an active bystander?  

An active bystander is someone who intervenes to challenge behaviour 

that is discriminatory. A passive bystander is someone who believes in 

doing the right thing but does not call out those in the wrong. Being an 

active bystander often takes a lot of courage, but the most important 

part is that it always takes action. 

Work on active bystanders largely originates from research carried 

out in universities around norms relating to sexualisation of women 

and the acceptance of rape culture. However, this term is being used 

more and more in Inclusion & Diversity practice for challenging 

discrimination and being an ally to underrepresented groups.  

5.1 What prevents people from being an active bystander? 
 
The bystander effect explains that people are less likely to offer help to someone in need, 

when there are others present. People may feel uncomfortable or unwilling to help for 

different reasons: 

• Social influence/identity - Thinking that if no one else is doing anything, the victim is 

not one of us/does not belong. 

• Audience inhibition - Fear of embarrassment and standing out. 

• Fear of retaliation - Feeling at risk or unsafe. 

• Diffusion of responsibility - Someone else will deal with it. 

• Pluralistic ignorance - Incorrectly assuming others think helping is unacceptable when 

your own thoughts are the contrary. 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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When no one acts, people who behave problematically - who make up the minority - make 

assumptions that there is a consensus on problematic behaviour being the agreed normal 

discourse. So, there is a responsibility on those in the majority, with healthy, positive 

behaviour to call out negative actions and behaviours to stop them becoming viewed as 

acceptable. 

 

5.2 What makes an active bystander? 
 

Active bystanders are not afraid to challenge negative behaviours and support victims. It is 

important that they also understand and assess the situation before knowing when and how 

to intervene. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/


Inclusive Employers – An active bystanders guide to challenging microaggressions 

© Inclusive Employers 2022 | www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk | Version 2 February 2022  14 

Active bystanders are able to: 

1. Notice the event. They witness a situation and the negative behaviours 
demonstrated. 
 

2. Interpret it as a problem. They do not assume the problem has been solved or 
underestimate its significance. 

 
3. Feel responsible for dealing with it. They empathise with the victim and 

understand that not intervening means being indirectly complicit.  
 

4.   Possess necessary skills to act. They have the courage and confidence in their     
      ability to intervene. 
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6. Top tips for being an active 
bystander 

1. Assess the situation - Is it safe for me to challenge? What else can I do if it is not safe? 

2. Support the victim - Privately support the victim and listen to their experience if they 

want to share. It might be that they want to plan how to give feedback to the aggressor.   

3. Use body language/respond to show disapproval of wrong behaviour. 

4. Publicly support an aggrieved person and call out the behaviour. 

5. Name or acknowledge an offense - If someone is making racist remarks, call it out as 

racism to let the aggressor know it is unacceptable.  

6. Change the focus - If it’s not suitable to challenge in the moment, it may be appropriate 

to change the focus and follow up later. 

7. Encourage dialogue - Use "I" statements, use social norms and seek empathy. 

8. Intervene as a group - When suitable, in settings like a meeting, more than one person can 

show their disagreement. 

9. Report the incident - Sometimes, doing your part means escalating and reporting the 

offensive behaviour. Find out how your organisation or HR team can support you.  
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7.  Resources 

Please note the following resources are external and not created by 

Inclusive Employers. Content may be triggering or cover sensitive 

subjects, viewer discretion is advised. 

Microaggressions in everyday life - Dr Derald Wing Sue 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BJL2P0JsAS4&feature=emb_title 
Dr Derald Wing Sue discusses what a microaggression is, how it manifests itself, how it 
impacts people, and what can be done to address it. 
 
The Bystander Effect – Coolpsychologist 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OSsPfbup0ac 

A look at The Bystander Effect and why people don’t intervene when someone else is asking 

for help. 

Ted talks 

3 ways to be a better ally in the workplace (9:30) – Melinda Epler 

https://www.ted.com/talks/melinda_epler_3_ways_to_be_a_better_ally_in_the_workplac

e#t-50918 

In this actionable talk, Epler shares three ways to support people who are underrepresented 

in the workplace. "There's no magic wand for correcting diversity and inclusion," she says. 

"Change happens one person at a time, one act at a time, one word at a time." 

How to support witnesses of harassment and build healthier workplaces (10:59 min) - 
Julia Shaw 
https://www.ted.com/talks/julia_shaw_how_to_support_witnesses_of_harassment_and_b
uild_healthier_workplaces#t-214143 
Memory scientist Julia Shaw explains the psychology of those who witness workplace 
discrimination and harassment and the role of active bystanders - and shares actionable steps 
companies can take to support and amplify their voices.  
 

Back to contents  
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8. Sources 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/03/smarter-living/how-to-respond-to-

microaggressions.html 

https://www.cpedv.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/how_to_be_an_effective_ally-

lessons_learned_microaggressions.pdf 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/01/microaggressions 

https://hbr.org/2020/07/when-and-how-to-respond-to-microaggressions 

https://www.apa.org/monitor/2009/02/microaggression 
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