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The central challenge in addressing microaggression is found in the understanding that these slights are often 
unintentional and may even be the result of a person in authority attempting to pay a compliment to someone. 
This creates the dual problems of a blind spot for the person in authority as well as the common reaction of 
defensiveness (“Well, that certainly wasn’t what I meant. Why do they have to be so sensitive?”). Sue (2010) 
used the images of thumbtacks and raindrops on his books to illustrate the power of these small, unintentional, 
everyday microaggressions and to help the reader connect to the larger concept of how the volume and continual 
nature of these experiences are cumulative for the individual experiencing them. In other words, what matters 
is not just what an individual just experienced from you but rather that the individual had already experienced 
on the same day or within a short period. The cumulative effect of microaggressions is considerable over time.

Microaggressions 

Coined by Chester M. Pierce, microaggressions are brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating 
messages to certain individuals because of their group membership.

• Microassaults: Conscious and intentional actions or slurs, such as using racial epithets, displaying 
swastikas or deliberately serving a white person before a person of color in a restaurant.

• Microinsults: Verbal and nonverbal communications that subtly convey rudeness and insensitivity 
and demean a person’s racial heritage or identity. An example is an employee who asks a colleague 
of color how she got her job, implying she may have landed it through an affirmative action or quota 
system.

• Microinvalidations: Communications that subtly exclude, negate or nullify the thoughts, feelings or 
experiential reality of a person of color. For instance, white people often ask Asian-Americans where 
they were born, conveying the message that they are perpetual foreigners in their own land.

Five steps to address microaggressions: 
1. Constant vigilance of your own biases and fears
2. Experiential reality; interacting with those different from you in terms of race, culture, and ethnicity
3. Don’t be defensive
4. Be open to discussing your own attitudes and biases
5. Be an ally, stand personally against all forms of biases and discrimination

To respond when accused of microaggressions:
1. Commit to a constant vigilance of your own biases and fears
2. Experience their reality. Find ways to interacting with those different from you in terms of race, culture, 

and ethnicity
3. Don’t be defensive
4. Be open to discussing your own attitudes and biases
5. Be an ally, stand personally against all forms of biases and discrimination
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Ways to expand your understanding:
Engage actively in learning about other’s experiences. Nurture a curiosity of other’s experiences while limiting 
your assumptions. Avoid seeing those different from you as having a duty or responsibility to educate you about 
their heritage, culture or group experience. Our role as allies is firmly seated in a personal responsibility to 
seek knowledge without making it the job of those who have been marginalized to teach us. We should each 
have a general understanding of experiences common to certain groups, but should not assume that the issues 
common to a certain group have been important to or experienced by a member of that population.

Consider these questions to reflect on or ask:
• How to microaggression impact the work your team does related to the campus community? What 

areas are most in need of programming and resources to address these issues?
• Why would the student conduct code not be an ideal way to address microaggressions on campus?
• What are some obstacles to addressing microaggressions on your campus? 
• How do microaggression manifest in team conversations (remember to consider those from a race, 

gender, religious, disability and age perspective)?

Imagine an office manager in a busy community counseling center who returns to her desk to find a both a white 
and Black woman waiting to talk to her about an upcoming appointment. The office manager might ask the Black 
woman to take a seat in a waiting room in order to determine how to help the white patient while providing 
some privacy. By not asking which person was first in line and acting on the assumption that it was the white 
person, the office manager commits a microassault. This kind of action is closely related to discrimination and 
may also involve a direct verbal assault (Boysen, 2012).

Microinsults are actions that disrespect or demean a person on the basis of their group status (Boysen, 2012; 
Sue, Bucceri, Kin, Nadal, & Torino, 2007; Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007; Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, & Rivera, 
2009). An example of this could be faculty member who is surprised a student is gay or has a mental health 
disorder like autism. The underlying message from the faculty is that people who are gay or have mental illness 
behave in a certain way. These comments or observations may come out of ignorance, poor access to teaching 
or information about ethnicity and culture, or simple stupidity. In any case, the BIT/CARE has a responsibility to 
address these microinsults because they have a strong impact on those they are directed at.

The issue of microaggressions as they occur in the college and university space are not always easy to identify 
and to handle gracefully. Increased training to identify, intervene, and manage these behaviors and comments 
is needed. Sue (2010) maintained that knowledge and awareness are key to recognizing and effectively 
handling microaggressions. It is unlikely that all BIT/CARE members will become experts in diversity issues or 
multiculturalism, but with increased exposure to the importance of this topic it may be that instructors can learn 
how to successfully engage students in these kinds of discussions.
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