Microaggressions in the Workplace


Microaggressions are subtle verbal and non-verbal insults, assaults and invalidations often done automatically or unconsciously.  The are layered attacks, based on one’s race, gender, class, sexuality, language, immigration status, accent, surname, etc. Microaggressions in the workplace can have many negative impacts on the workplace environment and more importantly, on the persons that are on the receiving end of microaggressions.  

Some of the negative impacts include:

Decreased Morale: Constantly feeling slighted or marginalized can create a hostile work environment and make employees feel undervalued.  
Reduces Productivity: Employees who are feeling the impact of microaggressions may find it difficult to focus on work and be less motivated to do their best work.  
Increased Stress: Because of their incessant nature, microaggressions can cause an extreme amount of stress.  Excessive stress leads to many negative health outcomes such as, anxiety, depression and heart disease.  
Legal and Financial Consequences:  In extreme cases, microaggressions can lead to legal action against the organization, particularly if they are part of a broader pattern of discrimination or harassment. 

Three common types of Microaggressions are:  
 
1. Microinsults:  Behavioral/verbal remarks or comments that convey rudeness, insensitivity and demean a person’s heritage or identity.  Examples include:
· Ascription of Intelligence: Assigning intelligence to a person based on their skin color.
· Assumption of Criminality: Because of someone’s racial and ethnic identity they are presumed to be dangerous, criminal, or deviant.
· Hypervisibility: Being watched but not seen.  A type of scrutiny based on perceived difference, usually interpreted as deviance. 
· Assumptions of Incompetence:  Assuming that a person is unable to perform certain tasks or excel in their job because of their gender, age, race or disability, for example.

2. Microassaults: Explicit derogations characterized primarily by a violent verbal or non-verbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim through name-calling, avoidant behavior or purposeful discriminatory actions.
· Isolation and Exclusion: Behavior that keeps those who are different outside the dominant culture’s interactions.
· Slurs: Derogatory or offensive terms or phrases that are used to demean and insult individuals or groups of people based on an aspect of their identity.  
· Degrading Jokes: A form of inappropriate humor that targets individuals or groups by making them the subject of ridicule, mockery, or scorn. These jokes often rely on offensive stereotypes, belittling language, or inappropriate content to provoke laughter at the expense of others.

3. Microinvalidations: Verbal comments or behaviors that exclude, negate, or nullify the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of another person. 
· Colorblindness: A person’s desire to ignore and fail to acknowledge the historical and current impact of race. 
· Alien in Own Land: Assumption that non-whites, such as Asians and Latinos are foreign born and therefore not living in this country in the same way as white people do.  
· Myth of Meritocracy (the Bootstrap Theory): Refusal to believe that there is not a level playing field and denying of one’s own privileges that others might not share.  

Reducing the Presence and Impact of Microaggressions in the Workplace 

1. Education – Provide training for all staff to raise their awareness and understanding of Microaggressions.

2. Environmental Scan – Assess your workplace for things that might present microaggressions.  For example, images that are void of diverse representation. 
 
3. Continuously Educate and Reinforce – Addressing microaggressions is an ongoing process.  As the saying goes, “when you see something, say something.”  

4. Regularly Assess and Address Workplace Culture – Conduct regular assessments of workplace culture to identify areas where microaggressions may be occurring. Use feedback from employees to implement targeted interventions and address underlying issues.

5. Hold Perpetrators Accountable – When instances of microaggressions are reported and substantiated, hold the perpetrators accountable for their actions. This may involve disciplinary measures, counseling, or training to help them understand and change their behavior.
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