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Microaggressions 

and Power



Microaggressions: 

What are they?

Microaggressions are commonplace verbal, behavioral or 

environmental indignit ies, whether unintentional or 

intentional which communicate hosti le, derogatory, or 

negative sl ights and insults to people from marginalized 

groups (Sue et al. ,  2007).

There are three types of microaggressions: (a) 

microassaults, (b) microinsults, and (c) microinvalidation



Microaggressions 

in the Workplace

Microaggressions in  the workplace toward t ransgender and 

nonbinary people occur regular ly (Budge et  a l . ,  2012; Galupo

& Resnick, 2016; Resnick & Galupo, 2019)

The impact of  microaggressions at  work are mani fold

• Distress (anxiety,  depression, etc .)

• Lowered concentrat ion and mot ivat ion

• Feel ings of  safety

• Reducing in teract ions wi th people in  the workplace or  

leaving the employment

Microaggressions repl icate and re inforce systems of  

oppression and are rooted in  whi te supremacy cul ture

When repeated microaggressions occur,  they create toxic  

and host i le  envi ronments in  the workplace 



Activity: Missteps

Materials:  1  sheet of  paper,  1  writ ing utensil .

Tasks:

• Take 2 minutes to write down about a moment 

when you did something that  might be a 

misstep or  microaggression with a trans 

person in your workplace.

• I f ,  to your knowledge, you haven’t  worked with 

a trans person, consider which missteps you 

fear  you might do most often.



Missteps: 

Self-Reflection

What was i t  l ike to wr i te  about workplace 

missteps toward a t rans person? What d id 

you feel  emot ional ly?

What might i t  be l ike to wi tness th is same 

misstep f rom a col league? Would you g ive 

feedback? What feedback might  you g ive?



Ruptures and 

Repairing 

Ruptures



Rupture (noun):

A tension or breakdown in the collaborative relationship 

between two people, ranging from minor transactions that 

cumulatively and gradually erode the relationship to more 

dramatic negative processes (such as overt hostility).

Microaggressions should be acknowledged as a specific 

type of rupture.



How do I know if a 

microaggression 

rupture has occurred?

Common responses: 

• Withdrawal  in  the moment

• Withdrawal  over  t ime

• Frustrat ion, anger,  or  i r r i tat ion about  top ics that  are not  

necessar i ly re lated to  the microaggression

Whi le someone may g ive feedback that  a  microaggression has 

occurred,  th is  is  not  common. When you not ice the markers 

l is ted above,  a  way to  address th is  could be:

“ I ’ve not iced that  something in  our  in teract ions has changed 

when we are meet ing.  I ’m wonder ing i f  I  may have sa id or  done 

something that  fe l t  hur t fu l  or  o f fensive?”



Should I give feedback?

Somet imes i t ’s  safe to g ive feedback, but  sometimes i t ’s  

not.

I f  you feel  i t ’s  not  safe to g ive feedback, you can:

• Ask a t rusted person to advocate on your behal f

• Connect wi th act ivist  movements

• Seek social  support

• Move your body

• Eat something that  makes you feel  good



Giving 

Feedback

Ask for 
consent

Be specific

Use “I” 
statements

Focus on 
behavior

Be lean and 
precise

Be balanced



Repairing Ruptures

• Recognize and appreciate that they trust you 

enough to share this di ff icult  information with 

you

• Point out that i t  is di ff icult  to share that 

information and is general ly not done l ightly

• Let the person share al l  that they need to 

say and do not interrupt

• Pay attention to your body language

• Ask for clari f ication nondefensively, i f  need 

be

• Val idate the person’s pain and frustrat ion



Example 

Phrases:

“Thank you for trusting me enough to bring this to my attention.”

“I’m sorry that I said something hurtful and insensitive. I want you to 
feel safe and relaxed around me, so if I’m making you feel unsafe that 
is a problem. I want to hear more so I can learn from it.”

“I am sorry that you have had to deal with that, and now here I am 
doing the same thing. You deserve better.”

“I was thinking about our conversation from last week, and I realized I 
might have said something hurtful.” Describe what you said or did 
that was possibly a microaggression. “How did that make you 
feel? I apologize for that.”



When repairing:

Do not  make excuses for  what  you said/did

Do not  at tempt to prove you are not  b iased by 

ment ioning awards/committees

Do not  share about your  own st igmatized ident i t ies

Do not  keep on checking in  or  overapologiz ing

Do not  cry



Activity: Effective Dialogue Skills

Set-up: Breakout rooms, in pairs. 10 minutes!

Tasks:

• Think about a t ime you microaggressed someone. I f  you feel 

you have never microaggressed someone, imagine what i t  

might be l ike to microaggress someone.

• Create your own dialoguing phrases:

• Pay attention to the environment

• Ask about specifics

• Interrupt the dynamics

• Relate to the other person

• Share about yourself



Effective Dialogue Skills: 

Reflection

What was it  l ike to practice dialoguing to repair a 

workplace rupture? What did you feel emotionally?

What challenges do you anticipate when having these 

diff icult interactions? What benefits do you anticipate from 

repairing ruptures?



A Final Thought:

When you microaggress (because you wil l),  simply 

apologize – short & sweet ! You can process with the other 

person if  they want, depending on whether they feel safe 

to do so, or you can show that you’re working toward not 

making a mistake again. 

Remember: we all make mistakes!



Questions? 

Comments?



Thank you!

Contact:

sdominguez3@wisc.edu

budge@wisc.edu


