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Introduction
Our brain processes massive amounts of information daily and has to separate the
important pieces of information and then filter out the rest.
To achieve this, our brains rely on taking shortcuts to process information. This can
sometimes result in us saying things that don’t reflect how we feel.
Microaggressions are an unconscious, discriminatory form of behavior that can occur
because of our brains taking these shortcuts, with most people not releasing their behavior
is discriminatory (Forrest-Bank, 2015).
Microaggressions can be described as any small, insulting remarks that come off as
discriminatory and have hidden meaning (Forrest-Bank, 2015).
As microaggressions are discriminatory in nature, there are multiple different kinds such as
gender based and racial based.
Characteristics of microaggressions are that they can be nonverbal, unintentional and
automatic (Forrest-Bank, 2015). They are automatic because the speaker is unaware that
what they are saying can be interpreted as an insult with hidden meaning attached.
Microaggressions are similar to unconscious bias as they are both used involuntarily and
without individual awareness.

Categories of Microaggressions
Microaggressions can be further classified
into three categories: microassaults,
microinsults and microinvalidations.
Microassaults are knowingly intended acts of
racism or discrimination and are done
intentionally to harm individuals (Forrest-Bank,
2015). Using racial slurs and displaying white
supremacist symbols are examples (Sue,
2010).
Someone defacing a politician’s lawn sign with
words such as “go back to your home country”
could also be considered a microassault.
Microinsults are more subtle in comparison to
microassaults as they are verbal or nonverbal
negative and degrading messages that are
conveyed interpersonally between others or
their environment (Forrest-Bank, 2015).
Microinsults essentially demean a person’s
racial identity or their heritage. An example
could include a comment from a coworker that
suggests that a woman or person of color
received their job due to their gender/racial
identity. Other examples of microinsults could
include telling someone that “you are a credit
to your race” (Liu, 2015, p.1).
Microinvalidations are comments and
behaviors that subtly exclude, deny and
negate the experiences of people of color. For
example, asking a Canadian of Asian descent
where they were born, can convey “the
message that they are perpetual foreigners in
their own land” (Sue, 2010, p.1). Another
example could involve telling a person of color
“don’t be so oversensitive” when they respond
to a racial remark.

Differences in Experiences
Specific acts of microaggression will vary for individuals of marginalized groups. This
is because the content of the microaggression, particularly the stereotypes and
prejudice to each ethnic group, varies.
In a study conducted by Forrest-Bank (2015), she found that Black participants were more
likely to encounter interpersonal microaggressions compared to Asian, Latino/Hispanic and
White young adults. Asians were more frequently portrayed positively in media whereas
Black participants were less likely to see positive images.
Latino/Hispanics were found to experience the second highest rate of microaggression and
had similar rates to Black people for microinvalidations and assumptions of inferiority.
These similar rates could be explained due to stereotypes unique to those of African and
Hispanic descent.
White participants were also least likely to experience microaggressions compared to NonWhite ethnic groups.
To summarize, race and ethnicity are important considerations when looking at the
experiences and frequency of racial and ethnic microaggressions.

Determinants of Microaggression
Microaggressions and racial discrimination play a significant role in the overall health of an
individual.
Research suggests that microaggressions have a cumulative effect that builds up over time
which can impact long-term health (such as an increased heart rate). Research also shows
that racial microaggressions directly affect psychological well-being and can increase
depression and anxiety while lowering happiness, self-esteem and life satisfaction.
Ethnic identity was found to have a positive effect on psychological well-being, with research
suggesting that it can serve as a protective factor that can increase resiliency in the face of
discrimination.
Microaggressions inadvertently establish barriers for marginalized groups that prevent
broader participation and inclusion of diverse cultural backgrounds (Sue, 2010). Those who
experience microaggressions may feel uncomfortable in social settings which can lead to
barriers when accessing services (such as health care services).
Employment barriers could exist as well, preventing someone from having a specific career
because their perceived characteristics don’t align with what is associated with the
profession.

Conclusion
Microaggressions are manifestations of society's worldviews on inclusion/exclusion and
superiority/inferiority that reflect oppressive worldviews that encourage marginalization in
our society (Sue, 2010).
They serve to create inequities in various parts of society such as an education,
employment and healthcare (Sue, 2010). Research suggests that we aren’t immune from
inheriting biases such as racial and gender based (Sue, 2010).
With all of this being said, the good news is that our brains are malleable and can unlearn
our biases. With intent, attention and time, you can slowly deconstruct your biases and
help assist in creating an inclusive society for all.
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