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Land acknowledgement

The Centre for Race and Culture respectfully 

acknowledges that we are located on Treaty 6  

Territory in amiskwacîwâskahikan and that 

we live and work on the traditional homelands 

of the Indigenous Peoples of Canada. 

We honour the Elders past and present who 

call this land home, and strive to understand 

our shared colonial history and work together  

towards a just future that includes and  

enriches all peoples.

If you are using this resource 

to facilitate conversations,  

we suggest acknowledging 

the land you are on in your 

own way.
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The Unmasking Micro-inequities project and 

all the resources that go with it have been 

made possible by generous funding from the 

Edmonton Community Foundation’s  

Community Grants Program.

All of the stories in this resource have been 

illustrated by Brnesh Berhe.



About Unmasking Micro-inequities

Unmasking Micro-inequities is a series of 

educational workshops for service providers 

and the general public in Edmonton, Alberta. 

This project supports learning ways to hold 

ourselves and others accountable when faced 

with everyday moments of  discrimination 

—specifically micro-inequities—in our own 

lives and workplaces. 

About the Stories

We created this set of illustrated stories  

to apply and extend the theory and concepts 

introduced in the workshops to the local  

context. We collected these scenarios from 

our team as well as from community  

members. Contributors names have been 

changed to protect their identities. By  

sharing these stories, we hope to encourage 

learning about micro-inequities through  

reflection and conversations.

How to use this Resource

We created this resource based on feedback 

from workshop participants. For many, the 

most impactful aspect of our workshops was 

the opportunity to apply lessons learned by 

discussing scenarios. These stories are an 

invitation to practice unmasking micro- 

inequities and making micro-interventions—

in your own communities. Even if you haven’t 

attended a workshop, you can use these  

stories, discussion prompts, and key terms 

to spark curiosity and open up conversation.

Facilitate a ‘lunch and learn’, engage board 

members with a few stories, or propose an 

Unmasking Micro-inequities workshop to 

your colleagues. These stories are for sharing!

We have provided each story on a separate 

page for showing, along with guidelines  

for reading and discussing them on a  

separate page for the person facilitating.
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What are Micro-inequities?

We define micro-inequities as subtle,  

indirect, and often unintentional practices 

or behaviours that communicate bias or 

prejudice against members of marginalized 

groups, making them feel belittled, excluded, 

disrespected, or disadvantaged. 

These discriminatory acts occur across 

power dynamics, impacting members of  

marginalized groups such as women, 

2SLGBTQ+ folks, people with disabilities, 

religious minorities, and persons living  

in poverty. 

Micro-inequities manifest in practices,  

comments, gestures, attitudes, and messages. 

They occur within specific contexts where 

there is a power differential.

It could be eye-rolling, glancing at the clock,  

looking at some people in the eye and not  

others. Micro-inequities can manifest 

through our signs and symbols: by wearing 

a certain tshirt, or by showcasing a certain 

calendar in one’s office. Or, they can  

manifest through inaction, such as by not 

having a change-table or highchair available 

in a restaurant, or not having gender neutral 

washrooms.

It’s very important to understand that  

micro-inequities can be intentional or  

unintentional. More often than not they  

occur outside our conscious awareness. 

Finally, ‘micro,’ does NOT refer to small or 

insignificant, but emphasizes that the  

inequity occurs at the inter-personal level.

Read more key terms starting on page 27.



The Cute Accent
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Read the Story

“The Cute Accent” is about Celine, a Project 

Manager that works for a nonprofit.

Celine takes a call from a Government Grant 

Officer, who introduces herself and explains 

that she has a few questions about a funding  

application that was submitted. 

She asks if it is a good time to talk. 

Celine responds, “Absolutely. Let me open 

my folder. How can I help you?”  

The Officer’s tone suddenly changes as she 

hears Celine’s accent. 

She comments, “Ah, you have such a cute 

accent. Are you French?” 

Celine tries to redirect the conversation to 

the application. “I’m Persian. But, can we talk 

about the grant? 

The Officer responds, “Oh honey, take it  

as a compliment!” 

She continues to press for answers to  

questions like where are you from? 

And she adds, “I’m really impressed.  

You are so eloquent.” 

Celine’s frustration builds, but she endures 

the commentary until eventually they  

through the questions about the grant. 

Finally, the conversation ends as the  

Grant Officer chimes, “It was so lovely to talk 

to you, sweetheart.”

Discussion Prompts

How many micro-inequities can you identify?

Why do you think Celine doesn’t take the 

comments as a compliment? 

Discuss intent vs. impact. 
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What’s 
Missing 
Here?
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Introduce the Story

In this scene we have a couple out at a  

restaurant with their 9 month old infant.  

As you can see, they aren’t having a great 

time. At least the parents are struggling.

Discussion Prompts

Is this situation familiar to anyone? 

What is the disparity here? 

What kind of support might help this family?

How can we apply equity work here?

This scene is an example of a micro-inequity.

Not having a highchair available in a  

restaurant is an example of inequity. 

Having a highchair available promotes and 

support families with small children to feel 

included and belong. 

Equity is work that  

involves intentional practices 

and policies designed to  

promote fairness and rectify 

disparities that have created 

unequal opportunities and  

conditions for members of 

marginalized groups.



What,    
An Arab  
Woman 
with  
Tattoos?



Introduce the Story

This is a story about Jamila, an Arab woman. 

The illustration depicts some of the  

comments Jamila has heard in response to 

her tattoos:

 You have tattoos?!

 How do you hide them from your Dad?

 But, aren’t your parents strict?

 Isn’t that against your religion?

Discussion Prompts

What assumptions or biases may be behind 

these comments? 

As these comments add up, how might they be 

harmful?
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Biases are quick mental  

associations we make.

A bias can be conscious or 

unconscious. 

Biases are at the root of  

prejudice and discrimination. 



Just Say  
My Name
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Introduce the Story

Sopheary likes her name. She thinks its  

pretty easy to say, however, many people 

consistently mispronounce it. Some mix it up 

with names like Sophie, and others just avoid 

using it all together.

Discussion Prompts

Can anyone relate to this? 

What aspect(s) of Sopheary’s identity make 

her susceptible to these kinds of comments?

Hint: Sopheary is a Cambodian name.

The comment, “Actually, here name is  

Sopheary” is an example of a micro- 

intervention. Why? 

How else might a bystander or ally make an 

micro-intervention in such scenarios?

Micro-interventions are

“Everyday words or deeds,  

 whether intentional or unintentional,  

 that communicate to targets: 

 a.  validation of their experiential   

  reality; 

 b. value as a person;  

 c. affirmation of their group  

  identity; 

 d. support and encouragement;  

  and, 

 e. reassurance that they are  

  not alone.”

 (Sue & Spanierman, 2020, p. 258) 



You’re  
an Oreo



Read the Story

This story is about Isabela, who goes to a 

multicultural highschool in Edmonton, one 

she describes as racially segregated. 

Isabela is on the dance team, which is  

comprised of mostly Asian girls. She is  

hanging out with the team around their  

lockers, when one her teammates, Angie,  

asks her “where are you from?” 

Isabela, who was born here, responds,  

“My Mom was born here and my dad was 

born in Britain, but his parents are  

Bahamians …” 

Angie exclaims, “Oh, you’re an Oreo!” 

Adding, “You’re black on the outside and 

white on the inside!” 

Here, Angie is trying to figure out Isabela’s 

race. And in an “ah, ha” moment she thinks 

she nails it. Or does she?

Discussion Prompts 

 

Can anyone relate to this? 

Why do you think that Isabela may feel  

insulted or invalidated by these comments?

Many micro-inequities contain both a  

conscious communication and a hidden  

communication. Unmasking micro-inequities 

involves making the “invisible” visible, or  

exposing the hidden message. 

What is the underlying message in these  

comments? 

Why may these remarks be harmful?
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Read the Story

This story is about Daniel, when he was in 

grade 5 in an Edmonton school. In Language 

Arts they were reading “Sign of the Beaver” 

—a novel featuring a young settler boy who 

befriends a First Nations boy. The two boys 

were not supposed to be friends, but they 

end up becoming friends.

For homework, Daniel’s teacher asked the 

students to “fill in the blanks,” with words 

from the book—including INDIAN and MÉTIS. 

You can see on the right, how one student 

filled out the sheet.

Daniel, who identifies as MÉTIS, described 

the exercise as being about imposing  

simplistic definitions on groups of people. 

He recalled how his Grandma explained the 

word INDIAN to him, saying “Well, Indian 

people are from India, and we have to honor 

that. But the way Indian is used here in  

Canada is very different—it puts a label us 

that isn’t actually our name.” 

We won’t say the word that was to start with 

“S” which was actually in the book. It’s a  

derogatory slur used to describe Indigenous 

women in a sexist way. A word still in use 

today. The word negatively appropriates the 

Cree word iskwêw, which is the actual way 

you would say woman in Cree. It negates the 

way that Indigenous people honour women. 

Daniel recalled the day he brought that  

worksheet home to his parents, and the look 

of disappointment on his father’s face as he 

corrected the “S” word. When Daniel brought 

his incomplete and marked-up worksheet 

back, the teacher glanced it over and  

quickly saying, “Well, it’s just like saying the 

word Indian in that sense then.”  
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Discussion Prompts

This story contains multiple micro- 

inequities. Drawing from micro-aggression 

theory, we can consider 3 typ of micro- 

aggressions: micro-assaults, micro-insults 

and micro-invalidations.

Review the definitions on the right and work 

to identify examples of each in Daniel’s story.

Can you identify a Micro-assault?

• Use of the “S” word (slur/derogatory word)

Can you identify a any Micro-insult(s)?

• The whole idea of imposing these definitions  

 on groups of people: Métis as “mixed,”  

 Indigenous peoples as Indian

Can you identify a micro-invalidation? 

• When the teacher dismisses the concerns.
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Micro-assaults: Conscious and  

deliberate biased behaviors towards 

a target: These are acts that mean to 

attack the group identity of the  

person. They include name-calling 

and avoidant behaviour. 

Micro-insults: Stereotypical, rude,  

or insensitive exchanges that demean 

a target. 

Micro-invalidations: Exchanges that  

exclude, negate or void the feelings, 

thoughts or experiences of targets. 



You’re 
Amazing!  



Read the Story

Antoine is at the grocery store and a store 

clerk notices his prosthetic arm and says, 

“Wow, did you shop all those groceries by 

yourself!?” Taken aback, Antoine pauses for  

a moment and says, “Well, yeah. We are a 

family of 4, so we need a lot.” 

“Oh my goodness, that is incredible. You are  

amazing!” she goes on.

Antoine thinks to himself, sarcastically, 

“Oh look at you doing your everyday clerk 

job, way to go!” But wanting to be polite, he 

doesn’t say anything more, and completes  

his purchase. Once he gets home, he vents to 

his wife about this all too familiar incident.

Discussion Prompts

Why do you think the clerk’s comment is not 

taken as a compliment?

What is the underlying message the clerk is 

communicating to Antoine?

Review the 4 micro-intervention strategies 

on page 29:

 · Make the “invisible” visible

 · Disarm the microaggression

 · Educate the offender

 · Seek external intervention

How might you apply each of these strategies 

as a bystander or ally?
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How did  
you get  
that shot?



Read the Story

This is a story about Azar, an immigrant who 

is a PhD candidate at a Canadian university. 

Here she is chatting with a professor—an  

“expert” in many of the topics she has also 

studied. Azar mentions that she got a  

temporary position in government. The  

professor says, “It is so great that you got 

that position. You know, people like us, like 

me, work our whole lives, to get a foot in the 

door. So how did you get that shot?”  

Not sure how to respond, Azar asks,  

“What do you mean?

Discussion Prompts

What does the professor mean (what is the 

underlying message)?

Consider how different identities inform this 

scenario: race, immigration status, gender, 

educational background, etc. 

Hint: Could the message be: you are not  

supposed to get these positions that should 

be reserved for white “Canadians”?

Note how this kind of ambiguity is one of the 

reasons micro-inequities flourish.

Review the 4 micro-intervention strategies 

on page 29:

 · Make the “invisible” visible

 · Disarm the microaggression

 · Educate the offender

 · Seek external intervention

How might you apply each of these strategies 

as a bystander, ally, or as Azar?
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Made  
in China



Read the Story

This story about Guang happens at an  
informal gathering where senior management 
get together with team members. 

Sharon walks in flaunting a really beautiful 
red blazer. Immediately, she is complimented. 
Sharon responds: “Ah, thank you! Yeah, it’s 
red hot for now! I ordered it from China so 
who knows when it’ll fall apart!  

The room falls silent as glances are  
exchanged, many towards Guang, the only  
Chinese person in the room. Sharon banters 
on and on about it, taking up more and more 
space, and making discriminatory comments 
about China and Chinese culture.

Feeling insulted, but not sure how to respond 
in a room with superiors, Guang remains  
silent. They want to speak up and defend 
their culture, but don’t want to sour the 
room. No one else speaks up and the room 

moves on. 

Discussion Prompts

What might be some of the reason why Guang 

remains silent? And the others in the room?

Review the 4 micro-intervention strategies 

on page 29:

 · Make the “invisible” visible

 · Disarm the microaggression

 · Educate the offender

 · Seek external intervention

How might you apply each of these strategies 

as a bystander, ally, or as Guang?
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I Don’t have Anything!



Read the Story

On her way home Amara gets lost. It starts to 

rain so she puts up her hoodie and approaches 

 a bus shelter to ask about her whereabouts. 

As she approaches two women at the shelter, 

she starts to ask what street they are on. 

The elderly lady holds up her hands in  

surrender: “I don’t have anything!,”  

looking really scared.  

The lady with her, her daughter as it turns 

out, tries to calm her mother down, saying, 

“she was only asking for directions.” 

Once away from the scene and on the bus 

home, Amara wonders, “Did she even see my 

white cane? 

Discussion Prompts

What might be the intersecting identity  

factors that come into play here?

Review the 4 micro-intervention strategies 

on page 29:

 · Make the “invisible” visible

 · Disarm the microaggression

 · Educate the offender

 · Seek external intervention

How might you apply each of these strategies 

as a bystander, ally, or as Amara?
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Key Terms

Equity: Work that involves intentional  

practices and policies designed to promote 

fairness and rectify disparities that have 

created unequal opportunities and  

conditions for members of marginalized 

groups.

Micro-inequities: Subtle, indirect, and  

often unintentional practices or behaviors 

that communicate bias or prejudice against 

members of marginalized groups, making 

them feel belittled, excluded, disrespected, 

or disadvantaged (CFRAC).

Bias: Quick mental associations we make.  

Bias can be conscious or unconscious.  

Biases are at the root of prejudice and  

discrimination. 

Micro-aggressions: 

“Verbal and non-verbal interpersonal  

  exchanges in which a perpetrator causes 

  harm to a target, whether intended or  

  unintended” (Sue & Spanierman, 2020, p. 8).

The term micro-aggression was coined by 

African American psychiatrist and professor 

Chester Middlebrook Pierce in the 1970s as 

‘subtle putdowns’ directed toward African 

Americans.

While the concept originally focused on racial  

identities, it has expanded to address micro- 

aggressions toward any marginalized group 

in society, including women, racialized  

people, Indigenous people, 2SLGBTQ+  

people, people with disabilities, religious  

minorities, and persons living in poverty.
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Micro-assaults: Conscious and deliberate 
biased behaviors towards a target: These are 
acts that mean to attack the group identity 
of the person. They include name-calling and 
avoidant behaviour. 

Micro-insults: Stereotypical, rude, or  
insensitive exchanges that demean a target. 

Micro-invalidations: Exchanges that  
exclude, negate or void the feelings, thoughts 
or experiences of targets. 

Targets are members of marginalized 
groups. An individual from any marginalized 
group can become a target of a micro- 
aggression committed by a perpetrator. 

Perpetrators are members of dominant 
groups. Generally speaking, dominant group 
members commit micro-aggressions based 
on their dominant group identity.  
 

Micro-interventions:

“Everyday words or deeds, whether  
intentional or unintentional, that  
communicate to targets:  
 a. validation of their experiential reality; 
 b. value as a person;  
 c. affirmation of their group identity; 
 d. support and encouragement; and, 
 e. reassurance that they are not alone.”  
  (Sue & Spanierman, 2020, p. 258) 

Targets: Members of marginalized groups 
impacted by micro-inequities

Allies: Members of dominant groups whom  
actively work to support targets through  
micro-interventions

Bystanders: Anyone who witnesses or has 
become aware of a micro-inequity 
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Micro-intervention strategies 

These are 4 key strategies, adapted from  
Sue and Spanierman (2020), for invervening 
in micro-inequities. 

Making the “invisible” visible is the work  
of unmasking micro-inequities. Many  
micro-inequities contain both a conscious 
communication and a hidden communication. 
This strategy is about exposing the hidden 
message. This could be naming it, such as 
by simply stating “that’s a sexist remark” or 
“that’s a stereotype.” If someone says, “You 
speak great English,” a response could be  
“Of course I do, I was born here.” This  
underlines the unspoken assumption that 
the target wasn’t born here.

Disarming the micro-aggession is like  
intercepting or interupting it. Saying some-
thing like, “Whoa, let’s not go there.” Or,  
“I don’t aggree with what you just said,” or 
even using an exclamatory short expression 

such as “Ouch,” or “Yikes.”

Educating the offender is largely about  

helping the offender move from intention to 

impact. Stating, “I know you mean well, but 

that really hurts” and explaining why. Or, 

contradicting the group-based stereotype 

with personal experience. If someone says, 

“immigrants don’t speak good English” a 

response could be, “Actually, I have met so 

many immigrants that have learned to speak 

English very well.” 

Seeking external intervention or support 

could be alerting leadership, reporting the 

incident, seeking therapy, seeking spiritual/

religious/community support, and/or creat-

ing a buddy system with someone with  

similar experiences.

Reference:  

Microaggressions in Everyday Life (2nd Ed., 2020) 

by Derald Wing Sue & Lisa Beth Spanierman.  
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