
Don’t Let the Ideas of “Micro-aggression’ 
Throw Your Workplace Harassment Investigation  

Off Course! 
 

Summary 
Despite the growing use of terms like ‘micro-aggression’, they are not really helpful to 
workplace investigators. They need to conduct their investigations in a way that allows 
their findings to be transparent to the investigation’s sponsoring business executive.  

 
The virtue of taking that approach is that the investigator’s work will stand up if 

questioned in subsequent legal proceeding. 
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Not Micro-aggressions but Evidence Based Findings ….  
 
Workplace behavior is as complex as away from work behavior.  
 
The day-to-day interactions we have of the people we work with, particularly if we build 
up those relationships over a significant period of time, involve dealings as complex and 
is layered as those that people experience in their ‘away from work’ social and intimate 
relationships. Human behavior is not simple. We are highly capable communicators. But 
much of that skill is located in parts of our evolved brains that operate at pre-conscious 
levels. We can do things without being fully aware of the reasons we are doing them. 
We also have the ability to make much of this more or less explicit using models such 
as the following one. By asking people to ‘slow down’ and reflect on their 
communication, we can bring elements of our pre-conscious processing into our 
conscious awareness. 
 
The Communication Wheel  
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We all know this on one level, but tend to ignore it on another. We do most the work we 
do using the 20% of the interpersonal people skills that get us through 80% of the 
situations. We learn those skills as part of growing up in every day social environment.  
 
That every day level of interpersonal skill gets us through the majority of our interactions 
with others, both at work and socially. People are generally well-intentioned. Most of the 
time, work is done under everyday or normal levels of stress. Any conflict can be 
resolved quickly, since we generally share desired outcomes. Such conflict does not 
lead to deeper feelings that become personalized.  
 
But the dynamics of interaction are not always like this. Add stress or conflict – whether 
it occur in a work setting or in a social one. Our every day level of soft or people skills 
quickly prove inadequate to such challenges. The things we all hear about ‘office 
politics”, divorce related conflicts, and the difficulty of dealing with ‘con artists’, whether 
face to face or over the Internet, provide us with plenty of evidence for this reality.  
 
Working Under Conditions of Stress, Delivery Pressure, and Conflict  

 
Working under such conditions evaluates the levels of conflict which need to be 
addressed and result. But it is not always the ‘content’ of such conflict with makes 
resolution hard. People have different ways of doing things. People are not always 
aware of how their personal behavior patterns rub against’ or irritate someone who’s 
behavior patterns are very different from their own. Under normal levels of stress,  
when people share objectives are basically trying to get along in order to get work done. 
They resolve or ignore difference of style as part of this dynamics.  
 
The 80/20 Model of Soft Skill Utilization 

 
However, when there’s a lot 
of pressure to deliver, and the 
work involves a great deal of 
stress, differences in 
decision-making and 
interacting behavior patterns 
can lead to irritations which 
build up over time.  
 
We move from requiring the 
everyday level of skill that 
facilitates most social 
interaction at work to meeting 
next level people skills in 
order to address and deal 
with those issues.  
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Not all of us have them. As a result. relationships at work can become as estranged or 
as they can in our way from social work lives.  
 
Using a label like micro-aggression to describe this kind of dynamic is really not very 
helpful to workplace Investigators. It tends to confuse the issue.  
 
The “Intend | Behave | Impact” Framework in Workplace Investigations 

In any pattern of interaction between two people in the workplace. three things count. 
When doing a workplace investigation, I use the following framework to shape the 
progress of my ‘find out what really happened” discovery and interview progress. 
 
 
 

The Workplace
Investigation

3 Test Framework

The Ethical Foundation

Intention

Behavior Impact

What does each 
person in an 
interaction 
intend?

How does each 
person in an 
interactions 
actually behave?

How is that behavior 
perceived or experienced 
by the person to whom 
the behavior is directed 
or by the person who is a 
witness to it?

By what standard is this 
behavior inappropriate?

Making ‘Findings’
Judgments
In Work Place
Investigations
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1. What did each person in an interaction intend?  

 
2. How did each person in the interaction actually behave?  

 
3. How was that behavior perceived or experienced by the person to whom 

behavior was directed or by any person who was a witness to it? 
 
As the Communication Wheel makes clear, investigators are in a bit of quandary. The 
only part of an interaction that is public is the actual behavior – what was actually said 
and done?  
 
The intention behind a person’s behavior is generally private. The way in which the 
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other person’s experiences or reacts to the first person’s behavior is also generally 
private. However, there are lots of clues to both. The actual words used, the voice tone, 
pitch and intonation, the facial expressions and body language are all the ‘cues’ human 
beings have evolved to pay attention to as ‘signallers’ of these more private elements of 
interpersonal communication. 
 
Data Collection and Collation Dynamics 

The only ways that an investigator can directly access these ‘private’ elements of an 
interpersonal communication is by asking things like: 
 

• What was your intention when you did x, q, and z, … replacing x, q, and z with 
gathered evidence about a person’s behavior? 

 
• When A did x, q, and z, how did that impact you, … when looking for information 

on the way another person reacted to behavior directed towards him or her, 
replacing A with the name of the relevant actor, x, q, and z, with gathered 
evidence on P’s behavior?  

 
• When talking to a witness (W) to the interaction between A and R … when you 

were present at this interaction between A and R, what did you see and hear? 
Can you describe what A said and did? How did R react – what did R say and do 
in response?   
 
Generally, an investigator needs to ‘probe’ carefully around this to collect all of 
the public behavior evidence– not just what A said, but also the facts about A’s 
voice, facial expressions, and body language? 
 

• When you (W) saw A doing x, q, and r toward R, what did you think A’s intent 
was? What led to you thinking this was the case? 
 
When asking a person who was a witness to the interaction between A and R  
investigators need to be careful to separate the evidence about what W 
perceived, from how W interpreted that evidence. 

 
• When you say Y reacting to what X did, what do you think the impact on Y was? 

What led you to that?  
 
Fortunately, by asking respondents, witnesses, and alleged offenders, questions like 
these, collating the evidence, and identifying the patterns in that collated evidence, work 
place investigators can eventually draw evidence-based conclusions about the 
appropriateness of work place behaviour.  
 
The 3 Test Framework Combined with an Ethics Framework Judgment.  

Once evidence in a work place investigation about an alleged offence is collated, work 
place investigators must evaluate it based on 3 questions that call upon an relevant 
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ethical framework. In the case of a harassment investigation, that the relevant 
framework is one that involves aggressive or exploitative behaviors of one person 
towards another. 
 

1. Did the person exhibiting the behaviour (or pattern of behavior) – the alleged 
offender - have negative or aggressive or inappropriate or harassing intentions? 
 

2. Was the actual behavior (or pattern of behavior) of the alleged offender 
experience as negative or aggressive or inappropriate or harassing by people 
who witnessed it?  

 
3. Did the person on the receiving end of the behaviour –the  complainant – 

experience the behavior (or pattern of behavior) experience it as negative or 
aggressive or inappropriate or harassing?  

 
The answer to all 3 questions can be yes or no. Whatever the pattern, the investigator 
has to move to the next step. In the investigator’s judgment, was the behavior negative 
or aggressive or inappropriate or harassing? If yes, what standard or ethical framework 
did the investigator use to come to that conclusion.  
 
Other relevant ethical frameworks are come into play in alleged fraud or conflict of 
interest investigations.  
 
Work place investigators do more than lawyers in a court of law.  

In a court, the role and their respective responsibility with respect to evidence evaluation 
and ethical judgements are sharply defined.  
 

• Lawyers on one side of the issue present evidence.  
 

• Lawyers on the other side question, i.e. cross examine it. and question evidence.  
 

• Witnesses provide it.  
 

• Judges provide the reference to the ethical framework – the law by which the 
‘alleged offender – accused” behavior is to be evaluated. 
 

• Judge and | or jury members evaluate the in light of the stated relevant ethical 
framework.  
  

Workplace investigations are not as clear cut. Work place investigators take on both 
sides of the lawyer role. They also act as the judge | jury. They must deliver their 
judgment on what the evidence, or the patterns in the evidence, means with respect to 
the complaints that are the subject of the investigation. They must evaluate that 
evidence in light of the ethical framework they are using during the investigation.  
 
Ultimately, that means that work place investigators need to make judgments within one 
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or more of the following ethical frameworks. 
 

1. The laws of the jurisdiction in which the investigation is taking place.  
 
If the law has been broken, then the investigation has implications that need to 
be addressed by the investigation’s business sponsor, and in some cases, by the 
investigators themselves.  
 

2. The policy framework in place in the organization in which the investigation is 
taking place.  
 

3. The social definitions of acceptable workplace behaviors on the part of 
complainants, witnesses, and alleged offenders.  
 

4. The generally accepted acceptable managerial behaviors on the part of 
managers as they relate to the direct reports and others in the work place if they 
are involved in the investigation as complainants, witnesses or alleged offenders.  
 

Such judgements move an investigator into the realm of generally acceptable 
managerial and person to person workplace behaviors.  
 
Unless the investigator can succinctly state; 
 
• which principle of management, 

 
• or which principle of the generally acceptable workplace behaviors, 

 
they are applying as part of their final conclusion on a complaint being investigated, 
it is difficult for a business sponsor who must act on the investigator’s judgment to 
know how to act/ 

 
Some investigators use the concept of micro-aggressions as one of the principles they 
use when they deliver such judgements.  

 
The problem with labelling a behavior pattern as being ‘micro-aggression. 

In order for a workplace investigator to apply the micro-aggression ethical standard, she 
or he needs insight into a consistent pattern of aggressive intent on the part of the 
person exhibiting the behavior. But intentions are not public. Even disclosed intentions 
disclosed by the alleged offender are often inaccurate, particularly if the person doing 
the disclosure intends to deceive or conceal.  
 
The other, even more important problem is that micro-aggression is defined in a 
psychological content, not an ethical one. A pattern of micro-aggression, or passive 
aggression, may be an appropriate defensive response to consistent harassment on the 
part of another person in the work place. Coming the a conclusion that one person’s 
micro-aggression is inappropriate, where another’s is not, is often more an projection 
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than it is a valid conclusion based on evidence. A better alternative to provide an 
evidence based judgment that an alleged offender has engaged in a pattern of behavior 
that the person to whom the offender’s behavior is directed as repeatably experienced 
as being aggressive. This way of proceeding is especially sound when it can be 
supported by evidence collected from witnesses, and from evidence stated by the 
alleged offender during ‘respondent’ interviews.  
 
What is the alternative to labelling a pattern of workplace behavior as ‘micro-
aggression’? 

 
Rather than using the labelling a pattern of behavior micro-aggressive, a work place 
investigator can best deal with such a possibility in this more appropriate way. Here is 
an example of what this might look like..  

 
The Evidence 
 
Over the past 8 weeks, X has consistently said things to Y that Y experienced as 
demeaning.  
 
5 work place peers, who were present during such interactions (witnesses) 
between X and Y consistently indicated that X’s verbal language included words 
like ‘stupid, dumb, illogical, out of touch, out of field …” without providing any 
further information on why or how Y’s behavior aligned with these words.  
 
4 of 5 of these witnesses stated that in their view, X did this in order to ‘demean’ 
or put down or humiliate’ Y.  
 
3 of the 5 witnesses stated that X had used similar words and behaved in similar 
ways when interacting with them. They stated they felt humiliated, or demeaned, 
or harassed by this pattern of behaviour on X’s part.  
 
When presented with this information as a pattern in her behavior, without 
identifying the people involved, X responded in 3 ways. 
 

1. X denied that she had engaged in this pattern of behavior.  
 

2. X stated that people did not understand that all she was doing was helping 
them do their job better or correct their mistakes. 
  

3. X raised her voice above the level she had been using to that point, asking 
repeatably. using a loud voice level and an demanding voice tone, several 
who has said this about her.  

 
Investigator’s Judgment On Y’s Complaint about X’s Behaviour 
 
3 Tests 
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1. X’s intention:  Yes 
 
Although X did not state during her response interview that her intention was to 
demean or put down others at work, the Investigator believes that X does get a 
degree of personal satisfaction from engaging in this behavior which others 
experienced as demeaning.  
 
Note – The Investigator is ‘attributing’ an intention to X when stating in this way. 
The language used by the Investigator is clear. This is about the ‘Investigator’s 
belief’ about X’s intentions, not a statement of X’s declared intention.  
 
2. Actual Behavior: Yes 
 
In the Investigator’s view, X’s actual behaviour was demeaning and often put 
down others.  
 
3: Y’s experience:  Yes 
 
Y did consistently feel that X interacted with her in a way that put Y down. Y 
indicated that she now tries to avoid any interaction with X as a result.  
 
Others witnesses also stated that they consistently experienced being put down 
or demeaned by X, and that they now limit their interaction with X as a result. 
Despite this, they state that X regularly initiates this form of interaction with them.  
 
Complaint Finding:   
 
Confirmed – X did engage in the pattern of behavior which Y experienced as 
harassing at work. Moreover, X has engaged in similar harassing behaviors with 
the other individual who made similar complaints as part of the investigation 
process.  
 
Note – The Investigator has now moved to using the ethical framework – that is, 
that behavior which open demeans others is a form of workplace harassment.  
 
 
Additional Note:  
 
The Investigator thinks that X is aware that her behavior is not appropriate. When 
asked if she did offer explanations to these people of how they could correct or 
avoid what she considered to be mistakes, X responded that this was not her 
responsibility and she should not ‘have’ to do so if they were actually capable in 
the first place in their roles.   
 
Note – The Investigator once again clearly separates the judgement which led to 
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the finding on the Complaint to offering an opinion on X’s internal psycho-
dynamics. By doing it in this way, the Investigator makes an attribution of intent 
towards X without actual stating that this was X’s intent.  
 

Why Attribution of Motivation or Intent Needs to be Clearly Stated as Such 

This way of dealing with the harassing behavior avoids the use micro-aggression or 
other psychologically defined terms in the actual Complaint finding. However, it does 
provide information which the Business Sponsor of the Investigation needs to consider 
in acting on the find.  
 
This reporting format requires the Investigator to clearly separate out the 2 lawyer 
(presenter and cross examiner) roles. It also allows the Investigator to succinctly 
describe how the Investigator carries out the judge role.  
 
This way of presenting the results of the investigation in the way is transparent, and can 
be examined by others. As a result, the investigation business sponsor is empowered to 
act on the finding within a business context, which is what is a thoroughly and 
appropriated work place investigation should do. .  

 
Roelf Woldring 
Founder and CEO 
The Right Talent 
 For more about Roelf  

_______________________________________ 
 
  

https://the-right-talent.ca/roelf-services-activities/
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The Right Talent provides two Workplace Investigation Related 
Services: 
 
Work Place Investigation Management Coaching Services  

Discrete dialogue with organization leaders who need to consider initiating and 
overseeing a work place investigation 
 
Conducting Workplace Investigations  

Roelf Woldring leads workplace investigations into complex workplace issues – socially 
toxic workplace environments, conflicts of interest at the C-level, work place fraud, and 
harassments involving multiple complainants and alleged offenders.  
 
 
 

Roelf also has an e-book available on conducting workplace 
investigations  
 
Respect In the Work Place: Workplace Investigations – A 
Practice Guide 

 
 
 
 
  
 

 
Join the Life Long Learning Community to get occasional notifications on cutting edge  
posts and video posts on work place behavior topics  
Click here 
 
  

https://the-right-talent.ca/discrete-investigation-management-coaching/
https://the-right-talent.ca/interventionsinvestigations/
https://the-right-talent.ca/product/respect-in-the-work-place-investigation-practice-guide/
https://the-right-talent.ca/product/respect-in-the-work-place-investigation-practice-guide/
https://the-right-talent.ca/join_from_lll_blog/
https://the-right-talent.ca/join_from_lll_blog/
https://i0.wp.com/the-right-talent.ca/wp-content/uploads/edd/2021/03/RespectinWorkplaceCovedr.png?fit=2550%2C3300&ssl=1
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Right To Use 

 
You have the right to make a single copy of this paper for your own use. 

Please contact me if you want to make multiple copies of this paper 
for use in your business or organization. 

 
About Roelf Woldring 

 
Roelf is a former CEO, CIO, CTO and senior organizational change consultant.  

 
He has coached direct reports,  

managers and executives in difficulty,  
and high performing managers and executives 

throughout his career. 
 

His post graduate work was in psychology of the workplace. 
Roelf e-writes on software development, management, organizational change,  

and personal and professional development. 
 

He is passionate about e-learning 
and professional development / talent management programs 

that result in high levels of on-the-job performance. 
 

Find out more about Roelf   
 

“Be the Best Team Player and Manager of Others You Can Be”™ 
 

www.The-Right-Talent.ca  
 

Roelf@the-right-talent.ca  
 

1.416.427.1567 
 

Explore ….. 
 

Roelf’s E-books on the Web 
 

Know That | How | Why – State of the Art Soft Skill E-Learning Programs 
 

Soft Skill Development Workshops  
 

Recruiting Effectiveness Process Consulting 
 

On Demand Contract HR Services 
  

https://the-right-talent.ca/roelf-services-activities/
http://www.the-right-talent.ca/
mailto:Roelf@the-right-talent.ca
https://the-right-talent.ca/right_talent_ebooks/
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https://the-right-talent.ca/all-soft_skill_workshops/
https://the-right-talent.ca/recruiting-process-coaching/
https://the-right-talent.ca/hr-contract-services/
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The Right Talent’s Guiding Vision: 

 
“Talent trumps everything.  

 
No matter how great  

your vision, 
 

or how powerful  
your technology,  

 
without the talented people 

 to execute, 
 

you have NOTHING.” 
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