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IMPORTANT—Even though this guide has been edited by a lot of very wise people, it's still just a booklet of 
helpful suggestions. It's not the law; nor is it a substitute for legal counsel or personal advice from a licensed 
professional. 

Have you ever . . . 

been at a loss for the right words to say in an uncomfortable situation? 

witnessed a co-worker’s ideas being dismissed? 

had someone treat you differently because of your sexual orientation, the color of 
your skin, or a disability? 

felt that your voice or your perspective was not being heard? 

said or done something that offended a co-worker, without meaning to? 

been humiliated by a co-worker’s comments? 

been the target of ugly rumors or gossip? 

This guide won't solve every problem for you, but it might help you find the 
right words to say, help you avoid some common pitfalls, or give you the 
courage to build a kinder and more respectful workplace. 
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Bias 

My co-worker told me I am biased against black people. I don’t think I am. What now? 

It took a lot of courage to give you that feedback. Say, “thank you for telling me. I’m not sure I am, and I don’t 
want to be, so I will give it some thought.”  

Yes, it’s hard. And humbling. But, it is important to consider. Are you biased against people of color, specifically, 
black people? Maybe yes. Maybe no. That’s for you to discern. Here’s the thing: no one wants to be biased, but 
we all are in different ways. Uncovering our unconscious bias takes time, humility, and patience. If someone 
cares enough to point out a bias to us—as painful as it might be for us to hear—it’s a gift. When you uncover a 
bias, you’re on your way to overcoming it.  

If you are biased toward black people, or harbor any other bias, frame the bias. Look at it and own it. Then, 
challenge it. Or, as Verna Myers says in a TED Talk about bias, we should go after them. (See TED talk entitled 
“How to overcome our biases? Walk boldly toward them.” 
https://www.ted.com/talks/verna_myers_how_to_overcome_our_biases_walk_boldly_toward_them.) It’s only 
after we challenge our biases that we can set them aside. But, we first must be aware they exist. 

Now, here’s the tricky part. What if your co-worker called you out, but unfairly? Our current culture makes it 
acceptable to say “that’s racist” or “that’s sexist.” And, while speaking up is important, not every claim will be 
true. The important thing to remember is that we need to take a look at ourselves and decide. Thanks to your 
co-worker, you have an opportunity to look at yourself in a different way. 

How do I uncover my unconscious biases if they are unconscious? 

The first step is awareness. Be mindful of your thoughts, perceptions, and attitudes about people, especially 
new people or those you don’t know.  

When you see someone new, what are your perceptions? What are your stereotypes? What generalizations do 
you make about people? When you see someone you don’t know, are your immediate thoughts negative, 
neutral, or positive? When you think of a specific role, are your thoughts wired to imagine a certain type of 
person? 

When you hear a stereotype, or you find yourself making an assumption or judgment about someone: 

 Stop for a moment. 

 Think. Who are my assumptions directed toward? What is my assumption or stereotype?  

 Explore it further. Identify the basis for the stereotype. Ask yourself questions. Where did it come from? 

 And Prepare yourself for the next time. When I face this bias again, what can I do to set it aside? Where 
can I find information to counter the stereotype or assumption? 

https://www.ted.com/talks/verna_myers_how_to_overcome_our_biases_walk_boldly_toward_them
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Diversity and Inclusion 

My homosexual co-worker has a framed picture of her partner on her desk. I don’t 
want to offend her but I don’t know how to refer to them. Partners? Gay? What does 
LGBTQ mean, anyway? 

LGBTQ is an acronym, which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer; sometimes it has a plus 
(LGBTQ+) which denotes other ways non-heterosexuals self-identify sexual orientation and gender identity, 
including questioning, pansexual, and asexual. 

While it is important to understand that people may self-identify or self-express in different ways, there are 
privacy issues to consider. Some people who identify as LGBTQ+ will welcome the questions of how they self-
identify; others will not. A good rule of thumb is to let your co-worker guide the conversation. If she prefers 
different pronoun usage, or refers to her partner in a specific way, she’ll let you know.  

The bottom line? Names are always best — regardless of someone’s sexual identity or orientation. 

What if a co-worker asks me if I’m gay? 

This question, or any question about your sex life, personal relationships, or private life is out of line for work. 
That said, we spend a lot of time at work, and many of our co-workers become friends. It's really up to you to set 
your boundaries. If you are uncomfortable with the question, the best way to respond is to calmly say 
something like, “I prefer not to discuss my personal life. Please don’t ask me about it again.” If the person 
continues the conversation, walk away. If the person, or other co-workers, won’t let it go, talk to your manager. 

What if I can’t understand a co-worker’s English? 

If you have a hard time understanding one of your co-workers, don’t just walk away because you felt too 
awkward to ask them to repeat themselves. The person wants to be understood and you want to understand, so 
smile and politely ask, “I’m sorry, I didn't understand. Could you please repeat that more slowly?” And one more 
hint: Just because you have trouble understanding someone doesn’t mean that they have trouble understanding 
you. So, unless someone asks you to, don’t assume that you should speak slower and certainly not louder.  

What if someone is always trying to get me into a political or religious discussion? 

Some people sincerely believe that they have discovered truths that will make your life or the world better. 
Other people just love a good debate and the sound of their own voice. They'll bait you with questions and 
comments until they can get you into a discussion. While a diverse workforce brings strength, some of the 
diverse values and beliefs do not need to be discussed at work, especially if the purpose is to influence your 
personal beliefs. 

It's best just to say something like, "You're obviously very sincere in your beliefs, but I'm not interested in 
hearing them right now. If that changes, I'll come and talk to you. Okay?" 
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Hostile Work Environment Harassment 

Offending Others 

I don’t mean to offend anyone, so what’s the big deal? 

It’s not the intention that matters; it’s the impact on the other person. 

If you’re thinking that it’s difficult to know how to behave at work, you’re right—sort of. It’s easy to blow this 
out of proportion, though, and say that you’re not allowed to be yourself or that the world has gone too PC. But 
political correctness at work is really just a matter of respecting the people around you. 

The way you act and what you say when you are out with a group of friends on a Saturday night may be 
different from how you act and what you say while you’re at work. You can be yourself in both environments, 
just a different part of yourself. 

At work, cluelessness won’t cut it. If you find yourself offending people without meaning to, get a clue. Think 
about what you say and do before you say or do it. 

What if a co-worker tells me I’ve offended him or her? 

If it wasn’t your intention to offend your co-worker, a genuine "I’m sorry” will quickly put the incident in the 
past. Yes, it may be a little embarrassing for you, but consider the courage it took your co-worker to tell you. 

Now, if you did intend to offend, an “I’m sorry" is a good place to start. But, most importantly, consider yourself 
warned and don’t do it again. Negative or offensive comments among co-workers only make it more difficult to 
work, which is why you’re together in the first place. And, keep in mind that a pattern could lead to serious 
consequences, including loss of employment and even legal action.  

How can I have any fun at work if I have to be politically correct all the time? 

Actually, you can—and should—have fun while you work. We all spend too much time at work not to enjoy it. 
However, that fun shouldn’t be at the expense of someone else.  

If you’re getting caught up with what’s PC and what isn’t, you’re missing the point. Consider the feelings of your 
co-workers because it’s the right thing to do. Making fun of people or sexually charging the workplace with your 
comments, suggestions, and behaviors is inappropriate. Try having fun by enjoying your job and the people with 
whom you work. 
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Bullying 

What if someone is telling rumors about me and making me look bad in front of my 
boss? 

The most important thing to remember is that it’s not you. Bullies thrive on power and control. They try to 
overcome their own insecurities by latching on to a target who they can bully so they feel more powerful. What 
can you do? If you’re comfortable doing so, speak up. Keep it calm, keep it clear, and ask them to stop. If that 
doesn’t work, document everything and then talk to HR.  

My friend said HR won’t do anything because bullying isn’t against the law. So, now 
what? 

More and more states are passing legislation against workplace bullying. And, even if bullying is not against the 
law in your state, it may be against company policy. Here’s the thing: you can’t control the outcome, but you can 
do your part to affect change. 

Accept that you did nothing to bring on the bullying. Call it what it is: bullying. And, go to your manager and HR 
and shine a light on what the bully is doing to you. It takes courage, but regardless of the outcome, you can 
stand tall knowing you did everything you could to stop the bullying. 

What if someone is always mean to me? 

If someone is always mean to you and you have absolutely no idea why, they may just be a mean person. It's a 
sad fact of life, but no matter where you go, you're going to find people who are mean, rude, selfish, or all of the 
above. Some are bullies. Some are just disgruntled, unhappy people. So, how you deal with the person depends 
on how closely you work together and whether the person is just plain mean to everyone, or someone who has 
targeted you to bully. 

It may be easier to ignore someone who is mean to everyone. But, if someone is bullying you, that’s a different 
story. The power and control tactics the bully uses will escalate over time and things will get worse for you. So, 
speak up. Keep it calm. Keep it clear. And, document everything so you’re prepared to go to your manager and HR. 

What if I see someone being bullied? Won’t I become the target if I speak up? 

Remember, there is strength in numbers. If you speak up, then you shine a spotlight on what is happening and 
bring it out of the shadows. It takes courage to be an upstander instead of a bystander, but when good people 
do and say nothing, the bad behavior continues unchecked.  
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