
On a daily basis, people continue to hear and sometimes use words and phrases that 
demean, ridicule or demonstrate ignorance about people from different groups and 
backgrounds. If left unchecked, insensitive remarks can lead to scapegoating, name 
calling, social avoidance and other acts of prejudice and bigotry.

Prejudicial phrases and statements often come without warning, sometimes leaving 
youth and adults stunned, speechless and unsure of how to respond. Unfortunately,  
the typical response often is to say nothing, but ADL believes there is a better response. 
While often difficult to do, challenging bigoted and offensive remarks and jokes is critical 
to ensuring dignity and respect for all people.

Below are some guidelines for you to consider when challenging prejudice and 
discrimination. 

WHAT DID
YOU JUST SAY?
CHALLENGING
YOUR OWN BIASES

1. Be willing to take action. 

Ignoring prejudicial attitudes and behaviors will 

not make them go away, and silence can send the 

unintended message that you are in agreement 

with the words or actions. Make it clear that you find 

the behaviors offensive and that you are not willing 

to tolerate jokes, slurs or any action that demeans 

another person or group. Do not directly intervene 

if you feel it might jeopardize your own or others’ 

safety, but do consider other effective responses, 

including speaking to the perpetrator later, going to 

get assistance or providing support to the target of 

the prejudice.

2. UnDeRStanD anD leaRn to Manage  
 conFlict. 

Biased attitudes have developed over time and are 

unlikely to change without some conscious effort. 

When challenging biased attitudes or behaviors in 

others, it is not unusual to be faced with conflict. By 

learning skills to manage conflict effectively, you will 

be able to use conflict as a positive force to foster 

growth.

3. Be awaRe oF YoUR own BiaSeS. 

All people have been socialized to believe many 

stereotypes and misconceptions about other groups. 

An awareness of your own prejudices and biases 

will help you understand the limitations they place on 

your own perspectives. If you lack knowledge or are 

unsure how to handle a situation, seek the information 

or help that you need. When your own discriminatory 

attitudes or behaviors are pointed out to you, be 

open to feedback and avoid reacting defensively.

4. liSten anD leaRn FRoM otHeRS’   
 eXPeRienceS. 

Don’t minimize or trivialize people’s experiences or 

deny their concerns. Make an effort to see situations 

through other people’s eyes.

5. USe ReSPectFUl langUage anD BeHaVioR. 

Educate yourself about terminology that is respectful, 

nonbiased and inclusive of all people regardless of 

race, ethnicity, gender, disabilities, sexual orientation, 

gender identity, age or religion. If you are unsure of how 

a person of group prefers to be identified, ask questions.

6. PRoViDe accURate inFoRMation to  
 coUnteR SteReotYPeS anD BiaSeS. 

Take initiative in educating yourself about your own 

and others’ cultures. Ask questions when you need 

additional information, but don’t rely completely on 

other people to educate you about their culture and 

history or to explain oppression to you. People are 

more willing to share when you take an active role 

and the learning is mutual.

7. acknowleDge DiVeRSitY anD aVoiD  
 SteReotYPical tHinking. 

Don’t ignore or pretend not to see the rich diversity 

of human backgrounds and experiences. 

Acknowledging differences is not the problem, 

rather the problem is placing negative value 

judgments on those differences! Stereotypes based 

on differences are inappropriate because they 

generalize, limit and deny people’s unique 

individuality and humanity. 
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DEVELOPING A 
COMMON LANGUAGE

Many of the terms on this page are used in this resource guide.  
Test your knowledge of them by matching each term to its  
definition. Check your answers below when finished.

_____1. Ableism

_____2. Ageism

_____3. Anti-Bias

_____4. Anti-Semitism

_____5. Bigotry

_____6. Classism

_____7. Culture

_____8. Discrimination

_____9. Diversity

____10. Heterosexism

____11. Homophobia

____12.  Multicultural

____13.  Prejudice

____14.  Racism

____15.  Scapegoating

____16.  Sexism

____17.  Stereotype
 1. M
2. G
3. K

4. P
5. C
6. H

7. D
8. A
9. O

10. I
11. J
12. N

13. F
14. B
15. Q

16. E
17. L
 

Answers:

A  The denial of justice and fair treatment by both 

individuals and institutions in many arenas, 

including employment, education, housing, banking 

and political rights. An action that can follow 

prejudicial thinking.

B  Prejudice and/or discrimination against people 

based on the social construction of race. 

Differences in physical  characteristics (e.g. skin 

color, hair texture, eye shape) are used to support 

a system of inequities.

C  An unreasonable or irrational attachment to 

negative stereotypes and prejudices.

D The patterns of daily life learned consciously and 

unconsciously by a group of people. These patterns 

can be seen in language, governing practices, 

arts, customs, holiday celebrations, food, religion, 

dating rituals and clothing, to name a few.

E  Prejudice and/or discrimination against people 

based on their real or perceived sex. This is based 

on a belief (conscious or unconscious) that there 

is a natural order based on sex.

F  Making a decision about a person or group of 

people without sufficient knowledge. This thinking is 

frequently based on stereotypes.

G  Prejudice and/or discrimination against people 

because of their real or perceived age.

H  Prejudice and/or discrimination against people 

because of their real or perceived economic status.

I  Prejudice and/or discrimination against people 

who are or who are perceived to be lesbian, gay, 

bisexual or transgender (LGBT).

J  A term used to describe a blatant fear or hatred of 

LGBT people.

K  An active commitment to challenging prejudice, 

stereotyping and all forms of discrimination.

L  An oversimplified generalization about a person 

or group of people without regard for individual 

differences. Even seemingly positive ideas that link 

a person or group to a specific positive trait can 

have negative consequences.

M Prejudice and/or discrimination against people with 

mental or physical disabilities.

N  Many or multiple cultures. The United States is 

this because its population consists of people from 

many different cultures.

O  A word that means different or varied. The 

population of the United States is made up of 

people from different places and from diverse racial 

and cultural groups.

P  Prejudice or discrimination that is directed towards 

Jews.  Anti-Semitism is based on stereotypes and 

myths that target Jews as a people, their religious 

practices and beliefs, and the Jewish state of Israel.

Q  Blaming an individual or group for something based 

on that person or group’s identity when, in reality, 

the person or group is not responsible. Prejudicial 

thinking and discriminatory acts can lead to this.
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Begin by clarifying for yourself what you want to get 
out of the interaction. If venting your anger is your 
primary goal, you are unlikely to have a successful 
interaction with the other person. Similarly, making an 
equally offensive remark or publicly embarrassing the 
person who made the comment will not be productive.

Assume goodwill. Many people who make offensive 
remarks do so out of ignorance. Because they do not 
intend harm, they often assume no harm is done.

Talk to the person privately. By doing so, you remove 
the necessity to “save face” publicly or to defend his or 
her actions in front of a group.

Start the conversation by “vesting your relationship.” For 
example, start the conversation by saying something 
like, “I wanted to talk with you, Mary, because your 
friendship is important to me.”

Use “I” and not “you” statements. The conversation will 
be less successful if it focuses on what you think the other 
person did “wrong.”

Remember your “rights.” You have the right to request 
that this type of humor (or comments) not be used in 
your presence.

tiPS FOR RESPONDING TO 
BigoteD WORDS, jokeS AND SlURS

BiaS
Stereotyping • Insensitive remarks • Belittling jokes • Non-inclusive language 

Justifying biases by seeking out like-minded people
Accepting negative information/screening out positive information

inDiViDUal actS oF PRejUDice
Bullying 
Ridicule

Name-calling 
Social Avoidance

Slurs/Epithets 
De-humanization

DiScRiMination
Economic Discrimination 

Employment Discrimination 
Educational Discrimination

Political Discrimination 
Housing Discrimination 

Segregation

BiaS-MotiVateD 
Violence

genociDe

INDIVIDUAL: 
Murder 
Rape 

Assault 
Threats

COMMUNITY: 
Arson 

Terrorism 
Vandalism 

Desecration

PYRAMID    
OF HATE

The Pyramid of Hate 

demonstrates that when 

people accept one level of 

behavior, it becomes easier 

to accept behaviors on the 

next level as being “normal.” 

This normalization process 

has the potential to continue 

up the Pyramid, and in fact, 

the most violent and horrific 

manifestations of prejudice 

at the top of the Pyramid 

had their beginnings in the 

thinking described at the 

lower levels. We hope the 

Pyramid of Hate 

demonstrates the 

importance of challenging 

all manifestations of 

prejudice and discrimination 

by motivating action in 

response to behaviors  

many see as subtle or 

insignificant.
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The act or intent
to deliberately and

systematically
annihilate an entire people




