
I have a question to ask, but I don't 

want to cause offence...
We’ve all been there – someone comes into the room and there’s something ‘different’ 
about them, something that you’ve possibly not experienced before. You are curious and 
really want to ask them some personal questions to understand this difference better. 

Maybe they have a really obvious 
mark on their face… Maybe 
they have a certain disability or 
condition... Maybe they look like 
they practice a religion that you 
don’t know about... Maybe they 
speak a different language or 
appear to have come from another 
country... Maybe you are unclear 
of their gender… There are lots of 
differences between people, it’s 
part of what makes our diversity 
so rich.

It’s a natural response to be interested in people who are different to you, but it’s really 
important to be aware of some things before you bring it up with them.

Try to...
• Think – are you asking them because you care about them as a person and want to get 

to know them better, or just to satisfy your own curiosity?

• Be respectful and remember to think about the feelings of the person you are 
speaking to

• Start with “is it ok to ask you a personal question about your … race / religion / 
sexuality etc…” 

• Remember they might get asked about this a lot and it 
might be a very sensitive issue for them.

• Be prepared for them to say ‘No’ and be ready to 
apologise if they get upset or angry about your 
question.

• If they are happy to talk to you, be clear what you are 
asking about, don’t make them have to guess what you 
want to ask.

• Listen to what they want to say to you. Don’t ask them 
a question and then not listen to their answers.



• If they move on, you move on as well – don’t make a big deal about something if they aren’t.

• Be ready to do research independently if you really want to find out about this topic, and 
why it might cause offence to ask people about it.

Try to avoid:
• Dismissing any hurt that you might accidentally have caused by saying things like “you’re 

overreacting / I never meant to cause offence / it’s a normal question”. Instead, listen if 
they want to tell you what they’re feeling.

• Seeking forgiveness – they might not be ready to give it, and they don’t have to. You can 
apologise but leave it there. They might not want to respond to you at all.

• Pushing the point - if they don’t want to talk about it, then don’t push it.

Remember, try not to argue, shame people or make them feel defensive.

The tactics above aim to help people talk about the differences 

between us in a sensitive way. The tactics above have been suggested 

by Nottingham people through over 1000 hours of consultation with over 

650 people to understand their lived experiences of responding  

to prejudice. 
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