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1. Intersectionality 

In recent years intersectionality has become more and more popular in various fields and contexts 

and of course also in the work place. Officially, the term intersectionality has been added to the 

Oxford English Dictionary in 2015 and was defined as follows:  

“The interconnected nature of social categorizations such as race, class, and gender, 

regarded as creating overlapping and independent systems of discrimination or 

disadvantage.”  1

However, the term has actually been coined in the 1980s already by Kimberlé Crenshaw, an US 

American law professor and social theorist. Crenshaw, herself a black woman, used the term the 

first time in her paper „Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique 

of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics“  published in 1989. She 2

wrote this article in reference to three court cases in the US which concerned the employment of 

black women. These companies (General motors among them) were showing discriminative 

behaviour towards specifically black women but argued that no discrimination took place because, 

after all, they were hiring women, as well as people of color (mostly men). Crenshaw identified this 

gap in the legal system that meant that these cases of black women would not be understood as 

discrimination and could therefore not be prosecuted. By doing so she outlined the importance of 

acknowledging the overlap of different identity dimensions that every person has. While Crenshaw, 

as a legal scholar, was the first person to use the term intersectionality, the idea itself has been 

already present before, especially among black feminism activists. Audre Lorde for example 

already spoke about overlapping discriminations in a speech of hers in 1982: „There is no such 

thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives“ . While at the time 3

intersectionality was specifically focused at the intersection of sex and race, it is now also referred 

to with regards to all identity elements, like ethnicity, class, age, sexual orientation, disability, 

religious beliefs, etc. This model is based on the idea that our identity contains multiple dimensions 

(see graphic below). 

  Oxford English Dictionary, https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/4298431 1

 Crenshaw, K. (1989): Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 2

Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Policies. In: University of Chicago Legal Forum, No. 1, pp. 139-167.

  https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/1982-audre-lorde-learning-60s/3 3
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We can look at them individually but also, very often, some of these dimensions overlap - which is 

where the concept of intersectionality comes into play. 

Each of these identity dimensions is itself a social 

construct. We add meaning to it because we’re 

being taught to do so. And by doing so 

hierarchies and with that privilege and 

marginalization are created. And here the 

impor tance o f i n t e r se c t i ona l i t y - t he 

understanding that identity dimensions can 

overlap - comes into play. Because where there 

is pr iv i lege there can also always be 

discrimination against people who are not 

privileged. And if a person can belong to 

multiple marginalised groups then this person 

can be subject to multiple discrimination. 
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2. Privilege and intersectional Discrimination 

Privilege is mostly understood as (undeserved) advantages a person holds, that benefit this person. 

So for example characteristics like being white or being male are - in most situations - beneficial, 

as well as undeserved and therefore a privilege. The same holds true for the dimensions class, 

abilities, ethnicity or age. Some identity dimensions, like education for example, are not 

undeserved but it is also important to notice that people who are privileged in other dimensions 

will find it easier to also be privileged in those categories. Other dimensions, like nationality or 

religion for example, can also change over time. As mentioned above there are socially 

constructed hierarchies in place for each dimension which determine privilege and 

marginalization, and hence the possibility of being discriminated against.  

2.1 The four dimensions of discrimination 

To fully understand discrimination in order to be able to reflect one’s own privilege and to fight it, it 

is important to first understand that not every discrimination is the same. Researchers of the Center 

for Intersectional Justice suggest that there are four dimensions of discrimination.  4

  

The first dimension they identify is individual discrimination with which most people are familiar 

and which is most often talked about. It takes place when one person discriminates against 

another, in a clear victim - perpetrator distinction on an individual basis and is carried out with 

intent. An example for individual discrimination would be hate speech or verbal abuse. 

  

The second dimension is structural discrimination. Structural discrimination is based on socially 

constructed hierarchies which each person shares unconsciously. These hierarchies are created 

concerning different identity dimensions and lead to the marginalization of people who hold 

certain characteristics. Other people who are in the privileged groups gain power because of these 

unconscious and undeserved biases.  

  

The third dimension named by the Center for Intersectional Justice is called institutional 

discrimination. This is a type of discrimination carried out by people in powerful positions or 

 Center for intersectional Justice e.V.: Intersectional discrimination in Europe: relevance, challenges and ways forward.4
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institutions like the police or courts. It is being maintained through laws and institutions through 

which unconscious biases are reproduced and reinforced. Racial profiling that uses race or ethnicity 

as grounds for suspects or adoption laws that do not apply for non heteronormative couples are an 

example for institutional discrimination.  

  

The last dimension of discrimination concerns the historical scope. The historical dimension is 

important for most analysis of discrimination because of its impact on current issues. There is a 

clear correlation between antisemitism, colonial racism or patriarchal oppression and patterns of 

discrimination.  

2.2 Intersectional Discrimination 

Intersectional discrimination happens when a person belonging to more than one marginalised 

group, is being discriminated against because of these specific belonging constellation. This 

becomes clear in the examples of black women in the US in the 80s, that Crenshaw is referring to 

in her article. A study by the European Commission from 2007 holds another clarifying example.  5

In the study a lawyer from the UK describes a case he took over concerning a young muslim man 

who had worked in a call center. The man is not white and used to go to work in religious clothing. 

Some of his coworkers brought his appearance in connection with terrorism and contacted the HR 

department and eventually the man lost his job (an example for structural and institutional 

discrimination). The company later argued that no religious discrimination took place since there 

are other muslim men and women employed in the company, and neither did any racial 

discrimination happen because there are other south Asian men employed there. The 

discrimination could only take place because of the overlapping identity dimensions this employee 

held which shows the importance of an intersectional approach.  

 European Commission (2007): Bekämpfung von Mehrfachdiskriminierung. Praktiken, Politikstrategien und 5

Rechtsvorschriften
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3. Intersectionality in the workplace 

At the workplace intersectional discrimination is also happening frequently to different extents and 

in different areas. The three examples below, including study results, show how structural and 

institutional discrimination are still very much anchored in company procedures. 

3.1 Discrimination during the application process 

Studies often talk about a double or triple jeopardy for employees belonging to multiple 

marginalized groups, meaning that there are multiple burdens for them in comparison with less 

marginalized employees. An experimental study in Belgium found that the applications by 

Maghreb/ Arab women for high-cognitive demanding jobs, like managing positions, were simply 

overlooked by recruiters in contrast to equally qualified caucasian women or Maghreb/Arab men. 

The study also found that this was not the case for low-cognitive demanding jobs like clerk 

positions highlighting the complexity of intersectional discrimination and the unconscious biases of 

HR professionals.   6

A German study by the Frankfurt University of Applied Science found that lesbian applicants also 

encounter discrimination during the application process.  For the study half of the applicants made 7

it clear in their CV that they are queer by for example mentioning volunteer work in a queer 

association or indicating that they are in a civil partnership. The researchers found that 55,1% of 

lesbian applicants and 48,6% of heterosexual applicants were rejected right away, while 21,2% of 

lesbian applicants and 17,4% of heterosexual applicants didn’t receive an answer at all. Of all 

lesbian applicants only 4,1% received an invitation for a phone interview in comparison to 14,2% 

of all heterosexual applicants. 

  

 Derous, E., & Pepermans, R. (2019). Gender discrimination in hiring: Intersectional effects with ethnicity and cognitive job 6

demands. Archives of Scientific Psychology, 7(1), 40-49.

 Graml et al. (2020): The L-Word in Business. Eine Studie zur Situation lesbischer Frauen in der Arbeitswelt.7
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3.2 Wage differences and unemployment 

The general gender pay gap - in Germany women earn 19% less for the exact same work as men - 

is already widely known. Recent studies prove that the double jeopardy mentioned before also 

comes into play here and leave women of color for example with a higher pay gap as well as low-

paying jobs. The Institute for Women’s Policy Research in the US found that especially black and 

hispanic women have lower median annual earnings than white women or black or hispanic men. 

 For Germany it is more difficult to find similar statistics since race, ethnicity or sexual orientation 8

are not recorded as personal identity dimensions due to data protection reasons. A EU-wide study 

from 2020 funded by the European Commission highlights the gaps in the EU labor market 

through an intersectional lens with focus on gender and migrant status.  The study found that 9

especially among non EU-born women without a university degree unemployment rates are much 

higher in comparison to their male counterparts or women who are born within the EU.  

  

3.3 Lack of professional development 

Another example of intersectional discrimination concerns professional development. Most studies 

which do include categories like race include analysis in the US or the UK context and show that 

e.g. women of color have less chances to build their careers and receive promotions. A 2021 study 

by McKinsey and Company found that women and specifically women of color are less and less 

represented the higher up they are in the corporate pipeline.  While at entry level women and 10

men of the same race are more or less equally represented, in C-Suite 62% of all employees are 

white men, 13% are men of color, 20% white women and 4% women of color. 

  

 Institute for Women’s Policy Research (2020): Same Gap, different year. Fact Sheet.8

 Grubanov-Boskovic et al. (2020): Gaps in the EU Labour Market Participation Rates: an intersectional assessment of the 9

role of gender and migrant status.

 McKinsey and Company (2021):Women in the Workplace.10

UHLALA Group | Empowering LGBTIQ+ People in the Working World 9



4. Intersectional Perspectives 

There are multiple ways how an intersectional framework can help prevent or defeat structural or 

institutional multiple discrimination in the workplace.  

Be aware of your own privileges 

A first step could be to raise awareness for privileges of our own, not only how they affect our own 

professional development but also how they can impact the lives of others. It is important to keep 

in mind that everybody’s experience is different from our own and that everybody has different 

identity characteristics that are unique and which bring different privileges in different situations as 

well as discrimination experience. 

Raise awareness and confront corporate structures 

The awareness that everybody is different helps in preventing stereotyping. Additionally the 

awareness that discrimination is a system that is enforced by institutions and structures is of the 

utmost importance. This understanding of discrimination and its different forms can help to 

examine company structures and see if they might enhance discrimination, to then be able to 

change these structures. To be able to do that it can be very beneficial to speak to employees 

belonging to marginalized groups and discuss corporate structures and room for potential.  

  

Unconscious Bias 

Every one of us has unconscious biases (sometimes also called implicit biases) concerning specific 

groups of people (see also structural discrimination). Unconscious biases can be negative as well 

as positive, e.g. the halo effect in recruiting. In order to prevent stereotyping or unconscious 

attitudes towards certain groups of people, it is possible to reflect on these biases and by that turn 

them into conscious biases that we can control and become aware of. Specifically designed 

trainings can help to raise this awareness amongst employees.  
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Intersectional Representation 

Having everyone's voice heard and also including employees from different backgrounds in 

decision making will ensure to create an intersectional representation at company level. If a 

company plans a LGBTIQ+ employee resource group for example, it is paramount to not only 

include gay white men in the planning but also for example LGBTIQ+ people of colour or older 

LGBTIQ+ employees.  

Additionally external representation can be beneficial like taking an intersectional lens when 

creating a job posting or representation in general on the website.  An example of an 

intersectional approach is also the connection of different employee resource groups. Networks 

could start joint initiatives or events, support and learn from each other and see what employees 

really need. 
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5. 4 tips for a more inclusive and intersectional diversity management 

1) Inclusive job descriptions 

Make sure your job descriptions are up to date and be aware that the language you are using in 

the descriptions can either attract or repel people. It is therefore paramount to use sensitive, 

thoughtful and inclusive language. A well written inclusive job description will show applicants that 

your company offers an inclusive work atmosphere and that all candidates will be considered, no 

matter their different identity characteristics. By now there are even tools to check how inclusive 

your job description is, like the gender decoder which was created based on research that found 

that women will be less likely to apply for jobs whose descriptions are coded with more masculine 

language (see http://gender-decoder.katmatfield.com/).  

  

2) Diverse imagery 

If pictures are being used in your job descriptions make sure to also portray not only white men. 

This will also ensure that a broader range of people will be reached by your job posting. 

3) Resume reviewing 

There are a few things you can consider to tackle your unconscious bias when reviewing job 

applications. Researchers have found that for a culturally familiar candidate, strengths will often be 

highlighted while weaknesses are downplayed. One way to avoid biases is to create a blind, 

systematic process for reviewing applications. Software programs that blind the process are a 

useful tool here and will prevent you from judging someone based on their name or nationality for 

example. Awareness trainings that are designed to control unconscious biases can also help.  

  

4) Interviewing 

The same biases can of course also influence the interview process. Here, it is important to try and 

stick to a fixed set of questions, ask the questions in the same order and try to be as objective as 

possible. Also be aware that biases like the halo effect are possible. 
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