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Abstract: Background: Intersectionality contests that individuals have multiple characteristics in
their identity that cannot be siloed or deemed exclusive to each other. Understanding and utilising
an intersectional lens in organisations can increase inclusion of individuals and organisational
performance. An educational package known as the Intersectionality Walk (IW) was developed by
the authors, piloted, and evaluated in order to break down the commonly held descriptors of diversity
silos that fragments inclusion, and to understand how various identity characteristics compound
disadvantage. The paper outlines the need to transition from siloed views of diversity to a more
intrinsic view of identity to achieve inclusivity. Methods: The IW was developed and trialled with
a series of work-based scenarios and realistic multifaceted personas. Data collection occurred preand post-IW utilising a mixed methods approach. Responses to Likert scale surveys and open-ended
questions were captured and analysed via inductive and grounded theory perspectives. Results:
An improved awareness and understanding of individual knowledge, reflectivity and positionality
relating to intersectionality and intersectional approaches was reported on completion of the IW.
Furthermore, responses reported how and why organisations can approach and improve inclusivity
via using intersectional approaches. Conclusions: The IW as an educational package has a positive
impact and is a key linkage for all employers to build an inclusive culture and to harness the talent
of all employees. Further research will occur to measure the implemented change in organisations
following the IW.
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1. Introduction
Intersectionality as a concept is growing and literature has captured the discourse of
intersectionality theory as a catalyst for social change and intersectionality as the roots of
activism [1–3]. However, the evaluation of intersectionality strategies or those strategies
using an intersectional lens to transform organisational behaviour and culture is extremely
limited, with even fewer evaluations occurring on what works in the Science Technology
Engineering Mathematics and Medicine (STEMM) field [4,5]. This paper focuses on the
nexus of gender equity issues in STEMM organisations and intersectionality; that gender
itself intersects with other forms of inequity, oppression and disadvantage [6–8]. The
importance of evaluating the development and introduction of intersectionality education,
with respect to positive impact on individuals as future change-makers within organisations
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As represented in Figure 1, an individual human holds intrinsic diversity of thinking, and acquired diversity of knowledge and skills, as well as networks, at any point in
time. The intersections of an individual’s gender, ethnicity, cultural background, linguistic
background, age (and more) compound to create a unique individual with unique talents.
This holds a wealth of potential for organisations, for innovation, and for valuing diverse
individuals because it can expand enormously an organisation’s quantum of diversity of
thinking, knowledge and skills, and connectivity to diverse networks at multiple scales.
There is a vast array of literature that discusses the various applications of an intersectional
lens from a scholarly and research dimension. This literature provides insights into why
intersectionality is important for understanding connections, client characteristics and
behaviour, for service agencies for developing more holistic service provision, and for
organisations in understanding and advancing equity [11,19,21–25]. It also recognises that
intersectionality is not solely concerned with disadvantage. “What might seem like oppression in one setting can be experienced as privilege in another. Therefore, even oppression
and privilege become contextual and relational” [18] (p.35). What is generally absent from
the literature is the description of how to apply an intersectional lens through education
and training to close the gap of a lack of knowledge on intersectionality, and why it is
important for organisations including higher education institutions, to use intersectionality
as a framework to provide environments where all individuals feel sought after for their talents and can thrive [26]. Applying intersectionality has the ability to disrupt and transform
social inequalities and organisational rationale to go beyond traditional minority group
thinking [27,28]. The application of an intersectional lens requires critical reflection and
thinking in order to move away from traditional gendered organisational structures and
processes, and to move beyond the status quo [6,7]. It challenges STEMM organisations
and educational institutions to move beyond their traditional structures and processes, and
to incorporate learning from other disciplines in order to be transformative. Organisational
research and education that utilises an intersectional lens with practical actions is needed
to challenge the views and values of organisations [23]. Research should question how
practices, policy, and politics perpetuate inequity and inequality in order to re-focus on
organisational social responsibility and to advance inclusion [23,29–31]. Organisations
should not only respond to diversity and inequalities but rather embrace intersectionality
to harness diverse talent, human capital and capability, and cultivate a sense of belonging
for diverse individuals. This is imperative for facilitating change and understanding real
inclusion in organisations and practice. In a case example, STEMM or science is not a
single dimension and is moving away from a positivist approach to that of an intersectional approach, adopting an intersectional lens in research which provides a platform to
reassess prior assumptions and identity formation, and to provide opportunities to redress
inequalities such as sexism in science classrooms and labs [32,33].
The authors identified a need to go beyond discussing theoretical applications of intersectionality to developing an educational approach to take intersectionality from theory
to practice and evaluate the impact of the application of intersectionality education [4]. It
was recognised that an intersectional approach would facilitate a greater understanding
of how multiple forms of discrimination may interact and compound to narrow STEMM
contribution and participation at all stages of the ‘STEMM education and career pathway’.
Moving from intersectional theory to practice will assist in the development of a diverse
and productive STEMM workforce operating at its full human potential. Key to this was
the foundation of transformative learning and the building of an evidence base of practice
promoting an intersectional view of inclusion, using an education module as a teaching
moment pedagogy that required participants’ critical self-reflection and self-evaluation of
behaviours beyond the nominal universal diversity of identities [29]. The consideration of
the importance and role of leadership is paramount for an intersectional focus to deliver
change, not only by individual behavioural modelling, but by understanding disadvantage,
and to challenge thinking, behaviour, structures, policy, systems and power [20,30,34]. The
educational package was developed to place individuals, using personas, into the shoes of
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others who have different and potentially vulnerable identity characteristics. This was to
challenge the participants’ own concepts of intersectionality and to expand their thinking
and logic of diversity and inclusion—to go beyond their own world view [8]. The shared
recognition of the impact intersectionality has on employees in the workplace and testing
of real-time mitigation strategies described here can then be used to enhance the capability
of organisations to achieve gender equity outcomes.
The educational package developed was a set of resources, to equip staff members within
institutions and organisations to facilitate an “Intersectionality Walk” (IW)—an authentic and
experiential activity for a participating group of 10–15 people, to broaden their understanding
and appreciation of the impact of intersectionality in the workplace. The IW as an exercise
provides a practical demonstration of the compounding effect of multiple factors of identity
that can disadvantage people in the workplace. It is an action-based activity on how intersectionality affects an individual’s engagement at work, and how identification and mitigation
of structural barriers can change this. It also deliberately includes an educational component
on how to achieve impactful structural change—through inclusion.
The set of resources developed—the “Intersectionality Walk Pack”—include a briefing
video providing an overview of intersectionality in the context of Australia’s Women in the
STEM Decadal Plan and the UK’s Athena SWAN Principles; a guide to facilitating the IW;
and a downloadable pack with personas and scenarios, ready to pick up and use within
any organisation (see Supplementary Materials). There is also a “Virtual Intersectionality
Walk Tracker” available, to facilitate the IW in online settings.
The IW is conducted in a circle of between 6 and 15 people. Multiple circles can be
accommodated provided there is sufficient room and facilitators. Each of the circles are
led by a facilitator who hands out personas and reads out scenarios which will determine
the steps taken by participants. The personas with identities/characteristics and ‘realistic
workplace scenarios’ cover a range of gender identities and vulnerability characteristics.
Participants take on a persona, then take one or more steps backwards in each scenario,
depending on the compounding factors that impact on their persona in that scenario. If the
IW is being conducted virtually, the participants keep a tally of how many virtual steps
they have taken. At the completion of the IW, feedback from participants is sought about
the changes that could be made to the workplace scenarios to be more inclusive for their
persona. The facilitator incorporates the suggested changes into the scenarios and re-runs
the IW to assess the effect of the changes.
Example scenario: there is a task requiring after hours work, for at least a couple of
weeks, over the next 6 months—the exact timing is not known. The team working on the
task, are all “Aussie”, white and male. Your manager has asked for more volunteers and
has offered a trip to a high-profile conference as an incentive. You have always wanted to
have the opportunity to attend this event.
Do you volunteer for the after-hours work? Do you feel your contributions are valued?
Example persona: Li is a female research academic. She is from a non-English-speaking
background and does not have any family in the country. She is married with a full-time
employed spouse, and she is in the late stages of pregnancy.
In the above example, we can see how Li could be impacted by multiple factors of
her identity. The team is predominately white, male, and Australian-born. Li, as a woman
from a non-English speaking background, may feel less inclined to volunteer for the task.
Further, being pregnant and with no family in the country, she is unlikely to be able to
attend the high-profile conference, or volunteer for after-hours work. In this instance,
we can see how Li would take multiple steps away from the inner circle, and how this
demonstrates to participants the compounding effect of intersectionality in the workplace.
The IW was used to research the understanding of the theory and practice of intersectionality and inclusion at the individual, career, and institutional levels. Both qualitative
and quantitative data were obtained and analysed, with a focus on the individual and institutional scales. Here we report the findings of this research and discuss the implications of
the IW as an educational resource for enabling meaningful and structural inclusive change
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in diversity and inclusion practices that take a holistic approach to individuals and for
realising the benefits for organisations.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Evaluation Data Collection
Evaluation data were collected via a pre- and post-questionnaire with the IW participants. Ethical approval for the study was provided by the Australian National University
(2020/005) and Charles Sturt University (H20357) Human Research Ethics Committees
(National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 2007). The IW was first trialled
at the “Catalysing Gender Equity 2020 Conference” held in February 2020 in Adelaide, Australia. Participants registered to attend the session three weeks prior to the conference and
upon registration were sent an invitation to participate in the study, an information sheet
and a link to the online questionnaire. Participation in the study was not a requirement for
participating in the IW Workshop at the conference.
The questionnaire, hosted on QualtricsXM , comprised closed and open-ended questions that aimed to identify how well participants felt they understood intersectionality
and its impacts on careers, and how well equipped they perceived themselves and their
workplaces to respond to intersectional issues. Questions specifically asked how they
would define intersectionality, what they felt were important factors in intersectionality
(for example religion, gender, sexual orientation, marital status), whether they agreed
they had a personal role to play in promoting inclusive practices and policies, and which
characteristics of intersectionality were important at their institution. They were asked
to reflect upon whether their workplaces recognised or addressed intersectionality and
what structural barriers may exist. Participants were also asked to reflect upon whether
they felt intersectionality issues had influenced their career, positively or negatively. Responses to the questionnaires were submitted before the IW session at the conference, with
each participant using a unique identifier consisting of their mother’s maiden name and
their date of birth. These identifiers were used to match the pre- and post-IW responses.
Demographic information was specifically not collected in the questionnaires, as will be
discussed in Section 2.2.
The week following the conference, all registered attendees were sent an email with a
link to the follow-up questionnaire. It asked many of the same questions regarding personal
understanding of intersectionality and its impacts as described above, how to respond
appropriately to intersectional issues and to again reflect on whether their organisation
recognised and/or addressed intersectionality and associated structural barriers. It also
asked if any element of the IW changed their perception of intersectionality, positively or
negatively, and to comment on the most and least useful parts of the IW for them.
2.2. Data Analysis
The data have been analysed purely in terms of IW participants, rather than along
traditional demographic lines, in acknowledgement of the fundamental concept of intersectionality as demonstrated by Figure 1. An individual is more than the sum of the
identifiable ‘demographic’ categories. The IW aims to demonstrate that two people sharing
a common demographic or even two or three characteristics do not translate into experiencing the workplace (and indeed the world) in a similar way. Similarly, the authors
would not want to infer that any singular demographic cohort is in fact homogenous and,
therefore, conclude that responses are indicative of that characteristic.
The open-ended responses were collated and coded by one author. After preliminary
coding by a single author, the code categories were examined and confirmed by the other
study authors, with all authors in agreement of the categories used in analysis. For the
question about whether participants felt their careers had been influenced positively or
negatively by intersectional issues, responses were initially coded into pre-determined
categories of yes, no, and unsure. The main reasons for participants’ answers to this
question were not categorized and are presented verbatim. In the analysis of the responses
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describing the structural barriers to addressing intersectionality within institutions, the
code categories were derived from a close reading of all the words in responses [35] which
were then grouped into similar themes through an inductive process of category development [36]. Given the limited amount of research that exists about understanding and the
lived experience of intersectionality, an inductive approach to category development was
deemed most appropriate [37]. The key words and phrases specific to each category are
provided in Table 1.
Table 1. Categories and exemplary phrases and words used in qualitative data analysis.
Question

Thinking about your workplace, what
structural barriers need redressing to
allow any implemented practice, policy,
organisational systems and/or cultural
change to effectively mitigate any
disadvantage created by intersectionality?

What kind of evidence would indicate to
you that these barriers have been
addressed?

Code Categories

Exemplary Text

Lack of accountability

There is no accountability because Human
Resources (HR) is not impartial . . .

Lack of awareness

First, understanding of the impact . . .
. . . ignorance could be redressed . . .

Lack of data

We need national data at granular scales on
what barriers intersectional people
experience . . .

Lack of leadership

Leading by example to promote cultural
change . . .

Lack of policy

Policies

Lack of resources

The biggest problem at my institution is the
scarcity of resources . . .

Multiple

Goodness me, see our Science in Gender
Equity Australia (SAGE) Action Plan as a
starting point!

Data

Measurable success indicators, KPI’s or the
like . . .

Inclusive practice

No missed meetings due to caring
responsibilities

Increased awareness

Training and conversations at senior levels
about structures of privilege and
disadvantage . . .

Increased diversity

Retention and promotion of minority
groups . . .

This project used a grounded theory approach, which allows for patterns to emerge
from the data. Grounded theory has evolved from its initial conception by Glasser and
Strauss in 1967 with other key theorist such as Corbin, Clarke and Charmaz approaching
data collection and analysis differently [38]. There have been many uses of grounded
theory in applied research including studies in the organisational culture and development
sphere since the 1970s [39]. In this research, the authors utilised grounded theory as a
constructivist form of inquiry “in which the researcher derives a general, abstract theory
of a process, action, or interaction grounded in the views of participants. This process
involves using multiple stages of data collection and the refinement and interrelationship of
categories of information” [40] (p. 13). Given there is little known about the understanding
and lived experience of intersectionality of individuals within Australian institutions, using
an inductive approach [41] such as grounded theory enabled the use of the stories and
experiences of participants to identify meaning, develop emerging themes and establish
a preliminary theoretical framework [42]. In turn, these were used to identify potential
paths for further analysis. As articulated by Ebrahimi, grounded theory when utilised
as an applied research tool, provides the opportunity to bring educational and practice
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Figure 2. Intersectionality Walk participant survey responses as individuals, before and after the IW.
Survey responses are shown as % positive responses for each category. PRE_IW denotes before the
IW (N = 29), POST_IW denotes after the IW (N = 8).
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children meant that I stepped away from the paid workforce for 10 years”.
Similarly, Riley showed a stark difference in how she perceived intersectional issues
had affected her when comparing her pre- and post-responses:
“As a young woman with no caring responsibilities, I have experienced gendered
stereotypes and the related barriers, but most of my colleagues think I’m white so
I don’t think I’ve had too many race/cultural background issues.” (Riley, pre-IW)
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“As a young white-presenting woman without caring responsibilities I am able to
do things like go to conferences, travel for workshops, and network internationally, which opens up many opportunities that wouldn’t otherwise exist. (Riley,
post-IW)
Riley’s pre-workshop response seems to imply that because she could ‘hide’ an aspect
of her identity, she felt she was not adversely affected. Post-workshop, the notion of
‘hiding’ aspects of her identity is still apparent; however, she believes not having some of
the other intersectional identities such as mother or care-giver actually provides her with
some benefit.
Participants were asked before and after the IW about the structural barriers to addressing intersectional issues in their workplaces. Almost all of the participants identified
barriers which arose due to a ‘lack of . . . ’ something. In the pre-IW survey, a lack of
awareness was the most commonly identified barrier (n = 4). This lack of awareness was
paired with a lack of policies by one respondent, and a lack of resources by another whose
comment exemplifies the nature of most answers to this question:
“The biggest problem at my institution is the scarcity of resources and the belief
that equity work is not worth the cost—this is exacerbated for thinking about
how various inequities intersect.” (Reid, pre-IW)
In the post-IW survey, four of the respondents retained elements of their pre-IW
answers, namely regarding a lack of awareness (n = 1), policy (n = 1) and resources (n = 2).
Five respondents changed their answers entirely from awareness and accountability to a
lack of data (n = 2), a lack of leadership (n = 2) and one respondent changing from a lack of
accountability to identifying multiple barriers:
“Too many to warrant discussion here—not much is in place to address any
issues although there are some things in place to improve support of women”
(Peta, post-IW)
In both pre- and post-IW surveys, the need for data was a recurring theme both as a
structural barrier and as evidence that barriers had been addressed. Of the four respondents
who listed data, each was consistent in highlighting the need for long-term data collection
both to help overcome structural barriers, and to indicate evidence that barriers had been
successfully addressed as exemplified in Jo’s responses:
“I think the key structural barriers are about monitoring and evaluating our
diversity, and discrimination. In order to know what’s wrong in the system,
we first need to measure it—and have the accurate and comprehensive, and
transparent measures in place.” (Jo, post-IW, structural barrier)
“An evidence-based monitoring and evaluation measure (MERI) that uses accurate language and looks at all aspects of human diversity and discrimination.”
(Jo, post-IW survey, evidence that barriers had been addressed)
4. Discussion
The results from the study signified that participants, by undertaking the educational
IW, had an improved understanding of, firstly, what intersectionality is and, secondly, how
to bring about structural change at the individual and institutional levels.
In addition to improving understanding, participating in the IW also influenced
some participants’ perception of how issues of intersectionality may have influenced their
careers—positively or negatively—consistent with the idea of oppression and privilege
being contextual [18]. What was surprising was that this pilot study found evidence of
people choosing which identities to ‘make public’ in a professional setting, through the
responses of one participant (Riley). Perhaps it is not so surprising that someone would
choose to obscure their cultural background (or gender identity or disability or any other
identity) to avoid additional barriers to professional progress, but rather that evidence of it
was found so readily. This highlights systemic issues that illustrate, even within those with
a demonstrated interest in Gender Equity Diversity Inclusion (GEDI), organisations are not
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yet creating environments where people feel their talents are the most important factor in
their career.
One key finding from this study is the importance of data, with the lack of awareness,
resources and tools to collect data related to intersectionality consistently cited as barriers
to progress and the presence of intersectionality data considered an indicator of success.
As this study has shown, even those with a vested interest in intersectional issues are
approaching the problem with an imperfect understanding of what intersectionality is, let
alone how they may facilitate meaningful inclusion at an individual or organisational level.
In order to create truly inclusive workplaces, we need data. Data will enable us to develop
an accurate description of where we are starting from, set realistic and achievable targets,
and to identify potential impediments on the path of progress. In considering the approach
to the educational IW, the deliberate use of personas and carefully crafted scenarios was
instrumental to evoke positive change. The use of personas provided the opportunity
for participants to ‘think’ and ‘be’ outside their normal practice and behaviour, and thus
the personas were successful in expanding the individual’s worldview. The personas and
scenarios were tools for reflexive practice for each individual—to experience something
they previously had not experienced, that is, the ‘as close to’ real-world lived experiences
of others. This practice also aids in a richness and depth of empathy towards others. The
use of personas is an evidence-based pedagogy for adult learners to experience difference
and to form empathy for others [43,44]. What this demonstrates is how ‘experiencing’
catalyses reflection and change. By asking participants to ‘step into the shoes of others’ they
gained deeper personal reflection and insights as cited in the qualitative results section.
This level of reflection and change would likely not occur for participants in a lecture style
professional development.
In the case of the IW, the personas and scenarios did impact on the self-reporting
improvement of awareness and understanding. Even though the responses pre- and postIW did show self-reporting improvement had occurred, at this stage the authors have not
progressed data collection to the point of knowing whether that self-reflection of increased
awareness actually translated into changed behaviour and implementation of strategy.
Further research design and data collection will occur to allow this.
The data and results are positive; however, it must also be noted that the impact of
the level of awareness in the cohort potentially underestimates the impact of the IW (preand post-knowledge/awareness). Why? By virtue of their attendance at a gender equity
conference, the individuals in this cohort all had a general understanding of gender equity
and related issues and were predominately from this field of study; this could suggest an
underestimation of the potential impact of this educational tool on those in other fields. As
the IW continues to roll out across the Australian Higher Education and Research sector
and other key partners, data will be analysed by cohort, and across cohorts, to learn how
the IW can be best targeted to reach its full potential.
More education to translate theory to practice is needed. As we witness the term
intersectionality being used more frequently, it is now critical that shifts occur for deeper
understanding of what it actually is, how it translates and applies to real-world structures,
‘exclusion’ and ‘inclusion’, and how to practically change the system through expansive
inclusion to realise value at the individual and institutional levels. Measuring what people
understand intersectionality to be—such as in the pre-IW used here—is important and
useful. It can identify the maturity levels of a group of individuals or even an institution.
Only through reflective education such as the IW will change occur.
Responses and questions arose from the IW and data collection as to what extent
are people hiding/minimising/obscuring elements of their identity in order to not be
disadvantaged in their career and being excluded. The IW provides an opportunity
for education to redress a lack of lived experience or awareness. Using personas and
scenarios highlights, for example, the potential negative impacts of being a woman from a
minority background on a career trajectory; often such impacts are not recognised until
pointed out. Working in a siloed diversity framework will not lead to change. Applying an
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intersectional lens demonstrates the need for an intrinsic view of human identity. Until such
time as policy and organisational mantras move away from the siloing effect of diversity
characteristics, and move to applying an intersectional lens, the ability of individuals
to fully contribute their talents to organisations will not be realised. What the IW has
demonstrated is that it provides an opportunity for organisations to consider how various
characteristics intersect to compound both/either disadvantage and/or privilege, and to
respond. The IW (and applying an intersectional lens) provides a ground-breaking linkage
to organisational performance and culture if applied as an educational tool to modify
behaviour and thinking.
4.1. Limitations and Future Work
This was a pilot study. All of the participants were at a gender equity and inclusion
conference and so likely had a higher-than-average understanding of intersectionality and
engagement in diversity and inclusion work. Scaling to a larger cohort of organisational
leaders and staff may allow a more robust assessment into the effectiveness of the IW
in translating intersectional theory to practice. It may also give insight into potential
knowledge gaps between leaders, who often have greater access to development supporting
organisational diversity policies and aspirations, and general staff, who typically are offered
less developmental support but are nevertheless asked to implement and support those
policies and aspirations in their day-to-day work and interactions. Inviting organisational
policy-makers, as opposed to leaders, to participate and comparing pre- and post-IW
responses and proposed mitigation strategies may further reveal the impact of perceived
structural barriers at the levels and roles where policies are shaped and implemented and
where translation of aspiration to implementation can often be frustratingly incremental.
The need to measure progress is clear and is the next step for the authors. This gap in
the data is due to the infancy of the roll out of the educational IW; however, we cannot
evaluate progress (or absence thereof) unless we measure.
4.2. Further Research
As previously indicated, further research and data collection is required to measure
the impact of education on the development of organisational systems to respond, that is,
the increased awareness and understanding of intersectionality within the organisational
environment. The challenge is moving the data collection from a pre- and post- IW scenario
to include a more longitudinal aspect to benchmark and measure organisational change.
5. Conclusions
The IW as an educational initiative has demonstrated its impact to increase awareness and understanding of intersectionality and inclusion. It is potentially a tool for all
employers to build an inclusive and responsive culture, and to harness the talent of all
employees; the counter scenario is that when institutions do not take a holistic approach to
individuals who are diverse and experience intersectional disadvantage, then there is a
loss of talent from institutions that limits the competitive edge of an organisation. An individual’s increase in awareness, and understanding of intersectionality, empathy for others,
and the acknowledgement of one’s own role in promoting intersectional practice, lead to
positive changes in redressing to institutional structural barriers, systems, and cultures.
In order to achieve structural change, inclusion is key; however, this requires education
and strategies with an intersectional lens to be employed in all aspects of the organisation.
The IW educational package is a ground-breaking linkage for practice, performance and
culture, and has been achieved through the careful and purposeful pedagogical approaches
chosen. The preliminary pilot data indicate the IW educational package has merit and
that data capture is imperative to measure changes to awareness and understanding of
intersectional practices that promote structures, systems and cultures which ultimately
advance inclusion. The research that was undertaken and reported is the catalyst for further
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work and longitudinal evaluation of the impact of the IW educational package on change
within organisations.
Supplementary Materials: The Intersectionality Walk resources are available online at https://www.
sciencegenderequity.org.au/resources/.
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