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Abstract: 

This developmental paper introduces a case study currently being conducted at a university in 

the United Kingdom. Mixed-methods research seeks to glean an understanding of students’ 

awareness of intersectionality, explore their experiences of current intersectional practices in 

teaching and learning within the institution, and recognise how these differ across the 

institutional faculties and departments. 

Following the data collection and analysis phase, the project aims to improve and increase the 

awareness and understanding of the topic of intersectionality in the HE setting, to aid students’ 

exploration of sense of self-identity and increase their understanding of identities of those 

around them. Finally, using a holistic approach, the project intends to help create awareness of 

intersectionality and its practices in teaching and learning across the institution so that all staff 

and students benefit from inclusive HE environment.  
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1. Introduction 

As the UK Higher Education (HE) continues to unpack and honour the diversity of its 

population, increased importance is placed on the performativity of equality, diversity and 

inclusion (EDI) on university campuses (Lumby and Foskett, 2011). This requires creating and 

supporting values that encourage students and staff of all backgrounds to interact with mutual 

respect and support and develop authentic relationships. In an effort to support these changes 

the HE Institutions (HEIs) strive to transform their policies and practices and eliminate any 

activities that work against equity of opportunity for all (Kapilashrami, 2021).  

 

The one-dimensional understanding of identities utilised by the Higher Education Statistics 

Agency (HESA) and Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), whilst less 

difficult to obtain, analyse and understand for researchers and policy makers, leave out 

important aspects of the individual’s identity and the related experiences. Consequently, the 

Office for Students (OfS) in co-operation with Advance HE 1work towards increased 

implementation of intersectional practices and data reporting in the HE sector. This can be for 

instance observed in the current Access and Participation Plan (APP) and the updated key 

principles of the Athena SWAN Charter. 

 

Intersectionality refers to multiple intersecting strands of diversity (e.g., gender, 

ethnicity/migration, class, disability, age, motherhood/caring responsibilities) that create 

unique and individual challenges, disadvantages, and privileges (Cho, Crenshaw & McCall, 

2013). Observing one’s identity and experiences through the intersectional lens enables 

researchers and policy makers to see the full picture in terms of compounded advantages and 

disadvantages (Crenshaw, 1989). This holistic understanding lends itself well to creation of 

egalitarian culture in the HEIs.  

It is therefore understandable that intersectionality is becoming increasingly popular as both a 

theoretical and an analytical framework, in academic research (Bilge, 2013; Crenshaw, 2011; 

Hancock, 2007; Collins, 2015) and in the evolution of institutional practices (Hankivsky et al., 

2014; Kapilashrami, 2021).  

 
1 Responsible for the Athena SWAN Charter and the Race Equality Charter  
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2. Literature review 

The main challenge of intersectionality in HE context is the complexity and the amount of 

reflection needed to unpack and fully understand the data set. The majority of neoliberal 

universities promote data-driven performance culture (Naylor et al., 2016). Hence, 

disaggregating individuals’ identities into single designated categories (gender, race, etc.) as 

per the traditional equity research, fits better with the outcome and metrics-focused data and 

performance monitoring (Ingleby, 2015). 

 

In terms of explored intersectional vectors, Bhopal and Henderson (2019) argue that 

institutional policies and initiatives in the UK HE seeking to address inequalities were thus far 

predominantly focussed on gender over other vectors of oppression. Nichols and Stahl (2019) 

further confirmed their claim, when out of the 50 papers they systematically reviewed 47 

contained gender as the primary identity vector combined with race (n = 34), class or 

socioeconomic status (n = 22), sexuality (n = 20) and race/ethnicity used interchangeably 

(n=19). The review of literature revealed that much of the intersectional research in the higher 

education setting has been dedicated to experiences of students (Miller, 2015; Phipps, 2016; 

Gander, 2014); the sense of student belonging and engagement (Thomas, 2012 & 2015) and 

the experiences of staff (Hunt et al., 2017; Coate & Howson, 2016; Tsouroufli, 2018) or the 

analysis of institutional policy (Douglas, 2016; Puentes & Gouherty, 2013). However, a 

knowledge gap has emerged in a form of understanding of the term intersectionality by either 

the student or the academic body. As such this study seeks to fill this gap in the primary data 

collection phase.  

 

3. Methodology: 

This research aims to understand the current intersectionality practices and awareness from 

students’ perspective in higher education context within the UK. The methodology adopted for 

this research is grouped into four main stages. The first stage covers the collection of secondary 

data using the systematic literature review approach. While the second stage is dedicated to the 

primary data collection using a mixed method approach. The third and fourth stages are 

designed for the data analysis and the dissemination of results. The study is currently in stages 

one and two. 

a) Systematic literature review 
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The systematic literature review is relatively a new approach when compared to the traditional 

literature review method, a methodological process was reported by Higgins and Green (2011). 

The systematic review approach was developed to collect the available data systematically, to 

filter it according to the credibility of the sources, to analyse the filtered data to determine its 

overall effect and finally, to disseminate the data based on its effectiveness (Higgins and Green, 

2011). Several studies that have adopted the systematic literature review approach have been 

well received among both academics and industry practitioners (Adams et al., 2016). The 

systematic literature review approach is different from the traditional narrative review approach 

as it adopts a replicable, scientific, and transparent process with the objective to minimise bias 

through an extensive literature exploration of the existing published and unpublished studies 

(Tranfield et al., 2003). The steps followed for the systematic literature review proposed by 

Tranfield et al (2003) and are as follow:  

• Formulation of the review question.  

• Identification of keywords and search terms based on scoping study, the available 

literature and researchers’ suggestions.  

• Identification of the most appropriate search strings.  

• Compilation of full list of information search outputs of all articles and papers 

reviewed.  

• Incorporation of studies that meet the inclusion criteria as specified into the research.  

Table 1: Systematic literature review process 

Stage I – Planning the review 

Phase 0  Identification of the need for a review  

Phase 1  Preparation of a proposal for a review  

Phase 2  Development of a review protocol  

Stage II – Conducting the review  

Phase 3  Identification of research  

Phase 4  Selection of studies  

Phase 5  Study quality assessment  

Phase 6  Data extraction  

Phase 7  Data synthesis  

Stage III – Reporting and dissemination  

Phase 8  Reporting and recommendation  

 

o Literature review question 

A well identified and constructed research question guarantees a focus on the research scope 

and avoid unrelated searching and limit the risk of turning the literature review process into 

one that is significantly large and non-systematic. Petticrew and Roberts (2006) argued that 
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breaking the review question into sub-questions ensures a better framing and formulation of 

the question. The population, intervention, control, and outcomes (PICO) model is a tool that 

can be applied in this case.  

Table 2: The PICO model 

Acronym Definition Description 

P Population Higher education institutions 

I Intervention Intersection of multiple identity vectors  

C Comparison Considering one identity vector 

O Outcome Intersectionality issues and practices within HE context 

 

The developed literature research question is as follow: How is intersectionality been 

embraced in teaching and learning within the higher education context? 

 

o Key words and search terms generation 

The team members identified a number of keywords and search terms based on their previous 

experiences. Additionally, a data mining method was used to extract additional keywords that 

might have been overlooked by the team members. The VOS Viewer software had been used 

to present words with high occurrence on Scopus database as shown in Figure 1. The list of the 

current keywords developed are listed as follow and grouped into two main groupings, (1) 

vectors of intersectionality and (2) aspects of higher educations. The list of the keywords 

identified and used are: Intersectionality, intersection of, gender, socio-economic situation, 

ethnicity, sexuality, ability, mature student, race, higher education, teaching, learning, class, 

campus. 



Reimagining business and management as a force for good. 36th British Academy of Management Conference, 

the 31st August – 2nd September, Alliance Manchester Business School, United Kingdom. 

6 
 

 

Figure 1: VOS viewer generated word cloud 

o Identification of inclusion/exclusion criteria 

Two panels, composed of three researchers each with expertise in higher education, inclusivity 

and intersectionality were formed. This was done initially to set the inclusion/exclusion 

standards and to review the agreed upon resources. The inclusion/exclusion criteria available 

in Table 2 were applied to the full content pf the reviewed studies.  

The review was based on search engines such as Google Scholar, Google, Microsoft Bing along 

with databases like Scopus, Science Direct, Emerald, Wiley and EBSCO.  

 Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Date 2010 onwards Prior to 2010 

Language English Publications not in English 

Type Original research Research notes, articles and books reviews 

Publications Peer-reviewed articles, published 

textbooks, conference proceedings 

Blog articles, non-peer reviewed articles 

Design Qualitative, quantitative, case study, 

systematic literature review (Validated 

methodologies in general) 

- 
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Focus Intersectionality within the higher 

education with the intersection of two or 

more vectors. 

- 

b) Data collection 

The primary data collection stage is composed of two main sections. A pulse survey to evaluate 

a post-92 higher education institution’s students’ awareness regarding intersectionality and an 

activity-based workshop, in the form of intersectionality walk, to broaden the understanding 

and appreciation of intersectionality within the student body.  

o Survey questionnaire 

A pulse survey was developed in order to assess the current knowledge and awareness of 

intersectionality within students at post-92 higher education institution. The survey consists of 

four simple questions. Two forced-choice questions enquiring about students’ faculty 

affiliations and whether or not they are aware of the concept of intersectionality and two open-

ended questions asking, targeting students that are familiar with the concept, to describe it and 

how it is reflected within the university’s teaching and learning practices. The survey was 

hosted on Survs.com. Demographic information was not collected in the survey as an 

acknowledgement of the concept of intersectionality. Since the study looks into an individual 

as more than just a set of demographic categories, as higher education experience of students 

that share one or more demographic characteristics is widely different. The data collection 

process started in December 2021 with the survey being emailed to students from different 

faculties and still receiving responses up to writing this development paper. 

o Activity-based workshop  

In order to improve students’ understanding and awareness regarding intersectionality, an 

activity-based workshop is proposed, and would be piloted and implemented in upcoming 

stages of the study. The proposed activity is in the form of “Intersectionality Walk” (IW), 

taking inspiration from Thomas et al (2021) work. The authors presented IW as an exercise 

that provides a demonstration of the compounding effect of individuals’ different identity 

factors that could disadvantage them within the workplace. The proposed IW for this study has 

been amended to showcase how intersectionality can impact students’ higher education 

experience. 

The IW would be conducted in a circle or line between 7 to 15 people (as shown in Figure 2) 

and would be held either virtually or in person, depending on the pandemic situation and 
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availability of participants. The personas, with different identities, and realistic scenarios, that 

cover realistic scenarios that students face, are developed by the research team and would be 

distributed to the participants. The idea is that participants would take one or more steps 

backwards (in the circle set-up) or backwards and forwards (in the line set-up) in each scenario 

depending on the compounding factors of their personas in each scenario. Qualitative and 

quantitative data would be obtained through this activity. 

 

 

Figure 2: Possible dispositions of the IW 

 

4. Preliminary findings  

An initial literature search yielded a list of 1063 sources that have been located through 8 

databases (Emerald Insight, SAGE Journals, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Taylor & Francis Online, 

Web of Science, Wiley Online Library, and SocINDEX with Full Text). 

The literature was controlled for duplicates and the following screening was conducted 

according to the pre-set inclusion criteria resulting in the list reduction to 348 sources. These 

have been further evaluated in terms of relevance to the research topic and were finally reduced 

to 78 documents.  

As highlighted previously, the study is currently at the data collection stage and still receiving 

responses for the survey. As of writing this development paper, 68 students from a post-92 

university participated in the survey, 70% of the respondents noted that they are not aware of 

the concept of intersectionality. This showcases a lack of awareness and understanding of 

intersectionality within the students at the university in which the study is taking place, which 
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is interesting seeing the high representation of BAME students within the university (48% in 

2019-20 UK based undergraduate students). Out of the 30% of respondents that answered they 

are aware of the concept of intersectionality, 15% did not define or gave an unrelated definition 

of intersectionality. Furthermore, 22% of the total respondents said that intersectionality is been 

reflected within teaching and learning at their university, but only 8.82% highlighted how 

intersectionality is reflected. With an emphasis on curriculum design and students support, as 

shown in the following quotes:  

 

“In Social Sciences it is explored in depth within modules in 

Sociology, Criminology, History and Social Policy. This is from my 

own 3 years experiences in studying my degree in Sociology where I 

had the opportunity to cross over in other subjects. This is both in 

curriculum and teaching practices as almost all of my lectures 

supported and made awareness to intersectionality.” 

“Support for students with protected characteristics. Sensitivity to 

student issues. Class examples covering multiple groups with 

protected characteristics.” 

 

The preliminary findings indicate that students at the post-92 higher education institution have 

a limited understanding and awareness of intersectionality and its practices within the context 

of higher education teaching and learning.  

 

Therefore, practices such as the IW are a great tool to both, collect additional data and broaden 

and improve students’ awareness. Demystifying the term “intersectionality” and encouraging 

students to think about their own identity as well as the identity of others in an intersectional 

manner should help them to become Global Citizens with an increased cultural and social 

awareness. This also makes it easier for them to plug into the workplaces outside of academia 

where organisations continue to develop new ways to overcome discrimination and promote 

equality, diversity and inclusion (Hall, et al.; 2019). Over time, the embedded understanding 

of intersectionality should normalise for students and graduates to consider memberships of 
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two or more categories of disadvantage/privilege when dealing with others and through that 

aid visibility of all groups and peoples.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The extant literature asserts that intersectionality is being used with increasing intensity in the 

HE research as well as being progressively more discussed in relation to teaching and learning. 

However, the literature review also uncovered that there is currently no understanding of how 

this term is comprehended amongst the student population. Furthermore, the preliminary 

primary data from this case study suggests that students, other than those who have encountered 

the term as a part of their course curriculum, have limited to no understanding of the concept 

and as such are unable to reflect on their university experiences from the intersectional 

perspective. It is crucial to increase understanding of the term and the topic surrounding it 

across all courses in order to have a meaningful conversation with the entirety of the student 

body and to ensure that students and graduates can benefit from this knowledge in their 

forthcoming working lives.  
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