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1. Introduction: why does intersectionality in
European companies matter?

Consider this example:

Li is newly employed in a Swedish multinational technological firm, and
although the official language is English she finds that Swedish is often used
in everyday work situations. She does not generally initiate ideas, demon-
strate her knowledge or argue for her suggestions without being asked to
do so. Other employees, not necessarily the ones with something relevant
to share, tend to dominate. How could managers understand and approach
this problem? Some scholars would say: This behaviour is typical of someone
from the Chinese culture. Others would say: No, it is because of her gender!
Yet others would realize the difficulties of working in an English-Swedish
mixed environment for a non-Swedish speaker. (Liicke et al., 2018, p. 299)

The opening example illustrates one of the key challenges we set to
explore: how intersectionality affects experiences at work in smaller
European companies. Intersectionality means how different aspects of
a person’s identity—such as gender, race, age, or class—interact with
each other and with the surrounding context to shape their experiences.
Furthermore, we explore what managers should consider when address-
ing intersectionality issues in their company management.
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54 DEIIN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

Diversity management (DM) research has long recognised that individu-
als’ experiences of inclusion and exclusion in organisations are shaped by
multiple identity dimensions such as gender, age, ethnicity, ability, sexual
orientation, etc. However, contemporary scholarship increasingly high-
lights that these dynamics are not static attributes of individuals but rela-
tional and context-dependent (Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025; Zanoni et
al., 2010). The same person can be privileged in one setting and marginal-
ised in another, depending on how organisational processes, norms, and
institutional expectations interact with their social positioning (Tatli
and Ozbilgin, 2012; Holck, 2018). People who occupy complex identity
positions may therefore encounter bias differently across these contexts
(Mahadevan, 2020). For instance, intersectionality-informed studies in
international business show that individuals may experience both mar-
ginalisation and privilege simultaneously across cultural or organisa-
tional boundaries (Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025; Syed and Ozbilgin,
2019). Such findings call for shifting the analytical lens from hierar-
chies based on identity labels toward understanding when and where
bias occurs most strongly, and why some domains amplify inequalities
more than others. Intersectionality offers an interpretive framework for
exploring these contextual variations and research on it call for further
investigation into how to manage these complex dynamics.

One such important context in every business is human resource man-
agement (HRM) process, a strategic business function concerning
employee management to achieve business goals (Bratton et al., 2021),
Within HRM, discrimination has been typically investigated as a gen-
eral or global experience (Kulik, 2014). However, recruitment, training,
performance evaluation, and everyday inclusion each implicates dis-
tinct power relations and evaluation criteria (Healy et al., 2011) thereby
providing diverse context to explore experiences of intersectionality.
Recognising that experiences of diverse individuals may differ in each
HRM domain blurs the line between who is and who is not disadvan-
taged within the HRM process and requires further attention if firms
hope to create an inclusive workplace.

Unlike in North America, in Europe intersectionality remains less
researched, despite continuous institutional efforts in the European
Union (EU) to promote appreciation of diversity and existing legal
frameworks to support best practices and create legal obligations (e.g.,
the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)). The situation
regarding reported discrimination remains pressing. In the EU, ‘over 21%
of people aged 15 years and older reported experiencing discrimination in
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 55

the preceding year’ and ‘56% of people who identify as part of a minority
group based on their ethnicity or skin colour, disability status, religion,
sexual orientation or gender identity state that they have experienced
discrimination in the preceding year - up from 46% in 2019" (OECD,
2024, pp. 10 and p. 4). The situation concerning self-reported discrimina-
tion is particularly high in some countries, such as Austria, Sweden, and
Germany among others who score above the EU average for discrimina-
tion in society (OECD, 2024, p. 11).

In Europe, where cultural and linguistic diversity was historically pres-
ent across countries, changes in the demographic composition bring
new challenges to societies and local managerial practices. Considering
internal issues in the continent, Europe is one of the fastest-ageing conti-
nents (Eurostat, 2025a), where youth unemployment remains rather high
at 14.5 per cent, compared to an average general unemployment rate of
5.8 per cent (Eurostat, 2025b). The EU has long-standing internal short-
term mobility programmes, like ERASMUS+, that often result in long-
term relocations as students or faculty might find work or a partner in
the country they visited during their short-term mobility period, con-
tributing to increasing diversity within European countries. In terms of
externally influenced changes, Europe has undergone several migration
crises, including one in 2015, the consequences of which are still felt today
in societal, political, and business domains (Squire, 2020). Some coun-
tries, such as Finland, have adopted aggressive education internation-
alisation policies that led to steep yearly increases of immigrants from
outside the EU who seek to stay in the country or the EU after completing
their degrees, but often face challenges of integration (Lu and Everson
Harkild, 2024; Institute of International Education, 2023). Therefore, the
demographic situation in Europe has been very fluid and requires further
investigation on how to better understand and address the experiences of
individuals in social and organisational life.

This chapter responds to these needs by situating the playing field away
from a North American perspective, which has thus far dominated the
intersectionality and bias discrimination research, to how perceived dis-
crimination differs across HRM processes in European small- and medi-
um-sized enterprises (SMEs). SMEs, defined as companies that employ
fewer than 250 people and have less than 50 million euros in turnover,
comprise 99 per cent of all businesses in the EU (European Commission,
n.d.). They wield a significant amount of power in reshaping individual
experiences at work in the European context.
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56 DEIIN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

Drawing on survey data from Austria, Finland, Germany, and Lithuania,
we analyse how individuals with different identity constellations, i.e.,
combinations of socially meaningful categories such as gender, age, stu-
dent status, and ethnicity, perceive bias in six different HRM domains:
recruitment, inclusion, advancement, training, evaluation, and work-
place adjustments known as accommodations. Rather than presuming
that those with more intersecting minority identities automatically face
greater discrimination, we investigate how specific HRM contexts acti-
vate or silence perceptions of unfair treatment. Our results show that
intersectional disadvantage is neither uniform nor cumulative; instead,
discrimination varies across HRM processes, suggesting that the organ-
isational context mediates and sometimes blurs expected patterns of
inequality.

By incorporating intersectionality within HRM contexts, this study
advances recent debates on contextual intersectionality in organisations
(Atewologun, 2018; Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025; Zanoni et al., 2010).
We argue that understanding discrimination through context-specific
processes challenges the binary distinction between ‘privileged’ and ‘dis-
advantaged’ groups as originally argued in classical research on intersec-
tionality (Crenshaw, 1989). In doing so, we contribute to a more nuanced
diversity management perspective: one that recognises how inclusion
and exclusion are dynamically produced (e.g., Primecz and Mahadevan,
2025) through everyday HRM practices rather than pre-existing iden-
tity categories and without reducing specific identity configurations
into ‘dominant’, i.e., privileged, or ‘non-dominant’, i.e., disadvantaged,
identities.

2. Intersectionality effects on individual
experiences of bias at work

2.1 Conceptualising intersectionality in the context of
European business

Classically, intersectionality has focused on race and gender, especially
in North America. Crenshaw (1989, 1991) and subsequent Black feminist
and critical race scholars have demonstrated that focusing on ‘gender’ or
‘race’ alone can obscure the lived realities of, e.g., Black women, whose
experiences cannot be reduced to the sum of sexism and racism (Cho
et al., 2013; Collins, 2015). This work has highlighted how multiple sys-
tems of power, including racism, sexism, ageism, classism, ableism, and
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 57

heteronormativity, interlock in ways that generate specific configura-
tions of advantage and disadvantage (Bowleg, 2012; Carbado et al., 2013).

While much research has treated intersectionality as an additive model
of disadvantage, recent organisational research warns against simplistic
counts and labelling of identity categories and calls instead for attention
to structures, discourses, and contexts (Atewologun, 2018). Moreover,
the classical derivation of intersectionality is somewhat problematic in
the European context where addressing one’s race has historically been
avoided (Mahadevan, 2020). Recent organisational and cross-cultural
management research has further emphasised that intersectional dynam-
ics are deeply contextual (Atewologun, 2018; Holvino, 2010; Zanoni et al.,
2010). Rather than simply adding more diversity categories, the intersec-
tionality lens suggests that each mix of a person’s social identities creates
a unique position in society, shaped by law, policy, organisational prac-
tices, and cultural discourses (Mahadevan, 2020).

Researchers in critical cross-cultural management further argue that the
diversity categories used to understand and manage DEI issues are not
universally transferable. Rather, they are specific to the national, social,
political, and cultural environment in which they are employed, and
to a particular moment in time (Syed and Ozbilgin, 2009; Primecz and
Mahadevan, 2025). This implies that the relevant intersections cannot
simply be imported from other settings but must be deduced from the
context under study, taking seriously the subjective processes through
which individuals make sense of their situation. Crenshaw’s (1989) origi-
nal argument remains valid in this view, yet it is extended by an insistence
that intersectionality must attend simultaneously to objective structures
of inequality and to the ways people interpret and cope with those struc-
tures in specific organisational fields (Tatli and Ozbilgin, 2012).

The same identity constellation can be privileged in one setting and mar-
ginalised in another, depending on how local norms, sectoral logics, and
institutional regimes operate (Koéllen, 2019; Sinicropi and Cortese, 2021).
Primecz and Mahadevan (2025) show, for instance, how managers and
employees in international business environments may simultaneously
benefit from and be disadvantaged by different aspects of their identi-
ties as they move between national and organisational fields. They argue
that diversity categories are not fixed entities, but fluid constructs whose
meaning changes across contexts, and that intersectionality therefore
blurs a straightforward understanding of who is favoured and who is
disadvantaged at work. This confextual focus shifts, attention gway from.,,
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58 DEIIN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

simply ranking groups and towards examining where and how bias
materialises in concrete organisational processes, and it challenges sim-
ple business case logics that treat diversity categories as stable resources
to be managed (Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025).

At the same time, intersectionality scholarship reminds us that some
patterns of discrimination cut across contexts. For instance, Roma com-
munities constitute the largest ethnic minority in several Central and
Eastern European countries and continue to face pronounced discrimi-
nation across the intersections of culture, ethnicity, and race (European
Commission, 2021). Such examples illustrate both the context specificity
of diversity categories and the persistence of structural inequalities that
span national settings, and they underscore the need for intersectionali-
ty-informed analyses that can capture these multilayered dynamics.

Therefore, to ensure we can further enhance the understanding of inter-
sectionality in the European context, instead of describing identities we
investigate how different identities intertwine with the cultural context
they emerge in (Romani et al., 2018). Intersectionality thus becomes a
lens rather than a variable: it sensitises researchers to how the salience
and meaning of identity can change across organisational processes
and how certain contexts render specific intersections visible or invisi-
ble (Holvino, 2010; Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025). These insights rein-
force our decision to focus on identity configurations that respondents
themselves indicated as meaningful in relation to their work experiences.
Instead of predefining who counts as ‘disadvantaged’, we attend to those
identity dimensions that participants report as relevant in their organi-
sational context.

We recognise that adopting an intersectional lens in companies is chal-
lenging. Organisational and legal infrastructures in many European
countries remain structured around single characteristics such as gen-
der or disability, which limits the room for recognising and acting on
more complex constellations (Kornau et al., 2023; La Barbera et al., 2024).
Managers often lack tools to diagnose intersectional patterns and may be
unsure how to respond without reproducing hierarchies between groups
(Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025).

Building effective DM and HRM policies and practices remains a chal-
lenge for many organisations (Ayoko and Fujimoto, 2023). In both
research and practice, DM has typically relied on relatively stable and
clearly bounded categories such as gender, age, ethnicity, disabili
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 59

migration background, and has asked how the needs of each identi-
fied group can be addressed through targeted initiatives (Collins, 2015;
McCall, 2005).

Policy frameworks and organisational guidelines in Europe often
mirror this approach by naming a small set of protected characteris-
tics and designing single issue interventions around them (European
Commission, 2015). While this has been crucial for establishing legal pro-
tection and visibility, it risks treating diversity dimensions as separate
silos and underestimating how people’s experiences of bias are shaped
by the interaction between multiple identities and specific organisational
contexts (Shortland and Perkins, 2022; Yadav and Lenka, 2023).

Scholars therefore call for empirically grounded, context-sensitive studies
that can reveal how different identity constellations are linked to specific
experiences of bias across multiple HRM domains, and how such knowl-
edge can support less discriminatory managerial practices (Hankivsky,
2014; Sinicropi and Cortese, 2021; Woods et al., 2022).

In this chapter we respond to these calls by treating intersectionality as
an analytic sensibility (Carbado et al., 2013) or investigative lens rather
than as a variable that can be directly measured. We focus on how indi-
viduals with different identity constellations describe their experiences
of bias across key HRM domains, namely recruitment, inclusion, evalua-
tion of work results, access to training, career advancement, and accom-
modations in European organisations. By centring on HRM contexts,
we ask not only who reports bias but also in which domains this bias
is most salient. This enables us to explore how specific processes may
activate or mute disadvantage for particular identity constellations, and
how patterns of discrimination can shift across work domains. The aim
is not to determine whether one group is ‘more oppressed’ than another,
but to examine how context shapes the breadth and intensity of bias that
individuals perceive.

2.2  The breadth and depth of bias for understanding
intersectionality in work experiences

Following Warner’s (2008) and Woods et al.’s (2022) critique of ‘oppres-
sion Olympics), i.e., critique of treating oppression as a competition by
comparing whose struggles are ‘worse’, instead of focusing on solidar-
ity and collective solutions, we deliberately avoid conceptualising inter-
sectionality as a simple hierarchy of suffering. Instead, we distinguish
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60 DEI'IN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

between two complementary aspects of perceived bias: breadth and
depth. Breadth refers to the number of identity dimensions, such as gen-
der, age, ethnicity, and student status, along which an individual reports
experiencing bias in each HRM domain. Depth refers to the maximum
intensity of perceived bias reported on any of these dimensions within
that domain. This distinction is a heuristic device to capture how widely
and how strongly individuals feel targeted in specific processes, while
recognising that any attempt to quantify bias inevitably simplifies com-
plex experiences and should not be used to compare whose discrimina-
tion is ‘worse’ (Bowleg, 2012; Woods et al., 2022).

Existing research suggests that individuals who occupy more complex
social positions, i.e., those who hold multiple overlapping identity fac-
tors, are likely to encounter bias in more areas of their working lives, but
not necessarily in a straightforward or linear way. For example, Salter et
al. (2021) show that multiple minority statuses do not simply accumulate
into uniformly worse attitudes in the workplace. Rather, different con-
stellations of race, gender, and other identities produce distinct patterns
of experience. Similarly, people may experience substantial disadvantage
in some organisational arenas and relative privilege in others, sometimes
at the same time (Liicke et al., 2018; Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025; Syed
and Ozbilgin, 2019). These findings resonate with the idea that context
mediates intersectional effects and that the same identity constellation
may be vulnerable depending on the HRM domain.

In this specific study, we focus on identity constellations that respondents
themselves identified as salient to their work experiences in European
organisations: gender, age, ethnicity, and student status. We expect that
these constellations will be associated with different patterns of perceived
bias across HRM domains. Importantly, however, we do not assume that
holding more identity positions automatically translates into uniformly
higher levels of discrimination. Instead, we anticipate that complexity
will primarily be reflected in the spread of bias across domains, while the
maximum intensity of bias within each domain may vary in nonlinear
and context dependent ways (Atewologun, 2018; Woods et al., 2022).

We therefore theorise that individuals with more complex identity
constellations are likely to encounter bias in a greater variety of HRM
domains, because their multiple social positions can be devalued under
different organisational logics, e.g., age norms in training decisions, gen-
dered assumptions in promotion, or racialised expectations in recruit-
ment. At the same time, individuals with, a single, salient non;dominapt
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 61

identity, for instance older workers or students, may experience as
intense or even more intense bias in specific domains where that iden-
tity becomes especially visible or contested, such as training access or
evaluation of work results in smaller firms. In that sense, intersection-
ality does not describe a simple gradient of disadvantage but a complex,
contextually mediated pattern of who is disadvantaged, when, and where
(Holvino, 2010; Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025; Zanoni et al., 2010).

Considering the above, we develop expectations about how identity con-
stellations relate to perceived bias across HRM domains in European
firms. When developing these expectations, we also recognise the fact
that individuals can experience inequalities in different ways as their
intersecting diversity dimensions create one set of experiences in one
context, e.g., discrimination, but another set in a different context, e.g.,
relative privilege (Woods et al., 2022). Accordingly, we formulate the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

H1: Individuals with diverse constellations of identity will
experience bias at work differently across HRM domains, namely
recruitment, inclusion, evaluation of work results, access to
training, career advancement, and receiving accommodations at
work.

Second, and in line with the argument above, we posit that the relation-
ship between identity complexity and bias is not linear or purely cumu-
lative. Rather than assuming that more intersecting identities always
correlate with higher maximum levels of perceived bias, we expect that
complexity is more strongly reflected in the breadth of bias. Individuals
with more complex identity constellations are likely to report bias across
more HRM domains, while the depth of bias within each domain can
remain moderate and is likely to vary by context (Salter et al., 2021;
Warner, 2008). Thus, we propose that:

HZ2a: Individuals with more complex identity constellations will
experience bias across a wider range of HRM domains.

H2b: The complexity of identity constellations will not necessarily
be associated with higher maximum intensity of bias in each HRM
domain.

We further explore these assumptions in an underexplored European
context, focusing on individuals working primarily in smaller firms in
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62 DEI'IN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

Austria, Finland, Germany, and Lithuania. The selected countries differ
in reported rates of discrimination in society, with Austria and Germany
scoring above the EU average and Finland and Lithuania scoring below
(OECD, 2024). This variety allows us to capture patterns of perceived bias
in HRM processes across diverse institutional environments and to con-
sider how national context may interact with organisational practices. In
the next section, we present the methodology we used to examine how
breadth and depth of perceived bias vary across HRM domains for differ-
ent identity constellations in these European workplaces.

3. Methodology

3.1 Data collection

The survey was conducted as part of the DEI4SME project (Erasmus+)
activities in four countries: Austria (7o), Finland (71), Germany (70),
and Lithuania (93), receiving a total of 308 responses, of which 304 were
from relevant countries. The survey targeted individuals who were either
employed or seeking employment. The attempt was to gather insights
from individuals working in smaller firms (48 per cent of respond-
ents). However, half of the respondents worked in other organisations,
such as public institutions, larger international firms, or other types of
organisations, most of them having some international exposure in their
operations (77.3 per cent). Most respondents had medium to long work
experience in companies, with over 763 per cent having been employed
for atleast over a year, and within this percentage, almost 34 per cent have
been employed for five years or more (further details about the dataset,
respondents’ profile, and in-depth descriptive analysis are presented in
the survey analysis report, see Kiverd, Silenskyté, and Delecour (2025)).

The survey covered a large set of questions concerning demographics,
reported self-identification, and individual experience at work in rela-
tion to various DEI management aspects. Survey items used seven-point
Likert-type scales, with response options ranging from Strongly disagree
to Strongly agree. Additional options Don’t know and Doesn’t apply were
included to capture uncertainty or inapplicability of the question. The
survey was translated into local languages of each target country by at
least two native speakers and tested in the field before the start of the
real data collection. This ensured comprehensibility of concepts in dif-
ferent languages and understanding of the concepts studied for local
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respondents. Alignment across the language versions was secured by
aligning the English version of the survey with all the translated versions.

3.2 Data preparation and creation of indices

In this chapter, given the focus to explore intersectionality, analysis
covered only the data concerning some demographic factors and expe-
rienced biases when seeking employment and during employment
reported by respondents of specific identities. Responses on experienced
biases according to self-identification were originally recorded on a sev-
en-point Likert scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neutral,
4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree, 6 = Don’t Know, and 7 = Doesn’t Apply.
Responses 6 or 7 were treated as missing and excluded from calculations
and analyses. The remaining values were recorded to a symmetrical scale
ranging from -2 (Strongly Disagree) to +2 (Strongly Agree) to ensure
consistency in the directionality, where higher scores indicated stronger
perceptions of experienced bias in certain domains, such as recruitment,
inclusion, career advancement, access to training, evaluation of work
results, and practices of accommodation, at work. For easier interpreta-
tion, the resulting scores were then rescaled linearly to a o-100 scale. For
each respondent, separate bias breadth and depth indices were calculated
for each domain.

Breadth of bias was computed by counting the number of identity dimen-
sions (within each HRM domain) where the participant reported mod-
erate to strong bias (i.e., a score of 1 or 2). This provided a metric for how
widely bias was experienced. Depth of bias (MAX score) was calculated
by identifying the highest individual score across identity items for each
domain. This captured the most intense perception of bias the respond-
ent had experienced. These indices allowed for analysis to differentiate
between the severity of single-identity-based bias (depth) and the extent
of bias across multiple identities (breadth).

This approach aligns with intersectionality informed work that stresses
the need to derive relevant intersections from the specific context
rather than imposing them a priori (Tatli and Ozbilgin, 2012; Primecz
and Mahadevan, 2025). In the EU, legal frameworks identify certain
protected characteristics, yet these do not exhaust the ways in which
individuals experience inclusion and exclusion at work. By allowing
respondents to indicate which aspects of their gender, age, ethnicity,
and student status were linked to perceived bias, we capture both objec-
tive and subjective properties of intersectionality. Objectively, reported
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64 DEI'IN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

experiences of unfair treatment point to patterned inequalities across
HRM processes. Subjectively, they reflect how individuals interpret and
attribute their experiences, which is crucial for designing diversity initi-
atives that address the ‘real’ problems in need of resolution rather than
those that organisations have predefined in abstract terms. We return to
these implications in the discussion.

By constructing these breadth and depth indices we also respond to a
methodological gap in quantitative intersectionality research. Much
existing work either treats social categories as separate dummy varia-
bles or focuses on single composite groups, which makes it difficult to
examine how experiences of bias unfold across several domains of work
at once (Zuberi and Bonilla-Silva, 2008). Our approach builds on con-
ceptual arguments that intersectionality should be understood as an
analytic sensibility that attends to both accumulated constraints and sit-
uational advantages across contexts (Carbado et al., 2013; Primecz and
Mahadevan, 2025; Thatcher et al., 2023). The breadth index captures the
extent to which respondents experience bias as touching multiple aspects
of who they are in each HRM domain, while the depth index captures the
most intense experience of bias within that domain. Together, these indi-
cators allow us to move beyond single episode or single category perspec-
tives and to explore how repeated, moderate exclusions and occasional
high intensity experiences combine in different HRM domains. They
also make it possible to compare patterns across countries and organi-
sational types, which is crucial in the European context where diversity
categories and their intersections are strongly shaped by national and
sectoral conditions (Kiveri et al., 2025).

3.3 Assumption checks and statistical approach

Initial analyses tested assumptions for parametric testing (ANOVA),
including normality (via Shapiro-Wilk tests and visual QQ-plots) and
homogeneity of variances (via Levene’s test). Several variables demon-
strated significant deviations from normality, and unequal variances
were present across identity groups. Due to these violations, we opted for
more conservative non-parametric alternatives (for a differing view on
the robustness of ANOVA to these violations see Norman (2010)).

Kruskal-Wallis H-tests were used to compare breadth and depth scores
across four identity complexity groups (1 identity, 2 identities, 3 identities,
and 4 identities); for simplicity, only one specific set of identity complex-
ity progression was used (Gender, Age, Student Status, and Ethnicity),
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 65

where 1 identity meant those identifying with only ‘Gender’. This method
was appropriate for ordinal or non-normally distributed interval data
and did not assume equal variances (Field, 2013). All analyses were con-
ducted using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 26), and statistical significance
was determined using a threshold of p < .050.

3.4 Correlational analyses and post-hoc comparisons

To explore the relationship between breadth and depth of bias, Spearman’s
rank-order correlations were computed for each HRM domain. This
non-parametric method was chosen due to the ordinal nature of indices
and non-normal distributions. These correlations allowed us to assess
whether broader experiences of bias co-occurred with higher levels of
severity in at least one specific domain.

When the Kruskal-Wallis test showed significant group differences,
pairwise comparisons were conducted using Bonferroni-adjusted Mann-
Whitney U-tests. This conservative correction was used to control for
multiple testing and reduce the risk of type 1 errors (Corder and Foreman,
2014). These post-hoc tests then identified specific group differences in
perceived bias intensity and distribution across identity combinations.

4. Results: experiences of diverse individuals at
work in the European companies

41 Descriptive statistics and overview of biases
experienced due to identifications

Descriptive statistics were examined to assess how perceived bias scores
differed across the studied identity constellations and across the differ-
ent work domains. Group level mean scores for depth of perceived bias,
that is the MAX scores on the o to 100 scale, suggested that individuals
who reported more complex constellations of gender, age, student status,
and ethnicity often perceived bias at relatively high levels across multiple
HRM processes. For example, in Inclusion at work, respondents whose
experiences of bias were linked only to gender reported a mean depth
score of 57.14, while those whose bias experiences were associated with
the combined constellation of gender, age, student status, and ethnic-
ity reported a mean of 81.58. Similar patterns of relatively high mean
depth scores can be observed across other domains such as recruitment,
advancement, training, evaluation, and practices related to accommoda-
tions (Table 3.1).
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At the same time, Table 3.1 and the corresponding domain-specific
means also highlight that high levels of perceived bias are not limited to
the most complex identity constellations. Individuals who reported bias
linked primarily to age, that is, those in the Age group, showed mean
depth scores of 82.50 for access to training and 84.37 for evaluation of
work results. These values are very close to the corresponding means of
the most complex constellation, gender plus age plus student status plus
ethnicity, which reported 84.21 for training and 85.53 for evaluation. In
other words, in specific HRM contexts such as training and evaluation,
respondents with a single salient non-dominant identity, in this case
age, perceived bias at levels similar to those with more complex constel-
lations. This descriptive pattern already suggests that the experience of
strong bias is shaped by context and is not exclusive to those with the
highest number of intersecting identity dimensions. Thus, the descrip-
tive domain-by-domain patterns provide partial support for Hi.

To better understand who is represented in each constellation, we exam-
ined age and gender distributions across the identity groups. As shown
in Table 3.2, the Gender+Age+Student constellation was strongly concen-
trated among younger participants, with 71.4 per cent of this group aged
18 to 25. Respondents whose bias experiences were linked only to gender
were predominantly 26 to 35 years old, with 57.1 per cent in that age band,
whereas those in the Gender+Age constellation were mainly 26 to 49 years
old. The most complex constellation, Gender+Age+Student+Ethnicity,
displayed greater age diversity, with 15.0 per cent aged 18 to 25 and 45.0
per cent aged 26 to 35, and a substantial proportion, 30.0 per cent, in the
36 to 49 category (Table 3.2).

Table 3.2 Demographic age group distributions by identity group

Group 18-25 (%)  26-35(%) 36-49 (%) 50-65 (%)
Gender - 571 33.3 9.5

Age - 171 341 48.8
Student 60.0 28.0 12.0 -
Ethnicity 18.2 45.5 36.4 -
Gender+Age 6.5 35.5 48.4 9.7
Gender+Age+Student 71.4 14.3 74 74
Gender+Age+Student+ 15.0 45.0 30.0 10.0

Ethnicity
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68 DEIIN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

Gender distributions further contextualise these patterns. Respondents
who reported bias experiences related to gender were predominantly
women or non-binary individuals, with 571 per cent identifying as
female and 14.3 per cent as non-binary. In the more complex constel-
lations that combined gender with age and student status, women
formed the clear majority, for example 80.6 per cent in the Gender+Age
group and 78.6 per cent in the Gender+Age+Student group. The
Gender+Age+Student+Ethnicity constellation also contained a sizable
share of men, 40.0 per cent, alongside 55.0 per cent women and 5.0 per
cent who selected another gender category (Table 3.3).

These descriptive statistics show that high depth scores of perceived bias
are not concentrated in a single group but appear across several identity
groupings. Some respondents who highlighted only one salient identity,
particularly older workers who pointed to age, reported very high lev-
els of perceived bias in specific HRM domains such as access to train-
ing and evaluation of work results. In these domains, their mean scores
were almost as high as those of respondents in the most complex group
that combines gender, age, student status, and ethnicity. At the same
time, the profiles of the groups indicate that younger women and stu-
dents were strongly represented in many of the more complex identity
configurations. These patterns underline that who appears as disadvan-
taged depends both on the HRM domain and on how particular com-
binations of gender, age, ethnicity, and student status are represented
in this European sample. Rather than revealing a simple and uniform
progression from less to more discrimination as the number of identities
increases, the descriptive findings already point to context-dependent
and sometimes blurred distinctions between groups. This partly sup-
ports H1 and H2b.

4.2 Depth of bias experienced by diverse working
individuals in Europe

Group level differences in the maximum depth of perceived bias were
examined first. The Kruskal-Wallis tests indicated that identity group-
ings differed significantly in their depth scores only in one of the six
HRM domains, namely Inclusion at work. For Inclusion, the test yielded
X*(3) = 1034, p = .016, which suggests that the intensity of perceived
inclusion related bias varied across the four identity constellations. In
contrast, Recruitment, Advancement, Training, Evaluation, and Practices
to receive accommodations did not show statistically significant group
differences in depth, with p values clearly above the conventional thresh-
old. The full set of test statistics is repmted in:Table 3.4. In llme with Hzb
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Table 3.4 Kruskal-Wallis test results for depth (MAX bias scores)

Domain H (df = 3) p-value
Recruitment 3.62 .305
Inclusion 10.34** .016**
Advancement 2.72 437
Training 5.00 A7
Evaluation 418 .243
Practices 4.61 .203

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p< .001.

identity complexity is not associated with uniformly higher maximum
bias across domains: statistically significant group differences in depth
appear only for inclusion. Recruitment, advancement, training, evalu-
ation and accommodation practices show no significant differences in
maximum intensity.

Evaluated together with the descriptive means presented earlier, these
results indicate that strong feelings of being treated unfairly are not con-
fined to those who reported the most complex identity profiles. In the
Inclusion domain, respondents with more complex combinations of gen-
der, age, student status, and ethnicity reported higher maximum scores of
perceived bias than those who reported only gender-related bias, and this
difference was large enough to reach statistical significance. In the other
HRM domains, however, the overall variability in depth scores within
and between the groups meant that differences did not reach statistical
significance, even though some constellations, such as older workers who
emphasised age, reported descriptively high depth scores in Training and
Evaluation. This pattern suggests that the intensity of perceived bias is
particularly sensitive to how included people feel in their everyday work,
while in other domains the differences between groups are less clear cut.

These findings support a contextual interpretation of discrimination.
Identity complexity appears to matter most for how strongly individu-
als feel excluded in day-to-day interactions at work, whereas for more
formal processes, such as recruitment or performance evaluation, the
maximum levels of perceived bias do not differ systematically between
the identity groupings. In other words, the analysis of depth shows that it
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 71

is not possible to rank groups consistently across all domains in terms of
who experiences the strongest bias. Instead, context shapes where inten-
sity of experienced bias peaks. Everyday inclusion emerges as a domain
in which complex identity profiles are more likely to be associated with
stronger perceptions of unfair treatment, while in other areas single sali-
ent identities, such as age, may be sufficient to generate similarly high
levels of perceived bias. These results support H1 and Ha2b.

In parallel with these domain-specific patterns in depth, Kruskal-Wallis
tests for breadth of perceived bias showed a different picture. Here,
identity complexity was significantly associated with the range of bias
reported across all six HRM domains, with p values below .oo1 in each
case (Table 3.5). These results support H2a: individuals with more com-
plex identity constellations tended to indicate that they experienced bias
on a larger number of identity dimensions within a given HRM domain,
for example reporting bias related to gender, age, and ethnicity in the
same process, whereas those in the least complex identity group were
more likely to link bias to a single dimension. This combination of results,
namely limited differences in depth but consistent differences in breadth,
underlines that complexity is reflected more clearly in how widely bias
is perceived to spread across identity dimensions than in how extreme
the maximum level of bias is in each domain, consistent with findings in
intersectional research (Bowleg, 2012; Warner, 2008).

Table 3.5 Kruskal-Wallis test results for breadth of bias

Domain H (df = 3) p-value
Recruitment 19.54 <.001
Inclusion 39.01 <.001
Advancement 23.63 <.001
Training 36.14 <.001
Evaluation 26.88 <.001

Practices 21.29 <.001

s work distributed under the Cr
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4.3 Relationship between breadth and depth of bias
experiences by diverse individuals

To better understand how perceived discrimination is patterned across
HRM domains, we examined the relationship between the breadth and
depth indices within each domain. Spearman rank order correlations
were calculated between breadth, which captures how many identity
dimensions respondents link to bias in each HRM domain, and depth,
which captures the highest reported level of bias for any one of these
dimensions. The results, summarised in Table 3.6, show positive asso-
ciations in all six HRM domains. In general, respondents who felt that
several aspects of who they are, for example, age, gender, student status,
and ethnicity, were relevant for their experience of unfair treatment in a
specific HRM domain also tended to report higher maximum levels of
perceived bias in that same domain.

The size of these correlations, however, differs between HRM domains,
which again points to the importance of context. In Inclusion and
Evaluation of work results, the associations between breadth and depth
are relatively strong. This suggests that when people experience exclu-
sion in everyday work interactions or feel unfairly evaluated, they often
perceive that more than one aspect of their identity is being questioned,
and the intensity of perceived bias rises sharply as more dimensions are
involved. In contrast, in Recruitment and access to Training the correla-
tions are more moderate. Here, some respondents report very high depth
scores even when they link bias primarily to a single salient dimension,
such as age, while others experience wider but less intense patterns
of bias across several dimensions. These domain-specific differences

Table 3.6 Spearman correlations between breadth and depth of

bias
Domain p p-value
Recruitment 696 <.001
Inclusion 574 <.001
Advancement .702 <.001
Training .581 <.001
Evaluation 607 <.001
Practices 632 <.001
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indicate that how many’ and ‘how strongly’ are connected in different
ways depending on the HRM domain in question.

To explore how these relationships relate to the four identity constella-
tion groups, we conducted Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc comparisons
for breadth using Mann Whitney U tests. The results, presented in Table
3.7, show a clear overall tendency for respondents in more complex iden-
tity groups to report broader experiences of bias than those in the least
complex group. For example, in several HRM domains the group com-
bining gender, age, student status, and ethnicity reports significantly
higher breadth scores than the group that reported bias only in relation
to gender. This means that, in these domains, respondents with more
complex identity profiles often feel that several aspects of their identity
matter at once when they encounter unfair treatment.

At the same time, not all pairwise comparisons are significant, and the
pattern is not a simple stepwise increase from one group to the next. In
some domains, the differences between adjacent groups are small, and in
others, the main contrasts appear between the least complex profile and
all other profiles taken together. Moreover, the earlier descriptive results
showed that respondents with a single salient identity, particularly those
who emphasised age, can report very high depth scores in domains such
as access to Training and Evaluation of work results, even if their breadth
scores remain lower. This combination of findings reinforces the idea that
identity complexity is most clearly reflected in the spread of bias across
dimensions and HRM domains, while the intensity of bias is strongly
shaped by the specific HRM context and by how respondents interpret
what is happening to them.

Overall, the correlations and post hoc tests deepen the picture that
emerged from the earlier analyses. The more complex identity profiles
are associated with a tendency to experience bias, yet intense discrimi-
nation is not restricted to these groups and can also be reported by those
who report a single identity in particular domains. In other words, inter-
sectional disadvantage in this European sample does not follow a uni-
form gradient where each additional identity automatically adds more
discrimination. Instead, the results suggest that relevant intersections
must be deduced from the concrete HRM context and from the ways
individuals make sense of their situation. Some patterns, such as the high
levels of bias reported by older workers in Training and Evaluation, cut
across the groups and highlight specific processes where diversity man-

agement problems are especiallx acute. These context—depends:ntr Uag(pd ‘
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subjective patterns provide the basis for the discussion that follows, in
which we consider what they imply for intersectionality-informed diver-
sity and HRM practice in European organisations.

To summarise, H2a is supported as identity complexity is consistently
associated with broader experiences of perceived bias across HRM
domains. H2b is also supported; complexity does not correspond to uni-
formly higher maximum intensity of bias as depth differences emerge
only for inclusion. H1 receives partial support, as the results indicate
domain-specific and context-dependent differences in perceived bias
rather than a uniform pattern across all domains.

5. Discussion

Europe is a continent of cultures and languages where workforces
increasingly consist of people who hold multiple, intersecting identities
that do not fit into single, stable categories. While EU regulations provide
an important framework for supporting diversity, equity, and inclusion,
they cannot by themselves capture the complexity of how bias is experi-
enced in everyday work situations. This study examined how individuals
with different combinations of gender, age, ethnicity, and student status
perceive bias across six HRM domains in Austria, Finland, Germany,
and Lithuania, with a particular focus on smaller firms. Rather than ask-
ing who is always more or less disadvantaged, we explored how context
shapes when and where people feel discriminated against and how this
blurs clear-cut distinctions between ‘target groups’ and others. In doing
so0, we aimed to provide insights that can support SMEs and other organ-
isations in managing diversity in a more nuanced and context-sensitive
way.

5.1 Theoretical implications to intersectionality
research

Our findings do not ‘prove’ intersectionality in a strict sense, but they do
engage with and extend intersectionality informed debates in organisa-
tional research. Intersectionality theory emphasises that social identities
are not independent variables that simply add up, but relational posi-
tions that intersect within systems of power and produce qualitatively
distinct experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins and Bilge, 2020) whereas
diversity categories themselves are context specific (Yuval-Davis, 2006;
Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025). Our results are in line with this per-
spective by showing that the same 1(Lent1ty element, for: emmpﬂf | Age, CAIS361243
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76 DEI'IN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES

be associated with different patterns of perceived bias depending on the
HRM domain, and that complex identity profiles do not form a single,
unified category of ‘most disadvantaged’ workers.

The analyses of breadth and depth of perceived bias showcase this point.
Across all HRM domains, individuals with more complex identity pro-
files tended to report bias on a larger number of identity dimensions
within the same HRM domain. In this sense, complexity was clearly
reflected in the breadth of perceived bias. At the same time, statistically
significant differences in depth were found only in the Inclusion at work
domain. Descriptively very high depth scores also appeared among
respondents who highlighted a single salient identity, particularly age, in
Training and Evaluation of work results. These patterns point to intersec-
tional dynamics that are strongly shaped by context. More complex pro-
files are not automatically associated with the most extreme levels of bias
in every HRM domain, while some less complex profiles can still expe-
rience intense discrimination when a particular identity becomes espe-
cially salient, for instance when older workers are considered for training
or performance is evaluated against age-related norms. This supports the
argument that intersectional disadvantage cannot be reduced to a simple
hierarchy of suffering based on the number of identity markers, and it
aligns with critiques of so-called ‘oppression Olympics’ in intersectional-
ity research (Hancock, 2011; Warner, 2008; Woods et al., 2022).

The breadth and depth distinction that we introduced offers one way of
conceptualising and operationalising this complexity. Breadth captures
how widely respondents feel that different aspects of their identity mat-
ter for their experiences of unfair treatment, while depth captures the
highest reported level of bias in a specific context. Together, these indi-
ces highlight that many people experience moderate levels of exclusion
across several HRM domains at once, rather than only a few individ-
uals facing extreme discrimination in one domain. This perspective is
consistent with work that calls for moving beyond an exclusive focus on
severe episodes of discrimination and attending to the repeated, low-
er-level exclusions that accumulate over time (Bowleg, 2012; Woods et
al., 2022). Our findings also echo recent suggestions that intersection-
ality must account for both constraints and situational advantages. The
same person can benefit from some aspects of their identity in one con-
text and be disadvantaged in another, depending on how actors and con-
texts interact (Thatcher et al., 2023). The pattern that older workers report
high depth of bias in Training and Evaluation, even when age is the only
foregrounded identity, while younger women and students with multiR}g
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DIVERSITY MANAGEMENT IN EUROPEAN COMPANIES 77

relevant identities report broader yet not always more intense bias, illus-
trates this dynamic and context dependent character of intersectional
experiences.

By letting respondents indicate which identity dimensions were relevant
to their experiences of bias, rather than predefining who counts as dis-
advantaged, we also follow calls to derive relevant intersections from the
context and from subjective sensemaking (Carrim and Nkomo, 2016;
Primecz and Mahadevan, 2025). In the EU, there is no single, stable
agreement on who is disadvantaged, and formal anti-discrimination law
recognises only some of the ways people experience marginalisation at
work. Our findings show that, even when experiences are reported sub-
jectively, recurring patterns can be identified. The strong and repeated
disadvantage of older workers in Training and Evaluation across the four
countries, for instance, suggests that some configurations of identity and
HRM process deserve particular attention as persistent sites of inequality.

Finally, the results contribute to ongoing debates about the limits of
the business case for diversity. Many organisations have embraced a
narrow version of the business case that links diversity to performance
outcomes and treats diversity categories as stable resources to be man-
aged. Empirical evidence for such straightforward benefits is mixed, and
recent studies warn that this framing can undermine equality and inclu-
sion efforts (Ely and Thomas, 2023; Georgeac and Rattan, 2023). Primecz
and Mahadevan (2025) argue that a fixation on the business case discour-
ages engagement with intersectionality, because it encourages organisa-
tions to prescript problems and to rely on a small set of legal categories,
rather than exploring how people experience inequality in context. Our
study provides an empirical illustration of why a more intersectional-
ity informed perspective is needed. The variation we observe in breadth
and depth of perceived bias across HRM domains and identity profiles
cannot be captured by simple business case indicators or single category
approaches. Intersectionality, understood as a lens that integrates objec-
tive patterns and subjective interpretations, appears uniquely suited to
reveal such complex, context dependent configurations in European
workplaces.

5.2 Implications for managers, especially in smaller
companies

The findings have several implications for managers and for diversity
and inclusion practice, particularly in smaller companies that do not
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interventions should not focus only on the most visible or extreme forms
of diversity, e.g., highly salient categories such as gender or disability,
but should also pay close attention to the more ordinary, repeated exclu-
sions that occur across multiple HRM domains. People in our sample
often reported moderate levels of bias in several domains at once, rather
than a single dramatic incident in one place. For managers, this means
that listening carefully to how employees describe their experiences in
recruitment, everyday inclusion, evaluation, access to training, career
advancement, and accommodations may be more informative than rely-
ing solely on formal policies or aggregate indicators.

Second, our findings indicate that identity constellations associated with
increased vulnerability vary by HRM process. Younger women and stu-
dents with diverse ethnic backgrounds appear particularly exposed to
bias across a wide range of domains, while older workers, regardless of
gender, are especially vulnerable in Training and Evaluation domains. In
practice, this suggests that managers should not assume that one set of
target groups is relevant for all aspects of the HRM process. Instead, they
should examine, for each key process, who is present, who progresses,
and who reports feeling unfairly treated. For example, in smaller firms, it
may be helpful to review how training opportunities are communicated
and participants in training are selected, and whether evaluation crite-
ria are applied in ways that disadvantage older employees or those who
balance work and study. Similarly, managers may need to reflect on how
everyday inclusion practices, such as team communication norms and
informal social activities, affect younger workers who occupy multiple
marginalised positions.

Third, the results reinforce arguments that HRM is not only the respon-
sibility of HR specialists but an integral part of what every manager does.
Decisions about recruitment, task allocation, feedback, promotion, and
accommodations are often made by line managers in day-to-day prac-
tice. Our analysis through an intersectional investigative lens suggests
that these seemingly routine decisions can have different consequences
for people depending on their identity constellations and on the specific
context in which they work. Managers, especially in SMEs, can there-
fore play a key role in identifying where in their processes people feel
exposed and in adjusting practices accordingly. For instance, they can
make decision-making procedures more transparent and participatory,
ensure that communication channels enable different voices to be heard,
monitor access to support and development opportunities, and foster an
atmosphere of respect and emotio\rlle‘l‘ll]\?e}fety. Wogés\ et Aekl.m(]zoz%?h\arglﬂg
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that organisational efforts to achieve intersectional equality should con-
sider procedural, discursive, material, and affective dimensions. Our
findings support this multi-dimensional view and point to concrete
HRM domains where these dimensions can be examined.

Fourth, because many SMEs lack formalised DEI strategies, it may be
tempting to conclude that they are ill equipped to address intersec-
tional inequality. However, the relatively small size and shorter distances
between managers and employees in such firms can also be an advantage.
SMEs may find it easier to engage with employees as individuals, to adjust
practices quickly, and to experiment with context-specific solutions. The
patterns we observed suggest that a pragmatic starting point is to focus
on those HRM domains where perceived bias is most pronounced in
the organisation. Managers can, e.g., conduct structured conversations
or small surveys to identify which domains, such as recruitment, eval-
uation, or training, are perceived as least fair, and then co-develop tar-
geted changes with employees. In doing so, they should move beyond a
narrow business case framing and consider how their practices support
or undermine fairness and inclusion, even when there is no immediate
measurable performance effect.

Finally, managers should recognise thatlegal compliance, while necessary,
is not sufficient for ensuring that employees experience HRM processes
as fair. Meeting EU and national requirements regarding non-discrimi-
nation based on a limited set of protected characteristics is an important
baseline. However, our study shows that individuals may experience bias
linked to constellations of identities and HRM process-specific dynamics
that are not fully addressed by legal definitions alone. Examining the
workplace through an intersectional lens invites managers to treat legal
categories as an entry point and to extend their efforts by paying atten-
tion to the nuanced and context-dependent ways in which employees
interpret and report unfair treatment in their organisations.

5.3 Limitations and directions for future research

Although this study follows a rigorous approach, it has several limita-
tions that should be acknowledged. The sample size is modest and cov-
ers only four European countries. Given that Europe comprises many
more countries with different histories, legal frameworks, labour market
structures, and diversity challenges, the patterns we observe cannot be
generalised to the continent. Larger and more diverse samples would be
needed to examine whether the configurations identified here, such as
the vulnerabilities of older worker& in. Trmmng and. Emluatzon domainss;
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and the broader bias experienced by younger women and students with
diverse backgrounds, recur in other contexts. In addition, the relatively
small number of respondents in some identity groups limited our ability
to disaggregate further by, for example, specific ethnic backgrounds or
sectors.

Methodologically, the study relies on self-reported experiences of bias
and on a set of survey items that did not cover all potentially relevant
identity dimensions. Participants answered questions only for the cat-
egories they selected as relevant, which resulted in non-uniform item
exposure across respondents and complicated direct comparison of
scores. Our breadth and depth indices are heuristic devices that summa-
rise complex experiences into count and maximum metrics. While they
provide complementary perspectives and help to reveal patterned differ-
ences across domains and groups, they also simplify. Maximum scores
may overrepresent extreme responses in some cases, and breadth scores
reduce nuanced experiences to a threshold of whether bias on a dimen-
sion is present or not. The composite indices were not psychometrically
validated as scales, which further calls for caution in interpreting them
as definitive measures. Future research could refine these operational-
isations, validate them in larger samples, or combine them with qual-
itative approaches to capture more fully the richness of intersectional
experiences.

There are also conceptual limitations. Our grouping of respondents into
identity profiles was constrained by the available survey items and by the
need for sufficient cases in each category. As a result, the intersectional
configurations we examined are partial and do not encompass the full
range of diversity that may matter in European workplaces. Moreover,
while we treated all respondents as potential reporters of bias, regard-
less of whether they occupied positions typically considered dominant
or non-dominant, our data did not allow us to distinguish systematically
between perceptions that reflect structural oppression and those that
reflect situational discomfort or loss of relative privilege.

Future research could build on this chapter in, e.g., the following ways.
Comparative studies that treat country, region, or industry as units of
analysis could shed light on how national histories, legal frameworks, and
sectoral norms shape intersectional patterns of bias in HRM domains.
For example, it would be valuable to examine whether the domains in
which older workers feel most vulnerable differ between manufactur-
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national policy regimes influence these patterns. Longitudinal designs
could investigate how breadth and depth of perceived bias change over
time, particularly in response to organisational interventions or broader
socio-political developments. In line with recent work that explores not
only disadvantages but also context-dependent benefits associated with
intersectionality, future studies might also look at how certain identity
constellations enable access to resources or opportunities in specific
settings, and how these are balanced against experiences of exclusion
(Thatcher et al., 2023). Such research would further advance a contextual
and dynamic understanding of intersectionality in the European work-
place and provide a stronger empirical basis for designing more just and
inclusive HRM practices.
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