
Intersectionality:

and the research process from 
lived experience perspectives



Definition
Intersectionality is an approach which explores how overlapping or 
intersecting identities affect the experiences of individuals in society.
Discourses of inequality cannot simply be explained by one single factor (such 
as race), other competing factors operate to produce different outcomes of 
social and power relations.
Intersectionality enables us to explore how experiences are affected by 
different competing identities and how these impact to exclude individuals in 
society.
Above passage taken from Bhopal, K. (2018) White Privilege, The myth of a post-racial society, 
Chapter 4, Intersectionality: gender, race and class [pp.47-63] with reference to Crenshaw, K. (1989) 
De-marginalising the intersection of race and sex University of Chicago Legal Forum Vol 139: pp. 139-
167



Racism and Mental Health: “How to be an anti-racist mental health 
researcher”

Mental Elf and LivPsych https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yk4ZdoyG4_E

Dr Shubulade Smith consultant psychiatrist, South London and Maudsley NHS Trust;    
Lead on Race Equality for Royal College of Psychiatrists mentioned ‘intersectionality’… 

In relation to it increasing the risk of specific mental health problems and the nature 
and structure of research being skewed from the outset, with inequalities being 
sustained and widened if we fail to respond to intersectionality and disparity. E.g. 
doing research ‘on’ young White men and then extrapolating the results to apply to 
people with diverse characteristics.
Concluding that: ‘We are not asking the right research questions or doing research 
on the people who are going to need the intervention…’

NOTE: with research being undertaken ‘on’ not ‘with’ people with lived experience.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yk4ZdoyG4_E


Dr Shubulade Smith recommended following Burkhard et al’s (2021) list of what needs to change. 

Taken from the above presentation referencing Carla Burkhard, Saba Cicek, Ran Barzilay, Rajiv Radhakrishnan, 
Sinan Guloksuz (2021) Need for Ethnic and Population Diversity in Psychosis Research, Schizophrenia Bulletin
Available at https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbab048 [Western, Educated, Industrial, Rich, Democratic societies]

https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbab048


In addition to Nev Smith et al’s (2020) recommendations that at the outset a race
equality / equity impact assessment should be applied to:

• the research questions
• the methodology
• and consideration given to involving academics, clinicians and social researchers

with expertise in mental health inequality in particular
• involving people from Black and other Ethnic groups with lived experience of

mental distress in purposefully designing the research
• expecting recruitment to be more complicated and take longer – funding

implications
• when reporting findings – authors should talk about how these might impact

people from different ethnic groups
• and that Equality / equity impact assessments should be required by funding

bodies in the same was that Patient and Public Involvement statements are.



Questions

Research Stage Who is included within this 
category?

What role does inequality play? Where are the similarities?

Generation of hypotheses Is attuned to diversity within 
categories

Literature review attends to social 
and historical contexts of inequality

May be exploring rather than 
hypothesis testing to discover 
similarities

Sampling Focuses on neglected groups Category memberships mark groups 
with unequal access to power and 
resources

Includes diverse groups connected 
by common relationships to social 
and institutional power

Operationalization Develops measures from the 
perspective of the groups being 
studied

If comparative, differences are 
conceptualized as stemming from 
structural inequality (upstream) 
rather than as primarily individual 
level differences

Views social categories in terms of 
individual and institutional practices 
rather than primarily as 
characteristics of individuals

Analysis Attends to diversity within a group 
and may be conducted separately 
for each group studied

Tests for both similarities and 
differences

Interest is not limited to differences

Interpretation of findings No group’s findings are interpreted 
to represent a universal or 
normative experience

Differences are interpreted in light of 
groups structural positions

Sensitivity to nuanced variations 
across groups is maintained even 
when similarities are identified

While Cole recommends asking three questions before undertaking research set out in the table 
entitled  ‘Implications of the Three Questions for Each Stage of the Research Process’  in Cole, E. R. 
(2009, p.172) Intersectionality & Research in Psychology. American Psychologist 64: 03, pp.170–180



NOT ONE OF THEM RECOMMENDS THAT THE PEOPLE THE 
RESEARCH IS CONCERNED WITH SHOULD BE LEADING THE 

RESEARCH PROCESS!!! 
This in itself is interesting, if we think about and reflect on the 
‘recommendations’ from the aforementioned researchers. 
Rice et al. (2019) adopt a different approach to intersectionality 
and one that I as a person with lived experience of intersectional 
discrimination would like to make a case that we, as Survivor 
Researchers and diverse peoples may want to adopt. 



A Social Justice Approach to Intersectionality in the Research Process
Acknowledging difference can surface conflicts and tension, working in coalition 
necessitates honestly addressing disparities, imbalances, mistakes, and failures. 

Hailed by neoliberal logics that value productivity and success, researchers learn to 
hide failure; admitting failure opens us to uncomfortable conversations and 
emotions, political challenges, career impasses, and the unsettling of expertise. 

Yet from a social justice vantage, it is critical that we orient to mistakes and failure as 
productive.

Whether we fail to anticipate differences or recognize privileges, failure creates the 
conditions of possibility for vulnerability and, with it, greater understanding and 
learning.
Taken from Rice, C., Harrison, E., & Friedman, M. (2019, p.22) Doing justice to intersectionality in 
research. Cultural Studies: Critical Methodologies. https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708619829779

https://doi.org/10.1177/1532708619829779


It is vital that intersectional researchers work to resist co-optation.
• Intersectional research must account for the political, social, economic, cultural   

and institutional contexts shaping it.

• This includes recognising characteristics of the universities and granting agencies 
gatekeeping research, that shape how—and what—research is done

• The political contexts shaping the lives of the people taking part including how 
these influence participation

• This includes the economic, social, cultural, patriarchal, capitalist, neoliberal, 
ableist, ageist, racist, heteronormative aspects of the research

• Although feminist and critical scholars disagree in their critiques of the ways 
intersectionality has been deployed in research, they often agree on an essential 
quality of intersectional research.



Intersectionality and social justice
• Intersectionality orients to social justice, so research utilizing 

intersectional analysis must commit to justice in its processes and 
knowledge production so that every dimension of a research project is 
an opportunity to work toward social justice. 

• Intersectionality deals with the complexity and messiness of lives, 
relationships, structures, and societies, so data collection and analysis 
methods must be responsive to contexts and serve liberatory 
objectives. 

• The animating consideration for critical researchers in undertaking 
intersectional research is one of continuously and unequivocally 
interrogating at every stage of the process, “Am I doing justice?”


