FUNDED BY THE EUROPEAN UNION’S
R I G H T S, E QUA L I T Y A N D C I T I Z E N S H I P
P RO G R A M M E ( 20 1 4 - 2020 )

Labour policies
at the intersection
of gender and race
Marta Capesciotti

FUNDED BY THE EUROPEAN UNION’S
R I G H T S, E QUA L I T Y A N D C I T I Z E N S H I P
P RO G R A M M E ( 20 1 4 - 2020 )

Disclaimer

Partner

The content of this Report Labour policies at the
intersection of gender and race represents the views
of the author only and are their sole responsibility.
The European Commission does not accept any
responsibility for use that may be made of the
information it contains.

This research was carried out as a part of the GRASE
project, coordinated by ISMU Foundation (Italy) in
partnership with Fondazione Giacomo Brodolini
(Italy), the Adecco Group (Italy), Fundación Adecco
(Spain), Asociación AMIGA por los Derechos Humanos
de las Mujeres (Spain), APROXIMAR Cooperativa de
Solidarieda de Social (Portugal).

The authors shared Report ideas and contents with
the Steering Group and the Board of Expert of the
Project GRASE that approved it, but they are the only
responsible for the final content, expressions and
words used.
Report realized within the GRASE Project Funded by
the European Union’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship
Programme (2014 - 2020)
Fondazione Iniziative e Studi
sulla Multietnicità - ISMU
Via Copernico, 1 - 20125 Milano
Tel. 02.678779.1
www.ismu.org
Graphic Project
Alexandra Gredler
© Copyright Fondazione ISMU, Milano 2021
Suggested citation
Capesciotti, M. (2021),
Labour policies at the intersection of gender and race
ISMU, Milano.
ISBN: 9788831443173

Board of Expert
Emanuela Bonini (Coordinator),
Barbara De Micheli, Abel Guio, Tiago Leitão,
Nicola Pasini, Gemma Torre Ruiz, Sara Toticchi,
Cristina Zamora, Laura Zanfrini.
Research Team
Marta Capesciotti

Abbreviations
CEDAW
CERD UN
CRPD UN
EGGSI
EIGE
ENAR
EU
EU-MIDIS
FRA
GEI

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Expert group on gender equality, social inclusion, health and long-term care
European Institute for Gender Equality
European Network Against Racism
European Union
European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
Gender Equality Index

GRASE Labour policies at the intersection of gender and race

Glossary
Multiple discriminations
Any combination of forms of discrimination against persons on the grounds of sex, racial
or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age, sexual orientation, gender identity or other
characteristics, and of discrimination suffered by those who have, or who are perceived to
have, those characteristics.
Sequential multiple discrimination
When a person suffers discrimination on different grounds on separate occasions.
Additive multiple discrimination
When a person suffers discrimination on the same occasion but on two grounds.
Intersectional discrimination
When two or multiple grounds operate simultaneously and interact in an inseparable manner,
producing distinct and specific forms of discrimination.
Direct discrimination
Refers to less favourable treatment against an individual because of that person’s protected
characteristic.
Indirect discrimination
This is when a provision, criterion or practice is applied in a way that creates disproportionate
disadvantage for a person with a protected characteristic as compared to those who do not
share that characteristic, and this is not a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim.
Harassment
Unwanted conduct related to a protected characteristic that has the purpose or effect of
violating a person’s dignity or creates an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or
offensive environment. It may also involve unwanted conduct of a sexual nature or be related
to gender reassignment or sex. The conduct can either be a serious one-off event or be a
‘course of conduct’, i.e. it happens on a number of occasions.
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Executive Summary
The report was developed in the framework of
the project “Gender and Race Stereotypes
Eradication in labour market - GRASE”,
and it is meant to provide a theoretical
overview of the concept of intersectionality
of discriminations, and of its use and
implementation in international and EU
legislation, as well as in EU Member States’
policies. The report is structured as follows:
the first section focuses on the introduction
of the concept of intersectionality in
academia and research, as well as on the
development of different conceptualisations
of intersectionality; the second section,
retraces the integration of intersectionality in
international and EU legislation and strategic
documents, especially as far as the position
of migrant women in the labour market is
concerned; the third section provides a brief
overview of how EU Member States dealt
with intersectionality of discriminations in
their legal and policy systems; eventually,
the existing data on intersectionality
is commented, and the general lack of
disaggregated data preventing a quantitative
analysis of the impact of intersectional
discriminations is criticised.
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1. Introduction

Research, academic literature and policy
documents have been dealing with
discriminations for a long time now. In this
long-standing activity and elaboration, some
crucial concepts have been developed and
integrated in legislation and intervention
strategies. These include1 the concept of direct
discrimination - when a person is treated
less favourably on the basis of ‘protected
grounds’ –, indirect discrimination - when
an apparently neutral rule disadvantages
a person or a group sharing the same
characteristics – and, more recently,
harassment – particular manifestation of
direct discrimination which occurs when the
unwanted conduct is related to a protected
ground takes place, is carried out with the
purpose or effect of violating the dignity of
a person, and/or creating an intimidating,
hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive
environment.
The concept of multiple or intersectional
discriminations was introduced – in scientific
literature and, subsequently, in policy and
legislation – to tackle the shortcomings
of the traditional single-issue approach
to discriminations which proved to fail in
adequately addressing various manifestations
of unequal treatment. In this respect, ‘Multiple
discrimination’ describes discrimination that
takes place on the basis of several grounds
operating separately; whereas, ‘Intersectional
discrimination’ describes a situation where
several grounds operate and interact with each
other at the same time in such a way that they
are inseparable and produce specific types of
discrimination.

1

Intersectionality of discriminations – in the
context of this report – shall be used as an
analytical prism that allows to capture the
specific situation of individuals who live their
lives at the intersection of more than one
ground of discrimination, as it is the case of
migrant women that are the target group of
this research project. More specifically, the
added value of this analytical perspective is
to provide an analysis and policy instrument
to address the hurdles that prevent women
with migration background from successfully
accessing the labour market in the three target
countries of the GRASE project; as well as, to
understand how these hurdles are different
from those experienced by women and people
of racial or ethnic minority groups, separately.
At this end, the report retraces the origins
of the concept of intersectionality. Besides,
its development in scientific literature,
intersectionality has long been debated in
policy-making processes: the report attempts
an overview of the use of this concept in
international and EU legislation and strategic
documents. Moreover, the contribution of EU
Member States’ legislation and policy to the
effective implementation of an intersectional
approach to inclusive labour market policies
is also addressed. Eventually, some insights
on the existing data on intersectionality
are provided: the report also stresses that
improvements are needed in data collection
as to actually gauge the impact on the
intersections of multiple oppressions on the
target population of this research project.

European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) (2018), Handbook on European non-discrimination law, February 2018.
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2. Intersectionality:
the concept and its origins

“There is no thing as a single-issue struggle
because we do not live single-issue lives”
Audre Lorde, “Learning from the 60s” (1982)
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Traditional legislative and policy
approaches to discriminations – including
gender-sensitive ones – were mostly
focused on one ground of discriminations
at a time: women are discriminated
against on grounds of their gender,
regardless of the other many challenges
and oppressions they might face in their
life, due to their race, sexual orientation,
gender identity, disability, social class,
and so on. These traditional approaches
proved to be flawed by three main limits.
First – as Audre Lorde puts it – people don’t
live single-issue lives, and generally have
multiple identities. Age, gender, sexual
orientation, beliefs, race, disability, all
these characteristics have an impact on
the possibilities people can benefit from
and have access to. Secondly, social
groups are not internally homogeneous.
Thirdly, discriminations are rooted in
solid power relationships that often
overlap: for instance, black men are in
a position of power if their gender is
considered; however, they are subject to
discriminations on grounds of the colour
of their skin and/or their ethnic group.
Conversely, white women are in a position
of power in relation to their colour, but not
their gender. The idea that discriminations
intersect and multiply their effects was
therefore needed to address issues
that traditional approaches generally
overlooked.
The concept of intersectionality – in terms
of the intersection of different grounds
of discrimination – has a long history in
public, academic and policy debate. It
was introduced by Black feminism and the

2

nineteenth century anti-slavery movement.
In her famous speech, “Ain’t I A Woman?2”
delivered at the Women’s Convention,
Akron, Ohio in 1851, Sojourner Truth Isabella Baumfree (1797-1883) – launched
a passionate public plea for intersectional
politics, stressing the interconnection
between gender, race and social class.
In more recent times, the Combahee
River Collective - a Black feminist lesbian
collective active during the period 19741980 in Boston, USA - developed the
collective statement on interconnecting
different drivers of oppression:
“As women, particularly […] privileged
white women, began to acquire class
power without divesting of their
internalized sexism, divisions between
women intensified. When women of color
critiqued the racism within the society as
a whole and called attention to the ways
that racism had shaped and informed
feminist theory and practice, many white
women simply turned their backs on the
vision of sisterhood, closing their minds
and hearts. And that was equally true
when it came to the issue of classism
among women.” (hooks, 2000)
White women were called to become
aware that, if they were discriminated
against on grounds of gender, on the other
side, they could exercise a privilege on
grounds of race and social class.
The concept of intersection of oppressions
strongly characterized the ideas debated
in the feminist critical race theory.
Kimberle Crenshaw published her article

Available at: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/mod/sojtruth-woman.asp.
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“Demarginalizing the Intersection of
Race and Sex. A Black Feminist Critique
of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist
Theory and Antiracist Politics” in 1989:

Despite this, three main ways can be
traced to describe the functioning of these
discriminations (Fredman, 2016):

“I am suggesting that Black women can
experience discrimination in ways that
are both similar to and different from
those experienced by white women and
Black men. Black women sometimes
experience discrimination in ways
similar to white women’s experiences;
sometimes they share very similar
experiences with Black men. Yet often
they experience double-discriminationthe combined effects of practices which
discriminate on the basis of race, and
on the basis of sex. And sometimes,
they experience discrimination as Black
women-not the sum of race and sex
discrimination, but as Black women”
(p. 149)

1. Sequential multiple discrimination –
when a person suffers discrimination
on different grounds on separate
occasions. For example, a woman with
a disability might suffer discrimination
once because of her gender and,
on another occasion, because of
her disability. With this type of
discrimination each incident can be
assessed and addressed on a single
ground, and compensation awarded
accordingly.

Discriminations due to more,
contextual personal characteristics
have been conceptualised, and
named, in multiple ways. Terms
such as ‘multiple discrimination,’
‘cumulative discrimination,’ ‘compound
discrimination,’ ‘combined discrimination’
and ‘intersectional discrimination’ are
often used interchangeably, even if they
might have concealed different nuances
of meaning. Moreover, legal systems and
literature in this field have not set a fixed
terminology.
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2. Additive multiple discrimination –
when a person suffers discrimination
on the same occasion but on two
grounds, for example a lesbian woman
is harassed because she is woman and
lesbian. This type of discrimination is
additive because each of the grounds
can be identified independently. In
order to find compensation of the
treatment, the complainant can
compare herself to men to show
that she has been subjected to sex
discrimination on grounds of gender,
and to heterosexuals to show that she
has been subjected to discrimination
on grounds of sexual orientation.
3. Intersectional discrimination –
happens when two or multiple
grounds operate simultaneously and
interact in an inseparable manner,
producing distinct and specific
forms of discrimination. The result of
these discriminations is qualitatively
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different from the result of each
discrimination taken separately:
the result, as Crenshaw terms it, is
‘synergistic’. For example, a young
Roma woman is discriminated in the
labor market because she is Roma
and is perceived to be ‘dangerous’,
because she is a woman, and is
therefore ‘bound to have children
soon’, and because she is young and
therefore unexperienced. In particular
circumstances, the combination
of these factors creates a negative
synergy, so that the discrimination
cannot be fully understood as the
addition of criteria alone. This type
of discrimination functioning is the
subject of this report.

GRASE Labour policies at the intersection of gender and race
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Sequential and additive multiple
discriminations fall within the scope of the
existing legal frameworks on discriminations:
in fact, each discrimination can be dealt
with as it was a single issue. On the opposite,
intersectional discriminations are more difficult
to be addressed, especially in view of the
compensation to the victims and the design
of effective prevention and tackling policies.
Despite the invisibility of intersectional
discriminations in the existing legal systems,
a mention to this issue can be traced in
documents and legislation at both the EU and
international level.
The Convention on the Elimination of all
Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) – adopted in 1979 by the United
Nations General Assembly – contributed
to deconstructing the idea of women as an
undifferentiated social group. Its preamble
stressed that women in situations of poverty
have the ‘least access to food, health,
education, training and opportunities
for employment and other needs.’ It also
highlighted that ‘the eradication of apartheid,
all forms of racism, racial discrimination,
colonialism, neo-colonialism, aggression,
foreign occupation and domination and
interference in the internal affairs of States
is essential to the full enjoyment of the rights
of men and women.’ The same approach
persists in the General Recommendations
adopted by the CEDAW Committee.
General Recommendation No. 28 on core
obligations of State Parties explicitly
mentions intersectionality, declaring it to be
a basic concept to properly understand and
implement CEDAW’s obligations. General
Recommendation No. 28 emphasized that
discrimination against women based on sex
and gender ‘is inextricably linked with other
factors that affect women, such as race,

3

ethnicity, religion or belief, health, status, age,
class, caste and sexual orientation and gender
identity’, further stating that ‘discrimination on
the basis of sex or gender may affect women
belonging to such groups to a different degree
or in different ways than men.’
An intersectional approach to discriminations
was adopted also by the UN Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD). Even if at first glance the CRPD
seems to adopt a single-issue approach,
focusing specifically on disabilities, the other
disadvantaging aspects of an individual’s
social location are not neutralized. The
Convention’s preamble acknowledges the
‘difficult conditions faced by persons with
disabilities who are subject to multiple or
aggravated forms of discrimination on the
basis of race, colour, sex, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national, ethnic,
indigenous or social origin, property, birth, age
or other status.’ The CRPD also recommends
gender to be mainstreamed in all fields of
social action, to recognize that women and
girls with disabilities are often at greater risk of
violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation, both
within and outside the home.
The UN Committee on the Elimination of
Racial Discrimination (CERD) explicitly
mentions intersectionality, using it though as a
synonym for multiple or double discrimination,
which refers to a partial understanding of
intersectionality. Paragraph 7 of CERD’s
General Recommendation No. 32 of 20093
states: “The ‘grounds’ of discrimination
are extended in practice by the notion of
‘intersectionality’ whereby the Committee
addresses situations of double or multiple
discrimination – such as discrimination
on grounds of gender or religion – when
discrimination on such a ground appears to

Available at: https://www.refworld.org/docid/4adc30382.html.
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exist in combination with a ground or grounds
listed in Article 1 of the Convention”.
In 1995, the World Conference for Women,
held in Beijing, drew attention to the fact that
age, disability, social and economic status,
ethnicity, and race can create particular
barriers for women. This led to the development
of a framework for recognizing multiple and
coexisting forms of discrimination, which
became part of the Beijing Platform for Action.

As for EU legislation, the issue of
intersectionality struggles to have a full
recognition. This invisibility is due to three
interconnected reasons. First of all, EU antidiscrimination legislation is segmented in three
different sets of Directives: one concerning
race and ethnic origin (Racial Equality
Directive, 2000/43/EC), one concerning
religion or belief, disability, age, or sexual
orientation (Employment Directive, 2000/78/
EC) and a set of directives on gender
discrimination4.
Secondly, each of these pieces of legislation
has a different material scope.

Table 1. Scope of EU Anti-Discrimination Directives
Employment
and vocational
training

Workers’ and
employers’
organizations

Social
protection incl.
social security

Social
protection
incl.
healthcare

Social
advantages

Racial or
ethnic origin

Dir. 2000/43

Dir. 2000/43

Dir. 2000/43

Dir. 2000/43 Dir. 2000/43

Gender

Dir. 2006/54
Dir. 2010/41
(self-employment)

Dir. 2006/54

Dir. 79/7
(statutory
social security
only)
Dir. 2006/54
(occupational
social security
only)

Sexual
orientation

Dir. 2000/78

Dir. 2000/78

Religion
or belief

Dir. 2000/78

Dir. 2000/78

Disability

Dir. 2000/78

Dir. 2000/78

Age

Dir. 2000/78

Dir. 2000/78

Education

Public Goods
and services,
incl. housing

Dir. 2000/43

Dir. 2000/43
Dir. 2004/113

Source: Fredman, S. (2016)

Council Directive 79/7/EEC of 19 December 1978 on the progressive implementation of the principle of equal treatment for men and women in matters of
social security; Council Directive 92/85/EEC of 19 October 1992 on the introduction of measures to encourage improvements in the safety and health at work
of pregnant workers and workers who have recently given birth or are breastfeeding; Council Directive 2004/113/EC of 13 December 2004 implementing the
principle of equal treatment between men and women in the access to and supply of goods and services; Directive 2006/54/EC of the European Parliament and
of the Council of 5 July 2006 on the implementation of the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of employment and
occupation (Recast); Council Directive 2010/18/EU of 8 March 2010 implementing the revised Framework Agreement on parental leave; Directive 2010/41/EU of
the European Parliament and of the Council of 7 July 2010 on the application of the principle of equal treatment between men and women engaged in an activity
in a self-employed capacity.
4
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The Racial Equality Directive explicitly covers
access to employed and self-employed
activities, education, social protection
including social security and healthcare, social
advantages and access to and supply of goods
and services.

In order to – at least partially – respond
to these hurdles, in 2008, the European
Commission presented a proposal for a
Council directive on implementing the
principle of equal treatment outside the
labour market, irrespective of age, disability,
sexual orientation or religious belief5, whose
The Employment Directive is limited to
aim would be to extend protection against
employment and vocational training. The scope discrimination through a horizontal approach.
of the various gender discrimination directives However, as unanimity is required in the
is narrower than the Racial Equality Directive
Council, the draft has remained blocked at
but wider than that of the Employment
that stage since then.
Directive. The result is that racial and ethnic
origin benefits from a wider protection
Intersectionality is also mentioned in other
compared to gender, which is in turn privileged EU strategic documents. The EU Commission
over age, disability, sexual orientation and
Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025
religion or belief. This is a complex hurdle for
explicitly recognizes that the intersectionality
intersectionality: if, for instance, an individual
of gender with other grounds of discrimination
is faced with discrimination in respect of
must be addressed across EU policies. This is
education or housing might, they have a
because, “[w]omen are a heterogeneous group
claim under EU law if they can prove it was
and may face intersectional discrimination
on grounds of her ethnic origin but not if it
based on several personal characteristics”.
was due to religion. Moreover, the different
grounds of discrimination often cannot be
Eventually, the European Network Against
easily distinguished. Eventually, another
Racism (ENAR) report on Racism and
reason is that the list of protected grounds of
discrimination in Employment in Europe 2013discrimination – provided by the Treaties and
2017 highlights that migrants and ethnic
the Directives – cannot be extended: these
minorities in general have fewer chances
lists are exhaustive and cannot be enriched by of getting through recruitment processes
analogy by the jurisprudence of the EU Court
and they tend to have jobs further down the
of Justice, differently from other regional and
hierarchy and lower wages. They generally
international instruments such as the European experience a much higher unemployment
Convention on Human Rights which has a non- rate and are overrepresented in certain job
exhaustive open list. It is to be noted that the
positions or sectors, which may be a result of
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights includes a
structural discriminatory inequalities. Migrant
non-exhaustive list of grounds of discrimination women, and women of colour in particular,
(Art. 21): however, the Charter does not extend
face multiple obstacles in the labor market as
the competence of the EU to matters not
a result of the intersection of race, gender, and
included under its competence.
class. This intersection makes them particularly
vulnerable to discrimination, exploitation, and
sexual harassment, experiencing high rates
of overqualification, as well as segregation in
specific sectors, in particular domestic work.

5

Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A52008PC0426.
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Box 1. EU Commission Gender Equality Strategy
2020-2025
KEY ACTIONS
1.
2.
3.
4.

Freedom from gender-based violence and gender stereotypes
Thriving in a gender equal economy
Leading and participating equally throughout society
Key external actions on gender equality
(including, third Action Plan on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in External
Relations; the Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy)

However, the Gender Equality Strategy also means:
– Gender mainstreaming = including a gender perspective in all policy areas, at all levels
and at all stages of policymaking.
– Intersectionality = All women are different and may face discrimination based on
several personal characteristics. For instance, a migrant woman with a disability
may face discrimination on three grounds. The intersectionality of gender with other
grounds of discrimination will be addressed across EU policies.
– Dedicated funding for a gender equal future.

GRASE Labour policies at the intersection of gender and race
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As for the policies in place in EU Countries6,
in 2016 only 13 European States7 had
introduced explicit mentions of multiple
discriminations in their national legislative
systems. National legislations generally
refer to multiple discriminations, defined as
discrimination on more than one protected
ground. Only one country – Serbia – refers to
multiple or intersecting discrimination. Multiple
discriminations are generally mentioned in the
legislative discipline governing compensations
for the victims: this is the case of Bulgaria,
where the Protection against Discrimination
Act places a statutory duty on public
authorities to give priority to positive action
measures to the benefit of victims of multiple
discrimination. However, in some cases
Countries integrated multiple discriminations
into positive actions and powers of
inspectorates or equality bodies. This is the
case of Greece which, in 2011, introduced
the requirement for labour inspectorates to
supervise the principle of equal treatment
taking account of multiple discrimination.
However, multiple discriminations were later
on subject of an explicit prohibition in the new
Equal Treatment Law 4443/2016.8
As for the grounds of discrimination that are
considered, some countries limit the number
of possible grounds, while others consider
multiple discriminations only in legislation

referring to a particular ground. For instance,
in Liechtenstein, multiple discrimination is only
referred to in the Act on Equality of People
with Disabilities. Furthermore, in 21 European
Countries there is no explicit mention to
multiple discriminations: however, this does
not entail that judicial claims cannot be filed
mentioning multiple grounds. Thus in France,
courts have allowed cumulative discrimination
claims although there is no express statutory
or other reference. French law prohibits many
grounds of discrimination and it is possible to
combine them.
Eventually, attention has been paid to multiple
discriminations by national Equality Bodies, or
similar institutions. Fort instance, in Croatia,
the Gender Equality Ombud in her 2014
report identifies several intersectional groups
of women as especially vulnerable, including
rural women, women with a disability, women
of Roma ethnic origin, women victims of
sexual violence during the Homeland War,
and sex workers. Moreover, several grounds for
discrimination were raised in 120 complaints
before the Commission for the Protection
of Equality in Serbia, including cases of
discriminations on grounds of age (46),
marital and family status (42), nationality (38),
membership of political organizations, trade
unions and other organisations (35), religious
and political belief (32) and sex (23).

Fredman, S. (2016), “Intersectional discrimination in EU gender equality and non-discrimination law”, European network of legal experts in gender equality and
non-discrimination, European Commission - Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers.
7
Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Germany, Greece, Italy, Liechtenstein, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Spain, Turkey (only in disability legislation).
The report mentioned in the previous footnote s included all EU member States, the candidate countries (Montenegro, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia,
Serbia and Turkey) as well as Liechtenstein, Iceland and Norway.
8
Chopin, I., Germaine, C. (2017), “A comparative analysis of non-discrimination law in Europe 2017”, European network of legal experts in gender equality and
non-discrimination, November 2017.
6
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The practical incidence of intersectional
discriminations in the EU is hard to capture
since – as stressed above – these operate
in a synergistic way. Disaggregated data
by ground of discrimination considered
separately are available; however, how their
combination impacts the lives of individuals
suffering more than one of these grounds
is difficult to gauge with the existing data
collections. The few studies which do focus on
intersectional discriminations are small scale
and mostly qualitative.
As a general perspective, only 55,3% of
women born outside the EU are in employment,
compared with 69,7% of women born inside
the EU (Oxfam, 2018). Migrant women workers
and especially women born outside of the
EU, are often among the most exploited and
marginalised female workers. In general terms,
gender seems to intensify the disadvantages
and discriminations associated with
inequalities and social identities which can
also affect men.
In 2008, the expert group on gender equality,
social inclusion, health and long-term care
(EGGSI) issued a report on ethnic minority
and Roma women, showing that women from
disadvantaged ethnic minorities are at greater
risk of social exclusion and poverty, both when
compared to the men of their communities
and that of ethnic majority women. This is
especially true in accessing employment,
health, education and social services. The root
cause of this is to be found in the interaction of
power relations both within the communities,
and in the general society. More specifically,
women of disadvantaged ethnic minorities
might experience disadvantage which is
both shared with the majority women - they
remain primarily responsible for childcare and
housework – and intensified through racism
and discrimination on grounds of ethnic origin,
in that they tend to have higher inactivity
and unemployment rates than either ethnic
GRASE Labour policies at the intersection of gender and race

majority women (or minority men). As a result
of this synergetic intersection of factors, they
are more likely to work in part-time precarious
jobs, especially in cleaning and personal care
services, where wages are low and their work
is regarded as self-employment, precluding
them from eligibility for unemployment
benefit or other social advantages. Precarious
work conditions also mean for these women
the impossibility to access financial and
loan services, and, consequently, funds for
entrepreneurship or property purchase. These
difficulties are further sharpened by language
difficulties, lack of information, discrimination
and prejudice against them, both on grounds
of gender and ethnicity, on the part of public
and private actors. Eventually, they often are
financially dependent on their partners, and
their administrative status might be connected
to a continued marriage: both factors which
are highly critical in general, and in case of
domestic violence in particular.
In 2010, the European Union Agency for
Fundamental Rights (FRA) released a Focus
report on Multiple Discriminations with data
from the 2008 European Union Minorities and
Discrimination Survey (EU-MIDIS). This report
emphasised that economic disadvantage is
a key factor contributing to the experience
of discrimination among ethnic minority or
immigrant respondents, with an average of 46
% of respondents who reported experiencing
multiple discrimination being in the lowest
income quartile recorded in their country. As
emerging from the participants’ experiences,
ethnic minorities tend to live in segregated,
low-income neighbourhoods, with poor access
to public transport and social services. They
often are exposed to discrimination in the
private housing market, with higher rents and
more insecure contracts, especially in case of
irregular administrative status. In this context,
women of ethnic minorities may experience
these difficulties more intensely than the men
in the same group, since they are likely to
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be tied to the home and the community by
childcare and other domestic obligations.
In 2013, FRA issued another report on
Inequalities and multiple discrimination in
access to and quality of healthcare, based
on legal desk research and social fieldwork
conducted in five selected EU Countries
(Austria, the Czech Republic, Italy, Sweden
and the United Kingdom).
The study found out that stereotypes based
on culture, gender, age, ethnicity, migrant
background, religion or a combination of these
characteristics can lead to unequal treatment
in healthcare. For instance, Roma health users
and Muslim women reported that healthcare
professionals at times regarded them to be too
poorly educated to understand and therefore
did not fully communicate their health
problems.
Another relevant source of data is the Gender
Equality Index (GEI) which is calculated yearly
by the European Institute for Gender Equality
(EIGE) since 20139. The GEI is a composite
indicator that measures the complex concept

of gender equality and, based on the EU policy
framework, is meant to assist in monitoring
progress of gender equality across the EU
over time. The index is composed of six core
domains (Work, Money, Knowledge, Time,
Power, and Health) built on 31 indicators that
have been calculated for the 27 EU Members
States plus the United Kingdom (former EU28).
Over the years, EIGE added an additional
domain, titled Intersecting Inequalities, in
order to “capture how gender is manifested
when combined with other characteristics
such as age, disability, migrant background,
ethnicity, sexual orientation or socioeconomic
background” (EIGE, 2019). In this domain,
data on inequalities on grounds of gender
is intersected with age, country of birth,
disability, educational level, family types,
sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression, migrant background, ethnicity
and religion. As far as the labour market
is concerned, GEI’s data provides useful
insights on intersectional discriminations
compromising labour market integration of
migrant women in the three GRASE target
countries, namely Italy, Spain and Portugal10.

The 2020 GEI report is available at: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020.
For a thorough analysis of the intersectional domain of the GEI see the GRASE report: Ortensi, L.E. & Tosi, F. (2021), “Exploring gender & migration background
intersectionality. An analysis of labour market data in Europe”, ISMU, Milano.
9
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Intersectionality has a long history of
definition and conceptualisation; however,
it still strives to be correctly understood
and to find its place in scientific literature,
policy and legislation. It would serve, though,
as a key instrument to protect the complex
subjective identities of the individuals, and
to deal with complex contemporary societies
where drivers of privilege and oppressions
intersect and overlap.
The intersectionality of discriminations has
long been debated in academic literature
and among activists and civil-society
organisations. International and EU legislative
and policy acts are increasingly taking it into
account when dealing with discriminations
and equality strategies. However, more
efforts are needed to make protection from
intersectional discriminations effective, and
the rights of the victims enforceable before
national and international Courts.
Moreover, the impact of such discriminations
could be better assessed and observed
if more data was collected in a way that
allows to gauge the intersection of more
grounds of discriminations. Despite the

relevance of qualitative studies focusing on
experiences of intersectional discriminations
in disadvantaged social groups, quantitative
data on a larger scale would be needed,
also as a means of advocacy before public
institutions and private stakeholders to
foster the adoption of strategic intervention
measures.
In the context of the “Gender and Race
Stereotypes Eradication in labour market
- GRASE” project, intersectionality of
discriminations can be used as an analysis
lens to attain a deeper comprehension of the
specific hurdles migrant women are exposed
to when trying to access labour market. It
provides useful instruments to highlight and
address the challenges the target group faces,
as women and as subjects with a migration
background. Intersectionality is also useful
to acknowledge that discriminations faced
on grounds of gender and on grounds of race
do not simply add, but rather intersect and
multiply their effect. Coping with such complex
situations needs complex analysis and policy
instruments in order to design and implement
effective legislative and intervention strategies.
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