Models, Assessment,
c and Policies
for Sustainability

Rethinking Public Policy
Through an Intersectional Lens

Policies shape lives, but not equally.
Without an intersectional justice lens, even
carefully designed policies risk reproducing
structural inequalities. Disadvantages linked
to gender, race, class, dis/ability, age,
migration status, sexuality, and geography
interact to  produce distinct and
compounded forms of exclusion. Addressing
these dimensions in isolation often leads to
partial diagnoses and ineffective policy
outcomes.

For example, parental leave policies can
promote gender equality in care and work.
However, eligibility is often tied to stable,
full-time employment, excluding part-time,
temporary, and many migrant or low-
income women. As a result, these policies
tend to disproportionately benefit middle-
and higher-income dual-earner households.
Without an intersectional lens, gender
equality measures risk widening
inequalities among women rather than
reducing them.

The European Union has the opportunity to
embed intersectionality in its new Gender
Equality Strategy as a practical
governance approach that enhances its
capacity to better deliver on equality,
fundamental rights, and social justice.
Intersectional justice improves outcomes
not only for marginalised groups, but for
society as a whole.
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Recommendations

e Adopt and operationalise a clear

definition of intersectional justice,
with methodological guidance for
implementation across EU policies.

¢ Recognise and address invisible

labour, including unpaid care work and
labour embedded in EU and global value
chains.

e Align the EU Gender Equality Strategy

with anti-racism, LGBTIQ, anti-
poverty, housing, labour, digital, and
climate policies, to break down policy
silos.

e Strengthen intersectional data

infrastructure and complement
disaggregated quantitative data with
qualitative and participatory research.

¢ Ensure meaningful, long-term

participation of marginalised
communities in co-creation,
implementation, and monitoring.
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Introduction

Intersectional justice is a framework to
guide EU policymaking toward fairness
and equity. The European Commission’s
inclusion of intersectionality as a “cross-
cutting principle” in its 2020-2025 Gender
Equality Strategy was an important step
forward, continued in new initiatives. For
example, the Anti-Racism Strategy 2026-
2030 mentions developing guidelines for
intersectional approaches in research and
innovation. Still, EU policies sometimes
lack deep engagement with
intersectionality (Debusscher and Maes
2025). With the update of the Gender
Equality Strategy and gender equality
highlighted as a priority of the Cyprus
presidency, calls for a stronger integration of
intersectional justice have been growing,
including within the European Parliament.

Intersectional justice is the recognition
and redressal of overlapping and
interconnected systems of structural
discrimination shaped by identity
categories such as race, gender, social class,
geography, dis/ability, sexuality, caste,
education, and more (see image below). An
intersectional approach moves beyond
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single-axis analyses to examine how
multiple dimensions of disadvantage
interact, producing specific forms of
exclusion and harm. Recognising these
dynamics is essential for designing policies
that achieve substantive equality.

Building upon the Intersectional Justice
Guidelines created for the Models,
Assessment, and Policies for Sustainability
(MAPS) Horizon Europe-funded project,
this brief argues that intersectional justice
can be embedded across all stages of the
policy cycle, from agenda-setting & design to
implementation and evaluation, to ensure
that justice considerations are not treated as
an afterthought.

This brief highlights current gaps, evidence
for an intersectional justice lens, and
concrete recommendations to ensure that
inclusion of intersectionality goes beyond
mere ink on paper. Adopting an
intersectional  justice lens in EU
policymaking does not merely address
structural discrimination, it improves the
overall quality, responsiveness, and fairness
of public policy. Intersectional policies are
better policies for everyone.
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Intersectional
justice in the EU:
the issue

Intersectionality highlights many forms of
discrimination: class, race, gender,
nationality, dis/ability, sex, age and others.
Under Article 10 of the Treaty of the
European Union, the EU has the mandate to
combat several of those forms of
discrimination and has adopted directives
and equality strategies to do so. Yet, a
majority of citizens still consider
discrimination to be widespread in their
societies, and 2 out of 10 people reported
having experienced discrimination in the
2023 Eurobarometer.

An intersectional perspective is essential
to accurately diagnose and effectively
address complex patterns of exclusion.
Originating in Black feminist scholarship,
intersectionality provides an analytical lens
to understand how systems of power and
discrimination interact (Crenshaw 1989;
Combahee River Collective 1977). Rather
than treating identity categories in isolation,
it examines how they operate together to
produce distinct and context-specific forms
of disadvantage. These intersections cannot
be understood by simply “adding up”
different discriminations; they generate
qualitatively different experiences.

Across the EU, many individuals
experience multiple forms of
discrimination simultaneously. For
example, domestic and care work in the EU
is largely performed by migrant women in
precarious conditions, where gender
disadvantage intersects with poverty,
migration status, weak labour protections,
increasing their vulnerability to exploitation
and abuse (Equinet 2021).
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Although intersectionality is referenced in
the EU Equality strategies and in the
Roadmap for Women’s Rights, the EU has
yet to explicitly define the term.
Furthermore, implementation gaps persist,
including limited targeted measures for
women facing additional forms of
discrimination, such as women with
disabilities.

At the same time, the intersectional analysis
remains largely absent from broader policy
domains, notably climate, trade, and global
action. This omission can be particularly
consequential, for instance, in the context of
the energy transition, whose internal and
external dimensions shape global value
chains, resource extraction, job
opportunities, and labour conditions within
and beyond EU borders. Without an
intersectional justice approach, the energy
transition risks reinforcing gender and class
inequalities, as women — especially the most
disadvantaged ones — tend to bear the brunt
of energy insecurity and its impacts, while
being less likely to benefit from the job
creation in male-dominated sectors, notably
due to a persisting gap in STEM
qualifications (Murauskaite-Bull et al. 2024).

Embedding an intersectional justice
framework within the Energy Union and
related policies is essential to ensure that
the green transition advances gender
equality and global justice, avoids
reproducing colonial and extractive
patterns, and delivers equitable outcomes
both within the EU and in the Global South.
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Relevance of
intersectional
justice for

policymaking

Intersectional justice is not always well
understood in policymaking (see Table for
common misconceptions). It is therefore
essential that the European Commission
clearly defines what it means by
intersectional justice in the forthcoming
Gender Equality Strategy. In our project
guidelines, intersectional justice is defined
as “compounded or overlapping discrimination
and disadvantages experienced by individuals or
groups due to the intersection of multiple social
identities and structural deprivations such as
race, class, gender, geography, (dis)ability,
sexuality, caste, and education, among others”
(Patki et al. 2025, 7). By addressing these
overlaps, policies can avoid treating these

social categories as homogeneous
categories. Without such clarity,
intersectionality  risks  dilution and

inconsistent application.

Integrating intersectionality from the
outset of policy design and evaluation can
enhance its transformative potential. A
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true intersectional justice approach requires
early-stage impact assessments, meaningful
stakeholder participation, and systematic
data disaggregation across intersecting
factors, keeping in mind principles of global
justice. As European welfare and economic
systems remain embedded in historical
colonial and extractive global relations, and
can risk reproducing racialised, gendered,
and class-based hierarchies, embedding
intersectional justice from the beginning
could enable policymakers to identify
structural risks, address gaps, and prevent
the reproduction of these injustices, not
just within the EU, but also beyond. For
example, without an intersectional justice
approach, non-tariff measures in trade
agreements can unintentionally harm
women workers facing unequal access to
education and capital to meet those
standards (Kareem & Kareem 2021)

Policies have traditionally reflected the
positionalities and implicit biases of
decision-makers, leading to intersectional
harms. The mobility sector illustrates this
dynamic: access to safe, affordable transport
is critical for women’s labour market
participation, yet transport systems often
overlook the needs of low-income women,
rural residents, and ©persons with

Common Misconceptions of Intersectionality

Intersectionality does not

but rather

assume policies affect everyone in the same way

only apply to policies focused on gender, race, or | is a lens for designing, implementing, and
diversity evaluating all policies, regardless of sector
promotes awareness of how assumptions,

priorities, and biases can shape policy impacts

treat disaggregated data or symbolic representation
as proof of inclusion

emphasises understanding and integrating lived
realities through qualitative methods and
stakeholder engagement

rank groups by who is “most disadvantaged” or
“most privileged”, and focus only on individual
circumstances

recognises that unequal outcomes are shaped by
overlapping identities and structural factors

translate to an all-or-nothing approach

supports applying intersectional thinking where
feasible and being transparent about constraints
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disabilities. Urban low-emission zones or
congestion charges may further
disadvantage low-income commuters living
outside city boundaries. Conscious efforts
to identify who is affected and to ensure
their meaningful inclusion in design and
evaluation processes are therefore
essential.

Finally, intersectionality strengthens
policy effectiveness overall. By analysing
how socio-economic position, identity, and
structural disadvantage interact,
intersectional justice improves targeting,
anticipates unintended consequences, and
produces fairer outcomes. Far from
benefiting only specific groups, an
intersectional approach enhances the
quality and legitimacy of policymaking as a
whole.

Recommendations

To translate intersectional justice into
actionable = commitments, we  make
recommendations on how the forthcoming
Gender Equality Strategy can support the
embedding of structural, methodological,
and institutional improvements across the
full policy cycle.

1. Establish and operationalise a clear
definition of intersectionality, going
beyond gender.

e Adopt a shared operational definition of
intersectional justice that recognises
how gender inequality is co-constituted
by race, class, dis/ability, migration
status, sexuality, geography, and more.

e Build a methodological framework with
guidance for implementing such a
definition in all EU policies.

e Encourage an intersectional approach in
impact assessments when analysing
impacts of policy options on gender
equality and fundamental rights, and
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provide guidelines and tools on how to do
SO.

Recognise and address invisibilised
labour, in the EU and beyond

Apply an intersectional lens to work-life
balance, social protection, and care
policies, recognising care as socially
essential and structurally undervalued
rather than a burden to redistribute.

This also involves understanding the
reliance of the EU on low-paid labour
within and beyond the EU.

Align the Gender Equality Strategy
with other strategies to break down
policy silos.

Recognise in the Gender Equality
Strategy how low-income women,
racialised women, migrant women,
Roma women, LGBTIQ women, and
women with disabilities face structurally
distinct barriers, to prevent fragmented
interventions and ensure coherent
responses to overlapping structural
inequalities.

Systematically consider and leverage
synergies of the Gender Equality
Strategy with other EU initiatives and
topics, including the Anti-Racism and
LGBTIQ Equality strategies, but also the
Anti-Poverty strategy, Affordable
Housing Plan, the Quality Jobs Act, the
Digital Fairness Act, EU Climate action,
and all other areas where women face
gender-specific struggles and
intersectional injustices can operate.

Provide evidence and recommendations
on how to address intersectional
injustice across those priority areas, for
instance, through Intersectionality-
Based Policy Analysis, to avoid leaving
the most vulnerable behind.
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4. Strengthen data infrastructure for
intersectional analysis.

¢ Reinforce the mandate and resourcing of
Eurostat, and the collaboration with
national statistical offices and the
European Institute for Gender Equality,
to ensure datasets contain sufficiently
disaggregated samples to enable
systematic  intersectional analysis.
Publish this data in the Gender Equality
Strategy Monitoring Portal.

e Promote not only quantitative but also
qualitative, participatory research, as
well as a meaningful integration of the
two in inter- and transdisciplinary mixed
methods research (see Info box on
‘Intersectionality and Research
methods’).

5. Ensure meaningful and long-term
participation.

e Establish and reinforce long-term
partnerships with marginalised
communities and grassroots
organisations, guided by the principle of
“nothing about us, without us”, more
commonly used within disability-rights,
notably to  support stakeholder
consultation processes.

e Work together with the JRC EU Policy Lab
to enhance the use of inclusive co-
creation in policy design,
implementation, and monitoring.

These measures would enable the Gender
Equality Strategy to move beyond single-axis
equality intervention and deliver
transformative outcomes aligned with
broader EU society and climate objectives.

Conclusion

The forthcoming EU Gender Equality
Strategy presents a critical opportunity for
the European Union to embrace
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intersectional justice and thus, promote a
deeper understanding of complex societal
issues while supporting the development
of equitable and context-sensitive
solutions. Failing to do so risks being
reductive or reproducing existing inequities.

By adopting a shared operational
framework, strengthening data and
participation, and aligning strategies
across sectors, the EU can ensure that
equality commitments translate into
measurable change. Together, these
changes can improve policy relevance,
impact and specificity.

This is not solely an equality agenda; it is a
governance imperative. Integrating
intersectionality across social, economic,
climate, and external policies will strengthen
democratic resilience, enhance policy
effectiveness, ensure that Europe’s internal
and global transitions do not reproduce or
externalise structural inequalities, and
deliver fairness and justice for all.

Intersectionality & Research
Methods

e Surveys with open answers have
more diversity of responses than
multi-choice

e Focus groups can intentionally
sample based on who is affected by
the policy

e Questions can be framed to reflect
intersecting identities (e.g. what is
your experience as a migrant
construction worker?)

¢ Data should be disaggregated where
possible for analysing the impact of
overlapping categories

e Acknowledging the lived experience
and realities of ‘outliers’ that are
often statistically discarded
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