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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Almost 50 years ago, Edward Said wrote on ‘the other’ in relation to Women of Colour; Australia;
race and gender in his path-breaking book Orientalism (1978). While intersectionality; )
much has evolved around notions of gendered and racialised performance; racism; sexism;

work; organisation;
pandemic; COVID-19; human
resources

otherness since then, Said’s conceptualisation still resonates
today. Our paper reports on a 2020/2021 survey of Women of
Colour in the Australian workplace. The survey was conducted
during the pandemic by Women of Colour Australia, a not-for-
profit group, working with the lead author. We focus on the
qualitative answers from participants, many of which detalil
sometimes  painful and extremely personal workplace
experiences. More than 500 Women of Colour, including seven
per cent who were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander,
completed the survey. Sixty per cent said they had experienced
discrimination in the workplace, despite 59 per cent of
participants saying their workplace had a Diversity and Inclusion
policy. Participants had to ‘perform’ their identities whilst being
subjected to intersectional issues of racism and sexism, some of
which the pandemic exacerbated. Our paper describes the
harmful ramifications of gendered othering of Women of Colour
for Australian organisations and society in the years of the
pandemic.

Introduction

With the COVID-19 pandemic, all of us have been expected to ‘perform’ in ways that
have been at times alien and seemingly relentless. In Australia, for example, as in
many countries, people have been told/mandated by Governments, and/or workplaces,
to do the following: ‘socially distance’ while staying ‘connected’ (often via technology),
stay at home (or come to work if they are on the ‘front line’ or are required in other
ways), be productive, wash their hands, use hand sanitiser, continue to work while
caring for children and ‘mask up’.

For people of colour, particularly those with Asian backgrounds, their ‘performance’
during the pandemic has also included dealing with racist abuse — both verbal and
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physical (Om 2020). For women, the pandemic exacerbated an already difficult work-
family balance, as they were expected to care for loved ones, on top of work demands
(Wood et al. 2021). For all people, the impact of COVID-19, including the real threat
of serious illness or death and related demands for ‘performance’ have seen a 25 per
cent increase in the prevalence of anxiety worldwide (WHO 2022).

This paper reports on a survey conducted during the latter part of the first year of the
pandemic in 2020/2021, aimed at exploring Women of Colour’s experience in their
workplace in Australia. We first discuss the context of Australia where the survey took
place then turn to the notion of performance including its definitions in different disci-
plines and ramifications during this heightened time of anxiety. We outline the key
results of the survey particularly the open-ended questions where respondents wrote
often detailed, highly personal accounts of their experience of being Women of Colour
in the workplace. Key insights from the survey reveal that Women of Colour felt they
had to ‘perform’ in their working environments, where management expectations con-
tinue to be through a corporate, neoliberal, and largely white, male lens. We discuss
the intersectionality of Women of Colour’s experience during this time in conjunction
with the demands from their leaders for them to simultaneously ‘stay silent’ and ‘be
strong’. Overall, we argue that the picture painted by Women of Colour in their
survey responses indicate a high degree of ‘performance’ in their workplaces, perform-
ance in relation to cultural background, gender and their work personas while work-
places were often displaying rhetoric but were ‘non-performative’ in their approach to
diversity. The performances the women describe appear to have been undertaken with
ever more expectations from their workplaces.

The Australian Context

Almost 50 years ago, Edward Said wrote on ‘the other’ in relation to race and gender in
his path-breaking book Orientalism (1978). While much has evolved around notions of
gendered and racialised otherness since that time, Said’s conceptualisation still holds res-
onance today. Indeed, it has been underscored and spotlighted with the othering and
inequities that have occurred since the global pandemic began in 2020.

Australia has been described as the most successful multicultural country in the world
by both its own recent Prime Minister and on the Government’s Australian Human Rights
Commission website (see Australian Human Rights Commission 2019, Sky News 2021).
The 2021 Census found that almost half of Australians have a parent born overseas
(48.2 per cent) and the population continues to be drawn from around the globe, with
27.6 per cent reporting a birthplace overseas (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2022a). Of
the 23 million population in Australia, 3.2 per cent are Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2022b). However, the United Kingdom and
New Zealand continue to be the biggest source of immigrants to Australia. With the
official rhetoric from both the former PM and other Government publications, the
‘denial of racism’ still dominates Australian public and popular discourse on race relations
(Mapedzahama et al. 2012). This denial is evident in two ways: first, in the absence of criti-
cal analyses and discussions of racism, and second, in the promotion of the aforementioned
‘official rhetoric’ that perpetuates myths of racial harmony, multiculturalism and egalitar-
ianism, overshadowing any attempts at critical analyses of contemporary racism.
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Australia has a history of racism and discrimination etched in its colonial past such as
the “White Australia’ policy (National Archives of Australia 2019). The ‘White Australia’
policy was the Immigration Restriction Act 1901 and restricted non-white migrants from
coming to Australia between 1901 and 1958. This policy was overturned in 1973 and the
1975 Racial Discrimination Act made it illegal to discriminate against migrants based on
their race (National Archives of Australia 2019). For Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders, the shadow of Colonialism continues; only being recognised as citizens of Aus-
tralia in 1967(National Archives of Australia 2019). Despite the upbeat rhetoric from the
former Prime Minister and Government official sources, within Australia, the ‘bodies’,
both physical and social, of Women of Colour continue to be ‘othered’ through sexual
objectification, xenophobia, and racism, with the recent and historic colonial past of Aus-
tralia setting up Women of Colour as the other - to cis-gendered men, as well as to het-
eronormative, white women. For Australia (as for much of the West), arguably, there is a
‘contradictory political and cultural climate replete with ideals of equality, accompanied
by an unbending refusal to see the persistence of deeply entrenched inequalities of race,
class, gender, sexuality, ability, and citizenship-status’ (Bilge 2013: 407). Within Austra-
lian workplaces, this contradictory climate is compounded by corporate ‘commitments’
and claims to inclusive practice and ‘diversity and inclusion’.

Australia’s record of treatment and inclusion of women at all levels of society is also
problematic. Recent headlines have shown that women still experience discrimination,
are paid significantly less than men, are expected to perform more of the caring respon-
sibilities, and face serious sexual harassment and even assault in the workplace and in
education, including in Parliament, and within tertiary education (see, for example,
Murphy 2021, Burnside 2022). For example, a recent report on corporate multinational
Rio Tinto, which has a large presence in Australia, has highlighted patterns of racism,
sexism, harassment, and sexual assault among its global workforce of 47,500 (Trigger
2022). In summary, despite official rhetoric, Australia still appears to have significant
social and cultural issues relating to racism and sexism.

While academic studies into how Women of Colour are experiencing their workplaces
during the pandemic have been limited, there has been some research in different
employment sectors on the experience in Australia of Women of Colour in recent
years. A small qualitative study of Women and Men of Colour training as surgeons in
Australia found themes of discouragement, structural racism, discrimination and uncon-
scious bias; language barriers; policies and procedures; lack of role models; homophobia;
and sexual harassment of women in surgery (Villanueva et al. 2021). Another small-scale
study of five Aboriginal women working in public relations in Australia conducted in
2021, using an Indigenous yarning method, found that the women experienced margin-
alisation by the Australian mainstream culture of whiteness and patriarchy; and the
research suggested there is an incidence of work-induced mental distress for the
women participants (Clark et al. 2021). A study of complaints filed under the Australian
Federal legislation over a five-year period determined how minority ethnic women’s
workplace experiences differed from those of their mainstream counterparts (Syed,
2007). Syed (2007) found that there were ongoing multiple discriminations faced by
ethnic women in Australia. However, within extant previous research there seems to
be a lack of large-scale survey data that capture Women of Colour’s experiences across
a broad range of industries, from both a quantitative and qualitative perspective.
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Literature Review

The following section contains the key literature reviewed for this paper, particularly
related to the conceptualisation of ‘performance’. The literature review discusseses the
notion of performance and its different meanings across disciplines and then outlines
the concept of the ‘non-performative’ (Ahmed 2006, 2012). We then discuss Crenshaw’s
(1989) much debated and discussed concept of intersectionality. We finally review
debates and language related to the notion of diversity in the workplace, with a focus
on the Australian context.

On Performance

Within the realm of work, where expectations during the pandemic have been particu-
larly demanding, ‘performance’ has a connotation both in employment practice and in
academia, that is markedly different from other realms. Indeed, ‘performance manage-
ment’ has arisen as its own sub-discipline area of research and study within Business lit-
erature, and specifically in Management and Human Resources. Within the domain of
performance management, the employee becomes a subject who is managed to
perform to organisational standards, goals or KPRs (Key Performance Results). The
language of performance management is couched in neoliberalism, as this following
exert from a performance management textbook reveals:

Performance management processes deal with all that is done to ensure proper work and
performance planning, goal setting, identification, and reduction of blocks hindering per-
formance, measuring, and developing performance, enablement of organizational
support, and development of opportunities for effective performance. (Rao 2016: 173)

For people of colour in Australian workplaces, ‘performance’ is expected that meets
organisational ‘KPR’s, despite operating within a pandemic and with these same KPRs
set by largely white, male leaders.

Beyond the disciplines of Management and Human Resources, performance is more
broadly defined and refers to how behaviours mark our identities and tell our stories. The
originator of Performance Theory, Richard Schechner, came from a theatre background
and since beginning his work, his ideas have been developed into the field of Performance
Studies. As Schechner explains:

Performances mark identities, bend time, reshape and adorn the body, and tell stories.
Performances - of art, rituals, or ordinary life — are made of ‘twice-behaved behaviors’,
‘restored behaviors’, performed actions that people train to do, that they practice and
rehearse. (2002: 22)

For Schechner (2002), performance occurs in eight sometimes separate or overlapping
situations: in everyday life, the arts, sports, business, technology, sex, ritual, and play. He
argued that in the world of business, employees are expected to perform as machines to
fulfil employer requirements (Schechner 2002). Schechner also references Goffman’s
notion of performance in everyday life and ‘impression management’ (Goffman 1990).
As gendered subjects, women perform their ‘identity’ as women, and as Judith Butler
states ‘gender is an act which has been rehearsed’ (1988: 521). Kelan (2009) explains
that clear demarcations and hierarchies are drawn between ‘male/female, man/woman,



JOURNAL OF INTERCULTURAL STUDIES . 5

masculine/ feminine, heterosexual/homosexual’ (5) resulting in a ‘gender binary’ that is
then ‘applied to everyday knowledge” (5). Kelan argues that this application of such a
binary ‘can be called “doing gender” or “performing gender” (5). As Kelan notes, some-
times this ‘doing’ or ‘performing’ gender occurs in ways that are shaped by the insti-
tutions in which they occur; alternatively, performance of gender can be ‘on an
unconscious and non-reflexive level’ (6). Kelan argues that ‘raising awareness’ and
‘reflexivity’ about these processes and practices can ‘change the way that gender is
done’ (6). However, as Kelan admits, sometimes external forces impact the ways in
which gender performances and gender identities interact:

This fluid and fragile relationship between gender performance and gender identity regu-
larly comes under threat when economic conditions change, and in these moments
gender performances and gender identities are renegotiated in light of new subject positions
that become available. (Kelan 2009: 35)

COVID-19 has certainly impacted economic (as well as social and cultural) conditions
in many ways, particularly in domestic and workplace settings. Within Australia, the long
lockdowns, closed borders and economic pressures brought by the pandemic have
undoubtedly impacted the ‘way gender is done’, however, it is possible that only reflec-
tion and time will reveal the specific ways that gender identity and gender performance
was impacted by the pandemic.

For Women of Colour, changes to gender performance and gender identity will
undoubtedly occur in relation to cultural background and ethnicity. We argue that for
Women of Colour in the workplace, theirs is a thrice-performed performance, as
people of colour, as gendered subjects, and as employees. This thrice-performed per-
formance appears to respond to what Louise Thompson Patterson termed ‘triple exploi-
tation’ originally in 1936 and later described as ‘triple oppression theory’ by Claudia
Jones (Lynn 2014). Triple exploitation is generally the term used to describe the experi-
ence of women who are exploited or oppressed in complex and interconnected ways
relating to gender, ethnicity or race and class (especially in relation to employment or
work). Triple oppression theory serves as a reminder that different types of oppression
are often interconnected. Moreover, as Erik McDuffie (2011) argues, ‘the theory
posited that the eradication of one form of oppression requires the concurrent disman-
tlement of all types of oppression’ (4). As we explore later in this paper, the experiences
recounted by respondents to the Women of Colour survey suggest the interconnection
between their experiences as Women of Colour in the workplace as well as in relation
to their gender and their class or work role.

It is also worth drawing on Ahmed’s term, the ‘non-performative’ (2006, 2012) here,
especially in terms of the language (and action or some cases non-action) of diversity. In
On Being Included, Ahmed explores how diversity, including the language of diversity
and the push to be seen as more inclusive, has been a growing feature of universities
in particular, as well as institutions more widely. As Ahmed points out though, there
often appears to be a gap between the words and actions around diversity. The ‘non-
performative’ then becomes a way to describe ‘a reiterative and citation practice by
which discourse does not produce “the effects that it names™ (Ahmed 2012: 177). As
Ahmed has pointed out, ‘texts’ such as policies or plans are a form of action; however,
what they ‘do’ ‘depends on how they are “taken up™ (Ahmed 2006: 105). Ahmed suggests
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that these ‘texts’ need to be ‘followed’ ‘to see how they move as well as how they get stuck’
(2006: 105). As Jackson and Nicolazzo point out in their reading of Ahmed’s work:

the non-performative is the nexus of the failure of diversity discourse because not only do
non-performatives do nothing, but their express purpose is that of doing nothing. In other
words, people use non-performatives as a way to not do diversity work. (2017: 468)

As we discuss below, the Women of Colour survey results illustrate this disconnect,
namely that most of the organisations that respondents worked for had a Diversity
and Inclusion policy or plan. However, many survey respondents had experienced dis-
crimination, racism and/or sexism in the workplace or had otherwise identified ways
that their workplace had shortcomings with diversity or inclusion.

Intersectionality

The challenge with performance is that individuals cannot be simply defined by one
characteristic or dimension. Moreover, the behaviours associated with these roles may
change depended on the context in which they are enacted. As such, intersectionality
is an important analytic tool that

views categories of race, class, gender, sexuality, class, nation, ability, ethnicity, and age -
among others - as interrelated and mutually shaping one another. Intersectionality is a
way of understanding and explaining complexity in the world, in people, and in human
experience. (Collins and Bilge 2020: 14)

Crenshaw (1989), who initiated the theory of intersectionality, from a legal standpoint,
explained that women have multi-layered facets in life that they deal with and that there
are no one-size-fits-all types of feminism. Intersectionality relates to how two or more
dimensions of identity (such as gender, ethnicity, and religion) may result in multiple
and intertwined layers of discrimination or disadvantage (Syed and Ozbilgin 2019). In
other words, intersectionality theory examines how gender, ethnicity, religion, and
other dimensions of identity are interconnected with one another and cannot be
differentiated.

Intersectionality underscores how power relations influence social relations within
diverse societies as well as individuals’ lived experiences (Collins and Bilge 2020). These
intersecting dimensions provide a complexity that workplaces may find challenging. For
instance, many corporations Diversity and Inclusion programmes focus on increasing
the representation of women in leadership roles. While they may address gender equality,
they do little to include women who may construct their identities beyond their gender or
sexuality, and may be disadvantaged due to their age, ethnicity, religion, or ability. Sha and
Ford (2007) propose the need to consider that cultural identities integrate two dimensions:
avowed (how we see ourselves) or ascribed (how others see us). Similarly, in their discus-
sion of measuring diversity, Harrison and Sin (2006) mentioned previous researchers
assessing actual diversity while others measured perceived diversity.

As such, workplaces need to consider the intersectionality, and multiplicity, of iden-
tities among their employees. The standards by which their performances will be assessed
will need to consider the dimensions with which an individual identifies. As corporations
espouse the business case for diversity, they often come with procedures on ‘diversity
management’ as well as ‘performance management’. Sinclair (2006) argues that the
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prevailing diversity management discourse engenders control and power under the guise
of harmony and inclusion. Instead, she posits for critical alternatives that acknowledge
diversity as a site of power and politics and for organisations to replace the business
case with moral and social justice imperatives for diversity.

The term Intersectionality and the theories associated with it have evolved from Cren-
shaw’s original concept that emerged from debates about critical race theory. While the
original theory, as Crenshaw explains, ‘was a prism to bring to light dynamics within dis-
crimination law that weren’t being appreciated by the courts’ (Coasten 2019) the term’s
appearance in the Oxford English Dictionary in 2015 and use during the 2017 Women’s
March sent it ‘viral’ (Coasten 2019). As Crenshaw notes, some uses of the term were inac-
curate or ‘not how [she thought] about intersectionality’ (Coasten 2019). For Crenshaw:

The theory’s fundamental truth: that individuals have individual identities that intersect in
ways that impact how they are viewed, understood, and treated. Black women are both black
and women, but because they are black women, they endure specific forms of discrimination
that black men, or white women, might not. (Coasten 2019)

Therefore, her theory of intersectionality is about challenging, removing and altering
existing structures towards a more equal distribution of power. Moreover, rather than
trying to only address one type of oppression, individuals, movements and organisations
should consider the various types of oppression at work.

While sometimes ‘intersectionality’ has not been used as a term or theory in the way that
Crenshaw intended, the term has been heavily critiqued and reconsidered alongside social,
cultural and historical changes over time as well as developments in the thinking and the-
orising about power relations and oppression. Puar (2012) has considered intersectionality
in relation to ‘assemblage’, particularly what assemblages do. What becomes important are
the connections and encounters that occur, as Puar (drawing on Barad 2003) explains:
‘Categories — race, gender, sexuality — are considered events, actions, and encounters
between bodies, rather than simply entities and attributes of subjects’ (Puar 2012: 58).
Drawing on Crenshaw’s example of a traffic intersection, Puar suggests ‘identification is
a process; identity is an encounter, an event, an accident, in fact. Identities are multicausal,
multidirectional, liminal; traces aren’t always self-evident’ (59). However, Puar considers
the ‘pattern of relations’, rather than ‘the entities” as well as the usefulness of ‘discipline
and control’ in such relations. As Puar states, ‘While discipline works at the level of iden-
tity, control works at the level of intensity; identity is a process involving an intensification
of habituation, thus discipline and control are mutually entwined, though not necessarily
compatible, with each other” (62). Collins (2015) sought to clarify ‘intersectionality” as a
‘broad-based knowledge project’ (3) that comprises a ‘field of study’, ‘an analytical strategy’
and as ‘critical praxis’ (3). For our study, Collins’ view of intersectionality as ‘an analytical
strategy’ is most appropriate including ‘how intersectional frameworks provide new angles
of vision on social institutions, practices, social problems, and other social phenomena
associated with social inequality” (3).

The Workplace Language of Inclusion and Performance

The representation of women and minorities in the workplace has been a concern of
organisations for many years, resulting in the introduction of affirmative action and
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equal employment opportunity programmes. However, at the start of the century organ-
isational discourse has shifted from affirmative action and equal opportunity to diversity
and inclusion. More recently diversity and inclusion (D&I) has evolved into diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI) to acknowledge representation and the opportunities
needed to enable equity across different groups of people. Scholars from various disci-
plines have written about workplace diversity in the context of psychology (Hays-
Thomas 2017), identity (Werth and Brownlow 2018), strategic management (Chiac
2018) and international perspectives (Prasad et al. 2006).

While the definitions and dimensions of diversity are contested, workplace diversity is
now a key ‘concern’ for global organisations. Management consultancies such as McKin-
sey have highlighted how diversity, equity and inclusion are ‘good for business’ (Dixon-
Fyle 2020). They have linked diversity with business performance and suggested that
diverse companies ‘are now more likely than ever to outperform less diverse peers on
profitability’ (2020: 6). Unfortunately, this report focussed primarily on gender and
race dimensions. While performance in this context reflects a neoliberal, and neo-colo-
nial, perspective with its focus on profitability, it also raises questions around who devel-
oped these performance standards and how. If performance, according to Schechner
(2002) refers to behaviours and rituals that we train, rehearse, and deliver at home or
in the workplace, how do cultural differences, if at all, inform these performative roles?

Defining Diversity

As earlier mentioned, the language around workplace diversity continues to be contested.
More specifically, the constructed categories of the ‘othered’ group, as referred to by Said
(1978) are varied and have evolved differently within nations. Konrad and colleagues
(2006) highlighted the challenges set about by the diversity lexicon. While they prefer
references used in anthropology and sociology such as ‘historically disadvantaged’ as
these note power differentials, they recognise how the terminologies can have political
implications. They further note that much of the research discusses ‘visible’ dimensions
such as race and gender (Konrad 2006). Although they suggest that disability and ethni-
city can both be visible and invisible, the decision to be visible or not adds a layer of com-
plexity in the workplace (Konrad 2006). In Australia, the terminology has evolved in
recent times. Previously, ‘ethnic’ groups were referred to as Non-English-Speaking Back-
ground (NESB). However, the term, which generally referred to migrant groups was
deemed too simplistic and problematic as an ‘indicator of disadvantage’ as some individ-
uals born overseas were proficient in English and were in fact not needing government
support (Commonwealth Interdepartmental Committee on Multicultural Affairs 2001).
Thus, the Committee introduced the term, Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD).
To be considered of CALD background requires information about an individual’s
ancestry, country of birth, parents” country of birth, main language other than English,
religious affiliation, and year of arrival in Australia. Moreover, another category is
given to Indigenous and First Nations Australians — Aboriginal Australians and/or
Torres Strait Islanders.

Drawing from its American roots, Women of Colour is defined not by biological
characteristics but as a term reflecting solidarity with minority women. According to
Ross, cited in Wade (2011), ‘women of color’ is an umbrella term that includes
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women from Asian, African, Latino and Aboriginal backgrounds. The term was coined
by black women in 1977 in Houston to include other minority women (Wade 2011). For
this study, Women of Colour includes women who have Aboriginal Australian and/or
Torres Strait Islander backgrounds and identify as non-Anglo Celtic. Further, for the
purposes of the study, the term ‘women’ refers to transgender and cisgender, all who
experience or have experienced oppression as women, including non-binary and
gender non-conforming people and all who identify as women. Self-definition is at the
discretion of the individual. (Definition credit: wire.org.au)

Given the heightened demands for ‘performance’ from workplaces and Governments
worldwide during the pandemic, we report on data that illustrates the lived experience of
Women of Colour during the pandemic. We offer these results to illustrate these experi-
ences, that have perhaps not been recorded in detail previously or in a way that illustrates
the ways they were expected to perform.

The Women of Colour Survey (2020/2021): Methodology, Methods and
Data Analysis

This article uses results from a survey developed by Women of Colour Australia
(WoCA). author. Women of Colour Australia (WoCA) is a not-for-proft organisation
and registered charity and was established soon after the pandemic began, in August
2020, by Brenda (Hernandez) Gaddi (she/her), a first-generation migrant/settler from
Manila, Philippines. WoCA is led and run by Women of Colour for Women of
Colour. The organisation exists to champion Australia’s women of colour through pro-
grammes of education, community support initiatives, and advocacy work.
The research aimed to:

e Explore positive and negative experiences of being a Woman of Colour in a pro-
fessional context

o Identify barriers for Women of Colour in achieving their professional goals and how
they can be addressed

e Provide informed advice for Women of Colour, leaders and organisations to better
champion women of colour in the workplace

o Identify workplace opportunity and trends when overlaying gender with intersectional
identities (ethnicity, sexuality, etc.) in Australia

The online survey was developed in mid-2020, in the early stages of the pandemic. The
survey aimed to specifically explore the experiences of Women of Colour in the contem-
porary Australian workplace in the context of a global pandemic. The survey was initially
piloted to members of WoCA before being distributed in late 2020/early 2021 on the
WoCA website, through social media, including LinkedIn and Facebook, and via
email links and through various networks of the organisation. The survey used Qualtrics
(an online survey tool) and received ethics approval from Murdoch University, reference
number 2020/182. Therefore, the first screening question was designed to only include
Women of Colour as participants.

More than 500 people who identified as Women of Colour, including 7 per cent who
were Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, completed the survey. This high response
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rate, especially during the pandemic, suggests that a broad range of views were offered the
opportunity for inclusion (Kelley et al. 2003: 264, Denscombe 2007: 7). While we outline
demographic quantitative results from the survey as well as results from key quantitative
questions about the experience of Women of Colour in the workplace, our focus here is
the qualitative answers from participants, many of which detail their sometimes painful
and extremely personal experiences in the workplace. Significantly, most quantitative
questions were followed with an opportunity for participants to elaborate on their
responses and many chose to do so. Besides questions relating to demographics, there
were 12 questions that sought quantitative answers with follow up questions asking
respondents to elaborate on their response. The qualitative data were rich and significant,
with many respondents writing detailed responses. Given the survey’s length, the detailed
responses to open-ended questions is unusual and, therefore, we believe, deserving of
focussed analysis and discussion. As these detailed responses were provided in the
context of an anonymous online survey, we suspect that had the same or similar ques-
tions been asked using an interview method, the level of detail and personalisation in
the responses would not have been so high. The qualitative, open-ended responses
from the survey were analysed thematically using the software tool NVivo. The theories
of intersectionality and performance at work were used as lenses for the research.
However, themes emerged from the data in an iterative process. There were no pre-deter-
mined codes used when reading and coding the data.

While the survey was designed and conducted during the early part of the COVID-19
pandemic, the survey did not ask specific questions about the pandemic. However, we
have contextualised our discussion within the pandemic for a number of reasons and
argue that it provides a ‘snapshot of how things are at a specific time’ (Denscombe
2007: 7). Firstly, the survey was designed and conducted during the pandemic, therefore,
occurred within pandemic times. The influence of the pandemic is evident in many of the
qualitative responses. Secondly, respondents completed the survey during the early pan-
demic. In Australia, this was a time of much disruption and dislocation of work and
everyday life. We expect that many of the survey respondents were experiencing lock-
downs, working from home or on the frontline as ‘essential workers’, caring for or edu-
cating children at home and fulfilling other new or different roles due to the ongoing
situation imposed by the pandemic. It is possible that for some survey respondents,
working from home may have offered an opportunity to reflect on their experience as
Women of Colour in the workplace. Thirdly, some survey respondents directly referred
to the pandemic, suggesting the situation was front of mind and another point of inter-
sectional experience with gender and colour. Therefore, as we discuss further below, the
pandemic provided a context for responses given as well as for analysing those responses.

Women of Colour and the Experience of the Workplace in Covid Times

From the more than 500 responses, and a diverse sample of professions, ages and
employment, a picture emerges of most participants as born overseas, falling into
younger age brackets and as middle to high income earners in full-time work. More
than 60 per cent of those who completed the survey were born overseas and more
than 20 per cent were born in Australia with parents born overseas. Most survey partici-
pants were aged between 25 and 44 (72 per cent), with 18.76 per cent 45-54 and only 4.32
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per cent 55-64. A total of 70.06 per cent worked full time, which is higher than the
number of Australian women working full-time, and 19.96 per cent worked part-time,
with 6.78 per cent working casually and the rest not all. In contrast, the total number
of women working part-time in Australia in 2021 was 57.7 per cent with 42.3 per cent
working full-time (Vandenbroek 2022). Many respondents were in white collar pro-
fessional roles. Women were asked to describe their work role and job title and their
responses included lawyer, manager, journalist, academic, accountant, scientist,
banker, business owner, artist, educator, communication manager, doctor and those in
a wide range of medical fields. Some commented they had more than one ‘role’. For a
full list of professions, other details relevant to the demographics of the respondents
and other descriptive statistics, please see the organisation’s report on its website
(https://womenofcolour.org.au). Key descriptive statistics are reported below.

The highest number of participants were in the salary bracket of $100,000 to $149,990
(27.51 per cent). Most women surveyed had experienced discrimination in the workforce
- almost 60 per cent (59.57 per cent), despite 59 per cent of participants saying their
workplace had a Diversity and Inclusion policy in place.

The organisational leadership described by the women was overwhelmingly male and
white, or, as one woman described, ‘Pale Stale Males who like to oppress us’, with white
women as the next major group. When asked who the leader of their organisation was,
most participants (57.61 per cent) said it was a man, not a person of colour, followed by a
woman, not a person of colour, (25.63 per cent) with just over 2 per cent saying they
were the organisation’s leader and 6.58 per cent saying the leader was a Woman of
Colour.

While 30 per cent believed their identity as a woman of colour was valued in the work-
place, 43 per cent did not and the remainder answered ‘maybe’. The majority indicated
that they had faced challenges in the workplace at 57 per cent, related to their identity as a
Woman of Colour, while 21 per cent did not believe so and the remainder were unsure
(answered ‘maybe’). When asked to what extent they felt comfortable expressing their
identity as a woman of colour in the workplace, the respondents were split in their
responses. While 31.1 per cent said they felt very comfortable, 27.99 per cent felt quite
comfortable, 18.18 per cent were neutral, 17.22 per cent were not very comfortable
and 4.55 per cent were not at all comfortable. The question of ‘cultural barriers’ saw a
divided response with approximately 50 per cent of respondents saying there were no
barriers and 50 per cent saying there were barriers in place.

CoVID-19

While there were no specific questions in the survey related to COVID-19, women refer-
enced their experiences related to COVID-19 throughout their responses. Some partici-
pants discussed not being able to grieve properly and attend funerals for loved ones
overseas who had died from COVID-19, others described losing work, or changing
roles, having their pay frozen, and the demands of caring for young children while
working during COVID.

As one respondent said: ‘COVID has meant lots of family members dying but you
can’t take compassionate leave or grieve appropriately. Even when people died prior
to covid - taking compassionate leave for funerals was hard’.
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Another commented: T am currently in casual contracting work following redun-
dancy due to Covid-19’.

The following findings relevant to discrimination were discovered and grouped into six
themes: discrimination over perceptions related to accent and language; discrimination
related to perceptions of appearance, including perceptions age and ethnicity; microaggres-
sions; exclusion; and weaponised ‘humour’. For more detail on illustrative quotes related to
these themes, please see Table 1. Policies and training related to diversity and inclusion
were often seen by the participants as ‘performative’ on behalf of the company rather
than authentic. For the employees, the notion of having to ‘perform’, or even ‘over
perform’ based on a set of criteria from management, was also a related common theme.

Language

Participants in the survey were asked to describe challenges they faced in the workplace
and were also asked to elaborate on discrimination and barriers to success. Some dis-
cussed the barriers to being accepted because of their accent or of an expectation that
they would not be able to speak ‘Australian” English, including using and understanding
the correct slang and colloquial expressions. Australian (colloquial) English language was
seen as the ‘norm’ for the women to be measured by.

A number of participants discussed being judged on their speaking as the following
participant noted: ‘Speaking in an accent also is a barrier as is the lack of understanding
about how hierarchy works in my culture. Because I don’t speak when olders/seniors
speak, that is seen as not being assertive but that is cultural’.

The concept of ‘linguistic racism’ has had attention in recent years and describes a
form of existing but newly defined racism, towards groups and individuals who may
communicate in a way that is not perceived by the ‘dominant’ group as standard or
normal (Dovchin 2019). For many of the Women of Colour respondents, linguistic
racism was a significant barrier to being accepted within their workplace. This also
echoes a recent ethnographic study of Eastern European immigrant women in Australia
who faced linguistic racism in their workplace (Tankosi¢ and Dovchin 2021).

Racism and Sexism Related to Appearance

Many of the participants said their appearance was something that seemed to attract
comments and discrimination/harassment. Some indicated that they were judged as
looking too young (or in some cases too old) and others mentioned that their height,
hair or other aspects of their appearance had been commented on. Some felt they
were the only ones who looked like they did in the organisation and that not looking
like’ the dominant model of leadership (white, older male or female) was also an experi-
ence commented on by participants as the following comments show. One participant
commented on a preference to promote and support people who self-promote, dominate
conversations and ‘fit Western notions of what a leader looks like’. For one participant it
was a simple equation: “You need to be Anglo to be in the C-suite’.

For many of the women, Said’s (1978) notion of being viewed by their colleagues and
leaders as the ‘exotic other’ still holds true as they face judgement for their appearance
rather than their actions. Recent research has started to explore the dual notion that



Table 1. lllustrative quotes for discrimination against Women of Colour in the Australian workplace.

Theme

Description

lllustrative quote

Language

Racism and sexism related
to appearance

Exclusion

Stereotyping
Accent
Issue with slang/Australian English

Discrimination by colleagues/supervisors/leaders based on
appearance and perception of youth, age, hairstyle, height and
‘not being white'.

Deliberate exclusion within work and at work-related social events.

‘Some of the texts | have to teach are racist. | was asked if English was my first language
and if | was comfortable teaching it; | have an English literature Master's degree’.

‘Language barrier | guess? Because I'm still not fully acquainted to the slang. There is still a
challenge present to understanding and expressing’.

‘When working in mining and resources, often treated in a different way, presumption of
language barriers'.

‘My written language skills were always questioned and highlighted as an issue as a form
of micro aggression’.

‘The accent and the hair, always the hair and the name’.

‘In previous roles, | have faced harassment based on my age and appearance’.

‘Ethnicity — I've experienced remarks about my appearance such as “you don't look like
what | thought from speaking to you on the phone™.

‘Gender predominately and also my size and stature (I'm quite a small person) and the
assumption that | can’t do things ... As a woman | have been given men’s uniforms and
told that they don’t have women’s sizes, I've had to ward off sexual or inappropriate
comments by senior men in my organisation, regularly being told I'm too soft or too
emotional’.

‘There is no one in my workplace that looks like me or that come from a similar background
as me’.

‘It's just the continued exhaustion from having to constantly speak up when yet another
event or project doesn't take into account a broader range of diversity and not just cis-
gendered, able, middle age, white women'.

‘It often seems that as | present younger than my age thanks to my ethnicity, I'm often
dismissed as “inexperienced” or unable to present to senior staff'.

‘Ethnicity, age (always commenting on my youthfulness and not taking me seriously) and
my faith (Christian)’, said another participant.

‘You need to be Anglo to be in the C-suite’.

‘My being Aboriginal and gender, also as an older woman now | sense that aspect is
relevant’.

‘| don't relate to my Anglo counterparts, they do not understand nor try to understand
cultural differences. There is also a pressure to drink at events and tall about footy or
down south trips, which frankly Asians never do. So the cultural differences do create a
bit of a barrier’.

‘There’s a real lack of diversity at the top management. Most of the juniors who are white,
male, have similar interests the older white male (drinking, footy, sport, golf) and during
social events, they tend to clique together. The junior male counterparts also frequent
the same golf courses as the top partners. It's not deliberate exclusion but it does feel
exclusive’.

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.

Theme

Description

lllustrative quote

Microaggressions

Humour as a Weapon

Overt racism/sexism

Comments that are difficult to pinpoint/report but are seen as
delivered with the intention to wound

Hurtful ‘humour’ masquerading as jokes aimed at or accompanying
exclusion and/or weaponised to wound.

Racism and/or sexism that is blatant.

‘At a workplace where everyone is ambitious and smart, the main leverage is not ability, it's
how much the boss likes you'.

‘It's difficult to participate in the social events when they are generally more masculine
focussed, and the conversation topics are a little exclusionary to women such as sports’.

‘Being overlooked for speaking opportunities because of the assumption | wouldn't be
“received well” because | am female + Asian, being deliberately excluded and ignored in
decision-making by males who assumed they were more senior/more experienced when
they were not'.

‘Mainly gender, | was excluded from team lunches at a previous workplace’.

‘| am the only woman of colour in my small office, and it's sometimes difficult to challenge
microaggressions and blindspots that my colleagues have. Thankfully | work with some
wonderful allies who always have my back, but this seems to be along generational lines.
My older colleagues are much less aware of race issues than my younger colleagues'.

‘... mostly what | would term microaggressions, such as comments about Asian nations/
people that are ignorant, assumptions about my capabilities or preferences’.

‘Likely to be both gender and ethnicity based. Overt discrimination is difficult to prove ...
However, microaggressions are frequent (and also difficult to prove)'.

‘A white woman will make jokes about her smile making her have “Asian eyes” and to not
laugh when | take her picture. She doesn’t seem to realise 90 per cent of the team is
Asian’.

‘Jokes about my being Vietnamese and jokes about refugees’.

‘An entire team laughed at a joke containing racial slurs while in my presence. | will never
raise any issues regarding cultural identity/race here’.

‘Often racial “jokes” or excluded from events/promotions/office news'.

‘Jokes about my being Vietnamese and jokes about refugees’.

‘To gender, yes, as | described previously. | have also worked in offshore rigs in which the
driller (i.e. the most senior person on the rig) made lewd comments to me and forcefully
kissed me on the cheek when it was VERY obvious that all of the attention was
unwanted.

Ethnicity in a single instance of an employer “not employing Asians” and as bar to
advancement on the basis of gender’.

‘It was related to my ethnicity. Whilst | was a graduate a few of my peers made racist
comments that because I'm Asian, I'm a “typical overachiever” and should “stay in [my]
lane™.

‘| think it is gender/ethnicity. More gender than ethnicity. An ex-boss (male) once was
thinking aloud with me “Why is it that all you high achieving females are so aggressive?” |
have thought over that comment many times because none of the examples (of women)
he took were any more aggressive than a male in the same position’.

‘Yes. One colleague said goodbye to me at the end of the day with a Nazi salute’.

VLI YWY D () bl
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objectification and racism operate as powerful sociocultural forces that may impact
Women of Colour’s mental health (see, for example, Cheng 2022).

Microaggressions

Microaggressions were frequently mentioned by the survey participants as being a con-
stant challenge, as the following comment illustrates:

I am the only woman of colour in my small office, and it’s sometimes difficult to challenge
microaggressions and blindspots that my colleagues have. Thankfully I work with some
wonderful allies who always have my back, but this seems to be along generational lines.
My older colleagues are much less aware of race issues than my younger colleagues.

Another participant noted she faced ‘mostly what I would term microaggressions,
such as comments about Asian nations/people that are ignorant, assumptions about
my capabilities or preferences’. Other participants felt that ‘overt discrimination is
difficult to prove, however, microaggressions are frequent (and also difficult to prove)’.

Exclusion

For many of the participants, there was a feeling of being excluded from some of the ‘per-
formative’ social events that nurtured workplace relationships. The need to fit in and be
liked also meant that not being ‘liked’ was part of the exclusion. Exclusion included being
overlooked in the workplace and left out of social events. Referencing intersectionality,
an academic in the survey wrote: ‘90 per cent of events to “showcase gender equity”
are primarily made up of cis-gendered, able, middle aged white women’.

Humour as a Weapon

The notion of ‘humour/jokes’ in the workplace (by other workers as a form of exclusion)
was discussed by some of the participants. Those who commented noted that humour
could be used as a weapon, rather than as a form of bonding or inclusivity. There
appeared to be no reciprocity of humour allowed and the humour was used to create
an in-group, out-group, or sense of exclusion. On participant commented: ‘A white
woman will make jokes about her smile making her have ‘Asian eyes’ and to not laugh
when I take her picture. She doesn’t seem to realise 90 per cent of the team is Asian’.
Another participant discussed racial slurs embedded within jokes which led to the amu-
sement of her co-workers. The participant said: ‘An entire team laughed at a joke con-
taining racial slurs while in my presence. I will never raise any issues regarding
cultural identity/race here’.

In summary, as per the comments in Table 1, discrimination was experienced in a
variety of ways and was, according to participants, related to gender and/or ethnicity,
and included blatant examples of discrimination along with micro-aggressions and
weaponised humour. Some participants discussed feeling they were overlooked for pro-
motion because of discrimination. These findings resonate with those found in other
small-scale studies in specific professions in Australia, including nursing and surgical
medicine (see, for example, Mapedzahama et al. 2012, Villanueva et al. 2021).
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Performance

The concept of performance was noted by several survey participants, often framed in the
organisational/management sense of the term. Needing to ‘overperform’, according to
management criteria was mentioned, as the following comment illustrates:

I feel like internally I feel pressured to overperform for the fraction of my salary and pad my
resume with multiple skills, when people with internal network and often are majority Cau-
casian Australian have an easier entry to consultancy especially if they have a strong
network. As an immigrant this experience felt doubled, and though I enjoy the work I
do, I think I'm underpaid for the level of work I perform, and this is because of my
colour/ethnicity and immigrant status.

Another participant wrote of ‘the constant need to over perform just to be seen as an
average performer’.

Comments on performing in the workplace ranged from overperforming to not per-
forming at all. Performing also meant for some survey respondents, paradoxically, being
silent and not reacting to racist comments, as per the following explanation: ‘Biting my
tongue when people make racist comments or touch my hair so I can keep my job and
continue to pay my bills’. This explanation suggests that the actions or performative acts
of others had to be met with a withholding of response or reaction on the part of the
survey respondent. Another participant described performing as staying quiet in these
terms: ‘T was told in a previous role not to complain about something as I don’t want
to be seen as the angry black woman, this advice came from 2 pale stale males (white
old men)’. As this comment suggests, not performing or not reacting, even in the face
of racism or discrimination, was a way to avoid being stereotyped or labelled with a
pejorative term that had ethnic and/or gender connotations. The need to perform as a
‘quiet’/subservient worker who is a Woman of Colour is also illustrated by this
comment: ‘Having to tip toe around the white male ego is a constant. And in previous
employment I have been labelled as a troublemaker, intimidating, forceful the list goes
on’. One participant noted that being outspoken had cost them a promotion: ‘T have
missed out on opportunities when I worked the public sector because I was outspoken
about the effects of colonisation on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’.

‘Performance’ was also linked to behaviour and appearance as this participant stated: ‘T
have been advised to alter my appearance and behaviours to fit in better if I want pro-
motions’. Performing for a non-binary participant was often uncomfortable and involved
not expressing their identities. They said:

I haven’t felt comfortable expressing any of my identities because there is a general ignor-
ance in the organisation. The one time I brought up trans issues my concerns were dis-
missed because the EO said they had never heard my particular concern and it didn’t
come up in their gender training the year prior (before I worked there). The organisation
frequently prides itself on being an ‘all-female’ workplace.

Diversity and Equity Training: Workplace ‘Performances’

While 30 per cent of participants thought the policies for diversity and inclusion in their
organisations were suitable, the rest did not or were unsure. For many participants, the
policies and training related to ‘diversity and inclusion” were seen as the company
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‘performing’ rather than genuinely acting. Words and phrases such as ‘tick-box’, ‘toke-
nistic’, loose’ and ‘flufty’ were used by the participants to describe the policies and train-
ing of their organisations in relation to diversity and equity.

Discussion

This article reported on the results of a survey conducted in the first year of the COVID-
19 pandemic, aimed at finding out Women of Colour’s experiences in the Australian
workplace. As Tankosi¢ and Dovchin (2021) point out, the pandemic has brought to
the surface racism and othering in Australia, and given it a focus, continuing the
racist traditions of the past, but evolving into sometimes insidious or covert forms.
We discovered that for many Women of Colour, their ‘performance’ as workers was
often judged through the male colonial gaze (Bhaba 1994, Fanon 2008) but also
through the lens of ‘success’ from and for their white, female colleagues and/or bosses.
Performance had a mechanistic meaning for many of the women, in a business sense
of the term, and they felt the need to ‘perform’ to an (often unwritten) set of expectations
from their leaders, managers and supervisors. Their performance included their appear-
ance, their language, their voice, their writing and their behaviours, both within the
workplace and beyond in work-related social settings.

Many of these women were young, relatively well paid, and highly educated, therefore,
in a sense ‘privileged’. In Australia, younger women are generally better educated than
their male counterparts but continue to earn significantly less (Purtill 2022). The neolib-
eral, corporate agendas of ‘diversity and inclusivity’ have become a ‘performance’ for
many organisations, as we can see from both results from the survey and the way Inter-
national Women’s Day has become a marketing, virtue signalling exercise for many com-
panies, despite the pay gap and other inequities for women continuing to exist (Purtill
2022). While Said’s (1978) original theories relating to the ‘othering’ of people of
colour still hold true, we see that for Women of Colour, their performance is complex
and ‘intersectional’, and includes their gender, work, and ethnicity. Their performance
was not just judged on actions but on their language, voice and appearance, with the
women often continuing to be objectified as the ‘exotic other’ in their workplace.
Butler’s notion of gender performed has resonance here as the women were conscious
that their appearance and behaviour were continuously monitored and assessed. The
neoliberal expectation of individual performance being managed was evident in the
survey participants’ answers. Women of Colour are also faced with conflicting expec-
tations, sometimes being told to stay silent or, conversely, speak up, be strong, but not
be too strong. The survey, conducted during the first year of the pandemic, illustrates
how these women had to ‘perform’ during the pandemic, but also the historical expec-
tations of workplace performance, and colonial attitudes, that still play out today. The
long-lasting psychological consequences for the women are just one area of concern.

The survey yielded a broad range of responses from a large and diverse sample of Aus-
tralian Women of Colour and provides a holistic snapshot of the women’s experiences
during the pandemic, when women have found their lives to be significantly more
difficult, and Women of Colour even more so. Future analysis of the survey results
could focus on one of the themes that emerges, such is the richness of the comments
from respondents. The aim of this paper was to provide an initial overview of the
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women’s reflections of their experience in 2020/2021. The responses from the women
evidenced the non-performative (Ahmed 2012) nature of many workplaces that may
have policies and documents in place to ‘promote’ diversity and inclusion, but whose
rhetoric is not the lived experience of the women. Given the doublethink of organis-
ations, we suggest the performance of management in many organisations could be
described as a ‘Diversity Dance’, where diversity concepts and policies are danced with
but not necessarily embraced and lived for all organisational members. Intuitively as aca-
demics we see this in our own institutions, where morning teas are held and social media
photos and hashtags posted for calendar days such as International Women’s Day,
RUOK Day, Harmony Day and the International Day of Disability, but structural dis-
criminations persist.

Conclusion

This research has limitations as the study was conducted in one country and the partici-
pants, as described earlier, were generally well paid and from professional arenas of work.
The distribution of the survey, via email and social media, meant people without access to
technology would have been excluded from taking the survey. To complete the survey
required a high level of English language and digital literacy competence, meaning
some may not have started or finished it and, therefore, were not able to make their
views heard. However, while this is a limitation, it also means the results are still impor-
tant, given the still high level of discrimination perceived by these Women of Colour. It is
significant that, although the survey was relatively long and complex to complete (with
several sections where open-ended questions were asked), the survey garnered a high
response and high completion rate. Future research could repeat the survey in other
nations, and it would also be worthwhile to repeat the same survey over time to assess
any changes in expressed experience and opinions. A survey of younger women/girls
under 18 could also be useful. A survey to assess organisational leadership reactions to
the findings would be of use. Repeating the survey in other languages within Australia
and other countries could also be useful. Based on our survey findings, we suggest that
organisations need to do more than consider the ‘performance’ of Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion, and start to consider structural and attitudinal change from the top
down. Women of Colour Australia, in its brief lifetime has begun to agitate for
change. Its founder, Brenda Gaddi has become a LinkedIn ambassador as a ‘Change-
maker” and has used her own platforms to push for more to be done at a granular and
systematic level.

Finally, the authors would like to thank the Women of Colour who completed the
survey. When asked what the most pressing issues were for Women of Colour the follow-
ing participant’s comment eloquently sums up many of the participants’ views:

General racism and tokenism in the workplace. The weight of whitewashing ourselves in
order to fit into white supremacist spaces. Being forced to forsake a cultural identity in
order to have enough emotional resources to approach the gender issue in workspaces.

As we finish our ‘performance’ of writing academically about a subject that is both
painful and profound, we do so in the hope that this article and others can bring to
light human emotions within the mechanistic world of work, and potentially encourage
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difficult but important conversations for individuals and the collective in workplaces
worldwide where too often our performance is measured by an unseen and unchallenged
authority.
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