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Categorizing Our Multiple Identities 
(60-75 Minute Activity Guide)  

 
Purpose  

□ The following exercise is designed to help us recognize how our various social 
categories and identities can have an impact on our lives and how these intersect 
with one another to compound their effects. In particular, the purpose is to look 
at how power and privilege is structured around these identities (such as gender, 
race, socioeconomic status, sexuality, etc…) and how these can impact our lives 
even when we are no consciously aware that this is happening.  

□ It is important to highlight that the purpose is not to judge or blame anyone for 
having more privilege or receiving more help in achieving their goals, but to 
provide an opportunity to identify the obstacles and benefits experienced across 
a range of human experiences.  

□ This can be used as an activity with teens, in addition to mentors and student 
group leaders  

Preparation  
□ Suggestion-Use String Game Activity to build trust among the participants before 

engaging in the activity. 

□ Define Intersectionality—Intersectionality is the interconnected nature of social 
categorizations such as race, class, and gender as they apply to a given individual 
or group, regarded as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of 
discrimination or disadvantage. “Through an awareness of intersectionality, we 
can better acknowledge and ground the differences among us.”  

□ YouTube Video—Kimberle Crenshaw discusses “Intersectional Feminism” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ROwquxC_Gxc  

Curriculum Goals  
 1. Participants understand and respect the distinctiveness of religious traditions.  
 2. Participants learn strategies for dispelling stereotypes and standing up for 
someone being put down.  
 3. Participants create and maintain a safe learning environment.  
 4. Participants and their congregations/schools build meaningful relationships 
that extend beyond the program.  
 5. Participants gain communication skills for articulating their identities, passions, 
and questions.  
 
I. Required Materials  

□ Two sets of index cards: one will have identity categories and the other set will 
include identities written on them  

http://www.interfaithphiladelphia.org/
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o Identity Categories: Gender (how you identify socially)/Sex (biological), 
Race, Religious Identity, Physical Ability, Mental Health/Emotional Health, 
Income Status, Education, Family History, Upbringing, Employment, 
Hobbies, Political Status, Sexual Orientation, and Age  

o Identities: Males, Females, Black, African American, Egyptian, Asian, White, 
Latinx, Gay, Lesbian, Transgender, Disabled, Abled Body, Hearing Impaired, 
Wheel Chair Bound, Depression, Low-Income, Poor, Middle-Class, Upper-
Middle Class, Working Class, High School Diploma, GED, Bachelor’s 
Degree, Master’s Degree, Doctorate Degree, High School Dropout, Parents 
Divorced, Parents are immigrants, Raised in Foster Care, Raised in Single 
Parent Household, Abused, Democratic, Republican, Does Not Vote, 
Infant, Youth, Teenager, Young Adult, Middle Aged, Elderly, Christian, 
Muslim, Jewish, Sikh, Hindu, Jain, Atheist, Agnostic, Ethical Humanist, 
Baha’I, Buddhist (This is NOT an exhaustive list) 

□ 4 large pieces of post-it paper or poster board; draw a stick figure on each one 
and write “external,” “internal,” “agent,” “target” at the top of each post-it/poster 
board  

□ Tape 

□ Markers 

□ 5 or more Participants  

II. Small Group Activity (45 minutes)  
Have participants gather in a circle:  

1. Explain to participants that we have multiple identities that contribute to who we 
are. Each person is a combination of multiple internal and external identities. 
Invite the group to guess what external/internal identities are:  

a. An external identity is a part of your identity that people can look at and 
conclude without communicating with you Race would be an example of an 
external identity.  

b. An internal identity refers to those identities that people cannot see and 
will not know without speaking to us. Family history is an example of an 
internal identity.  

2. Next explain that in addition to having internal and external identities, those 
identities can have agent and target status.  

a. Agents- socially advantaged (i.e. Christian)  

i. Have power to define reality and set cultural and organizational 
“norms” 

http://www.interfaithphiladelphia.org/
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ii. Sometimes unaware of membership in dominant group due to 
privilege and norms; seen as individuals apart from group 

iii. Knowingly or unknowingly exploit and/or reap benefits from target 
groups  

b. Targets-socially disadvantaged (i.e. Muslim)  

i. Members of current and/or historically oppressed groups  

ii. Sometimes seen as without individual identities apart from the 
group; often stereotyped  

iii. Labeled as outside “norm” within culture/organizations  

3. To get started, split the group in half, Team A and B (No more than six people in 
each group; If you have more than 13 participants double the amount of material).  

4. Team A should be instructed to organize the Identity Categories by taping the 
index cards on the External or Internal poster board.  

5. Team B should be instructed to organize the Identities by taping the index cards 
on the Target or Agent status poster board.  

6. Walk around and listen to the conversations that are taking place, take note of 
important questions or problems that participants encounter.  

7. After 10 minutes, have the two groups come back together. Team A should be 
instructed to share which Identity Categories they placed under internal/external. 
You can ask participants to elaborate on some reasoning behind choosing one 
category over the other. Participants from Team A may notice that some of the 
identities could fall under both categories. For example, religion could be an 
external or internal identity, if someone wears garments that are traditional in one 
religion one could assume their religion without speaking with them.  

8. Team B should be instructed to share which Identities they placed under 
agent/target. You can ask participants to elaborate on some reasoning behind 
choosing one category over the other.  

III. Debriefing  
1. Participants should walk away understanding that we are complex beings and we 

have multiple identities. We can have both agent and target identities.  

2. It is important for us to understand that we have multiple identities, many times 
people are not conscious about the dangers of judging someone based on their 
external identities (Ask the group, what are the dangers of judging people based on 
their external identities alone? Invite some participants to share examples of times 
when they have been judged based on their external identities.)  

http://www.interfaithphiladelphia.org/
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3. Without engaging in dialogue, people oftentimes look at our external identities 
and use group stereotypes to fill in the blanks. That’s why it’s important to engage 
in dialogue with the “other” because through dialogue we are able to dispel 
stereotypes and we understand that each individual is complex.  

4. Being aware of our target and agent status can increase our ability to empathize 
with our peers who may be experiencing prejudice or discrimination. Explain that 
here is a difference between sympathy and empathy.  

a. The word “sympathy” seems to be more commonly used and understood, 
and most people use it when an appropriate situation arises. The American 
Heritage Dictionary (2002) defines sympathy as, “The act or power of 
sharing the feelings of another. A feeling or an expression of pity or sorrow 
for the distress of another; compassion or commiseration.” Use of the word 
“sympathy,” however, whether accurately or not, is sometimes perceived 
as denoting a paternalistic or insincere attitude. The word can be 
disempowering for this reason, and so the preferred word is empathy.  

b. Empathy is defined in the Social Work Dictionary as “The act of perceiving, 
understanding, experiencing, and responding to the emotional state and 
ideas of another person” (Barker, 2003). Merriam-Webster’s Medical 
Dictionary (2002) defines empathy as, “The action of understanding, being 
aware of, being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, 
thoughts, and experience of another of either the past or present without 
having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an 
objectively explicit manner.” Oftentimes there is a misperception that one 
must actually have shared the same experiences in order to express 
empathy. In fact, though, empathy can be used to express compassion for 
the actual feelings.  

5. When participants encounter or hear friends/fellow students that are being 
targeted negatively because of one of their identities, they should be able to think 
about their own target status and reflect on how they felt when they were 
mistreated because of one of their identities.  
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