
Overview

In this activity, participants will reflect on and discuss the identities that are most important to them. This 

activity will help participants get to know each other better and allow participants to express important 

parts of their identities that may otherwise not be known. Participants will also be asked to reflect on the 

value of their identities by considering which of those is most and least important to them and why that 

may be. Participants can expect to better understand how the world around them allows or does not allow 

them to make choices about what identities are most important.

 

Materials Needed

•	 Identity Wheel handout  

    (1 copy per participant)

•	 Flip chart paper

•	 Markers 

tiMe Needed

90 minutes  

sOCial ideNtitY wHeel

KeY

Plain text: Facilitator talking points

Italics: Facilitator instructions

aCtivitY iNstrUCtiONs

i.   iNtrOdUCtiON [1 MiN]
•	 Welcome	participants	and	introduce	each	facilitator.	Distribute	a	copy	of	the	Identity	Wheel	handout	

to	each	participant.

•	 During this activity we will reflect on and discuss our identities and how they relate to our experi-

ences in society. We will introduce new ideas and encourage you to explore your own identity in new 

ways, starting with some really juicy, in-depth topics. Since we have limited time together, we will 

be managing time from the front of the room to make sure that we touch on everything we need to. 

But we hope you will continue the conversations we start today after the session ends.

ii.  COMMUNitY agreeMeNts [7 MiN]
•	 When	exploring	sensitive	or	personal	topics,	it’s	important	to	take	steps	to	ensure	that	you	create		

a	safe	space.	Start	this	activity	by	setting	community	agreements.	See	the	last	page	for	more	on	

community	agreements.
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iii.  PersONal ideNtitY wHeel [5 MiN]
•	 We are going to start on the first page of the handout, labeled “personal identity wheel.” You will 

have five minutes to fill in your identity for each of the categories listed. In the inner circle, record 

the identities that are the most important or salient to you. In the outer circle, record your other 

identities that are less important or salient to you but are still part of your identity. 

•	 Show	your	own	personal	identity	wheel	as	an	example.	Point	to	one	identity	you	put	in	the	inner	

circle	and	explain	why.	Then	point	to	one	identity	in	the	outer	circle	and	explain	why.

•	 Give	them	four	minutes	to	silently	fill	out	their	personal	identity	wheels.	

iv. PersONal ideNtitY wHeel sHariNg [5 MiN]
•	 Break	participants	into	pairs	and	encourage	them	to	talk	to	someone	they	don’t	know.	(If	they	are	

comfortable,	they	will	talk	to	someone	new.	If	they	aren’t,	they	will	stick	with	a	friend.	Let	the	comfort	

level	in	pairing	reside	with	participants.)	Have	each	participant	briefly	share	two	of	their	personal	

identities	with	their	partners.

v.  defiNiNg PersONal ideNtities [4 MiN]
•	 In	the	full	group,	ask	for	a	few	volunteers	to	share	what	they	think	the	definition	of	personal	identities	

is.	Then	provide	them	with	the	definition.

•	 Personal identities are individual traits that make up who you are, including your hobbies, inter-

ests, experiences, and personal choices.

•	 Many personal identities are things that you get to choose and that you are able to shape for 

yourself. Personal identities might determine whether or not you have a natural inclination to 

go in a certain personal direction. 

vi. sOCial ideNtitY wHeel [10 MiN]
•	 Now	ask	participants	to	turn	their	handout	over	to	the	side	that	says	“social	identity	wheel.”

•	 We are now going to talk about social identities. They are called “social identities” because our soci-

ety strongly influences how we categorize other people and ourselves based on these identities in 

significant ways. Social identities influence the experiences we have as members of any particular 

group. They are shaped by common history, shared experiences, legal and historical decisions, and 

day-to-day interactions.

•	 Social identities also affect personal identities. For example, your social class may have a strong 

impact on the education you receive and the profession that you end up in.

•	 You will have a few minutes to fill out this wheel the same way you filled out the personal identity 

wheel. In the inner circle, record the identities that are the most important or salient to you, and in 

the outer circle record other identities that are less important or salient to you at this moment in 

time.

•	 Again,	show	your	wheel	and	explain	a	few	of	your	identities	and	why	you	placed	them	in	the		

inner	or	outer	circle.

•	 Note:	What	you	share	from	your	own	social	identity	wheel	will	impact	how	reflective	participants	will	

be	about	their	own	identities.	Here	is	an	example	of	how	honest	and	reflective	you	are		

encouraged	to	be	when	sharing	your	own	social	identity	wheel:	
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“In	the	inner	circle	I	recorded	that	I	identify	as	bisexual.	This	is	a	really	salient	identity	for	me	

for	a	few	reasons.	First,	I	know	that	if	I	were	in	a	relationship	with	a	woman,	I	would	not	have	the	

same	rights	as	I	would	in	a	relationship	with	a	man.	I	also	know	that	my	LGBT	friends	and	I	expe-

rience	prejudice	on	a	daily	basis.	Second,	people	usually	assume	that	I	am	straight,	because	I	

am	in	a	heterosexual	relationship.	Because	straight	people	assume	that	I	am	‘one	of	them’	they	

sometimes	make	derogatory	or	bigoted	comments	in	front	of	me	about	LGBT	people.	These	

experiences	constantly	remind	me	of	what	it	is	like	to	be	outside	of	the	dominant	group	with	

regard	to	sexual	orientation.

“I	also	wrote	‘white,’	for	my	race,	in	the	inner	circle.	I	put	this	in	the	inner	circle	because	while	

in	this	case	I	am	part	of	the	dominant	racial	group	in	our	society,	I	also	am	constantly	working	

to	understand	how	my	whiteness	affords	me	privileges	in	my	everyday	life,	compared	with	the	

oppression	that	people	of	color	face.	This	is	something	that	I	think	about	and	engage	with	a	lot,	

so	this	identity	is	very	salient	for	me.

“In	the	outer	circle	I	listed	my	identity	in	the	ability/health	category	as	‘able	and	healthy.’	I	did	

this	because	I	move	through	my	day-to-day	life	with	relative	ease.	I	can	go	where	I	need	to	and	

do	what	I	need	to	do	without	interruption	based	on	disability	or	health	concerns.	Not	only	am	I	

privileged	in	this	regard,	but	in	doing	this	exercise	I	also	realized	that	this	is	something	I	take	for	

granted	and	do	not	give	a	lot	of	thought	to.”

•	 Give	participants	five	minutes	to	silently	fill	out	their	social	identity	wheel.

vii. sOCial ideNtitY wHeel sHariNg [10 MiN]
•	 	Ask	each	pair	to	join	another	pair	nearby.	Have	each	participant	spend	two	to	three	minutes	sharing	

their	social	identity	wheel	in	their	group.	They	should	only	share	what	they	are	comfortable	sharing	

but	should	be	encouraged	to	reflect	on	identities	in	both	the	inner	and	outer	circles.	If	they	decide	

not	to	share	aspects	of	their	social	identity	or	are	uncomfortable	doing	so,	encourage	them	to	con-

sider	why	this	part	of	who	they	are	is	something	they	don’t	want	to	share.

viii. grOUP disCUssiONs

Small-group discussion, part one [15 min]

•	 Either	by	getting	the	full	group’s	attention	or	by	walking	to	each	group	separately,	tell	them	to	turn	to	

the	final	page	in	their	handout	and	spend	the	next	15	minutes	discussing	the	questions	as	a	group.	They	

do	not	need	to	answer	them	in	order	but	rather	should	use	them	as	a	jumping	off	point	for	discussion.

•	 Discussion questions:

•	 Which aspects of your social identity feel especially meaningful to you and why?

•	 Which aspects of your social identity don’t feel as meaningful to you and why?

•	 Are there any that you hadn’t thought of before today, and if so, why do you think that is?

•	 What experiences have you had that make the identities in your inner circle more salient to you? 

•	 Why do you think more about some of your identities than others?

•	 How do your identities influence your sense of belonging in AAUW and other groups that you’re part of?

•	 During	this	time,	move	around	the	room	to	listen	and	answer	questions.
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Small-group discussion, part two: dichotomies [10 min]

•	 Another way to think about both our personal and our social identities is to consider the amount 

of choice we have: Are they identities we chose, or can we change, share, or hide them as we wish? 

Some aspects of our identities can’t be hidden, and some can’t be changed. This is especially 

important when considering which aspects of our identities are socially more powerful and which 

aspects are socially more marginalized.

•	 Have	the	following	dichotomies	written	up	on	a	flip	chart.	Are each of your identities

•	 Turn back to your partner from earlier and share your reflections on these dichotomies. Where do 

your salient and less salient identities fall on this chart? How does that affect how you identify most 

strongly, and how does it affect your life?

Large-group discussion [18 min]

•	 Bring	the	full	group	back	together	and	ask	participants	to	share	some	of	the	big	takeaways	from	their	

discussions.	This	section	should	prompt	discussion	about	how	our	culture	shapes	how	we	are	seen	

based	on	certain	identities.	Guide	the	conversation	in	this	direction	if	it	does	not	go	there	on	its	own,	

and	touch	upon	the	following	points:

•	 Identities that are socially valued are seen as “normal,” while identities that are socially marginal-

ized are seen as “other.” Because of this, individuals often experience their marginalized identities 

as more salient. People with marginalized identities may be constantly reminded by the world 

around them that they are different and by other people and situations pointing out that they are 

not “normal.” In other instances, people with marginalized identities may feel that an identity that 

is very important to them seems to be invisible and therefore not validated by other people.

•	 As women, we are part of a group that, historically and presently, fights for our rights and for 

power in our society. In each identity category, there have historically been people who are the 

dominant group and who have economic, social, and political power, and there are one or more 

marginalized groups who have not had access to the many kinds of economic, social, and politi-

cal advantages and power.

•	 As people with many social identities, we sometimes find ourselves as members of dominant, 

more powerful groups and sometimes as members of groups that are more marginalized.

•	 Below	are	some	additional	questions	you	can	ask	the	group	if	the	conversation	is	not	moving	forward	

on	its	own:

•	 Why is it important to be aware of our social identities?

•	 How might our actions be perceived differently if we are members of a dominant group versus if 

we are members of a historically marginalized group?

•	 When you are in a setting as a member of the dominant group, what specifically can you do to 

ensure that people from all social identities are welcomed, acknowledged, and valued?

iX. ClOsiNg [5 MiN]
•	 Ask	participants	to	silently	reflect	on	one	specific	next	step	they	are	planning	to	take	as	a	result	of	

this	activity	and	then	turn	to	the	person	next	to	them	to	share.

•	 Close	by	thanking	everyone	for	their	participation	and	for	their	honest	and	open	reflection.

Visible?

Inborn?

Permanent?

Socially valued?

or
or
or
or

Invisible?

Chosen?

Changeable?

Socially marginalized?
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COMMUNitY agreeMeNts

Whenever you are having conversations with your branch or board on topics of diversity and inclusion, 

it’s important to ensure that the space feels safe for conversation and exploration. Start each activity or 

discussion by setting community agreements by following the steps below.

•	 Before	the	meeting,	prepare	a	flip	chart	sheet	with	“Community	Agreements”	written	at	the	top	and	

the	bullets	below	written	underneath.

•	 In this activity we explore potentially sensitive topics. So I’d like to start by having us set a few com-

munity agreements, or “norms,” to help make the space feel safe for conversation and  

exploration.

•	 The community agreements that we agree to are all things we are willing to honor for the duration 

of this session.

•	 To start, I have a list of a few community agreements that I think will be helpful. I will read through 

and explain each one and then ask for comments and questions on them. Then, I’ll ask if you have 

any you would like to add.

•	 Speak from the “I” perspective: Avoid speaking for others by using “we,” “us,” or “them.”

•	 Listen actively: Listen to understand, not to respond. Sometimes we are tempted to begin 

formulating what we want to say in response, instead of giving 100 percent of our focus to the 

speaker. So let’s make sure we are listening 100 percent.

•	 Step up, step back: If you usually speak up often or you find yourself talking more than others, 

challenge yourself to lean in to listening and opening up space for others. If you don’t usually 

talk as much in groups and do a lot of your thinking and processing in your own head, know 

that we would love to hear your contributions, and challenge yourself to bring your voice for-

ward in the conversation.

•	 Respect silence: Don’t force yourself to fill silence. Silence can be an indication of thought and 

process.

•	 Share, even if you don’t have the right words: Suspend judgment and allow others to be 

unpolished in their speaking. If you are unsure of their meaning, then ask for clarification.

•	 Uphold confidentiality: Treat the candor of others as a gift. Assume that personal identities, 

experiences, and perspectives shared in this space are confidential unless you are given per-

mission to use them.

•	 Lean in to discomfort: Learning happens on the edge of our comfort zones. Push yourself to be 

open to new ideas and experiences even if they initially seem uncomfortable to you.

•	 After	you	read	through	the	list,	ask	if	anyone	has	comments	or	questions	about	the	community	

agreements	overall.	Then	ask	the	group	if	anyone	has	anything	to	add	to	the	list.	Take	responses	and	

add	them	to	the	list.	Finally,	ask	the	group	if	they	can	agree	to	the	list	of	community	agreements	for	

the	session,	and	post	the	sheet	somewhere	that	will	be	visible	to	the	full	group	throughout	the		

session.


