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Abstract

Extending theories of relational identity for a diverse workforce, we introduce the concept of
intersectional relational identity— the unique, shared identity created by partners through
integrating and transforming their intersecting roles and social positions. First, we introduce the
dyadic-level construct of intersectional relational identity and locate it within a 2x2 framework
of workplace relational identities. Situating our theorizing within the context of American gender
and race labor stratification, we consider how work partners’ social identity (dis)similarity and
role (mis)alignment interactively shape relational identity development. Second, we theorize how
diverse partners co-create intersectional relational identities, identifying key motivators,
facilitators, and mechanisms. We outline how the resulting uncertainty can foster relational
identity development through the co-creation of work roles. This framework advances relational
identity theory by revealing how identity differences and role-prototype misalignment, typically
conceptualized as relational barriers, offer flexibility and innovation opportunities.

Plain Language Summary
Diversity in the workplace presents both challenges and opportunities for relationships between
coworkers. We focus on the unique identity dynamics that emerge when individuals from diverse
backgrounds establish workplace relationships. As partners develop a shared sense of relational
identity— the sense that “we” are an “us”— we propose that this “us” is shaped by the unique
combination of both partners’ group identities. Coworkers from different social groups,
particularly different race and gender groups, may need to overcome pre-existing expectations
about how work should get done that are not aligned or are warped by group stereotypes.
Misalignment in their pre-existing role expectations creates opportunities for partners to forge
new expectations that better serve their relationship. Active relationship building can lead to
more flexible work partnerships attuned to each member's unique strengths.
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Intersectional Relational Identity: Co-Creating Work Relationships Across Differences
Work is accomplished through interpersonal relationships informed by underlying
'relational identities'— the shared cognitive and affective sense of "we", encompassing partners'
goals, values, roles, and unique interaction patterns (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Burt, 1992;
Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; Khan, 2007). These identities define 'who we are together' as the
foundation from which material relationships emerge. Workplace relational identities are
influenced by the behaviors, duties, and expectations associated with partners’ work roles. Role
prototypes— mental representations of the ideal enactment of a role, such as associating
leadership with masculinity and Whiteness (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Eagly, 1987/2013; Ellemers,
2018; Lord et al., 1984; Rosette et al., 2008)— provide common ground between coworkers,
fostering relational identity building through shared expectations for how work should get done
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Developing a unique relational identity shapes connection and
productivity by enabling a shared understanding of how partners will enact their respective roles
vis-a-vis each other (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). This shared understanding is expressed through
the relational behaviors that define the observable relationship (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007).
Current theories of relational identity do not fully account for how employees develop

relational identities across social identity differences that structure labor roles (e.g., race and
gender in the United States; Acker, 1990; Ray, 2019). This decontextualization of relational
development, combined with an increasingly diverse workforce, has made workplace
relationships in modern organizations less understood than those in the more homogenous
organizations of the past (Eagly & Wood, 2012; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). For

example, existing relational identity frameworks suggest that shared work role expectations are
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essential to successful workplace relationships (Blader & Tyler, 2009; Ployhart & Hale, 2014;
Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). Yet, race and gender, tied to hierarchical labor organizing, inform role
prototypes, distorting expectations and norms surrounding these roles (Eagly, 1987/2013;
Ellemers, 2018; Kanter, 1977; Lord et al., 1984; Rosette et al., 2008), and potentially reducing
their ‘sharedness’ across group lines. Indeed, prior research shows that partners with different
social identities often develop more divergent role expectations from one another than
homogenous partners (Hall et al., 2019; Tajfel et al., 1971; Turner & Reynolds, 2003; Tsui &
O’Reilly, 1989). Furthermore, coworkers may diminish the power of work roles held by women
and people of color— roles that typically command greater deference when occupied by White
men (Ely & Padavic, 2007; Kanter, 1977; Sabat et al., 2021). These divergent expectations create
both potential obstacles and opportunities for relational identity development between diverse
partners, particularly as women and people of color assume more leadership roles in
organizations (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). Per Ehrhardt and Ragins, “we still know
little about the [relationship] processes and promise” (2019, p.248) within modern diverse
organizations.

To this end, we offer a theory of intersectional relational identity— the unique, shared
identity created between partners through the integration and transformation of their intersecting
roles and social positions (e.g., race, gender, class, age, and occupational status), forming a
distinct relational unit that transcends individual identities. Bringing together relational, role, and
social identity theories, we develop a dyad-level theory of intersectional identity co-creation
(Beal, 1970; Ellison & Langhout, 2020; hooks, 1984; Petsko & Bodenhausen, 2020; Rosette et

al., 2018; Thatcher et al., 2023). To ground our theorizing, we focus on relationships across
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gender and race differences in an American labor context. We draw on research in these areas to
unpack how diverse coworkers develop an intersectional relational identity in ways unique from
homogenous partnerships. We consider how partners’ social identity dissimilarity and partners’
role misalignment— divergence between the social identities of who is expected to hold the role
(i.e., the role prototype) and who is actually in the role— jointly shape the motivators,
facilitators, and mechanisms through which relational identities emerge in diverse partnerships.
We explain how partners can embrace the uncertainty from identity differences and role
misalignment to co-create work roles that extend beyond traditional expectations. This role co-
creation allows partners to dyadically imagine and innovate roles that meet their unique needs
and capabilities, co-creating an intersectional relational identity. In sum, we develop new theory
on workplace relationships across identity differences, theorizing that such dyads can co-create
intersectional relational identities that are less constrained by pre-existing, prototypical work
roles.

Our paper makes two distinct but related contributions. First, we introduce the dyadic-
level construct of intersectional relational identity and situate this novel construct within a 2x2
framework to better locate it within existing knowledge of workplace relationships. We build
new theory on workplace interpersonal relationships, reconceiving relational identities as
inherently intersectional entities. Second, we theorize how diverse partners co-create a shared
relational identity with unique, dyad-level intersectional properties, focusing on relational
processes rooted in identity differences and role misalignment. Treating identity differences as
opportunities rather than obstacles, we explicate how, and under what conditions, these

differences can enable partners to craft relational identities optimized to their specific relational
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and professional needs. Advancing relational identity theory (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Sluss &
Ashforth, 2007), we account for distinct pressures on relational identity development in diverse
workplace partnerships (Avery et al., 2009; Fiske & Tetlock, 1997; Mobasseri et al., 2024;
Neuberg & Fiske, 1987). Our framework provides new theoretical tools for understanding how
organizations can leverage identity differences as assets rather than liabilities to collaboration.
A Framework of Workplace Relational Identity

The Foundations of Identity: Personal, Relational, and Social

Existing theory visualizes identity as a series of concentric circles, each representing a
different layer of the self (Brewer, 1991). At the innermost core lies personal identity, the unique
attributes and experiences that define us as individuals— as a “me” rather than a “we” (Walker,
2022). The next layer is relational identity, the interaction-based self we share with others in
specific relationships, such as partners, friends, family, and colleagues, giving rise to a sense of a
shared “we.” In the workplace, this relational identity includes a shared sense of “the way we
work together,” or work role-based identities such as manager-subordinate and leader-follower
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). Thus, a unique relational identity develops
between partners as they perform their work roles and establish role-based expectations through
ongoing interactions. Partners’ personal and role identities combine to create a sense of self
within the partnership (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007).

The outermost layer of the self is social identity— membership in larger groups, such as
profession, gender, race, nationality, or cultural communities (Brewer, 1999; Tajfel & Turner,
1979). It includes shared values, norms, and roles that guide how we categorize ourselves and

how others categorize us. Individuals typically identify with more than one social identity group
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(Shore et al., 2011; Hall et al., 2019), and these social identities are experienced conjunctively
rather than disjunctively, a complexity captured through the concept of intersectionality (Beal,
1970; Crenshaw, 1989; Collins & Bilge, 2020; hooks, 1984). Partners’ multiple, intersecting
social identities come together to shape the role expectations they hold of coworkers and
themselves (e.g., Bailey & Trudy, 2018; Carbado et al., 2013; Rosette et al., 2008; Thatcher et
al., 2023).

While these discrete layers of the self help to visualize how different elements of identity
relate to one another, one’s personal, relational, and social identities are inextricably intertwined
(Markus & Kunda, 1986; Vignoles, 2019; Walker, 2022). Our relationships and social group
memberships shape our personal identity. Relational identities overlap with personal identities,
as interactions with others impact self-image. Social identities encompass both, affecting overall
self-perception (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Brewer, 1991; Turner et al., 1994; Hogg & Turner,
1985). Although these layers are often experienced as a unified self (Gecas, 1982; Vignoles,
2019), examining them separately can help clarify how different levels of self influence and
relate to one another.

Relational Identity

We begin our theorizing of intersectional relational identities by locating them within the
broader literature of relational identity. Figure 1 illustrates a relational plane with work dyads
positioned along two continuums: the (dis)similarity of social identities held by the partners and
the (mis)alignment of partners’ social identities with traditional role prototypes. While dyads
vary continuously along these dimensions, we collapse them into binaries for simplicity and

comparison purposes (see Table 1 for examples). Below, we first briefly discuss how social
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identities influence relational identity in the homogenous relationships addressed in existing
relational theories. We then turn to the right side of the figure, presenting novel theorizing on the
development of relational identities between diverse partners, or intersectional relational
identities.

Figure 1. Role Alignment and Identity Similarity in Workplace Relationships
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Figure 1 depicts intersectional relational identities located in a relational plane wherein
dyads fall along two dimensions: (dis)similarity of social identities on held by the partners on the
horizontal plane, and (mis)alignment of partners’ social identities and traditional role prototypes
on the vertical plane. While dyads vary continuously along these dimensions, we collapse them
into binaries for simplicity and purposes of comparison. The bulk of relational theory and
research addresses the left-side quadrants, wherein partners presumably share some or all social
identity groups. We focus on the right side of the figure, presenting novel theorizing on the
construction of relational identities between diverse partners, or intersectional relational

identities (IRIs).
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Relational Identity in Homogenous Work Dyads

The prevailing role-based relational identity model (for brevity, we refer to this as
relational identity henceforth; Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) operates well when relationships form
between homogenous partners. Sharing social identities such as race, gender, age, etc. renders
those social identities less salient (Ely, 1994; Hogg & Abrahms, 2007), allowing homogenous
work dyads to combine work roles “independent of who (what kind of person) may be enacting
the role” (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, p.11). When partners’ work roles are constructed from shared
social and organizational expectations for the “prototypical” worker (Rosette et al., 2008), role
expectations are more likely to be consistent across partners and undistorted by their social
identities (Joshi et al., 2011). Socialization within a shared social identity group provides a
unified foundation for developing similar values and normative expectations (Ertug et al., 2022;
Haslam et al., 1998; Williams & O’Reilly, 1998). This shared identity acts as a common script,
reducing the need for explicit communication and negotiation while facilitating shared
understanding and need fulfillment (Biddle, 2013; Crocker et al., 1984; Lau & Murnighan, 2005;
Lewis & Lupyan, 2020; Mischel, 1979; Polletta, 2022; Sanchez-Burks et al., 2009).

While homogenous dyads share social identities, they can still vary in the degree of
alignment between those social identities and partners’ respective role prototypes. For example, a
relational identity between two White women nurses is both homogenous as partners share the
same race and gender identities, and prototype-aligned as stereotypes about White women align
with prototypical characteristics of nurses (e.g., Table 1 and Figure 1- Quadrant 1; Prentice &
Carranza, 2002). On the other hand, the relational identity between a White woman leader and a

White woman subordinate is homogenous, but there is misalignment between the White woman
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stereotypes and the traditional leader prototype (e.g., Table 1 and Figure 1- Quadrant 2; Rosette
et al., 2008). When partners’ role expectations are misaligned with their salient social identities,
social mechanisms, including social reinforcement and backlash, create pressures toward role
realignment (Burke, 2014; Eagly & Wood, 2012; Teresa-Morales et al., 2022). Partners may
approach this role conflict (Ebbers & Wijnberg, 2017) in different ways: from identity-based
solidarity, such as peer support between women, to the more competitive "queen bee syndrome,"
wherein women seeking power will strategically distance themselves from other women (Derks
et al., 2011; Berdahl & Bhattacharyya, 2024).
Relational Identity in Intersectional Work Dyads

Prevailing models of relational identity have not accounted for the influence of diverse
social identities on the development of role-based work relationships. While a wide array of
social identities impact work relationships, to ground our theorizing, we focus on dyads
composed of individuals with diverse race and/or gender identities. We know that work roles are
neither gender- nor race-neutral (Zimmer, 1988; Ridgeway, 2006; Ray, 2019) and that these
social identities interactively shape relational dynamics (Toosi et al., 2012). To illustrate,
consider the everyday occurrence of a Black woman walking down a hallway at work. As she
walks, she considers thoughts and emotions, including concerns for her needs in the surrounding
context and the role expectations others hold of her. We might also imagine a White man
walking down a perpendicular hallway, considering his thoughts and emotions about need
fulfillment and role expectations. When the two meet and begin walking together, the pair
experiences their relationship as a novel entity, with intersectional properties held by the dyad

itself— new and different concerns, needs, and role expectations unique to their relationship. For
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example, research shows that cross-race interactions can create unique concerns about partner
perceptions: the White man may wonder if he is seen as moral, while the Black woman may
wonder if she is perceived as competent— relational considerations not as relevant with shared-
identity partners (Bergsieker et al., 2010). Partners across differences might develop relational
patterns between them rather than exclusively within either individual. For example, partners
may create shared rituals for handling meetings where others incorrectly assume which one of
them is the senior person. Due to their non-prototypical pairing, they may be particularly aware
of observers in the broader social context: will their collegial rapport be perceived as
professional, or distorted by race and gender stereotypes? Their journey together becomes an
emergent relational identity as they develop a new “us.” This intersectional relational identity
exists at the dyadic level— it is not simply the sum of two individuals, but rather a distinct entity
emerging from the unique combination of partners' social positions (see Figure 2).

In hierarchical labor systems, the distinct intersection of both partners’ identities likely
also conveys specific role expectations for how partners relate to, and work with, one another
(Eagly & Wood, 2012; Jost et al., 2004; Moss-Racusin et al., 2010; Ridgeway, 2006; Sidanius &
Pratto, 2001). For instance, given historical and contemporary divisions of labor that
disproportionately place White men at the top of organizational hierarchies, White male workers
may subconsciously expect to (and may be expected to) assume a decision-making role within
their relationships with women and racial minority men (Eagly & Wood, 2012; Petsko &
Rosette, 2023). Further, relational demography research suggests that high-status workers may
view partner dissimilarity negatively because role advancement among low-status out-group

members threatens their social status and self-esteem (Tsui et al., 2002; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989).
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Thus, dyad-level intersectional role expectations shape how partners collaborate and, as a result,

the pair’s intersectional relational identity.
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Figure 2. Intersectional Relational Identity

Note. The diagram depicts two work partners (person A and person B) representing distinct social
positions, each containing nested elements of Social identity, Role identity, and Personal identity
dimensions. At the center, a prominent overlap region represents Intersectional Relational Identity, the
nexus where individuals’ social and workplace identities converge and interact.

Challenges of Intersectional Relational Identities

While past research has identified a wide range of challenges to relational identity
formation between diverse partners, given our focus on relationships at work, we highlight two
specific types of obstacles: interpersonal- and role-based uncertainty, and stereotypes leading to
role encapsulation (Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; Holoien et al., 2015; Kanter, 1977; Tsui &
O’Reilly, 1989; Turner et al., 2008). Partners who cannot surmount these challenges will
struggle to support relational needs and suffer diminished mutual understanding, creating
superficial or strained interactions and undermining relational development (Tsui et al., 2002;

David et al., 2015).
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Interpersonal and role uncertainty. Interpersonal and role uncertainty present unique
challenges to the development of intersectional relational identities. As documented elsewhere,
uncertainty in interpersonal interactions can evoke anxiety and trigger fight, flight, or freeze
responses (Anderson et al., 2019; Chan & McAllister, 2014; Hirsh et al., 2012; Lebel, 2017). For
instance, both Black and White individuals experience anxiety at the thought of cross-race
interactions, and when they do interact, are less likely to understand one another (Appiah et al.,
2022; Dovidio et al., 2002; Holoien et al., 2015). Similarly, partners in cross-gender relationships
can face unclear boundaries around appropriate behavior that create mutual discomfort and
hesitation, such as heightened concerns about sexual harassment (Elsesser & Peplau, 2006;
Winstead & Morganson, 2013). This uncertainty can limit initial interactions and contribute to
ongoing tension, sometimes resulting in a 'glass partition' of social separation between male and
female coworkers. Accordingly, a recent meta-analysis suggests that gender diversity alters the
dyadic identification process within workplace interpersonal relationships (Zhong et al., 2024).
Furthermore, Toosi and colleagues (2011) find evidence that as identity differences compound
(e.g., cross-race, cross-gender interactions), negative affect and uncertainty also further
compound (e.g., compared to same-gender cross-race interactions).

Uncertainty about how to navigate professional interactions creates unique challenges to
role clarity in diverse work relationships. Without the mutual understanding that arises from a
shared social identity, relationships between diverse partners tend to be more ambiguous and
uncertain, as partners lack shared expectations for how their collaboration should unfold
(Thomas, 1993). Diverse partners likely have less shared understanding of appropriate work

roles, as roles are socially constructed within a particular community and often vary between



INTERSECTIONAL RELATIONAL IDENTITY 14

social groups (Kelman, 2005). For instance, general expectations of how work should get done
and specific expectations about appropriate work roles for men and women vary between nations
and cultures (Batnitzky et al., 2009; Kosakowska-Berezecka et al., 2024; Lewis & Lupyan, 2020;
Sanchez-Burkes & Lee, 2009). Indeed, relational demography theory suggests that social identity
differences increase role uncertainty and, consequently, can lead to negative outcomes for work
partners (e.g., turnover, lower morale; Chattopadhyay et al., 2004; Tsui & O’Reilly, 1989; Tsui
et al., 1992).

Stereotypes & role encapsulation. Stereotypes associated with group identities can make
relational identity development between diverse partners particularly challenging. Given the
uncertainty of diverse relationships, partners may instead lean on identity-based stereotypes and
role prototypes to inform initial expectations (Heilman, 2012). Dominant groups often reinforce
their power by promoting prototypical representations of powerful roles that favor their group
(Legault et al., 2011; Mummendey & Wenzel, 1999; Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). Likewise, race
and gender stereotypes shape work role prototypes in ways that disproportionately disadvantage
women and racial minorities (Cook & Glass, 2014; Giindemir et al., 2019; Kanter, 1977). People
readily use race and gender identity to categorize others into associated workplace roles and
relationships, even without conscious thought or prejudicial ideology (Devine, 1989; Fasang &
Aisenbrey, 2022; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Hogg & Abrams, 2007; Linton, 1940, 1942; Parsons,
1942). Stereotypes of women and racial minorities as submissive and less competent create a
perceived fit between these workers and the requirements of low-power, supportive roles
(Donovan, 2011; Ghavami & Peplau, 2012; Rosette et al., 2018; Toosi et al., 2012). Evaluators

may favor White and male workers, whose intersectional group stereotypes align with leader
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prototypes (Baugh & Graen, 1997; Burke, 2014; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Lee et al., 2023; Rosette
et al., 2008; Stainback & Tomaskovic-Devey, 2009). Thus, stereotypes can cast a shadow over
partners’ individuality, hampering co-creation of roles that reflect both partners’ strengths and
needs (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000; Turner & Reynolds, 2003; Tajfel et al., 1971).

When women and racial minority workers do assume counter-stereotypical work roles,
the conflict between their identity and the role prototype can create role encapsulation— when
others narrow "permissible or rewarded action”, which distorts expectations to “fit pre-existing
generalizations” of these individuals (Kanter, 1977, p. 231). Musician/composer Jon Batiste
observed as much from his own experience, stating, “People often think there is one or two ideas
of what a Black creative should be doing. And, because people are just so used to seeing those
specific narratives, then when they see something else, it has to be dumbed down for them to
receive it. The levels of our achievements are diminished. They’re not seen as a part of the
canon” (Heineman, 2023). Role encapsulation distorts otherwise agentic and high-power
positions by realigning them with communal and deferential stereotypes, pigeonholing women
and racial minorities into low-power role expectations (Carter & Peters, 2016; Glass & Cook,
2016; Soleymanpour Omran et al., 2015). Such identity-based bias toward the role-holder can
decrease a role's perceived value or importance by others in the organization, ultimately
undermining the formation of a co-created relational identity (Holder et al., 2015; Reynolds-
Dobbs et al., 2008).

Given these known challenges, how can diverse work dyads develop an intersectional
relational identity? While diverse partners may not share role scripts rooted in a common

identity, they do have access to group stereotypes that may inform expectations of one another’s
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behavior, competencies, and responsibilities (Avery et al., 2009; Eagly & Wood, 2012; Fiske &
Tetlock, 1997; Polletta, 2022; Sanchez-Burks et al., 2009; Waguespack & Sorenson, 2011). In
the absence of shared role expectations, diverse partners may rely on these identity-based
stereotypes and role prototypes to fill in the gaps.

Role-constructed Intersectional Relational Identities

Role-constructed intersectional relational identities (Figure 1, Quadrant 3) are
characterized by intersectionality, i.e., the unique combination of partners’ differing social
identities, and role prototypicality alignment between each partner's social identities and their
role’s prototype. Examples of these dyads include vertical relationships between a White male
supervisor and a Black female supervisee, or a senior male leader and a junior female
subordinate. Each partner inhabits roles aligned with broader societal hierarchies and stereotypes
of their group, where White, male, and supervisor correspond with expectations of superiority
and control, and Black, female, and subordinate correspond with expectations of lower
competency and supporting positions (Jahoda, 1998; Pieterse, 1992; Toosi et al., 2012).

Functional intersectional relational identities may emerge between diverse partners when
there is alignment between partners’ social identity and the role’s prototype. Identity stereotypes
and role prototypes provide a framework, albeit an often oversimplified and biased one, for the
role each person 'should' play based on their intersecting identities. These scripts guide initial
interactions and clarify how work should get done, offering a foundation for constructing a
relational identity from established expectations. Congruence between role expectations and
partner stereotypes may make interactions appear more straightforward, guided by these identity-

congruent role expectations. As such, partners may calibrate their relational identity to these
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preexisting roles (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007; Sluss et al., 2012). For instance, women may use
preexisting gender roles (e.g., the mother role) to help construct effective cross-gender relational
identities with their male work partners (Koppman et al., 2022). Thus, role-aligned relational
identities may reflect role-based scripts that align with social identity-based expectations,
creating greater role clarity.

While this clarity may make role-aligned partnerships appear more stable and functional,
it may also impede the co-creation of an intersectional relational identity, as these dyadic
processes require mutuality between partners—reciprocal influence through creative engagement
with their differences, and the development of deeper bonds, positive regard, and shared
strategies for working well together (Heilman, 2012; Hinz et al., 2022). Instead, such pairings
may be limited to perfunctory work-related interactions that lack the deep connection and
positive outcomes of mutual, co-created relational identities (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). For role-
aligned partners, the challenge of co-creating a relational identity lies in transcending readily
available scripts to develop genuine interpersonal understanding. Alignment with traditional
labor roles further reinforces group divisions and social hierarchy between partners (Eagly &
Karau, 2002; Eagly, 1987/2013; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). While these partnerships may function
smoothly, they are not mutual. They remain restricted by identity-based roles that confine both
partners to their respective social identity groups (Miller & Stiver, 1993). This obscures partners’
distinct skills and needs, undermines opportunities to leverage strengths, and creates tension
when expectations clash with relational needs. Over time, this can hinder mutual respect and
understanding, as each person may struggle to see past identity-based expectations of their

partner. Convergence of role prototype and social identity expectations can also make it difficult
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for partners to differentiate between role-based behaviors and identity-based assumptions. For
example, a partner may wonder, does my partner speak over me because of his role-based
authority, or because he is a White man and I am a Black woman? Alignment between partners’
identity stereotypes and their role expectations makes such attributions more ambiguous (Dupree
et al., 2021; McCabe, 2009; Michael-Makri, 2010). As such, role-aligned intersectional relational
identities may be limited in the depth and mutuality possible between partners (Colbert et al.,
2016; Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; Heilman, 2012; Hinz et al., 2022).

Despite finding themselves on a well-worn relational track, diverse role-aligned partners
may attempt to re-negotiate roles to create a more meaningful connection. While roles are
generally self-reinforcing and resistant to change (Eagly, 1987/2013; Eagly & Wood, 2012), they
are also socially constructed between partners (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007) and can fluctuate and
realign over time. This reimagination also creates opportunities for reduction of these biases
(e.g., Costa, 2024). However, shifting relational norms requires substantial emotional labor, as
people resist applying norms from one relationship type to another (e.g., from manager-
supervisee to peer-to-peer; Fiske & Tetlock, 1997).

Next, we consider the challenges and opportunities of co-creating an intersectional
relational identity without traditional stereotypes and scripts as a guide. Unlike aligned
intersectional relational identities, which may never move beyond superficial, script-based
interactions without conscious intervention, misalignment between partners' identities and role
prototypes necessitates active sense-making and relationship-building to co-create an

intersectional relational identity.
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Co-created Intersectional Relational Identities

Co-created intersectional relational identities are characterized by intersectionality and
role misalignment. We propose that while the lack of social and role-based guidance in these
dyads increases uncertainty, it also creates a generative space that can facilitate the emergence of
a co-created intersectional relational identity (Levinthal & Rerup, 2021). Rather than being
constructed from existing role-based norms and stereotypes, these relational identities are co-
created. We define co-creation as the dyadic process of producing something “imaginative or
innovative...to bring something into existence” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). We
conceptualize co-creation as distinct from co-construction because the latter primarily involves
reorganizing existing elements (i.e., finding ways to work within existing role prototypes),
whereas the former involves creating new elements (i.e., reimagining and negotiating mutually
beneficial norms and expectations). While partners may experience the relational identity

differently, co-created identities are defined by the shared interaction patterns between partners.
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A dyad in this quadrant (Quadrant 4: Co-created Intersectional) might include a Black
female leader and a White male subordinate— an inversion of role prototypes that associate
leadership with agentic qualities stereotypically attributed to White men, and low-power,
supportive roles with women, especially women of color. These dyads must create an
intersectional relational identity without the external guidance of stereotype-aligned role
prototypes, as these scripts do not match one or more partners’ identities (i.e., there is not a
prototypical script for how a Black female leader should interact with a White male subordinate).
This creates greater potential for role uncertainty and conflict that may undermine the dyad’s
effectiveness (Koenig et al., 2011; Petsko & Rosette, 2023). However, partners in this quadrant
do not require perfect alignment in their understanding of their connection (Weick et al., 2005)
and can function minimally by deferring to one or the other of their conflicting role scripts. The
challenge lies in how partners can co-create an intersectional relational identity in the face of this
inherent uncertainty.

A Process Model for Co-Creating Intersectional Relational Identities

Having established our typology of workplace relational identities and introduced the
concept of intersectional relational identity, we now turn to theorizing #ow diverse partners can
co-create intersectional relational identities (see Figure 3). We first consider the factors that
motivate diverse partners to expend effort co-creating an intersectional relational identity. We
then turn our attention to the co-creation process itself, proposing that humble inquiry and a
wisdom orientation facilitate this process, which unfolds through three key interpersonal

mechanisms: identity comprehension, optimizing the other, and role co-creation.
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Figure 3. Intersectional Relational Identity Co-Creation Process
Note. Model of theorized intersectional relational identity processes. P1, P2, etc. refer to Proposition 1,

Proposition 2, etc.
Factors Supporting Intersectional Relational Identity Co-creation
Motivators

We propose that co-creating intersectional relational identities requires a motivating force
to initiate the formation of relational identities. In work settings, we identify two main motivators
of relational identity formation between diverse, role-misaligned partners (see Figure 3):
recognition of mutual interdependence (e.g., shared tasks or roles) and/or a mutual desire for
connection (e.g., social support, informal bonding; Schultz et al., 2015). These motivators
correspond to cognition-based and affect-based motives for forming diverse relationships
(Chattopadhyay et al., 2016). Work interdependence can compel diverse, role-misaligned

partners to build positive relationships, as effective collaboration is often essential for
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performance (Claypool et al., 2014; Guarana & Hernandez, 2015; Grant & Parker, 2009;
Koschate & van Dick, 2011). Indeed, recent research demonstrates how such interdependence
can help overcome demographic barriers (Kotzur et al., 2022; Fiske, 2000/2013/2021). Even
employees with traditional gender role beliefs can form strong cross-gender connections when
work interdependence helps reveal shared values between coworkers (Adamovic & Molines,
2023).

In addition to the practical demands of interdependence, workplace relationships are an
important potential source of social support and relational need fulfillment, helping to prevent
burnout (Converso et al., 2015) and promote feelings of psychological safety, community, and
resilience (Carmeli et al., 2009; Carmeli & Gittell, 2009). As such, coworkers can also be
intrinsically motivated to co-create a relational identity with a partner, particularly if these needs
are going unmet (Spreitzer et al., 2017; Claypool et al., 2014). Furthermore, while mutual desire
and interdependence can each initiate the formation of relational identity between diverse
partners, together they may produce synergistic benefits that further encourage relationship
building.

Proposition 1: Co-creation of an intersectional relational identity requires motivating factors:
mutually recognized interdependence and/or a mutual desire for a relationship.
Facilitators

We further propose that co-creating intersectional relational identities requires partners to
have the interpersonal capacity to craft new patterns of relating with each other. Specifically, we
identify humble inquiry and wisdom orientation as essential facilitators of relational identity co-

creation (Schein, 2013; Schein & Schein, 2020).
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Humble Inquiry. Grounded in the recognized interdependence between partners,
humble inquiry enables the formation of relational identity by encouraging search for
individuating information, affirming partner value, and disrupting status and role hierarchies
(Schein, 2013). Humble inquiry is a relational behavior and approach focused on the power of
“asking instead of telling” (Schein & Schein, 2020, p. 55; Schein, 2013), highlighting the ability
of inquiry (asking) to co-create meaning, acknowledge difference, and temporarily redistribute
power through respectful, open-ended dialogue. The act of listening to one’s partner confers
status on the speaker and signals that the input is worthy of attention and consideration (Hinz et
al., 2022). By asking questions that do not inspire "scripted socially acceptable responses,"
partners can move beyond stereotypes and cultural assumptions (Schein & Schein, 2020, p. 29).
When partners engage in humble inquiry, they experience “here-and-now humility” (Shein &
Shein, 2020, p. 26; Schein, 2013)— a state in which, by virtue of inquiring, the listener’s own
ignorance is revealed alongside a genuine interest in the other’s knowledge— establishing
partners’ interdependence and value (Kashdan et al., 2013).

Humble inquiry can be particularly useful when (and oftentimes assumes) the listener is
of a higher status than the speaker, as the very act of asking creates a degree of vulnerability and
signals that the speaker possesses knowledge important to the listener. Indeed, Phillips (2016)
posits that such curiosity and information gathering can involve "disrupting and recasting
categories" and "can also be a vehicle for more fundamental explorations of social difference"
(p.18). This is achieved by phrasing questions as open-ended without ‘telling” speakers how to
answer or give the response the listener wants to hear. Further, Schein and Schein (2020) suggest

incorporating a sense of 'we' into questions, as partners ask questions that focus on shared
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decision-making and accountability. For example, Schein suggests a sharing-based question
could be: “Can we reconstruct together how we got to this point?” (Schein & Schein, 2020, p.
134). Asking questions in this way inspires reciprocal curiosity between partners, while avoiding
the harmful consequences of superficial or one-way curiosity (see Sue et al., 2007; Lewis et al.,
2013). As such, humble inquiry is a key approach for navigating the uncertainty of role
misalignment in intersectional partnerships.

Proposition 2a: Humble inquiry behaviors facilitate co-creation of an intersectional relational
identity.

Wisdom orientation. A “wisdom orientation”— the “simultaneous engagement with
possibly divergent views to maintain and even expand ambiguity” (Levinthal & Rerup, 2021,
p.537), also facilitates co-creation of intersectional relational identities. Wisdom is an orientation
toward knowledge as an ever-evolving entity that encompasses multiple “truths” that can even be
contradictory or uncertain. Rather than seeking to reduce or simplify their differences, partners
cultivate the capacity to simultaneously hold multiple, sometimes conflicting viewpoints that
may surface through humble inquiry (Glynn & Watkiss, 2020). For example, a given
interpersonal situation may complicate interactions where social norms of deference conflict
with organizational role norms of leadership. In such cases, there may be no single, underlying
"truth" to uncover through questioning. Instead, the challenge lies in developing a shared
understanding that honors these differing perspectives. This is how wisdom serves as a crucial
complement to humble inquiry, facilitating what Schein calls "abandon[ing] certainty for clarity”

(Schein & Schein, 2020, p. xii).
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A wisdom orientation encourages relational partners to view their different perspectives
and backgrounds as valuable resources (Levinthal & Rerup, 2021), helping them overcome the
fight-or-flight response by experiencing uncertainty and ambiguity as a constructive challenge
rather than a source of stress (Schultz et al., 2015). Embracing uncertainty and ambiguity creates
opportunities to develop complex, enriched understandings (Levinthal & Rerup, 2021). Partners
engage with perspectives that challenge their assumptions (Davidson & James, 2007; Flynn,
2005; Guarana & Hernandez, 2015), helping them to navigate role ambiguity and to recognize
their own perspective as partial and shaped by social context (Collins, 2000; Zuo et al., 2019).

Holding dissonant ideas at once implies that partners will continue to maintain these
disagreements as part of their pooled knowledge. Rather than maintaining fixed power roles, this
allows both partners to contribute equally through knowledge giving and knowledge receiving.
This approach shifts the focus from hierarchical information exchange to collaborative
knowledge pooling, thereby creating a more equitable co-creation process. When partners remain
motivated to work through uncertainty through co-creation, they can maintain more collaborative
power dynamics (Glynn & Watkiss, 2020; Schultz et al., 2015; Feldman et al., 2019), thereby co-
creating an intersectional relational identity over time.

Proposition 2b: A wisdom orientation facilitates co-creation of an intersectional relational
identity.
Interpersonal Mechanisms for Co-Creating Intersectional Relational Identities

We propose that partners engage in three interconnected processes to co-create an
intersectional relational identity that meets their relational needs: identity comprehension,

optimizing the other, and role co-creation. These processes work synergistically, with partners



INTERSECTIONAL RELATIONAL IDENTITY 26

simultaneously discovering valuable attributes in one another while calibrating new ways of
working together. Continuation of a relationship over time requires that it meets each partner's
dual needs for belonging and distinctiveness (i.e., optimal distinctiveness; Brewer, 1991). To
meet these relational needs, partners must preserve and celebrate individual uniqueness while
also building common points of connection (Brewer, 1995; Thomas & Ely, 1996). By definition,
partners co-creating an intersectional relational identity have fewer common aspects of social
identity to facilitate a sense of belonging, necessitating deeper exploration of shared attributes or
values to establish connection between partners. Diverse partners face the unique challenge of
honoring these differences without reducing one another to unidimensional out-group stereotypes
(Badea et al., 2010; Hogg et al., 2017; Hogg & Rast, 2022). Together, identity comprehension,
optimizing the other, and role co-creation help diverse partners meet these challenges to co-
create an intersectional relational identity.
Identity Comprehension

Meeting one another’s relational needs requires partners to understand both ‘what matters
to me’ and ‘what matters to you’ to determine ‘how we fit together’. The mutual understanding
fostered through humble inquiry and wisdom enables partners to develop identity
comprehension, "the degree to which the relative importance of one's identities is recognized by
important others" (Thatcher et al., 2003; Thatcher & Greer, 2008, p.6). Thus, before partners can
effectively collaborate across differences, they must recognize which aspects of their partner's
identity are most meaningful to their work and sense of professional self-worth. Though
informed by identity categories, these identity needs extend beyond them and shape how partners

approach collaboration. For example, a Black woman in a leadership role may need recognition
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for her strategic thinking capabilities rather than being praised for her collaborative style, while
her White male partner may need acknowledgment of his willingness to share power rather than
assumptions about his natural authority.

Identity comprehension is key to meeting relational needs, as it helps partners understand
what gives their colleagues a sense of belonging and uniqueness. Partners’ underlying identity
needs may go unspoken, yet are central to their feeling respected and empowered in the
relationship. Through humble inquiry, partners listen for what energizes their partner, what
frustrates them, where they invest their attention, and how they respond to different types of
recognition or challenge. Partners might engage in mutual self-disclosure, or explicitly discuss
how their unique attributes could complement each other. In addition to direct disclosure, which
may be incomplete or filtered through social expectations, partners attend to both what their
partner says and what their partner does in workplace interactions (Appiah et al., 2022; Holoien
et al., 2015). Partners can focus their efforts on recognizing the aspects of identity and capability
that are important to their partner's professional sense of self. This targeted understanding reveals
what makes each partner feel authentic and valued at work and helps partners avoid dismissing
or devaluing what matters most to their colleague.

Partners with greater identity comprehension more readily recognize how their
differences can create opportunities for synergy rather than obstacles to overcome, enabling
effective collaboration. Identity comprehension helps partners recognize not just who they are as
individuals, but also how they fit together— their complementary capabilities, potential friction
points, and the value they create as a pair. This mutual understanding provides the foundation for

co-creating an intersectional relational identity.
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Proposition 3: Identity comprehension facilitates co-creation of an intersectional relational
identity by supporting partners’ relational needs for belonging and uniqueness.
Optimizing the Other

Partners that co-create an intersectional relational identity also engage in what we term
optimizing the other— a cognitive and interpersonal process through which partners selectively
attend to, interpret, and reinforce those attributes of their partner that fulfill their own relational
needs for belonging and distinctiveness. This process goes beyond mere positive perception or
idealization of one's partner; rather, it involves a targeted search for and emphasis on attributes
that create both connection and complementarity between partners. Just as individuals attend to
self- and in-group information that supports feelings of belonging and uniqueness (Pickett et al.,
2002; Slotter et al., 2014), partners recalibrate their perceptions of each other to emphasize their
relational identity’s optimal distinctiveness (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Search for belonging
directs attention to attributes that foster connection within the dyad— shared values, combined
strengths, and mutual understanding, such as a shared commitment to innovation and quality.
Search for distinctiveness simultaneously highlights complementary skills and unique
contributions that distinguish partnerships within the larger organizational context; for example,
how their different networks and perspectives create unique problem-solving capabilities.
Optimization mentally magnifies the importance of attributes that serve these relational needs
while downplaying or contextualizing those that might threaten them. This creates a
multidimensional understanding of their partner that captures both mutual value and collective

distinctiveness.
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Evidence of partner optimization comes from research on motivated perceptions in close
relationships, which shows that individuals construe their partner’s behavior as reciprocating
their own, reflecting motivated cognition that fulfills relational needs (Lemay & Clark, 2015).
For example, people who are caring toward their partner tend to perceive their partner as caring
for them in return (Lemay et al., 2007), suggesting that partners’ impressions of one another tend
to signal mutual belonging. Similarly, people with a greater need for autonomy may downplay
their partner’s responsiveness (Beck & Clark, 2010). Partners may also interpret ambiguous
behaviors and traits in ways that foster both commonality and complementarity by extending
charitable interpretations of potentially negative behaviors while highlighting the value that
differences bring to the relational identity. For instance, a White manager might view a Black
employee's questioning of standard procedures not as resistance but as valuable critical thinking
that strengthens their collective approach. Rather than a misinterpretation of one’s partner, these
perceptions reflect a cognitive tendency to attend to and interpret social interactions in ways that
support our personal needs.

The process of optimization directly contributes to relational identity development by
creating a foundation of mutual appreciation and understanding. Unlike simplified stereotypical
perceptions, optimization involves a complex and nuanced view of one's partner that
acknowledges both similarities and differences. This allows for greater flexibility and resilience
in the relationship, as partners can draw on multiple sources of connection when facing
challenges. Partners might deliberately create opportunities for skill demonstration or discuss
how their unique attributes could complement each other. Such efforts are sustained by a wisdom

orientation, helping partners to perceive the full complexity of each other’s humanity. Through
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this search for shared and complementary characteristics, skills, and knowledge, partners can
acknowledge real differences without letting them become relationship-defining.

Optimization may be enabled by the reduced competitive threat that cross-group
partnerships present (Gerber et al., 2018; Mumford, 1983). Individuals more readily compare
themselves to similar others within their reference group, rather than to outgroup members with
whom they are not competing for ingroup standing (Festinger, 1954; Leach & Vliek, 2008).
Because they are less likely to view one another as competitive threats, diverse partners may be
more receptive to each other's contributions and complementary skills. Thus, diverse partners
may experience greater flexibility in perceiving and optimizing one another because the absence
of competitive threat creates a more open and collaborative working dynamic. Evidence of this
appears in research by Guarana, Li, and Hernandez (2017), who found that managers with a
strong tendency toward social comparison were more receptive to input from subordinates of a
different gender (vs. the same gender). This suggests that when social comparison pressures are
minimized, as occurs when feedback originates from outgroup members who pose less
competitive threat, partners become more open to recognizing one another's contributions,
enabling optimization.

In sum, optimization allows partners in diverse relationships to challenge the limitations
of categorical perceptions and develop personalized, multifaceted understandings of one another,
together. This process enables partners to co-create a relational identity that honors both their
shared attributes and their unique contributions.

Proposition 4: Optimizing the other facilitates co-creation of an intersectional relational identity

by supporting partners’ relational needs for belonging and uniqueness.
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Role Co-creation

In the absence of shared role expectations, diverse partners in misaligned roles have
unique opportunities to co-create new roles that foster belonging and distinction. We define role
co-creation as a collaborative dyadic process through which partners shape the roles,
responsibilities, and relational norms that govern their work collaboration, such as through
narratives (Swann et al., 1992) and active social shaping (Taeuscher et al., 2022). Role
misalignment necessitates clarifying communication about partners’ roles and expectations,
making implicit assumptions more explicit and therefore open to mutual shaping. Partners
actively negotiate these ambiguities to avoid confusion, inefficiency, or conflict that could
undermine collaboration. Role co-creation is similar to role crafting in that it involves “changing
one’s role in terms of what one does and who one interacts with at work to improve intrinsic
benefits” (Bruning & Campion, 2018, p. 501). However, unlike role crafting, role co-creation is a
dyadic process in which relational partners mutually partake in creating one another’s roles. As
partners actively shape the role each will play in the relationship, they bridge diverging
expectations to form mutual understanding of how they can collaborate effectively. This sense of
“how we work together” becomes a key component of their relational identity.

Role co-creation can include both work role expansion— “enlargement of the
incumbent’s work role to include elements of work and related activities not originally in the
formal job description” and social expansion— “changing the scope, number, and nature of
social relationships within one’s work™ (Bruning & Campion, 2018, p. 506; Grant & Hofmann,
2011). Work role expansion helps partners shape roles around their complementary strengths and

needs, while social expansion allows these roles to push beyond identity-based expectations. For
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example, a Black woman consultant might take the lead in client strategy and relationship-
building. At the same time, her more introverted White man partner focuses on operational
planning and behind-the-scenes execution, expanding expectations about who occupies visible
leadership roles. By co-creating roles, partners can subvert such default assumptions and align
responsibilities with their strengths and preferences.

Throughout this process, partners generate shared narratives about their relational identity
that legitimize their co-created roles to themselves and others. Relational narratives integrate
elements of both social identity and personal attributes to create coherent accounts of why their
particular role arrangement is effective (Bisagni, 2013; Jian, 2022). Bisagni argues that such
narratives “are always experienced as forces, able to create closeness and distance and regulate
the rhythm of the ongoing interplay between individuals” (2013, p. 623). Narratives around ‘how
we’ and ‘what we’ do become part of the relationship's shared identity and inform how partners
position themselves and each other both within and beyond the relationship.

Narratives around competence, relative to the relationship, can be particularly useful for
co-creating effective roles, given individuals’ difficulties recognizing their own strengths and
weaknesses (Kim et al., 2020; Kruger & Dunning, 1999). In discussing and recognizing
competence, partners share information about one another’s unique capabilities, limitations, and
preferences. This communication allows for more personalized role arrangements that capitalize
on each partner's strengths while accommodating their challenges. They can also support
partners in navigating conflicting role expectations and identity-based stereotypes (Sanchez-
Burks & Lee, 2009). For instance, Robin Quivers, a Black woman breaking barriers in shock

jock radio, credits her White male co-host, Howard Stern, for recognizing and validating
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qualities in her that others might have overlooked. “You’re a genius,” she recalls Stern urging
her. “Please, every time you come in, participate, talk to me— please, please, please”,
encouraging Quivers to see her unique contributions as valuable (Quivers, 2014, para. 2). She
describes their partnership as positive, synergistic, and fulfilling, hallmarks of a co-created
intersectional relational identity: “Our amazing chemistry is both a compliment to the show and a
blessing in my life.” Thus, through role co-creation, partners can transcend the constraints of
prototypes and stereotypes to craft roles better aligned with their strengths and needs.

Partners’ differing social identities may also create unique opportunities for crafting
novel roles by negating the pressure of felt competition between partners. In the absence of
surface identity similarities, co-created intersectional relational identities tend to form around
deeper shared attributes, encouraging partners to see these as pathways to belonging rather than
as grounds for comparison. These shared attributes further encourage connection rather than
competition, as feelings of solidarity with out-group members can help diffuse identity threat
(Johnson et al., 2024). In addition, partners’ different backgrounds and values may orient each
individual toward different resources and opportunities, reducing potential for direct competition.
Consequently, while navigating intersectional differences demands significant cognitive
investment, these differences may actually enhance role co-creation by facilitating a
collaborative orientation, even within resource-constrained environments.

Role co-creation is a cognitively demanding process that requires sustained effort from
both partners. Yet, asymmetries in engagement may still produce a co-created relational identity
as long as both partners' needs are met through their collective efforts. Partners have varying

communication styles and relationship skills informed by personal and social identity
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differences. As such, forcing symmetrical engagement could undermine authenticity and play
against each person's natural strengths. Just as partners bring different professional skills to
collaborative projects, they also possess varying relational capabilities— one might excel at
emotional attunement while another contributes stronger communication or conflict resolution
skills. Partners’ specific strategies matter less than their combined ability to create roles that
support belonging and distinctiveness for both parties. This flexibility reflects a central insight of
our framework: diverse work partnerships are most effective when the partners themselves shape
roles.

In sum, role co-creation allows partners to develop complementary approaches to shared
goals, invest positively in their relationship, and become more open to each other's influence
(Johnson & Johnson, 2005). Differences between partners become opportunities for creativity
and collaboration, turning them into shared strengths and points of connection (Arnett, 2023;
Brennecke, 2020). Thus, role co-creation is a key mechanism in the intersectional relational
identity co-creation process.

Proposition 5: Role co-creation facilitates co-creation of an intersectional relational identity by
supporting partners’ relational needs for belonging and uniqueness.

As partners co-create their roles together, they develop mutual interdependence, as each
partner's success reinforces the other's (Deutsch, 1949, 1962; Johnson & Johnson, 2005). This
interdependence occurs when partners pursue shared objectives with outcomes tied to each
other’s actions, offer help and assistance, exchange resources, provide feedback, and offer
encouragement (Johnson & Johnson, 2001, 2005). Partners come to view their collaborator's

achievements as beneficial to their own goals, become open to each other's influence, and adapt
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their approach based on their collaborator's feedback. This differs from social dependence, where
one person's outcomes rely on another's actions without reciprocal effect, and individuals' results
remain uninfluenced by others' behaviors. Creative collaboration strengthens partners’
recognition of their interdependence and unique value to each other, further encouraging feelings
of “we” -ness (Randel et al., 2018; Swann et al., 2004). Moreover, as partners successfully
collaborate, they develop a shared understanding and mutual appreciation for one another,
further reinforcing the desire for the relationship (Allport, 1954; Heaphy & Dutton, 2008;
Pettigrew, 1998). Thus, co-creation of partners’ relational identity— a positive, shared sense of
“we”— further deepens their feelings of interdependence and desire for the relationship, fueling
a virtuous cycle that further strengthens the relational identity.

Proposition 6: Co-creating an intersectional relational identity further reinforces partners’
feelings of interdependence and desire for the relationship.

Opportunities to create a virtuous cycle are amplified when partners bring both humble
inquiry and wisdom to the relational identity co-creation process. Their mutual interest in
understanding one another's point of view becomes a form of interdependence in itself, creating
sustainable partnerships where differences serve as ongoing sources of insight and innovation.
Consistent with Ely and Thomas's (2001) diversity integration perspective, partners who are both
highly interdependent and curious about each other are especially motivated to seek out their
counterpoint's perspective. We add to this partner’s valuation of their differences and
disagreements via a wisdom orientation. As partners build a relational identity that draws upon
rather than ignores their differences, this virtuous cycle can transform what might initially appear

as challenges into sources of relational strength. Over time, this dynamic enables resilient
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relationships, with role patterns of mutual learning and collaborative problem-solving that can
help partners navigate novel challenges.
Discussion

This paper acknowledges the significant impact of intersecting social identities on the
formation of relational identity. We explicate how these social identities fundamentally shape
both the emergent relational identity between partners and their collaborative role enactment,
making it a critical factor that must be incorporated into theories of workplace relationships.
When partners' social identities render preexisting organizational expectations inadequate for
facilitating effective relationships and enabling good work, partners are compelled to actively
create relational identities that work to meet their specific needs. Thus, the complexity of
partners’ intersecting social and role identities becomes a generative force that drives intentional
relational identity construction in workplace partnerships across identity differences.

Building on this premise, the theoretical arguments in this paper aim to achieve two
primary goals. First, we reconceptualize workplace relational identities as intersectional entities
at the dyadic level of analysis, introducing a typology that makes novel predictions about the
specific challenges and opportunities facing work partnerships between (dis)similar and role
(mis)aligned workers. In doing so, we theorize how work partners co-create intersectional
workplace relational identities that can positively transcend the constraints of social and role
hierarchies. Second, we develop a new theory explaining how partners can overcome the unique
challenges to relational identity formation between diverse partners. We present an elaborated
relational identity model that both locates pressures and challenges and presents pathways

toward interdependence and relational identity development. Enabled by wisdom and humble
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inquiry, partners leverage identity comprehension, optimizing the other, and role co-creation to
co-create an intersectional relational identity that fulfills partners’ relational needs. Together,
these contributions provide a novel framework for understanding workplace relationships in a
diverse workforce.
Limitations and Constraints on Generalizability

While we ground our theorizing in gender and racial identity and roles in traditional
American labor organizing, our framework can also shed light on relational identity co-creation
between partners with other social identity differences. The value of wisdom and humble
inquiry— and the relational processes they enable (identity comprehension, optimizing the other,
and role co-creation)— likely extends to other social identity differences embedded in
hierarchical labor roles. At the same time, application of our dyadic intersectional framework
must be sensitive to the unique intersectional dynamics and contextual factors of any relationship
(Cho et al., 2013), as specific social identities, power dynamics, organizational cultures, and
historical contexts shape the lived experiences of partners in intersectional relationships. Other
social identities, such as nationality, disability status, sexual orientation, age, religion, and
socioeconomic status, and their intersections may create complexities that have been overlooked
in more narrowly focused studies, pointing to an important area for future research (Cole, 2009;
McCall, 2005; Jones et al., 2017).

While we focus our theorizing on contextually salient labor-organizing social identities,
our propositions remain relevant regardless of how strongly individual partners identify with
those identities. Visible markers, such as race or gender, shape how people are perceived and

treated at work, regardless of whether they view those identities as central to their sense of self.
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These external perceptions influence how others interpret their roles and responsibilities, shaping
expectations and interactions. The processes we describe focus on how partners navigate these
dynamics together, not just how individuals relate to their own identities. In this context, what
matters most is not whether a partner identifies particularly, but whether both partners reach a
mutual understanding of how identity matters to one another. In this way, humble inquiry with a
wisdom orientation and identity comprehension remains a valuable tool for engaging across
differences and responding to identity-based role expectations, even when identification is low or
varies between partners.

Future Research Directions

Our theorizing offers many opportunities for empirical consideration. For example, future
research could investigate whether and under what conditions co-created intersectional
relationships can lead to positive outcomes, such as personal growth, stereotype disruption, role
expansion, and dyadic effectiveness. Further, future research could examine how the barriers
created by role misalignment are addressed through our theorized dyadic processes (identity
comprehension, optimizing the other, and role co-creation), rather than being deterministic of
outcomes. Such studies could examine dyads across varying degrees of role misalignment and
track how process engagement relates to relationship quality over time.

Future research might also examine how the co-creation of intersectional relationships
influences each partner’s personal identity. Co-created intersectional relationships may enable
partners’ personal growth (Epley & Dunning, 2006) by serving as both a catalyst and a container
for partners’ self-discovery, helping partners see themselves beyond their own preexisting

expectations. Relational identities are key to self-knowledge, as Jung (1925, 1959) observed in
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his claim that relationship partners help cultivate facets of the self. This is echoed in research
showing that even in individualistic cultures, self-knowledge develops through social ties
(Markus & Kitayama, 2010) and in neuroimaging studies linking positive social interactions with
self-awareness and emotional regulation (Lieberman, 2007). By recognizing and affirming one
another’s strengths (Eagly, 2005; Gardner et al., 2005; Sanchez-Burks & Lee, 2009), partners
help each other see themselves beyond the limits of traditional stereotypes, fostering deeper self-
understanding (e.g., Caza et al., 2024). Future research should consider how such relationships
shape and reaffirm partners’ sense of self and related mental health outcomes such as resilience
and psychological well-being (Kreiner & Sheep, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Intersectional
relationships may serve as mirrors, revealing hidden aspects of the self that partners might not
otherwise see.

By developing roles around relational needs rather than prototypes and stereotypes, role
co-creation likely fosters opportunities to disrupt both identity-based role prototypes (e.g., role
expansion; Grant & Hofmann, 2011) and group stereotypes (Cialdini, 2007; Reno et al., 1993).
The observable behaviors associated with each individual's co-created role, from generating
reports to facilitating team meetings, form and reinforce role expectations in one’s partner, and
among others in the workplace (Eagly, 1987/2013; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ely et al., 2012). As
coworkers witness each other performing tasks that transcend conventional role expectations,
they likely update their beliefs and associations about what that role requires and who can enact
it — that is, role expansion (Grant & Hofmann, 2011; Sherman et al., 2005; Todd et al., 2012).
Thus, future research should explore whether and under what circumstances these co-created

roles subvert gender and race role prototypes and stereotypes.
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Future research should also consider whether and when role co-creation can improve the
diverse partners’ performance, particularly in the face of novel or complex problems. The role
uncertainty present in diverse, misaligned relationships enables partners to craft roles based on
their unique skills, knowledge, and needs. Dissimilar partners may leverage their unique skills
and knowledge more freely, separated in psychological space from the demands of other social
ingroup members (Marques & Paez, 1994; Trope & Liberman, 2010). For instance, past research
shows that cognitively diverse dyads outperform homogenous pairs on complex problems by
spending more time on dyadic, interactive problem-solving (Canham et al., 2012). Co-creation of
roles may facilitate such collaboration effectiveness by allowing partners to respond dynamically
to novel and complex tasks.

Conclusion

This paper reconceptualizes workplace relationships across identity differences as
emergent intersectional entities shaped by partners’ social identities and work roles. As the
modern labor force continues to diversify, the workplace will serve as a critical host to the
formation of such collaborations. We argue that much is to be gained from embracing the
uncertainty of role-misaligned intersectional relationships. By outlining the pressures these
partnerships face and offering strategies for turning these obstacles into opportunities for positive
relationship-building, we highlight key processes for effective relationship-building in modern,

diverse organizations.
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