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IN THIS ARTICLE 

Workforce Diversity, Sexual Orientation. 
Special Workforce Populations. 

Employee Attitudes 

Unlocki 
the 

o r p o r a t e 

Closet 

BY JAY H . LUCAS AND MARK G . KAPLAN 

HUMAN RESOURCE PRACTITIONERS 

ARE HAVING TO DEAL WITH THE ISSUE OF 

EMPLOYEES' SEXUAL ORIENTATION. 

THE KEY TO HANDLING THIS SENSITIVE 

SUBJECT IS TO PRESENT IT AS PART OF 

ONGOING DIVERSITY EFFORTS. 

HERE'S HOW. 

Illustration by David Whit mow 

c 
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s a human 

resource manager, you may feel uncom-
fortable about dealing with employees ' 
sexual orientation as part of workfoice 
diversity. Coming to terms with this emo-
tionally charged issue isn't easy. 

Many HR managers ignore the issues 
that affect gay men and lesbians in the 
workplace, to avoid resistance from other 
managers and employees and also because 
they lack education about such issues. 
Consequently, HR policy decisions regard-
ing homosexual employees may be based 
on s tereotypes and misinformation. In 
such cases, a significant segment of the 
workfo rce—gay men and lesbians— 
becomes the object of discrimination. 

How can you help make sexual orienta-
tion a valued aspect of workplace diver-
sity? How can you keep the issue of sexual 
orientation on the table in discussions of 
employee policies and benefits? 

One way is to integrate sexual orienta-
tion into ongoing diversity efforts, telling 
people that the reasons for valuing gay and 
lesbian employees are basically the same 
reasons for valuing women , religious 
minorities, and people of color in the work-
place: so that all employees can contribute 
to their fullest potential, unhampered by 



prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimi-
nation. 

The key is to present sexual-ori-
en ta t ion issues in the con tex t of 
three ft: presence, policy, and pro-
ductivity. By emphasizing those key 
areas , you can k e e p d i scuss ions 
focused on the business 
implications of a diverse 
workforce rather than on 
people's emotions about 
homosexuality. 

"Presence" makes it 
clear that gay and lesbian 
p e o p l e do work in the 
o rgan iza t ion . "Policy" 
involves reviewing orga-
nizational nondiscrimina-
tion policies as well as state and 
local laws that affect the workplace. 
"Productivity" emphasizes financial 
results and a d iscr iminat ion-f ree , 
harassment-free workplace. 

Barriers to understanding 
Even when the issue of sexual orienta-
tion is presented in the context of 
diversity, resistance from some em-
ployees may arise for various reasons. 

For example, many people believe 
that homosexua l i ty is a mat ter of 
choice. The source of their resistance 
may be that they believe that gay 
men and lesbians could choose to be 
heterosexual if they wanted to. 

O n e might ask why a n y o n e 
would choose a sexual orientation 
that carries a stigma and creates chal-
lenges in almost all aspects of life, 
including friends, family, and work. 
The idea that homosexuals choose to 
be homosexual implies that hetero-
sexuals also choose to be heterosex-
ual. Typically, consciously making a 
choice isn't how p e o p l e say they 
become aware of their sexual orien-
tation. In fact, recent studies suggest 
that sexual or ien ta t ion may have 
genetic roots. 

It's unlikely that the debate about 
choice can be resolved in a corporate 
env i ronment . And it p robab ly 
shouldn' t be. Does it really matter 
whether gay men and lesbians have 
chosen their sexual orientation? They 
are present in the workforce, they can 
contribute to a company's productiv-
ity, and policies and laws govern the 
way they're treated in the workplace. 

Resistance also may arise when 
people confuse sexual activity with 

sexua l o r i en ta t ion . Some p e o p l e 
think that when gay men and les-
bians talk about their weekend activ-
ities with their par tners , they are 
flaunting their sexuality. But a gay 
man who talks about weekend plans 
that include his partner isn't flaunting 

his sexuali ty any more 
than is a he terosexual , 
marr ied man w h o dis-
cusses his w e e k e n d 
p lans that inc lude his 
wife. Resis tance also 
occurs when people give 
religious beliefs as the 
reason for discriminating 
against gay men and les-
bians. Companies can't 

dictate employees' beliefs, but they 
can dictate acceptable behavior in 
the workplace. Rather than debating 
religious views, it is more helpful to 
ask how people's beliefs may affect 
their behavior at work toward homo-
sexual employees. 

It's important to challenge people's 
discriminatory behaviors. One way is 
to compare the discriminatory behav-
ior to acceptable behavior for people 
w h o believe, for example , that 
women belong at home. Point out 
that such views don't excuse gender 
discr iminat ion in the workp lace . 
Similarly, prejudice against homosex-
uality doesn't excuse discrimination 
against gay men and lesbians. 

Overall, participants should have 
the opportunity to express their reli-
g ious bel iefs . A c k n o w l e d g e the 
diversity of such beliefs, and direct 
discussions back to actual behavior 
and the business issues of presence, 
policy, and productivity. 

Coping strategies 
A tradi t ional a p p r o a c h to under -
standing a segment of the workforce 
involves going to the members of 
that segment to gather information 
and look for patterns of discrimina-
tion. But the fact that many gay men 
and lesbians in the work-
place are "in the closet" 
—not o p e n about their 
own sexual orientation— 
makes such an approach 
difficult. 

Est imates abou t the 
percentage of homosexu-
als in the populat ion in 
the United States range 

from 10 percent for gay men and 5 
percent for lesbians (according to 
Alfred Kinsey's studies in 1948), to 
2.5 percent for gay men and 0.8 pei-
cent for lesbians (including bisexu-
als) in a 1988-91 s tudy by the 
National Opinion Research Cente-
and National Science Foundation. 

Typically, only a small number of 
workers in a given organization are 
openly gay or lesbian. Many homo-
sexuals get the message that disclo-
sure could result in discrimination 
and damage to their careers. They 
keep their sexual orientations secret 
b e c a u s e their o rgan iza t ions tell 
them—either subtly or not so sub-
tly—that exposure carries high risks. 

Some of the messages that keep 
people closeted come from society 
as a whole, though many homosexu-
als have "come out"—revealed their 
sexual orientation—in every aspect 
of their lives except work. It's impor-
tant to understand how organizations 
sometimes create "lose-lose" situations 
for emp loyees and the company , 
forcing gay and lesbian employees to 
choose from limited options: 
Staying in the closet. This option is 
a s t ra tegy for h id ing . Closeted 
employees may feel they have no 
choice but to avoid talking about 
their personal lives at work, for fear 
of saying something that will give 
them away. They often experience 
the ethical dilemma of having to lie 
to protect themselves , which can 
cause psychological stress. They can 
be so distracted that their job pro-
ductivity suffers. 
Coming out. Gay and lesbian employ-
ees who choose to "come out" and 
be in tegra ted with h e t e r o s e x u a l 
employees tend to reveal their sexual 
or ientat ion in the same ways that 
heterosexual people do, by talking 
freely about their partners, personal 
plans, and so forth. After coming out 
at work, many gay men and lesbians 
say they feel empowered , honest , 

valued, and connected. 
Yet, this op t ion is not 
without risks. 

By coming out, gay 
and lesbian employees 
may be j eopa rd iz ing 
whatever credibility and 
influence they've built at 
work . No mat te r h o w 
c o m p e t e n t and ski l led 
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they are, they fear they may be 
ievalued by their managers and co-
workers once their sexual orientation 
| s known. 
Avoiding the issue. This option, is an 
in-between strategy. Fearing discov- j 
ery, homosexual employees who 
avoid dealing with the issue tend to 
become vague, distant professionals 
who isolate themselves from close 
relationships with co-workers, team 
members, and mentors. 

Avoiders tend to be aloof at work. 
They steer clear of s i tuat ions in 
-which they might reveal the every-
day information peop le typically 
share with co-workers. If they do 
participate in informal discussions, 
they tiy to direct attention away from 

•themselves. 
Faced with those options and the 

inherent risks, many gay men and 
lesbians remain invisible in the 
workplace. To make the workplace 
as nonthreatening for them as for 
heterosexual employees, HR practi-

Itioners need to educate themselves 
liabout issues of sexual orientation. 

Learning more 
It's important to gather information 
about the experiences of gay men 
and lesbians in one's own organiza-
tion and in competing organizations. 
But getting information can be diffi-
cult, even in firms with nondiscrimi-
nation policies. Many gay men and 
lesbians think that such policies 
alone don't offer adequate protection, 
so they hide their homosexuality. 

Information that is available may 
be inaccurate. Employee surveys 
may include questions about sexual 

: orientation, but many gay and les-
bian employees don't respond. In 

.such cases, the data are skewed to 
the opinions of respondents who 

.were willing to risk discovery by 
answering the questions. 

Employee surveys that aim to 
• gather information about an organi-
; zation's gay and lesbian employees 
should include questions that enable 

[ such employees to identify them-
j selves as gay or lesbian, describe 

their experiences as members of a 
, minority in the company, and give 
5 their percep t ions of what others 
i think about their sexual orientation. 

Survey ques t ions specifically 
; directed to gay and lesbian employ-

Survey Questions 
Here are some relevant questions 
to include in a survey designed to 
get information about the experi-
ences of gay and lesbian employ-
ees in an organization. 
» Have you "come out" in order to 
bring a significant other to company 
events, change company policies, 
educate other employees;, or 
improve relationships with bosses 
and co-workers? 
> Have you stayed "in the closet" 
because of a fear of being fired or 
harassed, or because of unsympa-
thetic bosses or co-workers? 
> Do you think your supervisor's 
knowledge of your sexual orienta-

tion affects your chances of pro-
motion or favorable job assign-
ments? 
I Did your sexual or ienta t ion 
influence your choice of career or 
organization? 
I Does your sexual orientation cre-
ate stressful situations at work? 
» Has your sexual or ienta t ion 
af fec ted your career success or 
ability to develop professional net-
works and contacts? 
» Has your sexual or ienta t ion 
affected your ability to work as 
part of a team? 
I Do you feel you've been discrim-
inated against in your current job 
because of your sexual orientation? 
» Do you know of openly gay 
men or lesbians at work? 
» Do you think people at work 
care about other employees' sexual 
orientations? 
I Do you think your work envi-
ronment is accepting of gay and 
lesbian people? 

ees can ask whether a respondent's 
co-workers and supervisor know the 
respondent's sexual orientation and 
how they've reacted to learning that 
the responden t is gay or lesbian. 
(See the box.) 

External surveys should ask about 
incidents of discrimination against 
gay and lesbian employees and 
about nondiscrimination policies, 
awareness training, and domestic-
partner benefits in other organiza-
tions, focusing on competitors that 
are in the same industry and that 
compete for the same labor pool. 

In some instances, policy changes 
are happening so quickly that many 
senior-level managers aren't aware of 
their legal obligations. At least eight 
states and more than 80 localities 
now provide employment protection 
for gays and lesbians, covering 50 
million people. 

Another way to get information is 
to tap into informal networks for gay 
and lesbian employees. More than 30 
major compan ies in the United 
States—including Xerox, AT&T, 
Eastman Kodak, and Apple have 
such networks. Often, the members 
discuss sexual-orientation issues with 
top-level managers. Through net-

works, companies can identify peo-
ple who might be willing to partici-
pate in focus groups or provide testi-
monials about their experiences as 
members of a minority in the com-
pany. Keep in mind that only people 
who are willing to risk being "out 
may agree to participate, even when 
assured of confidentiality. 

A less formal approach to gather-
ing information is to take advantage 
of opportunities to discuss sexual-
orientat ion issues whenever they 
arise. But it's more effective to chal-
lenge organizations to address the 
issue of sexual orientation directly. 
Here are several suggestions. 
» Distribute copies of an article such 
as "Gay in Corporate America" 
(Fortune, December 1.6, 1991), and 
ask for feedback, including a written 
analysis of the implications in the 
context of the organization's culture. 
Written responses make it harder for 
resistent employees to dismiss the 
issue and also tend to reveal any 
vague, specious, and discriminatory 
responses. 
I Include questions about sexual-
orientation issues in diversity audits 
as well as employee surveys. 
» Determine the likely number of 

Training & Development, January 1994 37 



Multi-Rater 
Feedback 
(360°) TM from 
any internal or external 
source you want! 

Easy to use. Flexible. In-house 
scannable or on-line paperless 
formats. Performance based. 
Client proven. Validated. 

Gap Analysis compares 
Current behavior with 
Expectations. Profile includes: 
Importance Ratings, Skill and 
Item Analysis reports, Action 
Planning summaries. Follow 

Up Guides. Reassessment 
results on the same page. 

Customization. Licensing. 

Applications: Performance 
Management, Succession 
Planning, Counseling, Career 
Development, Team Building, 
Needs Analyses, Performance 
Appraisals, Training Programs. 

For sample packet contact: 

Larry Cipolla, President 
800-848-4908 (USA) 
612-944-3738 (Intl/USA) 
612-944-6335 (Fax) 

CCI Assessment 
Corporation 

I he innovative leadei In 
Multi-Rater Feedback (360') 

Circle No. 114 on Reader Service Card 

gay and lesbian employees in the 
organization, using available figures 
about the percentage of homosexu-
als in society. Some gay and lesbian 
coalit ions may be able to provide 
other data. An estimate gives discus-
s ion par t ic ipants a sense of h o w 
many employees might be affected 
and provides a comparison to other 
minority groups in the workplace. 
> Include sexual orientation as an 
aspect of other diversity interven-
tions. Bring up sexual or ientat ion 
whenever the issues of race and gen-
der arise. 
t Require that HR staff, diversity 
task forces, and other people respon-
sible for designing and implementing 
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diversity programs be up-to-date on 
sexual-orientation issues. 
» Report the results of information 
gathering to senior managers as part 
of an annual employee survey or 
t h rough focus g r o u p s that a lso 
address other kinds of discrimination. 

In add i t ion , e n c o u r a g e sen ior 
executives to get involved so that 
they won' t feel blindsided if called 
on to d i scuss re levant e m p l o y e e 
pol ic ies . One way is to p rov ide 
senior and line managers with a half-
day workshop on sexual orientation 
as an aspect of workforce diversity 
or on homophobia in the workplace. 

If the issue of sexual orientation 
surfaces in the context of gay bash-
ing, ask frank questions that get to 
the heart of the matter. Point out that 

the productivity of all employees can 
be adversely affected by homopho-
bia and "heterosexism," a belief that 
heterosexuality is superior to homo-
sexuali ty and that eve ryone is or 
should be heterosexual. 

If the issue comes up in h u m a i 
resource and diversity meetings and 
makes people uncomfortable, call on 
a facilitator to create a safe environ-
ment for participants to express their 
views. Give participants a chance to 
learn from their discomfort, examine 
their own beliefs, and get accurate 
information. 

Once an organization acknowl-
edges the value of its gay and les-
bian employees, the challenge is in 
finding ways to create a more open 
climate. The key to unlocking the 
corporate closet is to end the cycle 
of silence, secrecy, and invisibility 
that many homosexuals and hetero-
sexuals support, either knowingly or 
unknowingly. Just talking about the 
issue is a valuable first step. 

An organizat ion that wants to 
acknowledge, keep, and benefit from 
gay and lesbian employees has to 
defuse the myth that they don't exist, 
and it has to e l iminate hostility 
toward them. Gay and lesbian em-
ployees need to believe that they'll 
receive p romot ions and be given 
opportunit ies based on their skills 
and efforts. They need to believe that 
they can develop credibility, influ-
ence, mentoring relationships, and 
personal networks at work. 

It s tands to reason that peop l e 
who don't have to fear discrimination 
are likely to be more productive in 
their jobs. And, in the current com-
peti t ive env i ronment for h u m a n 
resources, no organization can afford 
to chase away competent workers. As 
the gay rights movement says, it's a 
simple matter of justice. • 

Jay Lucas and Mark Kaplan are with 
Kaplan, Lucas & Associates. Suite 212 
North, 221 South 12th Street, 
Philadelphia, PA 19107. 
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