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Voice Mail 

V B P A 

The Invisible Diversity 

The following messages are in 
response to "Tell Us What You Think" 
(November 1992), in which we asked 
about the climate for gays and les-
bians in your organization. 

November's TUWYT is right on 
target in asking some impor-
tant questions about the work-

place climate for gays and lesbians. 
Gays and lesb ians are o f t en the 

"invisible diversity." Despite statistics 
that indicate that one in 10 Americans 
are gay, many peop le assume there 
are no homosexuals in their organiza-
tions. I'm sure I'm not the only gay 
professional w h o has come out to a 
c o l l e a g u e only to hea r , "I had n o 
idea; you don't look gay!" The tone is 
complimentary; the assumption is that 
all homosexuals share some readily 
observable, identifying characteristic. 

I'd like to share some results of an 
informal study I conducted last year 
on gay and lesbian worke r s in the 
Boston area. Most of the gay and les-
b ian p ro fes s iona l s I su rveyed fee l 
that the poss ib le c o n s e q u e n c e s of 
c o m i n g ou t o u t w e i g h t h e a d v a n -
tages, even in workplaces with pro-
g r e s s i v e d ive r s i ty p r o g r a m s a n d 
s p o u s a l - e q u i v a l e n t benef i t s . They 
fear that coming out might result in 
strained relationships with co-work-
ers, less professional credibility, neg-
ative gossip, and the loss of jobs and 
promotions. 

Most of the respondents said they 
feel protected by organizational poli-
c ies a n d h u m a n - r i g h t s l eg is la t ion 
aga in s t ove r t d i s c r i m i n a t i o n . But 
most also have expe r i enced subt le 
forms of discr iminat ion, which are 
d i f f icul t to i den t i fy a n d h a r d e r to 
prove. 

Even gays and lesbians w h o have 
come out at work still feel pressure 

to use discretion while talking about 
their persona l lives. For many, dis-
playing a par tner ' s p h o t o on one's 
desk would be out of the question. 

Most of the respondents said they 
hope for a time when sexual orienta-
tion is a non-issue, like eye color or 
shoe size. Some feel we ' r e moving 
closer to that, but many expressed 
sadness at an apparent lack of toler-
ance among co-workers. Because of 
certain comments and conversations 
they 've h e a r d in their workplaces , 
they f ee l d i s c o u r a g e d f r o m being 
more open. 

Some p e o p l e m a y say gays are 
just b e i n g p a r a n o i d a n d tha t the 
workplaces of the nineties accept all 
types of diversity. But mos t of the 
gays and lesbians I talked with told a 
different story. As in the case of any 
nonmainstream cultural group—and 
we are a culture with our own lan-
g u a g e , ar ts , a n d d i s t i nc t subcu l -
tures—assimilation takes a toll. From 
n i n e to f ive , m a n y of us h a v e to 
d o w n p l a y or c o n c e a l an essential 
and meaningful part of our identities. 
Consequently, other people see only 
t h e a s s i m i l a t e d qua l i t i e s , no t the 
aspect that distinguishes us. 

Slowly, the invisible diversity is 
being recognized. Last year, Fortur-.e 
dispelled many gay stereotypes in its 
article, "Gay in Corporate America" 
(December 16, 1991.) Some employ-
ers are making inclusive policy dec -
sions and providing a broader ran£ ' 
of d ivers i ty t r a in ing tha t inc lude •; 
sexual or ien ta t ion . Some of fe r ga ' 
ne tworks ; m a n y of fe r AIDS-awart 
ness training. But there 's still a Ion ; 
way to go in incorporat ing posith 
images of gays in to the p ic ture < 
workplace diversity. 

The d ia logues that emerge fro: 
every ins tance of gay visibility ca 
teach HRD practitioners a lot a bo; 
maximizing the human potential c 
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every worker. Those same dialogues 
can show what is lost if we don't. 

Congratulat ions on address ing a 
sensitive issue. 

— Stacia E. Cooper 
Cambridge Savings Bank 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 

I th ink the top ic of w h e t h e r gays 
should feel comfor tab le displaying 
desk top pho tos of their par tners is 
total ly i n a p p r o p r i a t e for ASTD. It 
makes as much sense as displaying 
photos of people who have commit-
ted incest or who are pedophiles. If 
ASTD has any articles on homosexu-
ality, I'll discontinue my subscription. 

I think gays should go back in the 
closet. They're forcing their lifestyle 
on society. 

— Name and affiliation withheld 

You bet increasing gay visibility is a 
workplace issue! As a research con-
su l tan t on h u m a n r e s o u r c e s for a 
wide variety of companies, I'm get-
ting more inquiries than ever. 

What startles me is how little infor-
ma t ion e m p l o y e r s h a v e a b o u t 
gay/ lesb ian issues. Lack of knowl-
edge is dangerous and can be a basis 
for p re jud ice . Many b u s i n e s s e s in 
Nor th Amer ica d o h a v e g a y an t i -
d iscr imina t ion pol icies , wh ich are 
enforced by the courts. Organizations 
tha t d o n ' t h a v e s u c h p o l i c i e s a re 
legally vulnerable. 

A little investment in compliance 
can p reven t lawsuits . Being o p e n -
minded about h u m a n relations can 
do even more, in terms of improved 
productivity, employee loyalty, and 
teamwork. Gay/lesbian issues have 
b e c o m e a l i tmus test for diversity: 
Does an organizat ion truly respect 
diversity? Or is it stuck in the same 
mindset that limits w o m e n , p e o p l e 
with disabilities, and other minorities? 

— Linda Konstan 
Find/SVP 

New York, New York 

It w a s d i s a p p o i n t i n g to s e e t h e 
TUWYT topic for November. It's bad 
enough that one can't read a maga-
z ine o r w a t c h t e l ev i s ion or s e e a 
mov ie w i t h o u t sex b e i n g f l a u n t e d 
irresponsibly. 

The gay issue isn't like a racial or 
c lass i s s u e , e v e n t h o u g h t h e gay 
movement tries to make us believe 

there are parallels. 
I 've worked with m e n w h o have 

announced they're gay; they seem to 
want to brag about it. Being gay is 
deviant behavior and unnatural. It's a 
sorry s ta te that gays h a v e pressed 
their demands on society, businesses, 
and the gove rnmen t—al l of which 
pay a t remendous price socially and 
economically. 

T&D does very little positively by 
presenting this topic. Let's focus on 
more important issues, not on some-
one's sexual kinkiness. 

— Name and affiliation withheld 

Thank you for asking about gays in 
the workplace. I did find it interest-
ing that the TUWYT questions were 
phrased in the third person. Did you 
consider whether many of the read-
ers are gay? Just food for thought. 

Where I work there are two dis-
tinct climates for coming out. In the 
office ranks, there's little risk associ-
a ted wi th b e i n g o p e n l y gay. Most 
people are quietly supportive; those 
w h o d i s app rove don ' t verbal ize it. 
Job per formance is far more impor-
tant than sexual preference. Though 
I don't have a pho to on my desk of 
my partner of 13 years, I wouldn't be 
afraid to. 

How gayness affects advancement 
is a n o t h e r m a t t e r . It h a s n ' t b e e n 
tested, but I suspect that any gays in 
higher positions are closeted. 

O n t h e p r o d u c t i o n f l o o r , the 
a tmosphere appears to be different 
than it is in the off ices . Generally, 
t h e f l o o r w o r k e r s a r e m a l e and 
stereotypically macho . Many might 
be suppor t ive , but it's likely that a 
co-worker ' s a n n o u n c e m e n t that he 
or s h e is g a y w o u l d n ' t b e wel l -
received. 

Here are examples of the two dif -
ferent attitudes in my workplace: A 
company publication ran a photo o : 

two male e m p l o y e e s at an award -
dinner . The c o m p a n i o n s w e r e pic 
tured together in the same way het 
erosexual award winners were pic 
tured with their spouses and dates 
But on a walk th rough the plant, ' 
saw a hand- le t te red sign that read 
"Fags made AIDS." When brought tc 
the attention of the EEO office, the 
sign was removed . But I d o u b t the 
attitude was erased. 

My fee l ing is that gays w h o are 
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out of the closet at work should con-
t i n u e to m a k e s u r e o t h e r s g e t t o 
k n o w them first as peop le and com-
petent workers. Then quietly let peo-
p l e k n o w t h e y ' v e b e c o m e f r i e n d s 
with a gay person. 

— Niel Christiansen 
Davenport, Iowa 

At the large, West-Coast retail organi-
zation where I work, sexual orienta-
tion isn't an issue. Gays and lesbians 
are f o u n d at all levels of the c o m -
pany, and they make significant con-
tributions. 

T h e c o m p a n y e m p l o y s a l a r g e 
n u m b e r of h o m o s e x u a l s a n d c o n -
tr ibutes to gay-or ien ted c o m m u n i t y 
p r o g r a m s . G a y s f e e l c o m f o r t a b l e 
coming out at work. A recent organi-
z a t i o n w i d e t r a i n i n g p r o g r a m a d -
dressed such issues as sexual orien-
t a t i o n a n d AIDS a w a r e n e s s . T h e 
training focused on assuaging fears 
and on showing mutual respect. 

Most employees here view sexual 
p r e f e r e n c e as a p r iva te mat te r ; it 's 
rarely discussed. Gays w h o are open 
convey it discreedy. Some sport pink 
t r i ang les or t h e r a i n b o w c o l o r s of 
gay p r i d e ; o t h e r s d i s p l a y d e s k t o p 
p h o t o s . T h e y m a y talk a b o u t the i r 
personal relationships, but gays don' t 
flaunt their sexuality any more than 
heterosexuals do. 

Unfortunately, m a n y gays remain 
closeted because of society's intoler-
ance . W e h o p e that will c h a n g e as 
m o r e o r g a n i z a t i o n s i n s t i t u t e p r o -
g r a m s tha t p r o m o t e a c c e p t a n c e of 
gays and lesbians in the w o r k f o r c e 
and in the community. 

— Name and affiliation withheld 

As an ' 'out" lesbian w h o works in a 
s t a t e - g o v e r n m e n t job, I a p p r e c i a t e 
y o u r i nqu i ry a b o u t t h e w o r k p l a c e 
a tmosphere for gays. 

I d idn ' t wai t to f ind out h o w m y 
co -worke r s might r e s p o n d . My pic-
tures of my partner were on my desk 
f rom day one. I spoke casually about 
h e r w h e n e v e r o t h e r p e o p l e d i s -
cussed dieir mates. Partly because of 
that, I met m a n y other gay and les-
bian employees w h o had assumed it 
was dangerous to be open. Instead, I 
f o u n d that my co-workers were very 
accep t ing and even matter-of-fact . I 
h o p e their a t t i tude will m a k e o the r 
gays feel safe in an environment they 

previously regarded as unsafe. 
By t h e w a y , s o m e gays a n d les-

bians w e a r p ink triangles to identify 
themselves, but so d o s o m e hetero-
sexuals , to s h o w the i r s u p p o r t . It's 
probably not wise to assume people 
are gay because of certain buttons or 
pins they w e a r — a n y more than it is 
w i s e t o a s s u m e t h a t p e o p l e w h o 
aren ' t w e a r i n g such tokens are het-
erosexual. 

Thanks for asking! Print my name 
proudly. 

— Gina Matkin 
Nebraska Department of Social Services 

Lincoln, Nebraska 

I'm active in a gay/ lesbian network, 
which we ' re in the process of estab-
lishing at Eastman Kodak Company. 
I h a v e a p i c t u r e of my "signif icant 
other" on my desk, but you wouldn' t 
notice it unless you were standing in 
front of my computer . 

Most p e o p l e h e r e k n o w I 'm gay 
b e c a u s e of m y i n v o l v e m e n t in the 
n e t w o r k . I d o t h i n k g a y s in the 
w o r k p l a c e is an i ssue . M a n y of us 
listen to co-workers ' w e e k e n d plans 
but can't discuss our own . W e often 
have to live a lie or just avoid talking 
about our real lives. 

— David, Kosel 
Eastman Kodak Company 

Rochester, New York 

Editor's note: S e e t h e s i d e b a r , 
" D i v e r s i t y G r o w s M o r e D i v e r s e , " 
(page 31) to f ind ou t h o w t h e gay/ 
l e sb ian n e t w o r k at K o d a k fi ts in to 
the company 's wide-ranging diversity 
program. 

"Voice Mail" is compiled and edited by 
Haidee Allerton. "Voice Mail" welcomes 
your views. Send your letters and com-
ments to "Voice Mail," T r a i n i n g & 
Deve lopment , 1640 King Street, Box 
1443, Alexandria, VA 22313-2043; fax 
them to Allerton at 703/683-9203; or 
call them in on the "Voice Mail" line, 
703/683-9590. 
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