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Between the Corporation and the Closet: Ethically Researching LGBTQ+ Identities 

in the Workplace 
 
Purpose – This paper engages the ecological model as a conceptual tool to examine the 
ethics of conducting research on LGBTQ+ individuals in the workplace. In particular, it 
focuses on outness and the act of outing in research.   
Design/methodology/approach – Established methodologies for studying LGBTQ+ 
persons in the workplace are examined using a critical outness lens. The ecological model 
is used to identify a critical path forward for researchers working with LGBTQ+ 
participants and to improve LGBTQ+ workplace experiences more broadly.  
Findings – The tension between the ethics of coming out of the closet and the ethics of 
outing someone for the greater good is problematized. It suggests that organizational and 
diversity scholars approach research methods with an understanding of the role played by 
the body and sexuality in LGBTQ+ workplace research.  
Practical implications – Researchers should recognize that workers may have varying 
degrees of outness within their organization and/or across their private and public lives.   
Originality/value – Research on LGBTQ+ persons in the workplace is limited, and 
research examining the ethics of relevant methods is scarcer still. This paper begins a 
discussion on how researchers can trouble current hegemonic approaches to LGBTQ+-
centered research in organizations. 
Keywords – LGBTQ+, Ecological Model, Outness, Ethics 
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Introduction: Sex at Work   

Life for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and/or Two-

Spirited (LGBTQ+1) people is often uniquely defined by the conflicting pressures to be 

open and “out” yet also discrete about one’s romantic and sexual life, leading many 

individuals to remain behind closet doors. Frequently, the ‘closet’ is used as a metaphor 

for a person’s ability to hide their non-normative sexuality from others, and as such, often 

serves to empower sexual and gendered minority groups by providing a psychologically 

and emotionally safe space (Sedgwick, 1990). Nowhere is this tension between being 

“out” about one’s personal life yet discrete about one’s sexuality more keenly felt than in 

the workplace. LGBTQ+ individuals often experience a conflicting desire to be open 

about their personal lives in order to, for example, feel able to speak authentically about 

their lives, or to feel comfortable bringing their partner to work functions (Eliason et al., 

2011; King and Biro, 2006). Yet, individuals also understand that being out may expose 

them to a range of dangerous consequences, including the risk of being fired from their 

jobs, bullying, lack of ability to travel, even, in some extreme cases, death (Human 

Rights Campaign, 2017). The often fraught decision about whether to out oneself at work 

can be especially difficult for LGBTQ+ community members who are out in their 

personal lives, but may not want to out themselves at work out of fear of becoming a 

poster child for LGBTQ+ issues in the workplace. 

 In studying workplace diversity with respect to the LGBTQ+ community in some 

countries around the world, and some US states, researchers are thus faced with a 

                                                 
1 “LGBTQ+” is commonly used “as an umbrella term to encompass a broad spectrum of identities related 
to gender and attraction”, including but not limiting to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex 
and/or two-spirited persons (Egale, 2017: 1). 
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profound ethical challenge. In navigating the complicated minefield of researching 

LGBTQ+ outness within organizations, researchers must cultivate an awareness of 

ethical research practice generally, and as it relates to building consciousness of the 

specific ethics related to sexuality and sexual identity, and the insider/outsider status 

related to LGBTQ+ individuals in their broader communities (Anonymous). However, 

with the many different and competing ethical frameworks to be aware of and draw from, 

research on the LGBTQ+ community becomes complicated. Methodologies most often 

rely on strategies such as self-reporting and then counting but though these approaches 

are most certainly ethical, they often fail to produce results that reflect the true diversity 

of the LGBTQ+ community. Furthermore, a researcher who is not themselves part of the 

community may face an ethical dilemma in asking, as an outsider, a member of a 

marginalized or threatened LGBTQ+ community to out themselves. Finally, as discussed 

in Bettinger (2010), labels in any community are highly problematic, as they inscribe a 

particular subjectivity over others thus constructing, and sometimes marginalizing 

individuals. Taking this into consideration, LGBTQ+ research which counts and in doing 

so, names or categorizes individuals even if using self-reported labels, may be 

inadvertently creating a subjectivity for research subjects that does not actually reflect the 

full rainbow of LGBTQ+ experiences or subjectivities. This in turn aids in the further 

marginalization of the community, and discounts experiences that fall outside of the easy-

to-categorize; for example, the range of different trans, gender queer, or a-gender 

identities; those people who identify as lesbian or gay but have sexual encounters outside 

of their preferred gender; or, those who are pan or a-sexual and are not often included 

when researchers consider LGBTQ+ experience. 
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For this reason, this article seeks to begin a discussion on how we can trouble 

current hegemonic approaches focused on counting and labelling to LGBTQ+-centered 

research in organizations. It begins with an overview of current organizational research 

involving the LGBTQ+ community, and a discussion of how concern regarding ethical 

research has limited the scope and depth of available data about LGBTQ+ workers. Next, 

it provides an examination of the challenges of research ethics in broad terms. Following 

this, this paper proposes the ecological model as a conceptual tool to assist researchers in 

understanding the bleed between colors of the LGBTQ+ rainbow, and how individuals 

may choose to present and label themselves differently in different contexts. This 

understanding can help encourage researchers to move beyond counting instances of self-

disclosure to adopting more holistic and creative methods to overcome the ethical 

dilemmas that arise when individuals are asked to report  identities in the workplace. It 

concludes by examining the ecological model’s role in informing a theory of change.  

 

Research Methods Used to Examine the Experience of the LGBTQ+ Community in 

Organizations 

This section provides an overview of current workplace studies involving LGBTQ+ 

individuals within North America and Europe in order to examine how previous research 

has approached the question of ethics relative to the unique needs of this population. This 

body of research provides a snapshot of how identifying as LGBTQ+ at work can impact 

LGBTQ+ individuals’ careers, while also highlighting the ways that organizations can 

create productive relationships with their LGBTQ+ workforce (Belkin and McNichol, 

2002; Brooks and Colvin, 2009; Brooks and Edwards, 2009; Kaplan, 2006; King, Reilly 
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and Hebl, 2008; Wright, 2010, Ozturk and Tatli, 2015; Wicks, 2017). This section will 

explore these methods and approaches in order to support the claim that current inquiries 

into LGBTQ+ experiences in the workplace are unable to provide a comprehensive 

picture due to the complex ethical framework implicit in the study of sexuality and 

gender, particularly as it applies to the work environment. 

 

To Be (Out) or Not to Be: An ethical perspective. 

While it is unethical to force any individual out of the closet, the ethics of 

“outness” in the LGBTQ+ community are complex, specifically because the act of 

coming out can be, in itself, an act of naming and labelling, creating a non-normative 

sexual or gendered subjectivity that necessitates a new performance of self (Foucault, 

1979; Butler, 1990). In other words, when an LGBTQ+ person comes out in an 

environment like the workplace, they have made a choice to identify with a particular 

label, and they are then required to continue to out themselves multiple times for the rest 

of their lives, whenever they are placed in a situation with new people (Guittar and 

Rayburn, 2015).  

When members of the LGBTQ+ community are out socially, but not out in the 

workplace, this liminal identification can create deep emotional and psychological 

challenges, both for the individuals in question and also for other members of the 

LGBTQ+ community. Possible consequences of being in-between the closet and the 

outside world include a possible fragmentation of self or subjectivity, an inadvertent 

reinforcing of negative stereotypes about the LGBTQ+ community and lack of positive 

role models for the younger LGBTQ+ workforce, and even burnout (Sandfort et. al., 
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2006). Certainly, many experience negative consequences associated with being out at 

work, including discrimination but also perceived difficulty identifying when 

discrimination occurs, including when challenges can be linked to their LGBTQ+ identity 

(Gates, 2014; Wicks, 2017). However, as Colgan et al. (2008) have discovered, 

disclosing one’s LGBTQ+ identity “could contribute to a sense of integrity and 

wholeness that could lessen the impact of institutional homophobia (p. 38). This presents 

a compelling ethical case for advancing LGBTQ+ outness and diversity in the workplace, 

since “seeing is the origin of knowing” (Scott, 1988). An empowered stand-up-and-be-

counted type of outing of oneself could have implications outside of LGBTQ+ studies or 

LGBTQ+ workers (Köllen, 2016). For example, Rasmussen (2004) explains that in 

educational workplaces, teachers’ self-outing can be used as a tool to disassemble taboos 

around what is pedagogically appropriate and acceptable.     

With the strong community-based and personal reasons that favour coming out, 

the question remains, why is outing even an issue at all? Partly, this is because outing 

achieves just that – it takes a person from an insider member of a work community, or 

‘one of us’, and positions them suddenly not only outside the closet, but outside the norm 

– as ‘other’. This often abrupt transition from insider to outsider can have profound 

emotional, social, psychological, and professional consequences for LGBTQ+ 

individuals, and must be considered by those undertaking research. Furthermore, the 

language around coming out, and particularly the reliance on naming or labels (Bettinger, 

2010) may be problematic for many people on the sexuality or gender identity spectrum 

because it may not encompass their actual lived experience. Instead, identities need to be 
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considered in an intersectional way, with LGBT+ identification being only part of a 

person’s experience, and not a defining feature.  

The Unique Challenges Faced By LGBTQ+ Individuals in the Workplace  

Individuals perceive numerous reasons to remain in ‘the closet’. Foremost are 

concerns relating to safety, with individuals citing an absence of protection laws or lax 

workplace governance towards anti-discrimination and/or harassment that cause 

individuals to question their ability to come out. For example, 29 US states are still silent 

regarding workplace discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals, and 28 states do not 

provide protection against workplace discrimination on gender identity (Movement 

Advancement Project, 2017). Even in countries with enforced anti-discrimination laws, 

individuals may not want to come out for a variety of reasons, including not wanting to 

become a political figurehead for the case of diversity in the workplace, out of concern 

that they may be recognized for their sexual orientation rather than their 

accomplishments, or fear of mistreatment from homophobic managers or employees 

(Fassinger et al., 2010). For members of the trans or gender queer community, the 

challenges faced at work become even more complex. Transgender individuals not only 

have less control over when they can come out to colleagues, but face potential 

discrimination over health care, bathroom use, and dress code, each of which can become 

more of an issue throughout a transition period that may last a long time (Ozturk and 

Talti, 2015). In both the case of LGB and T individuals, a lack of organization or 

community support is a huge barrier to the ability to bring one’s whole self to work, but 

this issue is not as simple as claiming an identity on the LGBTQ+ spectrum for one’s 

own. 
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Any diversity researcher must recognize that LGBTQ+ identification is only one 

piece of the complex identity puzzle. As such, in singling out sexual identity, researchers 

risk inadvertently denying other identifications which LGBTQ+ individuals feel are 

important to their experience of the workplace, such as identification with other under-

represented groups, as an expert in their field, a mother, or even just ‘one of the gang’ (de 

Lauretis, 1987; Martin, 1991; Kainer, 2016). True equality cannot be reached until we 

have a better understanding of the nature of sexually diverse groups in the workplace; 

however, researchers need to meet the LGBTQ+ community on their own terms and find 

a way to work towards an ethical research solution that both honors individual choice and 

the needs of the community at large. 

Methodological challenges of LBGTQ research  

As one’s social acceptance in an organization is often tied to career aspirations 

and success, studies involving under-represented populations in socially vulnerable 

positions can be uniquely challenging from the perspective of ethics. This is especially 

true for LGBTQ+ individuals who perceive non-heteronormative sexualities or gender 

identities as contentious within their organization, such that speaking about their 

sexuality may result in limited opportunities for promotion, feelings of social rejection, 

and in extreme cases, can cost them their job - a situation that still exists in many US 

states and in many countries around the world (Warbelow and Diaz, 2017).  

Unlike many other under-represented populations, LGBTQ+ individuals are 

perceived as able to keep their minority status invisible, and to remain closeted if they so 

choose (Colgan et. al., 2008), except in the case of trans- or gender-queer individuals who 

may be forced to come out during their transition (Ozurk and Tatli, 2016) or may be 
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inadvertently outed by references to previous names or personal identifiers (Marvell et 

al., 2017). For this reason, researchers often seek to adopt strategies that allow them to 

draw from an LGBTQ+ population at work while trying to avoid unintentionally outing 

individuals to colleagues and superiors. For example, Guittar and Rayburn (2016) 

interviewed 30 individuals about their experience coming out in various contexts 

throughout their lives. Connell (2010) conducted in-depth interviews with 19 transgender 

persons about their experiences of gender in the workplace. The author chose the in-depth 

interview approach rather than an ethnographic account of the transgendered people at 

work because she experienced “ethical concerns about drawing unwanted attention to 

transgendered employees by conducting on-the-job observations” (p. 36). Similarly 

avoiding the problem of outing those who do not wish to be outed, Bowring and Brewis 

(2009) examined the work experiences of 16 lesbian and gay Canadian workers 

employed in public and private organizations in Ottawa, Vancouver, and Montreal – all 

volunteers from major cities. Snowball sampling was used in their study to protect the 

safety of the participants. While this technique is ethically sound, it is methodologically 

problematic as it does not reflect a diverse or even a random sample. Hence, it is difficult 

to make claims from this research about trends occurring in the broader LGBTQ+ 

population. 

Baillie (2010) advocates a methodology centered on self-reporting by LGBT 

employees. This approach can be beneficial to organizations2; however, it relies on 

                                                 
2 The business case for diversity is routinely applied to LGBTQ+ communities, espousing the benefits to 
organizations’ bottom line to creating inclusive workplaces where employees bring their ‘whole selves’ to 
work (e.g., Özbilgin and Tatli, 2011); this approach has been heavily critiqued (e.g., Ahonen et al., 2014). 
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employees feeling safe enough to opt-in to self-identifying at work. This method also 

does not address the idea that sexuality and work are two parts of life that should not 

come together. Furthermore, asking LGBTQ+ employees to self-report may be met with 

some resistance, as the notion that LGBTQ+ individuals are the only minority group in 

the workplace that must discuss their sex lives may be seen by some as inappropriate or 

blatantly unfair (Berlant and Warner, 1998). 

Bettinger (2010) highlights the fact that many people in the LGBTQ+ community 

are justifiably suspicious of research, since research has in the past labelled their sexuality 

and/or gender identity as a sickness or something to be fixed. They recommend that extra 

care be taken with LGBTQ+ populations, and suggest that methods used when conducting 

research in this community must remain flexible rather than predetermined. Rejecting 

traditional research hierarchies must be followed by adopting methods that give voice to 

the community and taking action on any information gained in the research process; the 

authors remind readers that “[a]s is the case with other complex individual and social 

characteristics and attributes, incorporating a non-normative sexual identity is multi-

determined and multifaceted thereby indicating a need for various layers of research and 

understanding” (2010 np). 

Research Ethics and the LGBTQ+ Community 

This section explores the question of research ethics to consider the ways 

researchers can most ethically consider the needs of both the LGBTQ+ individual and the 

wider community/workplaces of which they are a part. Drawing from ethical questions 

                                                                                                                                                 
In response, Rhodes (2017) argues that while critiques of the business case are warranted, they often fail to 
acknowledge its beneficial impact on LGBTQ+’s lived experiences. .  
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arising with Socrates, Williams (2006) suggests that ethics arise out of an obligation to 

moral behavior. In other words, ethics is Socrates’ question, “how should one live?”, 

where “should” is an important component of the question. Similarly, Starratt (2003) 

draws from a long line of philosophy on ethics, beginning with the Greeks. The author 

suggests “that ethical people share three ‘foundational’ qualities – autonomy, 

connectedness, and transcendence” (p. 229). Autonomy is, the ability to make decisions 

independently so that one cannot be swayed towards unethical behavior at the whims of 

another. Connectedness refers to an individual’s responsibility in caring for others, and 

transcendence relates to the ability of a person to move beyond their own self-interest in 

order to take an ethical approach. 

 

Embodied Ethics 

When speaking of sex, sexuality and gender, ethics becomes more complex since 

an ethics of the body involves speaking for the body which is incapable of speaking for 

itself (Frank, 1995). In this case, the question of who can speak for the body and with 

what language becomes increasingly important. The discourses we use to describe the 

body also encode specific subjectivities onto that body (Butler, 1990; Foucault, 2003; 

Bettinger, 2010), and as such, the LGBTQ+ body is at the centre of a contested discursive 

space. Herein lies the ethical question: who is allowed to speak for the LGBTQ+ body?  

Can researchers with non-LGBTQ+ bodies ethically speak for those in LGBTQ+ bodies? 

Like ill bodies, there are times when researchers who do not experience the same 

embodied subjectivity as study participants not only are able and positioned to speak on 

their behalf, but must do so (Orsini & Smith, 2010). Thus, researchers must be granted 
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the tools that allow them to take on this role, when required, in order to improve the lives 

of people in the LGBTQ+ community, rather than making them more difficult (Bettinger, 

2010). This challenge is compounded by the need to count, or categorize individuals as 

part of the research process. An act of naming, in cases like these, allows researchers to 

clearly identify a sample, and also places an onus on organizations to effect change (if, 

for example, there are a number of LGBTQ+ employees who can be counted as being in 

favour of a change or shift within organizational policy or governance). On the other 

hand, however, researchers must be cognizant that naming can also be a disciplinary act, 

working to reinforce essentialist ideals of gender and sexuality (Vidal-Oritz, 2009; 

Bettinger, 2010) and, as such, must be employed cautiously. 

 

The Problems of Essentializing Identities 

Researchers who want to take an ethical approach to studies of the LGBTQ+ 

community are also compelled to consider the problem of an essentialist and universal 

standard of ethical behavior, like those advocated by Russell, Horn and Kosciw (2009) 

and others. If gender and sexuality, and even organizations themselves can be considered 

assemblages of subjectivities or assemblages of bodies (Deleuze and Guattari, 1980; 

Pullen, 2006; Schilt, 2006), then a post-modern approach to understanding ethics must be 

employed. Any ethics rooted in a universal moral ideal, a legislation of a certain (usually 

White and male) mode of thought or speech, an essentialist notion of gender, sexuality or 

the LGBTQ+ experience, or the idea of a neutral or normal human being or human 

behavior, does not hold up when considering subsets of people who exhibit tremendous 

internal diversity. 
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Current research ethics is based mostly on categorizing populations as stable 

groups, rather than fluid assemblages. This is helpful in ensuring the safety of certain 

“high risk” groups such as children when they are the subjects of academic study. It has 

also traditionally worked in ensuring the quality and safety of research performed on 

groups that are traditionally easy to categorize. For example, the study of gender in the 

workplace with respect to cis-gendered (gender identity corresponding to the gender 

assigned at birth) men and women relating to such issues as pay equity and the glass 

ceiling is relatively straightforward, and often just a matter of counting gendered bodies 

(e.g., Anonymous). Similarly, studies of visible minorities in the workplace involve a 

type of identification that is not, in and of itself, necessarily constructed as being outside 

the scope of the workplace. These types of research, and the ethical considerations that go 

along with them, do not work as well with invisible minorities or groups with a more 

fluid identification. While it may be assumed that this issue would be resolved by 

allowing LGBTQ+ individuals to self-report, researchers still need to categorize any 

fluidity or lack of clarity in the self-identifying remarks of research participants, such as, 

for example, if the researcher were to use transgender as a catch-all for non-normative 

gender, when a research participant would be more comfortable with a label such as a-

gender, genderqueer, or non-binary. This amounts to imposing a label (Bettinger, 2010) 

on participants that may not address their original intent and as such must be avoided.  

 Understanding fluidity as a concept immanent in LGBTQ+ identity and thus in 

LGBTQ+ research  allows researchers to understand that the presentation of sexualities 

varies depending on social context, and allows for an intersectional exploration of 

different ways of being LGBTQ+. As such, this paper suggests that the individual’s 
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performance of outness is largely a function of interplaying factors, which can be 

conceived by researchers through the ecological model’s three principal spheres: 

Individual/Micro); Organizational and Sectoral (Meso); and Societal (Macro) (See Figure 

1). 

 
Figure 1: The Ecological Model  

(Source: Anonymous)  
 

Importantly, while the role of context in influencing levels of outness may be 

evident, or even obvious within LGBTQ+ theory and related discourses (Halperin, 2003; 

Berlant & Warner, 1998), this is not necessarily the case for researchers outside the 

LGBTQ+ community, or those who explore organizational research ethics more 

generally. Originally proposed by Brofenbrenner (1977; 1994) and engaged later by 

others (e.g. McLeroy et al., 1988; Thurston & Vissandje, 2005), the ecological model 

complicates linear understandings of outness by illuminating the array of factors that 

affect LGBTQ+ identity. Why is this important? Because while within the LGBTQ+ 

community it may be relatively common knowledge that outness is context-specific and 

variable (Wittig, 1985; Pullen, 2006), this kind of embodied knowing of the LGBTQ+ 

experience is not so clear to researchers who do not identify as LGBTQ+ (Bettiger, 

2010). Therefore, one way that all researchers can navigate the ethical minefield 

described at the beginning of this paper is by way of a thorough understanding of the 

intersecting, non-linear ecology of clear identification, and all the factors that can 

influence the lived experience of LGBTQ+ individuals, which often intersect with one 
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another, for example, when family pressure bleeds into workplace stress associated with 

gender or sexuality (Muñoz-Laboy et al.,, 2015). 

 

The Ecological Model: Situating Outness in LGBTQ+ Research   

Recognizing that ‘outness’ is highly contextual and exists along a spectrum, the 

ecological model is engaged here to unpack factors at each the micro, meso, and macro 

level that shape one’s ability or choice to be ‘out’ in a given context. It is also engaged as 

a tool to help researchers understand the complexities around LGBTQ+ identities in the 

workplace: that identities exist along a vast spectrum; that they may shift depending on 

context or social setting; and, understanding ‘outness’ requires attention paid to greater 

contextual factors. By complicating ‘outness’ and preparing researchers to approach their 

work with an eye to individual needs and a greater empathy towards the boundaries of 

research participants, this model begins to address the ethical concerns associated with 

researching LGBTQ+ workplace identities. We argue that this more ethically-tuned 

approach can encourage a more critical perspective amongst LGBTQ+ researchers 

including the embedding of LGBTQ+ activist knowledge (Grundy & Smith, 2007) and 

increased cognizance of researchers’ role in narrating identity and experiences, regardless 

of epistemological or ontological positioning (e.g., Hatch, 1996; Karataş‐Özkan & 

Murphy, 2010). 

 
Individual/Micro Level  

 The ecological model presents the individual at the centre of ascending societal 

levels. First is the individual/micro level of analysis. This level is comprised of features 
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likely to influence one’s potential to succeed at work, such as educational attainment, 

social and familial background, and relationships with others. As mentioned, it is critical 

to observe that LGBTQ+ persons may share certain aspects of their identity with some 

people at the individual level, but not others (for example, a lesbian who occasionally 

sleeps with men may share this fact only with close family or friends, but not discuss this 

fact at work). This is most easily seen with respect to choices to come out to others. For 

example, one may be out with friends, but not with colleagues (Hunter, 2007), or out with 

coworkers, but not supervisors. Strong individual relationships or individual champions 

of inclusion may encourage LGBTQ+ individuals to be ‘out’ with identified allies at 

work (Brooks and Edwards, 2009; Bowring and Brewis, 2009). However, individual-

level support or disclosure does not necessarily translate to universal ‘outness’ in the 

workplace (e.g., Colgan et al., 2008).    

Organizational/Meso Level 

 The subsequent organizational/meso level of analysis in the context of the 

workplace consists of practices that directly affect the individual, but do not “involve the 

developing person as an active participant” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25). This includes 

workplace culture, managers, and policies governing everything from employment to 

workplace anti-harassment policies. Organizational policies play a critical role in 

tempering workplace culture towards accommodation as policies framed in inclusivity or 

anti-discrimination may influence colleagues’ supportive attitudes, demonstrating “the 

power of institutionally supported public relationships” (Schilt & Westbrook, 2009, p. 

449). Workplace policies to support LGBTQ+ persons are linked to positive perceptions 

of the job and employer (Law et al., 2011; Trau, 2015) as well as lower levels of 
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perceived discrimination (Hebl et al., 2016; Ruggs et al., 2015). Research also suggests 

the existence of policy to support LGBTQ+ persons can be perceived positively by all 

workers, as it signals inclusion and supportive management (Pichler et al., 2017). 

However, the existence of organizational policies focusing on the inclusion of ‘sexual 

minorities’ often focus on LGB identities but have few targeted strategies towards 

incorporating transgender employees (Drydakis, 2017). Interviews with transgender 

employees in the UK suggests internal support networks that specifically focus on the ‘T’ 

in LGBTQ+ can positively ‘set the tone’ for inclusion (Marvell et al., 2017). 

Often, written and unwritten rules within organizations put constraints on both 

gender and sexuality, and act to discursively construct the bodies of people who inhabit 

those organizations. Theorists have argued that as people search for recognition from 

others, they begin to adjust their behavior, often without recognizing they are doing so, in 

order to conform to the norms associated with the desired recognition (Butler, 2004; 

Pullen and Knights, 2007). For example, research suggests that transgender people 

undergoing transitions in the workplace are often subjected to an even more rigid gender 

binary than their cis-gendered colleagues (Schilt, 2006; Schilt & Connell, 2007). 

Demonstrating what the author calls the “insider/outsider” perspective, Schilt (2006, p. 

426) suggests that female-to-male persons are uniquely positioned to critically compare 

female and male experiences in the workplace. Not surprisingly, participants felt they 

received more lenient workplace treatment as a man when performing gendered “male” 

work, leading many to adopt an increasingly feminist stance post-transition. This may be 

a reflection of organizations’ unspoken and spoken rules regarding gender and sexuality 

(Pullen & Knights, 2007; Schilt & Connell 2007), which are often profoundly 
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conservative in nature (Parker, 2002). The norms of the workplace in fact, can even 

discipline the bodies in a Foucauldian sense; individuals attempting to trouble rigid 

binaries of gender and sexuality can be disciplined by being categorized within the 

gender binary and being required to conform to the generally accepted practices of that 

identity (Vidal-Ortiz, 2009). For example, the popular social network, Facebook’s, 

insistence on a real name policy, in which a person’s name on Facebook must correspond 

with the name on their driver’s license or birth certificate has often been a major problem 

for many trans or genderqueer individuals (Holpuch, 2015). Similarly, if researchers 

when collecting demographic data only allow specific options for self-identification 

(LGB or T) and/or do not recognize that people can self-identify differently in different 

contexts, they may be requiring their research participants to place themselves in a 

category that is inaccurate at best, and widely inappropriate at worst. This compels all 

researchers interested in the field of organizational studies to reflect on how our research 

practices both create and reinforce often limited  norms around gender and sexuality.  

Sectoral/Meso Level  

Analysis at the sectoral level illustrates barriers, interventions, and strategies that 

exist between and within sectors, and subsequently influence one’s perceived ability to 

perform ones intersectional LGBTQ+ identity in the workplace or for researchers in an 

LGBTQ+ research scenario (Anonymous). Sectoral actors, such as professional 

organizations, regulatory agencies, and sectoral bodies that set the tone for that, can either 

encourage or discourage organizational inclusivity. Importantly, sectoral culture towards 

diversity varies substantially; in Canada, there exist significant differences between sub-
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sectors with federally regulated inclusion and equity strategies, such as finance or the 

public sector and those without such strategies, such as manufacturing (Anonymous).  

Sectoral level organizations can create LGBTQ+-inclusive policies, research 

practices, support networks, or affinity groups, and set the tone for subsequent 

organizations. For example, the Law Society of Upper Canada (LSUC) and the Ontario 

Bar Association has created a Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Section, which has 

published sexual diversity and inclusivity policy recommendations for Ontario law firms 

(LSUC, 2004), while also organizing an LSUC presence at LGBTQ+-inclusive events 

such as Pride Week.  

With respect to outness, the sectoral level of the ecological model requires that 

researchers appreciate the fact that some sectors make disclosure of sexual or gender 

identity differences easier than others. Appreciating the cascading effects of sectoral 

policies on workplace cultures assists researchers in understanding the varying degrees of 

LGBTQ+ identification that may be observed not just within organizations, but also 

between sectors. Noting differences between and within sectors assists researchers in 

understanding “the ideological and/or discursive context(s) in which organizations 

operate” (Anonymous), and thus, the impact sectoral barriers, tone, and environment 

have on influencing workplace outness.   

Societal/Macro Level  

At the outermost layer is the societal/macro level of analysis, which encapsulates 

the ecological model to account for the broader cultural, societal, and governmental-

ideological elements of society. Components at the societal/macro level include legal 
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protection offered through human rights legislation, cultural permissiveness towards 

same-sex marriage, and the representation of LGBTQ+ individuals in the media.  

Critical to any consideration of research or organizational ethics is an 

understanding of the impact of societal forces, such as legislation, on preceding 

environmental levels; however, an understanding of the reverse is equally important. 

Individuals can affect positive change in subsequent societal levels of analysis” by 

creating a more welcoming society (Andersen & Fetner, 2008; Wright, 2011). Intangible 

forces such as stigma can have inertial effects, whereby stigma consciousness, or the 

awareness that stigma exists and discrimination flows from it, can impact LGB 

employees’ decision to be ‘out’ (Gates, 2014). However, while the LGBTQ+ community 

may benefit from individuals “standing up and being counted”, this can put individual 

people in identity boxes that do not represent them or misrepresent them. An 

understanding of the Societal or Macro level of the ecological model reminds researchers 

that “standing up and being counted” is not simply an individual decision, but rather 

exists within a social framework that either supports or undermines LGBTQ+ safety and 

security. 

Research into LGBTQ+ inclusivity can operate to effect change at the 

organizational, sectoral, or societal levels. The ecological model can assist here by 

reminding researchers that there are many different layers at which the question of 

inclusivity can be tackled – even with respect to workplace environments. It also 

illustrates the different spheres in which any given individual may or may not feel 

comfortable outing themselves. As such, it provides a more realistic framework from 

which researchers from both within and outside the LGBTQ+ community can understand 
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LGBTQ+ experience, prompting a more compassionate approach to the question of 

workplace diversity.  

 

As a ‘way forward’, the ecological model can also inform a theory of change for 

interventions seeking to improve the workplace experience of LGBTQ+ people. 

Anonymous have shown how the ecological model works as a framework for research 

and evidence-based action with respect to women and visible minorities in leadership 

positions, and women in information and communications technologies. In this vein, the 

ecological model has also been engaged by health and social policy researchers to guide 

formative policy development and summative assessments (Newes-Adeyi et al., 2000). 

As a framework for illustrating the nexus between theory and practice when creating 

social change (Anonymous) and how content shapes outness at each level, the model 

identifies areas requiring targeted intervention as well as optimal intervention entry 

points – for example, to call for change in organizational policies to improve LGBTQ+ 

members’ workplace experiences (e.g., Anonymous; Clark & McLeroy, 1995; Newes-

Adeyi et al., 2000) but also for action in state or central government policy and in 

individual behaviour in order to effect truly transformational, systemic change. Mapping 

factors to these three levels works to break a nebulous issue (how to meaningfully 

contextualize ‘outness’) into its constituent elements, enabling targeted, multi-pronged 

approaches to overcoming identified barriers to outness amongst those who wish to 

disclose. This decoupling of factors affecting LGBTQ+ workplace experiences thus 

becomes a means of enabling change by supporting targeted mechanisms and strategies 

for factors at each level, allowing a more holistic approach to supporting disclosure 
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amongst those who wish to be ‘out’. In this sense, it can help to move forward one of 

Bettinger’s key recommendations for ethical LGBTQ+ research that is to conduct 

research that results in positive action (2010).  

LGBTQ+ researchers can also translate lessons from the ecological model into 

their work by engaging the model as a tool to shape research methods and design, 

including using the model as a framework to map the research site and organizational 

context of participants. In practical terms, being mindful of the LGBTQ+ outness 

continuum and factors that might shape outness at each level means adopting research 

tools (e.g., anonymization and confidentiality in undertaking and presenting research) and 

techniques (e.g., tailoring research questions to probe for participants’ experiences with 

‘outness’) that recognize the considerable grey areas between different spheres of 

LGBTQ+ life and appreciation for the behaviour-environment interaction. It also 

recognizes how self-reported naming and categorization can be subject to change 

according to the various influences at different levels of society, community, workplace, 

and family life. While it does not provide a simple answer or road map for the practice of 

research within and outside of the workplace, it is intended to provide a conceptual 

framework that can assist researchers in maintaining an awareness of context as well as 

the multiple and often intersecting identities that make up the performance of LGBTQ+ 

subjectivity.  

 

Conclusion: Research Ethics Grounded in Ecological Understanding 

How do researchers ensure ethical questions are explored within organizations 

and within research practices with respect to the LGBTQ+ community? Sims (1991) 
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suggests that ethics in organizations (and it follows, ethics in research) should be 

institutionalized. This may be one way to ensure that LGBTQ+ employees are safe and 

secure in coming out, however, it does not take into account the fluid and permeable 

boundaries of sexuality and sexual identity that make up the LGBTQ+ community and 

that are encompassed through an ecological understanding of the LGBTQ+ experience. 

Since institutionalized norms and the binaries that tend to develop from them serve to 

reflect neither the LGBTQ+ experience (Pullen & Linstead, 2006), nor the complexities 

of research ethics or even the research experience (Pullen, 2006), this paper argues that 

researchers must engage in a reflexive, context-aware and non-institutionalized ethics 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1980; Bauman, 2003; Taylor, 2009) particularly when exploring the 

question of outness.  

Rather than proposing a set of fixed ethical guidelines to frame LGBTQ+ 

research, the authors of this paper suggest the ecological model be used to understand the 

multiple forces affecting one’s ability to achieve one-on-one outness at all levels, and the 

subsequent ethical dilemmas and potentially injurious effects of asking for workplace 

outness. In examining current approaches to LGBTQ+ identity research to identify and 

trouble the impacts of (un)ethical methodological considerations, this article has initiated 

a disruption of hegemonic approaches to LGBTQ+ research in organizations. The 

ecological model is engaged to both identify factors affecting ‘outness’ at each the micro, 

meso, and macro levels, and to illustrate the valences of identities and degrees of outness 

that exist at these levels and in their interstices. We call for researchers to recognize the 

nuanced, highly individualized experience of being ‘out’, and how this experience may 

change across time and space. To produce ethically sounds and net positive research, 
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researchers must critically examine their role as potential vectors in someone’s ‘coming 

out’ process while also recognizing the benefit LGBTQ+-centered research can have for 

the community. The researcher may then conceive of the ecological model as a tool to 

understand the beneficial and deleterious effects of counting LGBTQ+ bodies, for each 

the individual, the research, and the LGBTQ+ community. 

Just as researchers are encouraged to recognize the importance of discourse 

fluidity (i.e. rejecting essentialist categories), it is also important to conceive of LGBTQ+ 

ethics as equally fluid and non-categorical. Engaging the ecological model as a tool to 

understand the role context and environment play in determining disclosure is an effort to 

shed a one-size-fits all approach, introducing in its stead a framework that accommodates 

the particularities of the individuals and workplaces to which it is applied. Ultimately, 

asking researchers to situate outness as relative and discretionary will ensure ethical 

queries are broached. In considering the outness factors prior to commencing a study, 

researchers minimize the likelihood of inadvertently pushing someone “out” in a sphere, 

such as work, where they may not otherwise be comfortable doing so. This balancing act 

is underscored by cognizance of difference and relativity, by acknowledging the nested 

environmental factors that affect one’s decision and ability to be “out” at work, and 

critically, understanding the rippling effects research on LGBTQ+ bodies may have. 
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Figure 1: The Ecological Model  

(Source: Anonymous)  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 O

xf
or

d 
B

ro
ok

es
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 A
t 0

8:
02

 2
4 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
8 

(P
T

)


