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"It's not to be discussed": Safety, Acceptance, and Professional Development for LGBTQ 

Faculty at a Large Southeastern University 

By 

Jessie A. Barnett, Jessica L. Muilenburg, Corey W. Johnson and Jennifer Miracle 

Abstract 

Studies show that a discriminatory, unsafe university environment negatively impacts educators 
identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer. The purpose of this study was to 
describe perceptions of safety, acceptance, and professional development from LGBTQ faculty at 
a Southeastern university. LGBTQfaculty (n=21) completed an online survey with open-ended 
questions. Analysis of detailed responses using the constant comparative method resulted in six 
themes, including: Identity management in the work place, repercussions of identity disclosure 
on career trajectory, and lack of support from university administration. These themes are 

illustrated using participant data and then used to provide recommendations for change. 

Underserved Groups in the Workplace 

Research continues to highlight the issues that underserved groups face in the workplace. 
Renn (2010) indicates that attention has been paid to LGBTQ presence in the general workplace 
and to racial/ethnic and gender minority faculty presence in higher education, but little research 
exists to pointedly address perceptions of campus climate for LGBTQ faculty in the Southeastern 
United States. Extensive research exists about organizational and workplace diversity related to 
race, ethnicity, and gender (Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, & George, 2004; Valenti & Rockett, 
2008). However, the experiences of le bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) 
individuals deserve increased focus. Lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) employees comprise one 
of the most sizeable minority groups in the workforce yet are re earched the least (Ragins, 2004). 
Bums and Krehley (2011) report that 15% to 43% of LGBT workers have experienced some 
form discrimination at work. Of that number, 7% to 41 % suffered from verbal or physical abuse 
on the job, and up to 28% were pas ed over for a promotion because of their sexual orientation 
or identity. 

An unfriendly or "chilly" climate is also shown to negatively affect the performance and 
morale of lesbian and gay employee (Badgett, Lee, Sears, & Ho, 2007; Bilimoria & Stewart, 
2009; Renn, 2010). Employees working for organization that encourage inclusive, diverse 
workplace settings are more productive and creative (Lantz, 2009). Perception of an employment 
organization as supportive toward various sexual orientations is related to increased job 
satisfaction and decreased anxiety for lesbian and gay employees (Griffeth & Hehl, 2002). The 
aims of this manuscript are to: 1) qualitatively analyze detailed open-ended responses for 
pervasive themes about professional and social issues faced by a sample of LGBTQ faculty at a 
large Southeastern university and 2) briefly report general descriptive trends of LGBTQ faculty's 
perceptions of safety and acceptance at the university through a basic quantitative analysis. 



Literature Review 

Institutions of higher learning are not exempt from issues surrounding diversity and 
inclusion in the workplace. LGBTQ faculty have consistently described the campus workplace 
environments as hostile, uncomfortable, and promoting invisibility and encouraging concealment 
of sexual identities (Bilimoria & Stewart, 2009). Prejudices experienced in the campus setting 
due to sexual orientation, gender expression, and gender identity hinder LGBTQ faculty's ability 
to achieve career goals, construct productive mentoring relationships, and maintain supportive 
relationships with others (Rankin, 2005). According to Levine (1991), "Diversity is one of the 
largest, most urgent challenges facing higher education today. It is also one of the most difficult 
challenges colleges have ever faced" (p.4). Scisney-Matlock and Matlock (2001) posited that 
higher education settings are microcosms of society. Hill ( 1991) and Rosser ( 1990) add that it is 
the duty of higher education to lead the way for the rest of society with diversity initiatives. 
However, the meaning of "diversity" in higher education is in need of broader understanding. 

During a recent poll, Freedman (2010), asked students and higher education 
professionals about the meaning of the term "diversity." Respondents most commonly selected 
the terms racial, ethnic and/or gender as pertaining to diversity's meaning. Reports like this 
illustrate that there is a lack of knowledge on lesbian and gay sexual identity as a form of 
diversity in higher education, even though gay and lesbian employees constitute a large and 
important minority group in the workplace (Huffman, Watrous-Rodriguez, & King, 2008; Ragins 
& Cornwell, 2001). The LGBTQ faculty group in higher education is so overlooked that studies 
about their careers, experiences, and identities remain "nearly absent" (Bilimoria & Stewart, 
2009; Renn, 2010, p. 136). Those studies that do exist maintain that, despite some progressive 
changes, "many campuses remain challenging environments for LGBT community members" 
(Embrick, Walther, & Wickins, 2007; Zemsky & Sanlo, 2005). Individuals identifying as 
transgender, gay, and lesbian are often neglected by anti-discrimination laws in the workplace 
and continue to face discrimination daily (Pope, 2012). Therefore, it is particularly important to 
study workplace climate for LGBTQ faculty because "they may be especially vulnerable to bias, 
discrimination, and retaliation in the academic workplace" (Bilimoria & Stewart, 2009, p. 88). 
The current study investigates these topics at a large university in the Southeastern United States. 

Research Methods 

This university was chosen because it is similar in size, location and regional population 
characteristics to other universities in the Southeastern United States (Southern Colleges, 2011). 
The university is also similar in size and setting to 102 other large, four-year institutions that 
consist of a primarily residential undergraduate student body with at least 10,000 degree-seeking 
students (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2010). The Institutional 
Review Board at the university granted permission to conduct this study. The research design for 
a larger study, from which this faculty data originated, was to collect both descriptive statistics 
and qualitative data about the campus climate for all people. Here we focus in on the faculty 
only. Informational electronic letters containing a link to the online survey were sent to 
university personnel through 17 diversity-focused campus listservs. Recipients were encouraged 
to pass the information on to other interested LGBTQ individuals, a non-probability recruiting 
technique called snowball sampling often used in harder to find populations (Castillo, 2009; 
Goodman, 1961). If a faculty member did not wish to participate, the individual simply did not 



fill out the survey and likely deleted the email. Due to the snowball dissemination methods, the 
number of LGBTQ faculty members who were aware of the survey but chose not to participate 
cannot be determined. The sample consisted of 21 LGBTQ faculty members from 15 different 
academic departments. It is a slightly low but fair response rate given the 1732 total faculty 
members on the campu , of which an unknown number could identify as LGBTQ. The 25-30 
minute survey was available online from February 2010 to April 2010. The survey was 
anonymous and participants' computer IP addresses were automatically stripped from all 
records. 

Data Collection Methods 

Our survey used a mixed methods approach to data collection; we included open-ended and free­
response questions to obtain more explicit information on challenges and opportunities 
experienced by LGBTQ faculty at the university. Three open-ended questions asked faculty to 
provide detailed responses about safety on campus, challenges as a LGBTQ person at the 
university, and positive aspects of being a LGBTQ person at the university. Eight open-ended 
questions addressed faculty's awareness, use, and perceived impact of LGBTQ groups, 
re ources, and diversity programs at the university. 

The quantitative portion of this study included closed-ended items from an instrument 
used to assess the university campus climate for LGBTQ students in 2002 (Hill et al., 2002). 
This instrument included 38 item covering demographic information and perceptions safety and 
acceptance of LGBTQ identity on campus, in the university area, and in the workplace. 
Descriptive statistics were employed for this study because they simply describe the quantitative 
data and because the small sample size did not allow for inferential statistics (Weiss, 2012). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

STATA 10.0 and the SurveyGizmo reports tool were used to analyze the quantitative data for 
very basic descriptive trends such as percentages ("SurveyGizmo", 2011; StataCorp, 2007). The 
open-ended responses were analyzed using the constant comparative method often found in 
grounded theory methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). One of the researchers read each 
participant's responses to the open-ended questions, assigned codes to the content, and compared 
each response set to the others until all content was coded. This researcher then worked to place 
the content into appropriate categories and discern major themes from the qualitative data, after 
which the other researchers confirmed the analysis. Demographic information about LGBTQ 
faculty participants precedes the thematic findings. 

Participant Demographics 

Sexual orientations of the 21 faculty respondents were as follows: gay (33.3%, n=7), lesbian 
(28.6%, n=6), bisexual (28.6%, n=6), queer (23.81 %, n=5), and other (4.76%, n=l). Four of the 
faculty respondents self-identified using multiple descriptors for their sexual orientation. 
Participants also identified as a woman (57.14%, n=l2), man (38.10%, n=8) and genderqueer 
(4.76%, n=l). The term genderqueer is used to express gender identity that may fall between 
male and female, may be neither male nor female, or both male and female (Beemyn, 2008). 
Respondent were White (80.9%), Black (4.76%), Native American (4.76), Hispanic (4.76) and 



one chose not to select racial and/or ethnic identities (4.76% ). The ages ranged from 29 to 59 

years with an average age of 45.1 years. 
Descriptive statistics derived from multiple-choice survey questions indicate that, due to 

sexual orientation and/or gender identity, the 21 faculty respondents described having 
experienced prejudice in social settings (35% ), the work place (28% ), when dealing with 
administrators (33%), and from other faculty (28%). Almost half (47.6%) reported being 
avoided or ignored on campus and 19.1 % reported being verbally harassed due to sexual 
orientation or gender identity. 

Findings: A Picture of LGBTQ Faculty Experiences 

The qualitative data offer us detailed insight into the experiences of LGBTQ faculty 
respondents. Six themes were identified as important to faculty's professional lives from 
analyzing their detailed open-ended responses. These themes included: (1) anxiety about 
LGBTQ identity management in the workplace, (2) repercussions of disclosure/identity on career 
longevity and development, (3) lack of support from university administration. Other themes 
were: (4) positive awareness of LGBTQ students, (5) appreciation for a supportive gay 
community, and (6) defining diversity on campus. 

LGBTQ Identity Management in the Workplace 

Several closeted faculty members were unsure about coming out in the workplace due to their 
inability to control the trajectory of disclosed information. Faculty noted the challenges of "not 
knowing whether it's okay to come out." They were also unsure of "knowing to whom it is safe 
to disclose, when, and how." Some teaching faculty members noted the distinct challenge of 
managing their LGBTQ identities with two different groups: coworkers and students. One 

faculty member stated, "It is a challenge allowing others to view my true identity and teaching as 
an instructor without having my students find out." 

Nearly one-half of faculty respondents reported not feeling comfortable or safe in their 
employment positions as well. They also observed that discomfort was not specifically related to 
expressions of outright hostility, but to a generally unsupportive undercurrent in the workplace 
environment. One respondent expressed the following perception of sexual orientation at the 
university: "It's not to be discussed and certainly not to be celebrated." According to LGBTQ 
faculty, LGBTQ identity has the potential to negatively impact one's work experience. 

Repercussions of Identity on Career Longevity and Development 

Over one-third of the faculty respondents feared that the act of disclosing their sexual orientation 
or gender identity, or their identity itself, would negatively impact their current career or future 
professional endeavors at the university. One respondent's fears were recently realized when 
another employee disclosed the faculty member's sexual orientation to a university dean in an 

attempt to prevent the respondent from receiving a promotion. Another respondent feared the 
impact of her disclosure on her evaluations. Some respondents relayed the fact that they did not 
know who to trust with their LGBTQ identity, and were particularly worried about tenure and 
promotion. This was displayed in the following passage: "as a gay untenured faculty member, 
there's always the fear that this will affect my promotion and tenure case." 



Whilecthecworkcenvironmentcwascseencascacchallengingcplacecforcmanycrespondents,ctwoc

facultycmemberscreportedcthatctheychavecnotcexperiencedcanythingcunsafecorcfeltcthreatenedcinc

anycwaycduectoctheircsexualcorientationcorcgendercidentity.cOnecwomancstated,c"ascaclesbian,cIc
enjoycthecsamecpositivecaspectscofclifecatcthecuniversitycthatcIcimaginecIcwouldcenjoycifcIcwerec

straight."cAnothercfacultycmembercconsideredchimselfc"luckyctocavoidcdiscriminationc [and]c
harassment,cetc."conccampus.c

Still,cothercfacultycmemberscnotedcthatccertainccolleaguescwerecopencandcwelcomingcevenc
whencotherscwerecnot,candcthatcsometimescacceptancectakesc time.cOnecfacultycmembercdescribedc
howchiscco-workers'cspouses'capprehensioncaboutcsocializingcwithchimcandchischusbandc

decreasedcoverctime:c

I'mcoutcwithcallcmyccoworkerscandchavecnevercencounteredcanycproblems.c
Wecinvitec[theccoworkers]ctocancannualcsocialceventcatcourchome.cEarlyconc
thechusbandscdidn'tccomecduectocuneasycfeelingscaboutccomingctocacdrinkingc
eventchostedcbyctwocgaycmen.cOncecthecfirstconeccamecandcwasn'tcmolested,c
raped,corcrecruited,cthecrestccamecandcwe'vechadcnocproblems.c

Thiscexperiencecspeaksctocthecideacofcwhatcac"problem"ciscinctermscofcLGBTQcdiscrimination.c
Here,cthecparticipantcrepresentscac"problem"cascoutrightcdiscriminationcandcnotcthecbackhandedc

avoidancecofcsocializingcwithcacgaycperson.cWithctime,chowever,cevencthechusbandscofcthisc
respondent'sccoworkerscwerecablectocchangectheircbehaviorcandcattendcwork-relatedcsocialceventsc
atcthiscLGBTQcfacultycmember'schome.cDespitecsomecfacultycmemberscfindingcsupportcwithinc
selectcdepartmentalccommunities,cthisciscnotctypicallyctheccasecwithcthecuniversity'sc
administration.c

Lack of Support from University Administration 

Commentscfromcfacultycfocusedcheavilyconcaclackcofcsupportcfromcthecuniversity'sc
administration.c One-fifthcofcthecfacultycrespondentscindicatedcthatcthecadministration,ctrustees,c
andcstateclegislature,c"doescnotcfeelcsupportivecofcthecneedscorcchallengescofcthecLGBTQc
community."cFacultychighlightedcgeneralcuncertaintycaboutc"howcourcuniversitycadministratorsc
andcevenccollegecadministratorscwouldchandle"cissuescofcgendercidentity.c

Sixcrespondentscreceivedcofficialcresponsescfromcthecuniversitycbecausecofcproblemsc

encounteredcduectocsexualcorientationcorcgendercidentity.cOfcthosecsix,cfourcreportedcthecofficialc
universitycresponsectocbec"inadequate."cOnecindividualcreportedcincdetailcthatcadministratorscwerec
uncomfortablectalkingcaboutcissuescrelatedctocsexualcorientation,candcthecprocesscofcdealingcwithc
thosecadministratorscwasconecofcthecmostcdifficultcchallengescshecfacedcascacLGBTQcfacultyc
membercatcthecuniversity.c

Facultycmemberscwerecparticularlycconcernedcwithctheclackcofcpartnercbenefitscatcthec
universitycascwell.c Incsomeccasesctheclackcofcequalcbenefitscwascequatedcwithcdirectc

discrimination.c Thiscinequalitycevencresultedcincacrespondentcre-evaluatingcstayingcatcthec
university.cThisciscshowncincthecfollowingcexcerpt:c



As a faculty member, the biggest challenge here is that [the university] 
doesn't yet provide domestic partner benefits. This issue is the single-most 
important issue for my partner and I in considering whether we want to 
stay here or move elsewhere where same-sex partner benefits are available. 

One faculty member viewed the administration from a more positive perspective. He 

reported that the presence of the LGBTQ office has "given me a sense that my identity matters to 
the administration- that they care enough about LGBTQ students and staff to fund such a place, 
particularly in the face of political resistance to it." Positivity is a shining light in the face of 
many negative experiences, and faculty take care to highlight other positive components of 
university life. 

Positive Awareness of LGBTQ Students 

Faculty members acknowledged the presence of LGBTQ students at the university in general, 
and conveyed a sense of enjoyment with "getting to work with students in a supportive role." 
Several faculty members observed that there appeared to be good support system for students, 
but faculty who taught students who identified as members of the LGBTQ community are aware 
of the challenges they face. Moreover, 25% of respondents mentioned referring students to the 
LGBTQ center for help and support dealing with difficult sexuality or gender issues. Of that 
number, one respondent appreciated the center "helping me support students." 

Most faculty commended the university's LGBTQ center for supporting LGBTQ 
students. Several of the respondents mentioned incorporating the center's resources into teaching 
and relying on the center as a way to manage their own identity in the classroom ... 

Because of the LGBTQ office, I feel empowered to discuss the topic 
with my students without revealing my own sexuality. I primarily use the 
center for resources to draw on when teaching- by resources, I mean both 
the library and the people. 

The LGBTQ center offered not only support for the faculty member's students, but indirectly for 
the faculty members themselves. It acted as a concrete symbol of support for the LGBTQ 
community on campus. Having a resource available on the institutional level allows faculty to 
talk about LGBTQ-related topics more freely and feel supported, a sentiment that carries through 
to the surrounding local LGBTQ community at large. 

Appreciation for Supportive Local LGBTQ Community 

The importance of a supportive LGBTQ community at the university and in the surrounding 
town was one of the most prominent positive comments from faculty, with the majority of 
respondents mentioning their appreciation ... 

I love the LGBTQ community on campus--in the [approximately] 10 years 
I've been here, I've seen it grow, become more inclusive, more thoughtful 
and sensitive about issues such as race and gender, and become a vibrant 
part of campus life. 



Many faculty members indicated that the LGBTQ community's visibility on campus and within 
the town area is one of its most important features, but several faculty members noted difficulty 
locating the community when they first set out to get involved. Many faculty highlighted the 
fellowship they found "among other LGBTQ individuals" as the most important positive aspects 
of being LGBTQ at the university. Faculty also noted that, "increasingly, there is a substantial 
ally community." 

Furthermore, 95% of the faculty respondents reported knowing that the university has an 
organization to support LGBTQ faculty and staff. Over 70% reported attending a program or 
event with the organization. Respondents saw the LGBTQ group as a resource for prospective 
hires, as a "force for change on campus," and a mechanism to "help create a feeling that the 
campus is for everyone." Faculty also noted the value of the group's leadership and socialization 
opportunities. 

[The LGBTQ faculty and staff group] has been a major force in my 
experience of [the university], starting from the time I first moved to 
[the area]. It has provided me with rich opportunities, venues for activism 
(and success), and good friends. 

While many faculty respondents positively commented about the group's resources and 
programs, several individuals explained why they were not personally involved with the group. 
The reasons included finding support from other people, frustration about the relatively small 
number of LGBTQ faculty who are active with the group, and a basic lack of time to spend 
socializing. One respondent mentioned that the group should be more sensitive to different 
levels of being "out" when advertising events. "I would never attend 'Queer' Happy Hour for 
example," but the individual would attend the event with a more subtle name. Creating and 
maintaining an inclusive LGBTQ community is extremely valuable to these faculty members, 
particularly when the in the definition of "diversity" on campus may not always include LGBTQ 
identity. 

Defining "Diversity" on Campus 

One hundred percent of respondents reported being aware of the presence of the 
university's institutional diversity office. Faculty respondents provided detailed comments about 
how they perceive "diversity" is defined on campus. While one respondent noted that the 
presence of an institutional diversity office "communicated that [the university] is open to 
addressing issues of diversity," the majority of respondents who brought up diversity expressed 
that the university "needs to get away from the idea that diversity means race or ethnicity." 
Faculty stated that the "queer community is not part of the 'diversity' in the [institutional 
diversity center]." Another faculty member perceived that the institutional diversity center does 
not intentionally neglect the LGBTQ community, but also does not make the LGBTQ 
community' needs a priority. Another respondent reported she found the institutional diversity 
center to be "extremely prejudiced against gays and lesbians." Faculty were frustrated with 
LGBTQ identity being overlooked as a component of institutional diversity. Additionally, some 
LGBTQ faculty members experienced discrimination when interacting with an office whose goal 
includes creating unity on campus through celebrating a variety of differences. 



Discussion and Conclusions 

TheppurposepofpthisppaperpisptopexaminepandpexposepthepexperiencespofpLGBTQpfacultypinp
thephigherpeducationpenvironment.pThispstudypcontributesptopthepgrowingpthepliteraturepaboutp
workplacepinclusivenesspbypengagingpwithpLGBTQpfacultypinpthepSoutheasternpUnitedpStates,panp
areapwithptraditionallypconservativeppoliticalpandpsocialpvaluesp(Katel,p2008).pThemespgeneratedp
duringpqualitativepdatapanalysispshowpthatpstudypparticipantspexpresspfeelingspofpanxietypandp

uncertaintypinptheirpcareerspthatpreflectpfindingspfrompstudiespofpnon-academicpworkplacep
environmentsp(Badgettpetpal.,p2007;pBilimoriap&pStewart,p2009;pRenn,p2010).p Thepfearpforpjobp

securitypwasppervasive,pandpfacultyprespondentspwerepparticularlypconcernedpwithpothers'p
reactionsptoptheirpsexualitypdisruptingpthepstandardpacademicpcareerpadvancementpprocedure.p

Faculty'spcareerplongevitypfearspwerepbolsteredpbyptheirpperceptionspofpthepuniversity'sp
administrationpaspunsupportivepandpnon-affirmingpofpLGBTQpindividuals.p Lackpofpsupportpfromp
thepuniversitypitselfppreventspsomepLGBTQpfacultypmemberspfrompmaximizingptheirppotentialpinp
thepworkplace.pThispnotponlypstiflesppersonalpandpprofessionalpgrowth,pbutpitpispdetrimentalptopthep
university'spoverallpcapabilitiespandptalentpretention.p

Ottenritterp(2012)passertspthatpapsupportivepandpencouragingpenvironmentpispnecessarypforp
studentpretentionpinphigherpeducation.pManypfacultypmemberspinpthepcurrentpstudypenjoypap
supportiveproleptowardpLGBTQpstudentspandpworkptopmakeptheirpcollegepexperiencepasppositivepasp
possible.pFacultypispawarepofp thepneedspofpLGBTQpstudentspandpworksptopaddresspthem,pbutpthep
universityprefusesptopextendpthepsamephandptopfaculty.pUniversitiespwhopdopnotpmeetpthepneedspofp
theirpfacultypriskplosingpthemptopcompetingpinstitutionspthatpdopofferpwhatpfacultypareplookingpfor.p
ThepmajoritypofpFortune 500 companiespofferppartnerpbenefitsptophelppretainptalentpwithinpthep
companyp(Cadrain,p2008).p Thep lackpofppartnerpbenefitspisponepofpthepmostpmajorporganizationalp
supportpshortcomingspnotedpbypLGBTQpfacultypparticipantspinpthispstudy.p Partnerpbenefitsparep
importantpforpap"LOBpsupportivepworkplace"p(Huffman,petpal.,p2008,pp.p247).pWhilepsupportpandp
understandingponpthepindividualp levelpofp thepworkplacepforpLGBTQpemployeespispnecessary,p

broaderpinstitutionalpsupportpispalsopvitalp(Huffman,petpal.,p2008).pLGBTQpfacultypinpthispstudyp
lackpnotpjustpthepfinancialppluspofppartnerpbenefits,ptheyplackpthepclearpmessagepofpinstitutionalp
supportpandpequalitypsentpbypapuniversitypthatpprovidesppartnerpbenefits.p

ApLGBTQpfacultypmemberpwhopdoespnotpfeelpcomfortablepinpthepworkplacepmaypseekp

fellowshippwithpotherpLGBTQpandpalliedpindividuals.pTheseprelationsparepimportantpbecause,p

"p..p.interpersonalprelationspwithinpapgroupphavepapspilloverpeffectpthatpaffectspindividualprelationsp
outsidepthepgroup"p(Valentip&pRockett,p2008).p Facultypmemberspalsopappreciatedptheirpclose-knitp
LGBTQpcommunity.pSocialpconnectednesspwithplikepotherspispanpimportantpfactorpinpthep
psychologicalpwellbeingpofpLOBpindividualsp(Detriep&pLease,p2007).p Engagingpwithpotherspwhop
sharep thepsamepstigmatizedpidentitypcanphelppincreasepself-esteem,poverallppositivity,pandpcreationp
andpsharingpofpcopingptechniquesp(LeBeaup&pJellison,p2009).pWhilepthepLGBTQpcommunitypisp
perceivedpbypmostpfacultyptopbepwelcoming,pthepnotionpthatpthepuniversity'spmainpdiversitypofficep

doespnotpseepsexualitypaspapmajorpcomponentpofp"diversity"p troubledpsomepfacultyprespondents.p
Facultypmemberspnotedpthat,palthoughptherepispdifficultypwithpsimultaneouslypcelebratingponep

group'spcommonalitiespandpacceptingpdifferencespbetweenpgroups,pdiversitypshouldpbepmorepthanp

race.p Thispispapparticularlypinterestingpandpnoteworthypfinding,pbecausepthispstudypwaspconductedp
inpthepSouth.p Broaderprecognitionpofpthepmeaningpofptheptermp"diversity"pispkeyptopimprovingpthep

awarenesspofpsexualpminoritiespatpthepuniversity.p Celebrationpandpexplorationpofpdifferencesparep
methodspofpcreatingpap"'people-friendly'pworkplace"p(Huffman,p2008,pp.p249).p
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Limitations 

One limitation of this study is the small sample size (n= 21 ), but 21 participants is 
deemed appropriate for the qualitative approach used in this inquiry. This small sample size may 
be indicative of the rear of responding to a survey about sexuality, but is more likely due to the 
small number of LGBTQ identified faculty on a campus. Additionally, the sample was accessed 
using electronic listserv announcements as well as snowball sampling, and therefore the 
participants may not necessarily reflect the larger lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer 
faculty community at the university. As is the case with self-reported data, the data is subject to 
response bias from memory issues or other issues that may result from social acceptability of 
identifying as LGBTQ. The data was collected via computers and participants were explicitly 
ensured of their anonymity and confidentiality, which may increase the validity and 
trustworthiness of the data gathered. 

It is also important to note that each sub-group of the LGBTQ population has unique 
needs and experiences that are valuable in and of themselves inside and outside of the academy. 
For the purposes of this study, and the small sample size, the data were reported for the LGBTQ 
sample population as a whole instead of separating respondents identifying as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, or queer. It may be beneficial for subsequent researchers to recruit a larger 
participant group and investigate possible differences between groups. 

Implications for Practice and Future Research 

Over the years, countless organizations have learned about the effectiveness of 
participation and input from multiple organizational levels in creating and sustaining positive 
organizational change. This study offers insight into ways to help equalize the power differential 
that exists in the faculty work environment. The theoretical perspective of critical theory focuses 
on current social theory's insufficient response to social oppression and its inability to improve 
humanity (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). LeCompte and Preissle's description of critical theory 
maintains that oppression results from concealed power as well as imbalance of power and 
information between groups. The primary goals of research employing critical theory are to 
reveal the origins of oppression, encourage understanding of reasons and repercussions of 
oppression, and support contribution in liberation (1993). This study works toward those goals 
by pulling back the curtain on oppression experienced by LGBTQ faculty, paving the way for 
further investigation, and providing recommendations for change. 

Innovations emerge when "formal structures are made more flexible and responsive" 
(Olson, Eoyang, Beckhard, & Vaill, 2001, p. p. xxiv). In the highly bureaucratic world of large 
organizations such as universities, flexibility and responsiveness are often hard to come by and 
policy change is difficult to find (Brunner, 2005). While some say that top-down change 
reinforces the disconnected, bureaucratic nature of such an institution, the data from this study 
indicate that LGBTQ faculty would benefit personally and professionally from top-level support 
of their LGBTQ identities. 

LGBTQ faculty participants in this study demonstrate phenomenal self-organizational 
abilities and drive for creating an inclusive, affirming community. The future of organizational 
change is in interactions between agents, not strictly top-down change (Olson, et al., 2001). The 
LGBTQ faculty community is an agent reaching out toward the university's influential 
policymakers in an attempt to connect new change with current operations, and top-down change 



is necessary for formal LGBTQ equality. Working with the LGBTQ faculty community is an 
important component of change, because who better knows the community's needs than the 
community? There are many successful approaches to operating LGBT employee groups to 

improve organizational effectiveness (Githens & Aragon, 2009). Resources such as expert 
personnel, educational tools, and advocacy experience, can be used in collaboration with the 
university to implement policies that respond better to discrimination and promote equality for 
LGBT faculty in the workplace. 

Faculty's pervasive fear for career longevity, particularly in terms of tenure and 
promotion tracks, should be addressed by the institution directly. This respondent group 
indicates that the LGBTQ faculty community is very active and supportive, yet LGBTQ faculty 
continue to fear for their academic futures. This signals that messages from the highest university 
administrators both affirming LGBTQ faculty as well as enacting equitable benefits and policies 
are necessary components for positive change at the university level. The fact that faculty do not 
feel supported by the university's administration, (in terms of equal partner benefits, inadequate 
"official" responses to LGBTQ-related incidents, and in one instance, the administration's 
inability to even converse appropriately about LGBTQ issues) is indicative of a systemic issue. 
Universities "have set rules and abide by them; it is often difficult and time consuming to make a 
change to policy" (Brunner, 2005, p. 11). However, the university has a duty to affirm the 
existence of LGBTQ faculty and collaborate with faculty to create a safe working environment. 
Institutional changes that positively impact all points of the minority faculty trajectory, from 
recruitment to tenuring, actively create an inclusive institution (Rosser, 1990). Extending full 
domestic partner benefits to LGBTQ faculty is essential. It is also vital that LGBTQ faculty 
have a clear method of not only reporting discrimination, but also receiving an effective response 
from the university. The difficulty of change is no excuse for a university continuing to 
underserve an underserved population, particularly when the LGBTQ faculty population is 
actively working as an agent of change. 

Higher education and research studies are instruments of societal change, and 
administrative support for and collaboration with LGBTQ faculty in the workplace is vital to 
improving professional development, personal wellbeing, and the overall inclusivity of 
universities. The participants in this study clearly present issues that are imperative to address, 
but are ignored by universities every day. Researchers must continue studying the LGBTQ 

faculty experience on larger and more generalizable scales and using findings to build the case 
for necessary change. Universities must send a message to their employees that inequality is 
intolerable. This message involves acknowledging unequal treatment in workplace, 
implementing mechanisms of reporting maltreatment and reacting to it seriously, using inclusive 
language in all official literature and functions, granting equal benefits to LGBTQ faculty and 
their partners, and partnering with LGBTQ organizations on campus and nationwide to publicly 
support LGBTQ faculty. 
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