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Inclusion has been identified as a key component of successful approaches to 

organisational diversity management. To date, the inclusion literature has 

predominantly used quantitative methodology to study visible forms of 

diversity such as gender and ethnicity. Invisible forms of diversity, such as 

sexual orientation diversity, have received limited research attention, despite 

Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual (LGB) employees facing significantly higher rates 

of bullying and discrimination in the workplace than their heterosexual 

colleagues. The current study uses semi-structured interviews and template 

analysis to investigate LGB employees’ experiences of workplace inclusion 

within a UK public sector organisation. Findings demonstrate that LGBs share 

many experiences of exclusion with other minority groups; however, they are 

not often regarded as exclusionary or the result of one’s sexual orientation. Such 

experiences appear to be either overlooked due to membership of other minority 

groups which hold greater significance, or downplayed due to membership of 

other majority groups. The main implication of this finding is that quantitative 

measures of inclusion may not reveal the severity of exclusion in organisations. 

It is therefore recommended that future research investigating employees’ 

perceptions of inclusion should consider the validity of findings in relation to 

inclusion based on invisible characteristics. Finally, the findings detailed in this 

report lend support for the use of an intersectional research approach, which 

considers the way in which minority statuses are interconnected and cannot be 

examined in isolation when investigating individuals’ experiences.  

 

Keywords: sexual orientation, sexual minorities, LGB, diversity, inclusion, 

qualitative, semi-structured interviews 

  

 

Introduction 

 

Diversity and Inclusion in the Workplace 

 

Diversity management refers to the implementation of strategy to increase diversity and 

representation within organisations (Barbosa & Cabral-Cardoso, 2007). This method has 

typically relied on highlighting the advantages that diversity and the associated emergence of 

new perspectives and innovativeness can bring to an organisation, including reduced staff 

turnover and absenteeism and improved financial performance (Shrader et al., 1997; Smith et 

al., 2005; Watson et al., 1993). Research has demonstrated that diversity management alone is 

not sufficient to improve organisational performance (Roberson, 2006; Sabharwal, 2014; van 

Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007). 
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In response to concerns regarding the emphasis on diversity management, the rhetoric 

within organisation and management studies has changed as organisations focus on a 

conceptually distinct yet overlapping construct of inclusion of minorities in the workplace 

(Roberson, 2006). In organisational literature, inclusion is referred to as the degree to which an 

employee is able to participate in organisational behaviours (Mor-Barak, 2015; Pelled et al., 

1999). In essence, inclusion involves appreciating individuals for their uniqueness and creating 

an atmosphere in which individuals can be themselves at work (Nishii, 2013) by removing any 

barriers that prevent individuals from contributing fully to the organisation (Roberson, 2006).  

Inclusion is recognised as an antecedent to many positive outcomes such as increased 

organisational commitment, trust, well-being, and innovation (Brimhall et al., 2014; Mor-

Barak et al., 2006; Shore et al., 2011; Travis & Mor-Barak, 2010). Individuals who report 

higher levels of inclusion further report increased job satisfaction and reduced intention to leave 

the organisation (Brimhall et al., 2014).  

A lack of cohesion regarding a unifying theory of inclusion has resulted in a multitude 

of indicators being used to measure the construct. Building upon social identity theory, Mor-

Barak and Cherin (1998) developed three sub-scales which represent indicators of inclusion: 

decision-making influence, access to information, and belongingness. Decision-making 

influence refers to an individual’s ability to influence organisational and work group decisions 

and the degree to which they feel they are consulted about important project decisions. Access 

to information refers to the extent to which the individual feels they are provided with the 

necessary resources to perform their role well, including feedback, support, training, and 

materials. Finally, belongingness refers to the individual’s perception of their involvement with 

and assimilation to the work group, including the way in which they are treated by colleagues.  

Whilst researchers have continued to use these three indicators to investigate inclusion 

(e.g., Mor-Barak et al., 2001), a lack of consensus regarding the definition and indicators of 

the phenomenon has led other researchers to use different indicators interchangeably. For 

example, Pelled et al. (1999) focussed on job security in addition to decision making influence 

and access to sensitive work information. Other researchers have introduced additional 

indicators of inclusion, such as collaborative work arrangements and conflict resolution 

procedures (Roberson, 2006), commitment from top leadership, and fair treatment of 

employees (Sabharwal, 2014), and uniqueness (Janssens & Zanoni, 2007; Shore et al., 2011).   

The vast majority of research exploring experiences of inclusion focusses on “visible” 

forms of diversity and inclusion, such as race and gender diversity (Bowen & Blackmon, 2003). 

In contrast, sexual orientation diversity is commonly referred to as an area of “invisible” 

diversity which has been much less researched (Brassel et al., 2019; Colgan et al., 2009; 

McFadden, 2015).  

 

Sexual Orientation Diversity and Inclusion in the Workplace 

 

Research demonstrates that Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) 

employees are more than twice as likely as their non-LGBT colleagues to experience 

discrimination and bullying in the work environment (Hoel et al., 2014). Research conducted 

in the UK has shown that almost one in five (18%) LGBT employees report that they 

experience discrimination during recruitment processes and at work (Bachmann & Gooch, 

2018). Whilst the vast majority of research investigating sexual orientation diversity includes 

transgender participants, they represent a different minority group and face distinct challenges 

(Beauregard et al., 2016; Ozturk & Tatli, 2016). For this reason, the remainder of this report 

will focus on literature specifically regarding LGB individuals. 

Sexual orientation discrimination has negative impact on both the individual and the 

organisation, as it results in increased burnout and less engagement, which leads to physical 
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withdrawal such as absenteeism, lateness, and increased likelihood to quit (Volpone & Avery, 

2013). Unlike discrimination towards individuals based on other core demographics (e.g. age, 

gender, ethnicity), discrimination based on invisible and marginalized identities poses 

additional, unique challenges (Creed & Scully, 2000), including choice of disclosure of sexual 

orientation (Colgan et al., 2008). Perceived discrimination and hostility towards LGB 

employees in the workplace often lead others to conceal their sexuality (Griffin, 1992; Woods, 

1993). In a study by Hoel et al. (2014), the authors found that that 20% of surveyed LGB 

employees had not disclosed their sexual orientation at work. Sexuality concealment has been 

shown to correlate with reduced performance, reduced self-confidence, increased isolation and 

self-alienation, and increased ego depletion (Köllen, 2013). In addition, employees concealing 

their sexual orientation often forfeit particular employment benefits (e.g., partner benefits) by 

doing so (Mennicke et al., 2016). 

Links have been made which suggest that sexual orientation concealment may be the 

result of exclusive organisational environments. For example, Mor-Barak's (1999) theory 

suggests that in response to feeling excluded, individuals may strive for over-inclusion by 

assimilating themselves, e.g., by concealing their sexuality (Clair et al., 2005; Creed & Scully, 

2000; Reimann, 2001). 

LGB employees who consider their work environments to be supportive are less likely 

to conceal their sexual orientations (Colgan et al., 2008; Ragins, 2004). It is therefore important 

that organisations increase their understanding of the causes of sexual orientation 

discrimination in order to minimise these experiences and establish a less hostile environment 

where LGB employees are comfortable disclosing their sexual orientations.  

In an effort to improve inclusion of LGB employees in organisations, benchmarking 

has been used by many institutions to indicate levels of inclusiveness, such as the Stonewall 

Workplace Equality Index (Tayar, 2017). Such benchmarking efforts involve assessment of the 

extent to which homophobia is challenged in the organisation (Wright et al., 2006), the 

existence of employment benefits for those in same-sex relationships (Foldy & Creed, 1999), 

and the extent to which LGB employees feel included in the workplace (Martinez & Hebl, 

2010). Research supporting these benchmarking efforts focuses on creating “gay-friendly” 

working environments (Correia & Kleiner, 2001), emphasising formal procedural elements of 

inclusion such as inclusive policy; however, there has been little research exploring LGB 

employees’ experiences of informal exclusion, such as feelings of uniqueness and 

belongingness (Shore et al., 2011; Ng & Rumens, 2017).  

To date, there is little scholarly research investigating experiences of inclusion of LGB 

employees, compared to other minority groups (Colgan et al., 2009; Ng et al., 2012; Tayar, 

2017), and there have been very few case studies within organisations (Colgan et al., 2007; 

Ward & Winstanley, 2003). The small body of literature investigating inclusion of sexual 

orientation minorities has utilised quantitative methodologies to measure inclusion against pre-

determined constructs; for example, the extent to which homophobia is challenged (Wright et 

al., 2006), and the impact on inclusion of “gay-friendly” workplaces as indicated by the 

existence of associated policies and procedures (Ng & Rumens, 2017). Qualitative research 

would contribute to this body of literature by providing the opportunity to explore the way in 

which LGB workers experience inclusion (Ng & Rumens, 2017) and identify additional 

barriers or unique experiences that may occur within this demographic of invisible difference. 

The current study uses qualitative methods to explore such experiences and aims to respond to 

the research question: do sexual orientation minorities experience additional or unique barriers 

to inclusion in the workplace?  
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Positioning the Authors 

 

The research was conducted as part of the MSc qualification of the primary author. 

Their interest in diversity and inclusion was sparked during an internship in 2013 with Business 

Psychologists and diversity and inclusion specialists Pearn Kandola. Subsequent review of the 

literature alongside Professor Binna Kandola led to the realisation that there is a relative dearth 

of awareness and understanding of the specific challenges facing the LGBTQ+ community in 

the workplace, igniting a motivation to contribute to the research and to make the working lives 

of this community better. An opportunity to do so arose during the MSc program, where the 

research was supported and guided by the second author, whose experience of researching 

bullying in the workplace and use of qualitative methodology generated significant overlapping 

interests in the topic. Since this time the primary author has been awarded a PhD for research 

investigating the career experiences of the LGBTQ+ community, and in particular, the role of 

stereotypes in their vocational trajectories.  

 

Method 

 

Design 

 

 The present study utilised a qualitative methodology, as this allowed for the exploration 

of participant experiences that are deemed to be unique. Further, qualitative methodology is 

deemed more suitable for investigation of career experiences of marginalised populations 

(Dispenza et al., 2018; Dispenza et al., 2012). Semi-structured telephone interviews were used 

to collect the data. Semi-structured interviews were deemed an appropriate method for 

responding to the research question as they provide a framework for discussion whilst 

maintaining enough flexibility to allow for additional follow-up questions when necessary 

(Adams, 2015). This meant that the interviewer was able to explore unique experiences of this 

population without the restrictions of a fully structured interview guide. Telephone interviews 

were used as they have been demonstrated to result in increased openness and honesty, 

particularly when discussing sensitive or traumatic topics (Trier-bieniek, 2012). Data was 

collected over a five-week period, allowing for significant reflection and refinement between 

interviews.  

 

Participants 

 

 Nine participants (two female, overall mean age = 35) were recruited from within the 

LGBT network of a public-sector organisation (known as “Explority” forthwith). Explority 

was selected for its established diversity program and practices and its experience of 

implementing organisational diversity initiatives (Wentling & Palma-Rivas, 2000). All 

participants were aged 18 years or older and identified as gay or bisexual. Specifically, six 

participants identified as gay men, and three identified as bisexual (including two females).  

 Sampling was conducted via the LGBT network at Explority. Contact was initially 

established with the Chair of the network, who shared the details of the research project 

amongst the members of the network and asked them to contact the researcher directly to 

participate.  

To ensure the anonymity of the participants, which is of particular importance when 

researching minority groups including LGB employees (Wright, 2016), ID numbers will be 

used to refer to the participants throughout the report, and all personal and organisational 

information and identities have been removed from quotes. 
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Procedure 

 

 Prior to commencing participant recruitment and data collection, full ethical approval 

was obtained by Northumbria University Faculty of Health and Life Sciences. 

Participants were called by telephone at a pre-arranged and appropriate time and, 

following a brief discussion about the purpose of the research and some initial conversation 

that aimed to build rapport, they were asked to discuss their experiences of inclusion within the 

organisation. Research interviews lasted approximately one hour and consisted of open-ended 

questions and additional follow-up probing questions as and when they were necessary 

(interview schedule is available in Appendix A). Following each interview, the recording was 

transcribed verbatim and the transcripts were uploaded into NVivo for analysis. 

 

Analysis 

 

Firstly, the transcripts were read and re-read to enhance familiarity with the data. 

Template analysis was then used to code the data, as this strategy allows for the incorporation 

of a framework developed from existing quantitative data (King, 2004). An initial template was 

devised based upon a priori themes, (e.g., access to information, decision making influence, 

etc.) that had been identified in existing literature. The first two transcripts were coded using 

free coding and themes were then added or assimilated into the original template, generating 

the first template revision. This included additions such as the causes and consequences of 

particular experiences, as well as the culture of the organisation. 

Three further transcripts were then coded using free coding, and the themes were again 

added to or assimilated with the up-to-date template, generating the second template revision. 

The additions at this stage were predominantly sub-themes, such as recognition of the 

organisation’s efforts to improve diversity and inclusion. The final four transcripts were then 

analysed using the same method as that described previously, generating the final template. No 

additional themes were identified in this revision; however, the theme of “culture” was divided 

into sub-themes (bigger systemic issues and rigid culture). 

To ensure that the data could be evaluated holistically once all transcripts had been 

reviewed, no a priori themes were removed until and unless they proved redundant during the 

final template revision. Further discussion of the themes that were removed is provided in the 

Discussion section. 

Reflexivity was documented throughout both the data collection and data analysis 

process (Willig, 2001) to ensure the influence of the background and experiences of the 

researcher in the analysis and interpretation of the data was identifiable and limited where 

possible. Of particular importance was reflection upon the lead researcher’s identity as a 

heterosexual woman and how this may influence interpretation or understanding of the data. 

Strategies were implemented throughout the research process to limit the impact of this; for 

example, the coding of the data was validated by an independent psychologist with 

considerable experience of qualitative research, and “in vivo” coding, such as “outsider,” and 

“it’s who you know not what you know,” was used to ensure true independence in the approach. 

 

Results 

 

In order to answer the research question, this section will focus on the themes that are 

categorised under negative experiences, and the integrative themes that underpinned the 

interviews: culture and the unarticulated problem. Table 1 shows the final template for these 

categories and themes.  
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Table 1. Themes and Codes from Final Template 

Category First Level 

(Meaningful 

Theme) 

Second Level (Codes) 

1 Integrative - Culture 1.1 Bigger Systemic 

Issues 

1.1.1 Divisive culture 

  1.1.2 Exclusionary organisational type 

 1.2 Rigid Culture 1.2.1 Busy personnel 

  1.2.2 Embedding change in culture 

  1.2.3 Fixed processes 

2 Negative Experiences 2.1 Experiences – 

Other 

2.1.1 Recruitment 

  2.1.2 Derogatory language 

 2.2 Experiences – 

Inclusion 

2.2.1 Belongingness 

  2.2.2 Uniqueness  

  2.2.3 Commitment from top leadership  

  2.2.4 Decision making influence  

  2.2.5 Differences in access to information  

  2.2.6 Fairly implemented employment 

practices  

 2.3 Causes 2.3.1 Assumptions 

  2.3.2 Disengaged LGBT network 

  2.3.3 Lack of education 

  2.3.4 Lack of senior role models 

 2.4 Consequences 2.4.1 Behaviours 

  2.4.2 Feelings 

3 Integrative - The 

Unarticulated Problem 

3.1 Positive 

experiences of 

inclusion 

3.1.1 I am included quite a lot 

  3.1.2 Never felt explicitly excluded 

  3.1.3 Positive experiences of inclusion 

compared to previous organisations 

 3.2 Causes of 

contradictions 

3.2.1 Experienced issues due to gender 

  3.2.2 Others in the network have a worse 

experience than me 

  3.2.3 Positive discrimination 

 

Integrative Theme – Culture 

 

Although not included in the original template, which primarily focussed on the LGB 

individuals’ experiences of inclusion, culture was identified as an integrative theme that 

underpinned many aspects of the participants’ experiences and provides context for some of 

the issues discussed within the organisation.  

Explority’s culture does not appear to be reflective of their advanced diversity 

management strategy. It seems that whilst Explority values difference and manages diversity 

using formal approaches such as diversity plans and talent programs targeted at minority 

groups, culturally there is an incongruence, as difference is not acknowledged or celebrated 

outside of this formal capacity.  

Participants identified that their experiences typified Explority’s culture due to bigger 

systemic issues, which drive a divisive culture characterised by exclusion of anyone who 
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deviates from the typical organisational type. The organisational type was mentioned by most 

participants during interviews and is characterised by a distinct set of behaviours, attributes, 

and demographics, as evidenced in the below example: 

 

This is a white, male, heterosexual, Oxbridge educated man from the South East 

of England who probably went to private school. (Participant 5) 

 

Participants noted that the prevalence of such specific characteristics in this 

organisational type generated group think, as well as expectations about how all employees 

should behave and approach their work. Participants recognised that there is a pressure to hide 

any differences and conform to this perceived orthodoxy in order to be successful in Explority, 

and this message is largely driven from senior management: 

 

The only way to get far or to progress is to not be noticed, and just being good 

at the job and hiding any form of difference. (Participant 9) 

 

Participants further noted the outcome of non-conformity: 

 

 If it wasn’t the way it had been done then people would be quite dismissive. 

(Participant 7) 

 

Many participants commented on the way in which this dominant organisational type 

disadvantaged LGB employees specifically: 

 

If you were feeling quite vulnerable about your sexuality or your gender 

identity, then you might feel more vulnerable about – you may be perhaps 

offering or presenting views that might be different from the perceived 

orthodoxy. (Participant 5) 

 

The existence of a dominant organisational type was therefore preventing LGB employees 

from feeling valued and accepted within the organisation. 

 

Negative Experiences 

 

 Participants discussed many forms of negative experience, such as discrimination 

within recruitment processes, and the use of derogatory language. In addition to these 

experiences, participants noted many of the a priori themes identified in the original template. 

The following sub-sections will explore these a priori themes relating to experiences of 

inclusion in turn. 

 

Belongingness 

 

 The analysis identified that a sense of belongingness contributed to individuals’ 

perception of inclusion. Informal networks were identified as a major cause of division within 

Explority and a significant contributor to the success of those within the informal networks:  

 

When I started there were quite a lot of cliques in the organisation, there were 

people who were like each other who had a sort of – they hung out groups, and 

they were the people who were going to get on, you know, you could just tell. … 

There’s quite a big network of people who share similar issues about childcare 
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… there’s a large part of the department who go through, you know, getting 

married and having kids, and that is largely not shared by the LGBT staff here. 

(Participant 7) 

 

Participants recognised that not being part of this in-group may hinder their 

progression: 

 

It just felt like – slightly felt like, because I’m not one of them I’m not a high 

flyer and I’m not going to do as well as I might, and I know that I will not fit 

into that group. (Participant 7) 

 

It would seem from these examples that the very experiences that help these networks form 

often exclude LGB employees.  

 

Uniqueness 

 

The analysis demonstrated that appreciation of individuality and uniqueness is an 

important contributing factor to individuals’ perceptions of inclusion in Explority. Participants 

identified that feeling as though their skills were not recognised, and were not being made full 

use of, led to feelings that they weren’t truly valued for their unique contribution: 

 

It goes back to my definition of inclusiveness, which is… making full use of 

people’s skills… and I just had a sense that that wasn’t the case. (Participant 1) 

 

Participants identified that feeling as though their unique skills and qualities are not 

appreciated led them to conceal their sexual orientation, which had implications for the quality 

of relationships they were able to build with colleagues: 

 

But there’s people that I haven’t, you know, explicitly, er, told, which obviously 

has an impact on work relationships, because you’re then hiding a part of your 

personal life outside of work from people. (Participant 3) 

 

Participant 3 further described feeling isolated from colleagues as a result of such non-

disclosure. 

 

Commitment from Top Leadership 

 

The data suggested that participants struggled to build effective relationships with their 

managers due to their sexual orientation. For example, participants alluded to their manager’s 

discomfort with LGB issues: 

 

I’ve experienced like, being managed by people who are clearly uncomfortable 

about it. …  you know you could just see that they were quite uncomfortable 

with the whole concept, and that… they- at the end of the day we didn’t really 

talk about personal lives at all. (Participant 3) 

 

In addition to concerns about line management, participants noted a lack of support 

from leadership within the organisation. As a result of this, many LGB diversity initiatives are 

driven and supported by the staff and are not encouraged by Expority’s leaders: 
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These networks have not been tasked from the top so they’re generally grass 

roots generated. (Participant 1) 

 

This finding suggests that that commitment from top leadership is an imperative contributing 

factor for creating an inclusive culture for LGB employees in Explority. 

 

Decision-Making Influence 

 

Participants reported feeling that they did not have equal influence over decision-

making, as despite being given opportunity to speak and contribute to decision-making, such 

inclusion was relatively superficial: 

 

That sense that even if you- even if you’ve been given space to talk, that 

nobody’s actually getting it … but I don’t feel like I am personal valued, or at 

least that what I have to bring to the table is not getting through. (Participant 1) 

 

This finding demonstrates that whilst Explority’s diversity management plan may include 

individuals from minority groups in meetings that contribute to decision-making, the culture 

or behaviours of managers or leaders may still lead individuals to feel as though they are unable 

to influence overall decisions as their contributions are not acknowledged enough to be 

impactful.  

 

Differences in Access to Information 

 

Participants described the difficulty in gaining access to information as conversations 

often happen informally, to the benefit of the in-group: 

 

The issue’s not about kind of written information, particularly… It’s about, erm, 

conversations… A lot of business is done, at the expression, in the margins, er 

so you know corridor conversations. (Participant 1) 

 

There is a sense amongst the participants that in order to access the information, you 

must know the right people who hold key influential roles within the organisation: 

 

And so it’s about just get to know that person, and they’ll see you right type 

thing, nudge and a wink. … I think one of the biggest problems with this 

organisation is that there are lots of hidden barriers to progression within the 

organisation, and they’re not open and transparent. (Participant 5) 

 

Participants discussed the impact of both formal and informal conversations amongst 

colleagues, highlighting the role of differences in access to information as a barrier for 

progression in Explority. 

 

Fairly Implemented Employment Policies 

 

Many policies, including the practical application of flexible working policies in 

Explority, are exclusive by their nature. Participants reported a lack of consideration for the 

circumstances of LGB employees when policies were implemented, particularly in relation to 

circumstances of childcare:  
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Right now, it’s available, and the organisation prides itself on making flexible 

working arrangements available to whoever applied for it and you don’t need 

to justify. In practice, it’s only available to parents – people with childcare 

issues. (Participant 9) 

 

In addition to this, policies which had been introduced with the aim of increasing 

fairness of progression processes were often overlooked in favour of the way things had been 

done previously: 

 

And for me that just typified the culture here, that there are these systems and 

processes, but then the culture maybe doesn’t match up to it … Or do they just 

say they value it in the strategy document, but actually it’s that – actually that’s 

not the way things are done here, type thing. (Participant 5) 

 

These findings therefore suggest that employers must go beyond ensuring the simple 

existence of policies that contribute to inclusion by considering how they are implemented and 

how they work in practice.  

 

Integrative Theme – The Unarticulated Problem 

 

An additional integrative theme identified during the analysis was one of participants’ 

initial inability to articulate problems of exclusion in the early stages of the interview. Whilst 

the previous section highlights the prevalence of exclusion of LGB employees in Explority, 

many participants had initially stated that they felt they had not experienced exclusion when 

asked directly, and even reported that they did, in fact, feel included. An example of this comes 

from Participant 8: 

 

I don’t feel like I’ve ever been obviously excluded. (Participant 8) 

 

However, this participant also described situations whereby they were left feeling 

uncomfortable being open and being themselves in the organisation: 

 

…but I think at those levels there were definitely more like sort of cliquey groups 

who helped each other out and watched each other’s backs and that kind of 

stuff, and generally they were straight men who’d been to the same schools … 

so those things were kind of affecting me and my bringing my whole self to work. 

(Participant 8) 

 

This suggests that whilst LGB experiences of exclusion are similar to those reported 

for other minority groups, they are not immediately apparent to the individual. Further analysis 

of the data uncovered two reasons for this incongruence in the current data set. Firstly, 

problems of exclusion were masked by issues that arose because of another minority status, 

such as gender: 

 

I think at the time I definitely thought to myself that it was about my gender, or 

it could be about my gender … I guess my main thought was that because there 

are fewer gay women, that makes it a worse experience, and then also the fact 

that, because you’re a woman, you have certain experiences and there are 

things that can be a lot more difficult in the workplace because you’re female. 

(Participant 2) 
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Another participant similarly described their experiences of exclusion in reference to 

their ethnicity, and not their sexuality: 

 

If I’m honest with you I think it’s more on the inclusion of ethnic minority staff 

than it is for LGBT. (Participant 9) 

 

Conversely, others maintained that even though they had experienced exclusive 

behaviours within the organisation, they did not feel it had much impact on them, due to the 

protection they feel as a result of their other characteristics. For instance, many participants 

described feeling that their LGB status did not pose as significant a barrier to them as it would 

to others, due to their conformity to the organisational type in other ways, such as 

demographically and in terms of personality and confidence: 

 

As it happens, I’m quite that type in lots of ways, so I’ve done quite well out of 

it. (Participant 7) 

 

By conforming in other visible ways to the dominant organisational type, these 

individuals are benefitting from being members of informal networks and inner circles of trust, 

and therefore overlook experiences of exclusion to prevent any damage to these relationships 

and network membership. One potential explanation for the finding that those who mostly 

conform to the organisational type overlook their negative experiences of inclusion is that they 

may fear that highlighting issues of inclusion could disrupt their membership to other informal 

networks which currently benefit them. An alternative reason for this finding is that, as 

Explority’s culture encourages individuals to minimise any differences, the individuals 

themselves do not recognise this difference as a source of problems of exclusion.  

 

Discussion 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

The findings demonstrate that LGB employees within the research study experienced 

exclusionary behaviours in the work environment akin to those experienced by other minority 

groups. However, such experiences were not always immediately apparent to the participants 

but were discussed in conversation throughout the interview. It appeared from the data analysis 

that exclusionary experiences are often masked due to the individual’s perception that their 

other minority status characteristics, such as gender or ethnicity, hold greater weighting over 

their experience, or they are overlooked due to their other characteristics which place them 

within the perceived orthodox organisational type. Therefore, in response to the research 

question, it can be argued that LGB individuals’ interpretations of these experiences are unique 

when compared to other minority groups. 

 

Positioning of Findings in Existing Research 

 

The findings support the dominant quantitative literature which posits that indicators of 

inclusion comprise commitment from top leadership, decision-making influence, access to 

information, fairly implemented employment policies, belongingness, and uniqueness 

(Janssens & Zanoni, 2007; Mor-Barak & Cherin, 1998; Pless & Maak, 2004; Sabharwal, 2014; 

Shore et al., 2011).  

The analysis further supports research which highlights the importance of culture in 

creating an inclusive work environment (Barbosa & Cabral-Cardoso, 2007; Clair et al., 2005; 
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Liff, 1999; Miller, 1998). Voices and behaviours which differ from the dominant type within 

an organisation were measured against this prevalent norm, and as previous research indicates, 

those voices are rarely heard, leading to minority groups becoming marginalised, silenced or 

ignored (Pless & Maak, 2004). The pressure to conform to dominant behaviours may prevent 

LGB individuals from feeling as though they can be their authentic selves without attracting 

stigma or discrimination (Clair et al., 2005; Creed & Scully, 2000; Reimann, 2001). The current 

findings further support previous research demonstrating that acceptance of LGB employees 

in organisations that are widely recognised as “gay-friendly” is contingent upon the ability to 

downplay one’s homosexuality (Williams et al., 2009).   

However, analysis further identified novel contributions to the literature, as whilst such 

experiences were similar to those experienced by other minority groups, they were often not 

immediately acknowledged by the individual as exclusionary or the result of their sexual 

orientation. The cause of this appears to be that exclusionary experiences are often masked as 

the result of other minority status characteristics, such as gender or race, or are overlooked due 

to the other characteristics of the individual that allow them to benefit from the dominant 

organisational type. Whilst this finding supports previous general diversity research (e.g., Hoel 

et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2009), it also extends previous literature by demonstrating that 

these findings are also applicable to experiences of inclusion.  

It is also important to highlight a priori themes that were removed from the final 

template following analysis, despite their prominence in previous literature, due to their 

omission in the data. Collaborative work arrangements and collaborative conflict resolution 

were two indicators of inclusion outlined by Roberson (2006), although they were not 

identified as prominent themes in the current data set. However, the authors had used these 

indicators to suggest methods of increasing involvement of minority groups in decision 

making, and not explicitly as indicators of individuals’ perceptions of inclusion, which may 

suggest that they are less significant than the major themes, or their occurrence may depend on 

the context (i.e., only occurring in certain organisations).  

Finally, job security was not identified as a concern for LGB individuals in this study 

and was therefore removed from the template. This does not support previous literature which 

has used job security as an indicator of feelings of inclusion (Pelled et al., 1999). One reason 

for this omission may be the addition of LGB employees to legislation which prevents 

minorities from being discriminated against in the workplace, such as The Equality Act (2010), 

and therefore reduces concerns regarding job security due to minority status.  

 

Research Critique and Suggestions for Further Research 

 

 Sampling presents an issue for many researchers investigating LGB experiences and 

was indeed demonstrated to be a limiting factor of the current study. Many challenges are faced 

when recruiting LGB individuals for research purposes (Hart-Johnson, 2017), including 

concern that by participating in research, the individual’s previously concealed sexual 

orientation may be revealed to their colleagues (McFadden, 2015). In order to overcome this 

issue, the current study utilised an existing LGBT network within the organisation to advertise 

the research. Members of LGBT networks are more likely to have their sexual orientation 

known in the workplace (Colgan et al., 2008), and are therefore less likely to be concerned 

about the risk of their sexuality being disclosed to colleagues. However, it can also be argued 

that by using LGBT networks the sample can be skewed towards those who are open about 

their sexuality in the organisation, and therefore their experience cannot be generalised to those 

who choose to conceal their sexual orientation (Di Marco et al., 2015). Whilst this concern may 

impact LGB research more generally, the current research focusses on experiences of inclusion 
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based upon one’s sexuality, and therefore relies on a degree of openness within the organisation 

to allow the participants to provide context for their experiences.  

 Furthermore, whilst the organisation was selected for this research because of their 

existing LGBT network, the mere existence of an active LGBT network demonstrates that the 

organisation has committed some resource to diversity management (Colgan & Mckearney, 

2012). Findings generated are therefore transferable to organisational settings which have such 

a diversity management program or minority network scheme in place.  

Whilst the current research obtained a smaller than desirable sample size, theoretical 

saturation was reached as evidenced by the lack of amendment to overarching themes identified 

in the final template revision (Bowen, 2008). In addition, a range of strategies were 

implemented which have previously been suggested for recruiting socially stigmatised 

participants for qualitative research (Hart-Johnson, 2017), including transparency in the 

research process, offering flexible interview timetables, and gaining access to participants via 

ethical and supported communication channels.   

 An additional limiting factor of the current research, and one that is shared by many 

researchers investigating LGB’s experiences, is the assumption that experiences within this 

group of individuals is homogenous. There are challenges within the LGB community that 

suggest that despite representing a minority sexual orientation group, the members of this group 

do not share such similar experiences. An example of this is the different experiences to which 

bisexual individuals are subject, namely bi-phobia and bi-negativity (Ng & Rumens, 2017). 

Research has demonstrated that bisexual individuals often face discrimination and exclusion 

from both heterosexual and homosexual communities (Barker et al., 2012). In addition to this, 

bisexual individuals may experience less challenges with regard to concealing their sexual 

identities by “passing” as heterosexual (Parnell et al., 2012). Future research should incorporate 

a methodology that allows for exploration of experiences of each of these groups separately to 

identify unique barriers within sub-groups of the community. 

Finally, it also became apparent during the data collection that all of the participants 

either identified as gay men, bisexual men or bisexual women. As previously identified, LGB’s 

do not represent a truly homogenous group, and therefore the findings of the present study may 

not be generalisable to the lesbian population, or others who identify as non-heterosexual. By 

using multiple recruitment methods as identified above, and by incorporating a methodology 

that allows for exploration of these distinct groups of participants, future research can 

overcome this limitation.  

 

Research Implications 

 

Results of the current research suggest that sexual orientation minorities experiences of 

organisational exclusion are similar to that of other minority groups detailed extensively in the 

literature. This suggests that research findings from investigations of other minorities, and the 

methodologies employed may be applicable to the LGB community.  

However, the results detailed above also suggest that LGB exclusion is often masked 

or overlooked by individuals, which quantitative measures such as surveys may not identify. 

This means that quantitative measures may not uncover the severity of exclusion in 

organisations. It is therefore recommended that future research investigating employees’ 

perceptions of inclusion should consider the validity of findings in relation to inclusion based 

on invisible characteristics. 

Finally, these findings lend support for the use of an intersectional research approach 

which considers the way in which minority statuses are interconnected, and cannot be 

examined in isolation when investigating individuals’ experiences (Corlett & Mavin, 2014; 

Wright, 2016). Future research would benefit from adopting an intersectional approach that 
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considers an individual’s membership to multiple minority groups, and the influence this has 

on their experience of inclusion.  

 

Appendix A: Interview Guide 

 

Before I start the recording, do you have any initial questions for me? 

 

-START RECORDING- 

 

The following interview will focus on your experiences of inclusion within your organisation. 

Whilst the interview will be guided by your own experience, the conversation may cause some 

feelings of distress. You are free to withdraw from this research at any point without 

explanation. Please let me know if you wish to terminate this interview at any point. The 

recording will be used for the purpose of transcription and will then be destroyed. The 

recordings will be transcribed and analysed verbatim; however, all personal information will 

be redacted before the final report is generated. I anticipate the interview will take around sixty 

minutes of your time. Are you okay with this? 

 

Opening questions to gain understanding about the individual and their role in the workplace: 

Can you tell me about what you do day to day in your current job role? 

Can you tell me about the team that you work within? 

• Follow up: Do you manage people? Do you answer to many other managers? 

 

As you know, the aim of the research is to identify barriers to inclusion experienced by the 

LGB community within your organisation in order to effectively design interventions and make 

recommendations to remove these barriers. Research has identified that LGB employees feel 

less included in the organisation than non-LGB employees, and research within your industry 

has demonstrated that there are many differences between LGB and non-LGB individuals with 

regards to perceptions of discrimination and inclusivity. In this interview I’d like to gain some 

insight into your personal experiences of feeling included or excluded in critical organisational 

behaviours.  

 

Initiating a conversation about inclusion: 

Can you tell me what “inclusion” in the workplace means to you? 

Do you feel you have had experiences where you feel you should have been included in 

organisational decisions and behaviours, but you have not? 

• Follow up: Is that something that you feel happens frequently? 

Can you tell me about specific experiences where you feel you have not been included in 

critical organisational behaviours? 

• Follow up: How did that experience make you feel? 

• Follow up: What was the impact of being excluded? 

• Follow up: What would you have liked to do if you hadn’t been excluded? 

In what way do you feel your sexual orientation has influenced your workplace experience? 

What can organisations do to enable you to feel more included in the organisation? 

In what way do you feel your experiences of inclusion or exclusion have influenced your 

behaviour or attitude toward the organisation? 

Do you have any further experiences where you feel you have not been included in 

organisational behaviours? 

 

Positive experiences of inclusion: 



1082   The Qualitative Report 2022 

Have you ever felt surprised to be included in organisational decisions or behaviours? 

• Follow up: Is that something that happens frequently? 

Can you tell me about specific experiences where you feel you have been included in critical 

organisational behaviours? 

• Follow up: How did that experience make you feel? 

• Follow up: Do you feel you are supported by colleagues to get involved in critical 

organisational decision making? 

 

How these experiences have shaped the individual’s career progression: 

Where do you see yourself in terms of progression at work in the next few years? 

• Follow up: Do you feel that there are any barriers to inclusion that may hinder this 

progression?  

• Follow up: Have you ever felt that your sexuality could hinder this progression? If so, 

what is it specifically you feel you are not being supported with? 

 

Additional questions: 

How do you think your feelings about inclusion in your organisation have changed over time? 

Do you feel that you have power over decision making within your team? 

Do you feel that communication is sufficient in your team? 

• Follow up: How does this affect your perception of inclusion? 

Can you tell me a bit about your involvement with the LGBT network? 

• Follow up: Do you feel supported by the network? 

 

Is there anything you would like to discuss that has not yet been covered? 
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