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“It’s Not Always Possible to Live Your
Life Openly or Honestly in the Same
Way” – Workplace Inclusion of
Lesbian and Gay Humanitarian Aid
Workers in Doctors Without Borders
Julian M. Rengers1* , Liesbet Heyse1, Sabine Otten2 and Rafael P. M. Wittek1

1 Department of Sociology, University of Groningen, Groningen, Netherlands, 2 Department of Social Psychology, University
of Groningen, Groningen, Netherlands

In this exploratory study, we present findings from semi-structured interviews with
11 self-identified lesbian and gay (LG) humanitarian aid workers of Doctors without
Borders (MSF). We investigate their perceptions of workplace inclusion in terms
of perceived satisfaction of their needs for authenticity and belonging within two
organizational settings, namely office and field. Through our combined deductive
and inductive approach, based on grounded theory, we find that perceptions of
their colleagues’ and supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, as well as organizational
inclusiveness practices play a role in LGs’ perceived authenticity, but not belonging,
in the workplace. However, these organization-level characteristics do not account
for between-participant differences in perceived authenticity. Therefore, we inductively
construct a typology of three groups, which we coined conscious first-missioners,
authentic realists, and idealistic activists, based on how LG humanitarian aid workers
assess and deal with not being able to be their authentic selves when they are in
the field, because homosexuality is illegal in many project countries. Conscious first-
missioners are separated from the other two groups based on having gone to the
field once, whereby they felt in control over the decision on how to manage their
sexuality. Alternatively, authentic realists and idealistic activists alike felt they did not
really have a choice in how to manage their sexuality, but handled that differently.
We find the importance of one’s sexuality as well as adherence to the overarching
organizational mission relevant individual-level factors herein. Furthermore, we find
disclosure of sexual identity to be strongly context-dependent, as participants are ‘out
of the closet’ in the office, but go back into the closet when they enter the field, with
different country contexts even leading to different decisions concerning self-disclosure,
thus demonstrating the importance of careful sexual identity management. This so-
called disclosure dilemma, we find, may not be merely an individual choice, but rather
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a shared dilemma involving multiple stakeholders, such as the organization and fellow
team members. We discuss the findings’ contributions to existing literature on LGs’
workplace experiences and implications for future research on inclusion of sexual and
other invisible minorities in the workplace.

Keywords: workplace inequality, workplace inclusion, lesbian, gay, semi-structured interviews, humanitarian aid

INTRODUCTION

Many lesbian women and gay men (LGs) across the globe work in
legal and sociocultural contexts where their sexual orientation is
illegal or rejected, including international LGs originating from
Western countries. How does this latter group of employees,
coming from an environment that is relatively ‘friendly’ toward
sexual minorities, experience working in contexts where their
sexual orientation can be a threat, and where they cannot be
who they are? More specifically, how may this play a role in
their workplace inclusion, i.e., individuals’ perceived satisfaction
of their needs for belonging and authenticity in the workplace
(Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014)? Through this study, we
aim to provide insights into these issues, by conducting semi-
structured interviews with 11 self-identified LGs of Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF), one of the world’s leading international
non-governmental organizations specialized in the provision of
(emergency) humanitarian aid.

Background
Recently, a number of countries, including most EU countries,
Canada, Australia, and several US states, have adopted laws
that serve to protect the workplace rights of LGs, thereby
formally prohibiting employment discrimination based on sexual
orientation (e.g., Colgan and McKearney, 2012; Ozeren, 2014).
This development aligns with recent surveys that demonstrate
generally more positive global attitudes toward Sexual and
Gender Minorities (SGM; e.g., PEW Research Center, 2013;
ILGA, 2016). For example, a recent large-scale worldwide survey
indicated that 67% of nearly 100,000 respondents agreed that
everyone should have the same human rights, regardless of sexual
orientation or gender identity (ILGA, 2016). These numbers,
however, do not tell the full story.

Although the situation for LGs in many Western societies has
indeed improved in recent times (e.g., Colgan and Wright, 2011),
the workplace remains a context in which sexual minorities run
the risk of being targeted by unfair treatment, discrimination,
and social exclusion (Ng and Rumens, 2017; Webster et al.,
2017). This is even more so the case in many other national
contexts, as LGs around the globe still face dangerous contexts
because of their sexual identity. In 72 countries worldwide,
homosexuality, that being sexual contact between people of
the same sex, is criminalized (ILGA, 2017). Legal punishments
include imprisonment, ranging from 1 month up to life
sentence, and the death penalty, which is currently enforced in
eight countries.

MSF offers a unique opportunity to study the dynamics of
workplace inclusion of LGs working in both relatively tolerant
and risky environments, for two reasons. First, international

humanitarian aid staff works alternately in office settings in
Western countries, in which Sexual and Gender Diversity (SGD)
is legally protected and generally relatively accepted, and in
field settings in project countries, in which SGD is oftentimes
illegal or socially unacceptable (PEW Research Center, 2013).
This creates a peculiar dynamic for LGs, since the extent to
which they can disclose their sexual identity, and thus be true
to themselves, is likely to be highly context-dependent. Second,
the humanitarian aid sector is known for its high volatility,
stress-inducing workload, and poor work-life balance (Eriksson
et al., 2009; Visser et al., 2016). In such a work environment,
it might be even more difficult to deal with being LG, which
is an example of an invisible stigmatized identity (e.g., Ellemers
and Barreto, 2006), and therefore requires careful identity
management (Button, 2004).

The present exploratory study aims to contribute to
the currently underdeveloped research on LGs’ workplace
inclusion, by investigating humanitarian aid workers in different
organizational settings (i.e., office and field). Two research
questions will be answered:

(1) How do lesbian and gay (LG) humanitarian aid staff
members experience that their sexual orientation plays a role
in their daily work in the office and the field?

(2) Which factors play a role in LG humanitarian aid staff
members’ perceptions of workplace inclusion in both office
and field?

Workplace Inclusion of LGs and the
Importance of the Disclosure Dilemma
We define workplace inclusion as the individual’s perception of a
specific group (e.g., the organization) providing him or her with
the satisfaction of the fundamental human needs for belonging
and authenticity (Jansen et al., 2014; see also Shore et al., 2011).

The need for belonging is an individual’s need to create and
sustain stable relationships with others (e.g., Baumeister and
Leary, 1995). Individuals fulfill this need by having recurring
and positive interactions with others in a group. The need for
authenticity is an individual’s need to stay true to oneself (e.g.,
Kernis and Goldman, 2006). This need emphasizes that group
members are allowed to be different from, but also similar to
other group members, as long as they are able to remain true
to who they are (Jansen et al., 2014). Inclusion is different from
social identification, which focuses on the processes through
which the individual appreciates and connects with the group.
In contrast, inclusion focuses on the signs through which the
group indicates how much it wants to include the individual
(Ellemers and Jetten, 2013). That is, in our definition of inclusion,
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the individual is the target and the group is the source of inclusion
(cf. Jansen et al., 2014).

For LGs, perceptions of workplace inclusion are likely to
be influenced by the disclosure dilemma (Griffith and Hebl,
2002). This encompasses a range of strategic decisions on
whether, how, when, and to whom to disclose one’s invisible
stigma in the workplace (Ragins and Cornwell, 2001; Clair
et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007). A stigma consists of (one or
more) characteristics that, in certain social contexts, are assessed
as undesired or devalued (e.g., being LG), thus conveying a
negatively evaluated social identity (Goffman, 1963; Crocker
et al., 1998). Stigmas can either be visible (e.g., being overweight,
being in a wheelchair) or invisible (e.g., being LG, having a
mental disorder). One of the major dimensions distinguishing
visible from invisible stigmas is the option to conceal the stigma.
That is, whereas people carrying a visible stigma engage in
impression management strategies, aimed at influencing others’
perceptions of the self (Goffman, 1959), people carrying an
invisible stigma engage in information management strategies,
aimed at optimally balancing potential positive (e.g., receiving
social support) and negative (e.g., discrimination) outcomes of
revealing the stigma (Pachankis, 2007). Indeed, disclosure of
an invisible stigma is an extremely complicated phenomenon,
characterized by potentially generating both benefit and harm
(Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010; Spiegel et al., 2016).

For these reasons, the disclosure dilemma has been coined
one of the most difficult career decisions that LGs face at
the workplace (e.g., Croteau, 1996; Button, 2001). Disclosing
may, under certain conditions, lead to a range of negative
consequences, including ostracism, harassment, and even losing
one’s job (Clair et al., 2005). Disclosure of an invisible stigma
is not an ‘all-or-nothing’ phenomenon (Ragins and Cornwell,
2001; Ragins et al., 2007). Rather, it is a dynamic, continuous
process of (re)negotiating of how to manage one’s invisible stigma
in accordance with situational requirements (King et al., 2017),
as employees may manage their stigma differently in various
situations, and involving various interaction partners (Jones and
King, 2014). This means that disclosure of, e.g. one’s sexual
identity is highly context-dependent: whereas one might have
fully disclosed in a specific context (e.g., to all close friends) and
only partially in another context (e.g., only to one’s supervisor
at work). Such “identity disconnects” (Ragins, 2008) have been
proposed to lead to psychological incongruence, anxiety, and
stress, as one is particularly vulnerable to disclosure by third
parties, and thus faces continuous uncertainty with regard to who
knows and who does not (Ragins, 2004, 2008).

The contextual dependence of disclosure is especially relevant
for our study. LGs may face a double-edged sword with
regard to self-disclosure (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2001; Griffith
and Hebl, 2002): on the one hand, choosing to disclose in a
particular context might lead to being discriminated against,
which might lead to social exclusion. This, subsequently, might
harm satisfaction of the need for belonging. On the other hand,
not disclosing in a particular context may lead to psychological
distress, due to not being able to satisfy one’s need for authenticity
(Clair et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007). Therefore, satisfaction of
one or both needs that make up inclusion might be thwarted,

to the extent that a level of workplace inclusion, comparable to
that of their heterosexual colleagues, may become unattainable
for LGs. These dynamics may be even more pronounced in
the case of international humanitarian aid work, part of which
taking place in countries where SGD is illegal or socially
unacceptable, and where disclosure might have potentially
endangering consequences. This dependence on context may
make the disclosure dilemma, with its accompanying state of
anxiety and stress, even more poignant.

Contextual Characteristics of LGs’
Workplace Inclusion
The organizational context may facilitate the disclosure dilemma
for LGs, and therefore improve their workplace experiences. In
line with Shore et al.’s (2011) conceptual model, we approach the
organizational environment as consisting of multiple interrelated
components, each providing indications to LG employees
concerning their inclusion status (i.e., to what extent their needs
for belonging and authenticity are satisfied), which, subsequently,
shapes their perceptions of workplace inclusion.

Important components of the organizational environment
include colleagues’ and supervisors’ positive attitudes and
behaviors toward LGs, as well as LG-supportive organizational
policies (Griffith and Hebl, 2002; Colgan et al., 2007; Ragins et al.,
2007). If LGs perceive that their supervisor and co-workers treat
them the same way they treat others, LGs may feel their need
for authenticity increasingly satisfied. Likewise, their need for
belonging might increasingly be fulfilled; such instances might
lead to LG staff more positively valuing the bond with their
managers and co-workers. Moreover, general human resource
policies as well as LG-specific policies may positively contribute
to LGs’ perceived inclusion. These include access to critical
work-related information and participation in decision-making
processes to all employees (Mor Barak and Cherin, 1998; Nishii,
2013), facilitation of open communication (Janssens and Zanoni,
2008), the presence of conflict resolution procedures (Roberson,
2006), and ideologies stressing the benefit of diversity (Jansen
et al., 2016). For example, by facilitating open communication
within the organization, interpersonal relationships between
individuals might strengthen, thus improving perceptions of
belonging. Similarly, active participation in decision-making
processes might enhance individuals’ perceptions of authenticity,
as they are asked for their contributions, based on their
expertise and abilities (Nembhard and Edmondson, 2006).
LG-specific policies include the establishment of a support
network, sponsorship of LG-related events, or implementation
of diversity trainings (e.g., Colgan et al., 2007), and are generally
also expected to contribute to satisfaction of LGs’ needs for
authenticity and belonging, and thus their perceived workplace
inclusion (Jansen et al., 2014).

Present Study
We assess how LG humanitarian aid workers perceive and
experience their (1) colleagues’ attitudes and behaviors, (2)
supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, and (3) organization’s
inclusiveness policies toward SGD, in which way these
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characteristics may shape sexual identity disclosure, and
how these might relate to perceived workplace inclusion (i.e.,
satisfaction of the needs for belonging and authenticity). We will
refer to these three elements as organization-level characteristics.

This study contributes to current literature in two substantive
ways. First, by pinpointing the elements that contribute to or
endanger LGs’ perceived authenticity and belonging, it expands
existing knowledge on workplace inclusion of LGs, which has
so far received little attention in academic literature (Ozeren,
2014; Lloren and Parini, 2016; however, see Colgan et al., 2007).
Second, by explicitly focusing on employees working in contexts
that substantially differ in the extent to which they have to
conceal their sexuality, it enriches our knowledge on workplace
experiences of LGs. Until now, the few studies focusing on
workplace inclusion of LGs were conducted in offices (see for
examples Colgan et al., 2007; Priola et al., 2014; Lloren and Parini,
2016). Particular attention is paid to how workplace inclusion of
LGs differs in either office or field, where the process of disclosure
of an invisible stigmatized identity carries more weight.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Setting
This study was conducted at MSF – Operational Center
Amsterdam (MSF-OCA) in the Netherlands. MSF provides
humanitarian assistance based on principles of neutrality and
impartiality: quality medical care is provided to those who need it,
regardless of race, religion or political affiliation (Médecins Sans
Frontières, 2017). Examples of MSF’s activities include providing
immediate basic or more specialist medical care, educating on
the importance of clean water and hygienic services, auditing
projects, and arranging logistics of supplies and resources within
the project country.

MSF-OCA is one of five operational centers (OCs), combining
MSF-Holland, MSF-United Kingdom and MSF-Germany, and
housed more than 250 office employees and sent out 780
international staff members to projects in 28 countries around the
world in 2016 (Médecins Sans Frontières, 2018). Humanitarian
aid professionals working in a country from which they do not
originate are from here on referred to as international staff.
Examples of international staff positions are project manager,
logistician, surgeon, and midwife. When employees are sent
on a mission (i.e., goes into the field), they go together with
other international staff members1. Missions on average last
between 3 to 12 months, which leads to constantly changing
team compositions. OCA carries responsibilities concerning
the coordination of these projects, in which international staff
works to provide (emergency) humanitarian aid to populations
in distress, such as victims of natural or man-made disasters
and victims of armed conflict, together with national staff.
National staff is locally hired staff from the project country, who
make up about 90% of MSF’s employees, and who can occupy

1Most often, international staff members originate from Westernized countries,
such as Western European countries, Canada, United States, or Australia.
However, several participants noticed a recent tendency to hire more international
staff members from countries that traditionally have been the target of their work.

positions such as nurse, doctor, engineer, and driver. In the
field, international staff often lives together in international staff
houses, sometimes even on guarded compounds, and tends to be
separated from national staff during off-work hours.

Most employees working in one of MSF’s OCs originate from
Western countries, where societal acceptance and legal rights of
LGs tend to be quite well established (ILGA, 2017). To illustrate:
on average, more secular and affluent countries show a tendency
toward being relatively more accepting of homosexuality, with
87% of Germans, 80% of Canadians, and 60% of Americans
thinking that society should accept homosexuality (PEW
Research Center, 2013). Simultaneously, this study found that
respondents from Africa and countries that were predominantly
Muslim were least accepting of homosexuality (PEW Research
Center, 2013). At least nine-in-ten respondents in several sub-
Saharan countries (e.g., Nigeria), and around 85% of respondents
in Pakistan and Malaysia thought that society should not accept
homosexuality. As these numbers show, on average, international
LG humanitarian aid workers’ home countries, even though
there is still considerable variation, are more supportive of LGs
than project countries. During the time of interviewing, MSF-
OCA had ongoing projects in Nigeria, Malaysia, and Pakistan
(Médecins Sans Frontières, 2017). In these, and several other
countries in which participants have worked (e.g., Afghanistan,
Ethiopia, Libya, Syria, Uzbekistan2), homosexuality is illegal and
punishable. To exemplify: in Ethiopia, Malaysia, and Nigeria,
same-sex individuals may receive up to life sentence in prison,
and in Libya, Nigeria, Syria, and Uzbekistan, a prison sentence up
to 14 years may be enforced (ILGA, 2017). Compared to an office
setting, team dynamics are therefore thoroughly adapted in the
field, as LG humanitarian aid workers’ decisions regarding how
to handle their sexuality might have implications for themselves,
their co-workers, and the organization at large, something we will
discuss in detail in the results section.

Before international staff leaves for a mission, they are briefed
by OCA to facilitate the transition to the field. During such
briefings, MSF provides the material necessary to fulfill their
job as well as possible once they are in the field. Such briefings
include information on country profiles, project descriptions,
the established security framework (i.e., how MSF staff is
kept safe), and ways to behave appropriately in that particular
country’s social setting. However, whereas these briefings provide
information on different types of potentially vulnerable groups
(e.g., women, certain ethnicities, and religions), so far no insights
on the legal or social status of SGM-populations are provided, as
became apparent throughout interviews with our participants.

Participants
Participants in this study were 11 MSF-OCA employees, seven
of whom self-identified as female and lesbian, and four of whom
identified as male and gay. At the time of interviewing, five
participants were married, four were in a long-term relationship
with their current partner, and two were single. Of these
participants, most were raised in a Western country, and almost

2A full list of project countries in which MSF-OCA is at work can be found at
https://www.artsenzondergrenzen.nl/projecten.
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all of them were Caucasian; the participant who was not,
was of Asian origin. Age ranged from 34 to 66 (x̄ = 45.4;
SD = 9.5). Most participants were currently mainly stationed in
an office, but had experience in the field; two participants only
had field experience. Jobs of participants ranged from higher
organizational positions, for example during missions in the field,
to intermediate positions, mostly working at OCA (e.g., in the HR
or Finance department) and occasionally going on a mission.

Participants were recruited through the so-called ‘gatekeeper
strategy’ (Hennink et al., 2011): Someone within the study
community helped establish initial contact between researchers
and participant. The Rainbow Network, MSF’s staff-run SGM
support network, had a good overview of LG staff in MSF-OCA,
as the result of a recent survey on SGM-inclusiveness within MSF.
Therefore, their representatives were able to provide invaluable
information concerning potential participants.

Given the exploratory nature of the study, the aim
in participant recruitment was to find commonalities and
differences across a range of participants (Hennink et al., 2011),
in a first attempt to answer the research questions (also known
as maximum variation sampling; Patton, 2001). A diverse range
of employees was purposefully sought for, preferably differing on
three dimensions: gender, nationality, and organizational tenure
at MSF. Additionally, a requirement was that employees were
currently not on a mission for OCA, but had been within the
past 6 months; this way, we avoided that our study might have
interfered directly with their activities. This also means that,
during interviewing, all participants were under contract at OCA.
However, not all experiences described took place during their
tenure at OCA, due to the highly volatile nature of the job and
relatively short contract periods at OCs. Moreover, participants
were recruited both from within and outside the Rainbow
Network. The participants in this study were recruited in such
a way that their anonymity and confidentiality was safeguarded
to the largest extent possible.

Data Collection Procedure
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted, for
two main reasons. First, because of the sensitivity of the
topic, building rapport between interviewer and interviewee was
pivotal, and second, we were interested in participants’ individual
stories and lived experiences. We considered qualitative
(interview) methods appropriate in satisfying both criteria
(Hennink et al., 2011). Semi-structured interviews provided the
participant with the freedom to add other themes that were not
part of the interview guide, thus enabling us to gain insights from
our data collection and analysis inductively (Hennink et al., 2011;
see also Data Analysis below). Furthermore, interviewees had the
liberty to address topics in their own preferred order, whilst the
interviewer still had the tools to guide the conversation back into
a direction that allowed answering the research questions.

We derived the key questions of this study from existing
literature on LGs’ workplace experiences (e.g., Colgan et al.,
2007; Lloren and Parini, 2016) and the disclosure dilemma
(e.g., Chaudoir and Fisher, 2010; Jones and King, 2014), as
well as from literature on (antecedents of) inclusion, measured
as the perceived satisfaction of the needs for belonging

and authenticity (Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014).
Additionally, we added questions that we deemed relevant given
the organizational setting, inquiring about e.g. safety issues
and organizational support for SGM-employees in the field.
Our operationalizations of the core concepts are added as
Supplementary Materials.

The semi-structured interview guide was set up as follows:
In the introduction, research aims and ethical issues were
explained, and informed consent was obtained. Subsequently,
introductory questions about the participant’s background served
to collect personal information, as well as build rapport (Hennink
et al., 2011). Opening questions followed, about participants’
organizational career at MSF, tenure, motivation, activities, and
general work experiences at the organization, and key questions,
crucial for answering the research questions (Hennink et al.,
2011), ensued. These centered on contact with co-workers
and supervisors, and experiences during which participants did
(not) feel a member of the organization, the latter serving
as a proxy to address satisfaction of the need for belonging.
Questions on safety concerns ensued, followed by an in-depth
focus on participants’ sexual identity. More specifically, we asked
how open interviewees were in the workplace, the motivations
underlying that, instances during which they felt that their
sexuality (positively or negatively) affected their job and work
experiences, and their involvement with the SGM-community
(Rainbow Network) within MSF. These questions approximate
participants’ satisfaction of their need for authenticity. Afterward,
participants were invited to share their views on what the role of
the organization is, and what it should be, in facilitating SGM-
employees, within office and field. To conclude the interview,
two closing questions were asked, in order to dissolve rapport,
and end on a ‘lighter’ topic (Hennink et al., 2011). The interview
guide was added as Supplementary Material, and more detailed
information regarding data collection and the first author’s
personal reflections are available on request.

All interviews were conducted in English or Dutch (the
first author’s native language); three interviews took place
face-to-face, and eight via Skype (due to geographical distance).
The first author served as the only interviewer in this project.
Interviews were audio recorded with participant consent, after
which verbatim transcripts were made. Most information
remained confidential between interviewer and interviewee;
direct quotations were only published after the participant’s
explicit approval. Complete anonymity of participants was
guaranteed by removing all identifiable information (e.g.,
age, nationality, mission countries) from the transcripts; only
the first author knows the participants’ identities. At the
participant’s request or the first author’s judgment, counseling,
provided by MSF-OCA’s psychosocial care unit (PSCU), was
offered after participation; this was never deemed necessary
by either party. All participants and the interviewer signed
an informed consent form, which also contained the PSCU’s
contact information, prior to starting each interview. This
study was carried out in accordance with the recommendations
of the Code of Ethics made by the American Sociological
Association. The protocol was approved by the Ethics
Committee of Sociology of the University of Groningen.
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All subjects gave written informed consent in accordance with
the Declaration of Helsinki.

Data Analysis
Grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss, 2008) guided data
analysis, combining an inductive and a deductive approach
(Hennink et al., 2011). Based on our conceptual model, the
first author developed a deductive codebook, containing 41
codes, which was then discussed extensively with the second
author. The subsequent analytical process can be described as a
predominantly iterative, cyclical process of theoretical reflection,
data collection and data analysis, which means that we were
open to inductive insights gained during data collection and
analysis (Hennink et al., 2011). Data were coded inductively
through descriptive coding (Saldaña, 2009), meaning that the
main topic of a certain fragment of the interview was summarized
in one word. The first author developed 52 inductive codes,
identifying new themes and topics emerging from the data,
leading to a final codebook containing 93 codes. The second
author then independently crosschecked a portion (n = 4) of
the interviews using that codebook, to examine consistency
in coding across interviews, and to guarantee some form of
interrater reliability. Afterward, first and second author discussed
the coded interviews, based on which coding was refined. The
transcripts were analyzed with the help of the qualitative data
analysis software program Atlas.ti 7 (Friese, 2013). The codebook
is available as Supplementary Material.

Data analysis continued by placing the deductive and
inductive codes that shared a common attribute into the
same overarching categories (i.e., categorization, Hennink
et al., 2011, p. 246) which allowed us to obtain a better
conceptual understanding of our data (see Hennink et al., 2011).
More specifically, we created several overarching categories
consisting of multiple subcategories. An example is the category
‘inclusiveness practices.’ Subcategories herein are ‘diversity,’
‘equality,’ ‘initiatives,’ ‘policy,’ and ‘organizational support.’ These
categories and subcategories are provided as Supplementary
Materials. This categorization allowed us to create multiple
groups based on the way participants spoke of their perceived
authenticity, and it helped establish the underlying phenomena
shaping these perceptions (i.e., comparison; see Hennink et al.,
2011, p. 243). Additionally, we constructed so-called thick
descriptions (Hennink et al., 2011, p. 238) of our main variables
of interest (i.e., authenticity and belonging), providing the
multiple dimensions of which participants spoke in addressing
these variables. Examples for authenticity include ‘being able
to share personal stories,’ and ‘seeing it as their human
right to be open.’ Examples for belonging include ‘always a
member,’ and ‘all together.’ These thick descriptions are added as
Supplementary Materials.

After categorization and comparison, conceptualization
proceeded with exploring the expected links between the
individual elements within the data (Hennink et al., 2011, p. 247)
by relating the findings to the deductively developed conceptual
model. This process was mainly based on two strategies: looking
for the ‘big picture’ in the data, and taking a step back to gain
a broader overview of the issues, whilst simultaneously moving

closer to the data, in order to examine certain details within the
data, especially by comparing differences between individuals.
An example is the analysis of how open participants were about
their sexual identity in the field. In examining this, we looked
at how this related to perceptions of workplace inclusion, and
how it was embedded in existing organizational arrangements,
thereby accounting for the ‘big picture.’ Simultaneously we
looked for the specific details explained by our participants with
regard to the reason(s) for how open they were, paying attention
to differences between individuals (Hennink et al., 2011).

During the process of data collection and -analysis, the authors
worked in accordance with the criteria necessary to ensure
trustworthiness of a qualitative study, such as transferability
(to assess to what extent findings are generalizable) and
confirmability (to assess to what extent findings are based on
the data, not the researcher’s predispositions) (see Guba, 1981
in Shenton, 2004). More detailed information regarding the data
analysis process is available on request.

RESULTS

Below, we first discuss participants’ perceptions of belonging,
and highlight aspects that create minor differences in the
degree to which participants feel belonging to the organization.
As we found little difference in participants’ fulfillment of
the need for belonging, we devote relatively little attention
to this topic. Second, we describe participants’ perceptions of
authenticity in detail, since we found noticeable differences
between office and field, as well as between participants. Third, we
illustrate the inductively emerged individual-level factors related
to variation in perceived authenticity between participants, as this
variation was only partially related to the three organization-level
characteristics we distinguish.

Description of the Belonging Dimension
Participants, almost unanimously, felt clearly that they belonged
to MSF. As illustrated by one participant, who felt that “you’re like
the firefighter [. . .] you’re called on a Saturday, you’re called on a
Sunday, you’re called [. . .] at 1AM in bed. So, I think there’s never
a moment that I do not feel part of it.” (M3, 71/2 years’ experience
in office and field). Another participant expressed that “MSF has
very much a sort of family feel to it” (F, 3 years’ experience in
office and field).

MSF was lauded for its effectiveness in creating strong feelings
of belonging, and thus of showing signs of employees’ inclusion,
for example through organizational artifacts such as t-shirts,
training and welcome days, and the yearly general assembly
meetings. These high levels of belonging were partially due to
the inherent nature and work of the organization, as participants
felt even more strongly belonging to the organization any time
they were contributing to fulfilling MSF’s organizational mission
(‘to preserve life, restore dignity, alleviate suffering, and protect
people’s ability to make their own choices’).

3The gender with which the participant identifies, with F indicating female and M
indicating male.
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Nonetheless, two factors slightly hampered perceptions of
belonging. The first was a lack of organizational tenure, which
subsequently led to not having many social relationships within
the organization. Within MSF, going into the field is a way
of gaining status among peers, a notion voiced by multiple
participants. As such, several of them recalled that, when they had
just joined the organization, they still had to ‘prove’ themselves.
As one participant explained, “MSF does tend to be quite
suspicious of outsiders [. . .] so I think that’s [. . .] the flip side of
being a very close-knit community; it doesn’t always want to let
people in if you’re not part of the club” (F, 3 years’ experience in
office and field).

Another factor decreasing belonging was rooted in the
inability to share personal stories with co-workers, mainly in the
field, where some participants felt they could not be completely
open about themselves, especially about their sexual identity.
One participant said, “I think primarily [. . .] it can be lonely. As
everybody’s talking about their family, and [. . .] I end up talking
about my brothers and sisters instead, you know?” (F, 6 years’
experience in the field).

In sum, all participants expressed strong feelings of belonging
to MSF, primarily resulting from the nature of the organization
and its humanitarian aid work. Factors hampering participants’
perceived belonging were shorter organizational tenure and an
inability to share personal stories due to one’s (sexual) identity.

Description of the Authenticity
Dimension
Whereas interviewees generally shared a strong sense of
belonging, this was not the case for their perceived authenticity.
This partly applied to their experiences in the office, but mostly
to those in the field, where participants felt they could not always
be themselves. Below, we first discuss perceptions of authenticity
in the office, followed by a discussion of authenticity perceptions
in the field. Herein, we recognize that the analytical distinction
between office and field may be less clear-cut in real life, where
support received by office co-workers may mitigate the negative
consequences of being closeted in the field.

Authenticity in the Office
In the Amsterdam office, participants generally felt enabled and
encouraged to be authentic, by colleagues and supervisors alike,
and it was perceived as a pleasant work environment where
participants could be themselves. Therefore, all participants were
open about their sexual identity in the office. As an example,
several participants recalled their colleagues’, mostly neutral to
positive, responses to the disclosure of their sexuality within the
Amsterdam office, which they described as largely characterized
by genuine interest in their family life. Participants mainly
ascribed this to the general atmosphere in Amsterdam, and the
Netherlands at large, which, compared to other countries, was
seen as tolerant and open-minded toward sexual minorities. They
did not seem very concerned about the disclosure dilemma:
multiple participants mentioned not having had severe difficulties
coming out to their colleagues and supervisors within the office.

They emphasized the diverse nature of the organization,
especially in terms of cultural background of employees, which

created the idea that participants could be open about their
sexuality. One participant said: “I felt it was a very comfortable
environment [. . .] to be out, which was great, and that was, you
know, also a part of what made it feel very comfortable and a
good experience to join the organization” (F, 3 years’ experience
in office and field).

Especially the Rainbow Network, established in 2016 in
order to promote SGM-inclusivity within Amsterdam HQ and
the other OCs, was perceived to be a safe haven by several
participants. One participant sketched it as a place

“. . . to support each other in those moments when [. . .] you
do not feel part of the organization. And all of us know those
moments, and it’s just really nice to be able to talk about it, and
that there’s people who just get it [emphasis added]” (F, 31/2 years’
experience in office and field).

Despite the above, participants also voiced concerns about the
boundaries of that generally supportive work environment. Some
of them had heard negative comments about their own or others’
sexual orientation: jokes, negative remarks, and sexual innuendos
were made in the office (so-called microaggressions; cf. Sue,
2010). Some participants mentioned colleagues’ efforts to set
them up with ‘the other gay person in the office,’ simply because
they were both homosexual. Another participant shared an
example, of having to remarry her partner in different countries,
given that their marriage in the Netherlands was not legally
binding everywhere. Sharing this with her supervisor evoked
the remark that “they must really love getting married.” These
examples illustrated a lack of awareness of some of the particular
situations faced by SGM-workers.

A Rainbow Network questionnaire administered in
2016 further exemplified this paradoxical situation. In
this questionnaire, MSF employees, both cisgender4 and
heterosexual, as well as SGM, were asked about experiences with
homophobic, transphobic, and heterosexist comments within
MSF. The questionnaire accumulated responses from almost
300 employees, of whom 62% witnessed derogatory language
or inappropriate jokes when no openly SGM-individuals were
present. Moreover, 35% of respondents had been present while
such comments were made directly to SGM-employees5 (M.
Schoonheim, personal communication, September 30, 2016).

Several participants stated that MSF, as an organization,
was still ‘in the closet,’ since issues concerning sexual
orientation of employees have only recently started receiving
attention. Participants ascribed this to the organization’s very
clear organizational mandate to deliver the highest quality
humanitarian aid to those who are most in need, making
everything not directly related to fulfilling this mandate of
secondary importance. Another frequently mentioned argument
was that some colleagues and supervisors believed that, given that
they were situated in Amsterdam – one of the most gay-friendly

4Referring to people whose gender identity and expression matches their assigned
sex at birth
5Generally, this demeanor was far more negative in the field. For example, one
participant recalled that “of course, there’s a lot of gay jokes [. . .] if you’re a bit lame,
they always call you ‘ah, you’re a gay, you can’t lift that”’ (M, 71/2 years’ experience
in office and field).
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capitals in the world - acceptance of sexual minorities had been
fully achieved and did not need further improvement.

Taken together, participants’ stories sketched a paradoxical
situation within the Amsterdam office. Although they felt
encouraged and enabled to be themselves, and believed the
office generally provided a pleasant work environment, there
were boundaries to the tolerance they experienced (cf. Buijs
et al., 2011). This came to the fore in the form of jokes,
derogatory remarks, and other microaggressions (Sue, 2010),
a certain hesitation to discuss sexual orientation issues within
the organization, and an experienced lack of organizational
policies directed at SGM-issues. All these aspects combined
gave participants the idea that there still was ample ground
to gain within OCA.

Authenticity in the Field
In general, participants felt their need for authenticity far less
fulfilled in the field, compared to the office. Participants all
went ‘back into the closet’ when going on a mission. This
decision was strongly rooted in perceived risks of being LG
in many project countries. Such risks included the potential of
disturbing team dynamics and the possibility of being outed
by someone (i.e., when one’s sexual orientation is involuntarily
revealed to a third party). Due to these risks, participants
needed to gauge their fellow international staff members on
their viewpoints toward SGD, which was difficult, as there was
a large degree of uncertainty. That is, participants did not know
how their fellow international staff would react to their coming
out. Several participants spoke of going into the field assuming
that their teammates would be able to handle such information
discretely, which they oftentimes did not find to be the case.
Interestingly, they mainly ascribed this to the organization not
clearly communicating what was expected of international staff
members, as international staff members were not instructed
about the boundaries of acceptable behavior among colleagues.

Participants thus had to decide very carefully whether, and,
if so, to what extent, how, and to whom to disclose their sexual
orientation within the international staff team. Here, it deserves
mentioning that, throughout the interviews, participants did not
speak of the disclosure dilemma concerning national staff or
beneficiaries: None of the participants had come out to national
staff members or beneficiaries, and no one was planning to
do so in the future. Given this unanimity in our sample, we
will therefore not discuss this aspect in further detail. The
magnitude of the disclosure dilemma was therefore considerable,
as illustrated by one of our participants, who said, “you’re living
together, working together, and you’re totally reliant on each
other. The team dynamic is everything. And you have something
that alters the team dynamic” (F, 7 years’ experience in office
and field). This uncertainty with regard to sharing information
about their sexuality within the international team was related
to LGs’ fear of being outed to national staff, which might
have negative consequences in legal or social contexts where
homosexuality is illegal.

These negative consequences of being outed can range from
national staff no longer wanting to work together, to beneficiaries
(i.e., the people receiving the aid provided by MSF) deciding

they no longer want to be treated, since the organization may
be perceived to support something as sinful and unnatural as
homosexuality. If that were to happen, MSF might lose its
entire “raison d’être” since providing support for beneficiaries
is the organization’s primary concern. More severely, being
out or outed might affect MSF’s position within the project
country; its acceptance in local communities is paramount to
doing their job, as one participant expressed: “We have to be
able to retain our local operating position. And if the local
moms or the local bishops decide that MSF is pursuing a queer
rights agenda, it may become virtually impossible to safely
stay there” (M, 12 years’ experience in the field). Participants
expressed a thorough understanding of the organization’s difficult
position in this respect.

Depending on the context, being outed may even lead to being
taken out of the mission, to guarantee the individual’s and their
team members’ safety (as they might be tried according to local
laws). Given these strong associated risks, a pivotal role in LGs’
dealing with identity management issues in the field could be
played by their supervisor(s) in the field6. Currently, supervisors
did not deal particularly well with participants’ self-disclosure, as
illustrated by one participant:

“I told my project coordinator I had a wife, and he was European,
he was like ‘I don’t care.’ And I’m like ‘I don’t think you do, as
a person. But as a manager, do you know how to manage the
situation? Like, if something came up, and there was an issue
within the team, would you know how to manage that within the
context of the field situation?’ [. . .] I don’t think he’s being trained
on how to manage it (F, 6 years’ experience in office and field).”

Given the perceived risks and potential consequences of being
open about being LG, participants generally considered it better
to go completely back into the closet. Interestingly, MSF regarded
going back into the closet as the only feasible way to manage one’s
sexual identity in the field, as mentioned by several participants.
That is, the organization’s advice on handling being LG in the
field was to ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’

Being back in the closet, however, was not always easy to
sustain for participants. Considering they were able to be open
about their sexuality within the Amsterdam office and their
private lives, participants found it challenging to live a closeted
life in the field, as one participant illustrated:

“Wherever you go, in any project, wherever in the world, the first
thing people ask is: ‘Are you married?’ Because in most cultures
where we work, your marital status and your parental status, so
having children, are the things over which you bond” (F, 31/2 years’
experience in office and field).

Many participants struggled with how to maintain this straight
façade, especially during their first mission. Some of them
recalled having had to make an instant decision as to how they
were going to approach questions concerning their family life.
An influential factor was the duration of the mission. As was

6Within the field, there are different supervisor roles. Examples include the field
coordinator (in charge of implementation and daily management of the project),
head of project (carrying final responsibility over a subproject within the mission),
and head of mission (carrying final responsibility over the whole mission).
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mentioned by multiple participants, it is easier to keep up the
façade if one is in the field for a shorter period (e.g., 2 weeks) than
when one is away for longer (e.g., 6 months). Another factor was
participants’ relationship status. Understandably, participants in
a relationship experienced more difficulties regarding questions
about their family life than single participants. For example,
when they had a Skype conversation with their partner, they
had to pretend their significant other to be a mere friend.
Other participants who had children found it hard to deny their
existence, as revealing this might have evoked further inquiries
about their family life.

In sum, participants mentioned many difficulties to fulfill their
need for authenticity, with regard to their sexuality, given local
laws and social norms in project countries. In the majority of
cases, they thoroughly compromised their authenticity, and they
felt that MSF did not provide sufficient support to combine doing
their job well with simultaneously managing their sexual identity.
If the specific context made disclosure a highly risky endeavor
and participants felt that disclosing could sincerely harm the
team, the project, and the organization, they went back into the
closet. Furthermore, participants sometimes did not trust their
teammates and supervisors to deal well with potential disclosure,
further strengthening the perceived necessity to live a closeted life
in the field. Hence, contrary to what much literature assumes, we
found that our participants spoke of disclosure as more strongly
related to the potential risks within the particular organizational
context, and less to negative personal consequences, such as
running the risk of discrimination or social exclusion (e.g., Ng
and Rumens, 2017; Webster et al., 2017).

Differences in Perceived Authenticity
Between Participants
Next to the general patterns described above, we discovered
variation in how participants responded to compromised
authenticity. That is, although all participants mentioned
lower satisfaction of their need for authenticity in the
field, we found differences between participants in how
they handled this. Differences were mostly rooted in the
importance they attached to their sexual identity, combined
with the salience of the organizational mission. Based on
these differences, we inductively generated three groups
of participants, which we labeled conscious first missioners,
authentic realists, and idealistic activists (see Table 1 and
explanation below).

As already inherent in the label conscious first missioners
(a commonly used term for MSF staff who go into the
field for the first time), participants categorized in this
group (n = 3) had, when the interview was taken, only
been in the field once. They expressed the perceived
choice they had with regard to self-disclosure. That is,
they made a deliberate decision concerning the (non-
)disclosure of their sexuality to others while they were in
the field, which was less pronounced in interviews with the
other participants.

The other eight participants, whose experience in the field
ranged from having been on several missions to having over

100 months of field experience, showed substantial differences
in perceived authenticity. We derived two more groups based
on how these participants described the relationship between
their sexual orientation and the organization’s mission. Certain
participants voiced an understanding to put their sexuality
‘on hold’ while they were in the field, whereas others saw
it as their fundamental human right to be who they were,
also in the field. We named the second group the authentic
realists (n = 4), because they were accepting of the necessity
to hide their sexual identity, whilst their perceived authenticity
was relatively unblemished. Finally, we labeled the third group
the idealistic activists (n = 4), because in their stories they
delved into a more idealistic perspective of handling sexual
orientation issues at MSF, and because they all actively advocated
toward that aim.

Conscious First Missioners
Insights described by the conscious first missioners (n = 3) were
especially relevant regarding their field experiences. They were
relatively critical toward the organization for its lack of support
of sexual minority employees. This may be the case because,
compared to other participants, they may, due to their short
tenure at MSF, have been more prone to mirror the sexual
orientation policies of their previous employer with those of MSF.

The conscious first missioners can especially be set apart from
the other two groups because they had only been in the field
once, and they made a deliberate and conscious decision with
regard to their (non-)disclosure. That is, whether they decided
to go back into the closet or disclose their sexual orientation, they
described feeling in control over that process, as they themselves
were responsible. One participant phrased this as follows:

“I just didn’t want to kind of create a problem there. So I did kind
of get back in the closet, I suppose, for that period of time. Which
was a conscious decision that I felt I was happy with, because it
wasn’t so important for me to be out, if it was going to have a
detrimental effect on [. . .] the team or the project work that we
were doing (F, 3 years’ experience in office and field).”

Making a conscious decision regarding (non-)disclosure
might mean there was a sense of autonomy present among
the conscious first missioners. Psychological theories of
needs describe the importance of a sense of autonomy, as
it is related to freedom, and thereby to positive individual
functioning (e.g., Deci and Ryan, 2000). Having had the
perception that they themselves were responsible for choosing
to what extent they were being authentic to their sexual
identity, conscious first missioners might have felt that –
irrespective of having disclosed their sexual identity or not –
their need for authenticity was not seriously compromised.
This stood in stark contrast with how other participants,
i.e., the idealistic activists, described the (non-)disclosure
process: they more often felt forced by the organization
to go back into the closet, thereby taking away that
feeling of autonomy.

Authentic Realists
The authentic realists (n = 4) encountered relatively few problems
with their sexuality. In general, they were less bothered by nasty
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TABLE 1 | Characteristics of participants, participants’ expressed belonging and authenticity, and group categorization.

Group Defining individual
characteristic

ID Gender Tenure Belonging Authenticity

Conscious first missioners Degree of autonomy in 03 F 1 year Low due to being new Satisfactory

deliberately and consciously 07 F 2 years Very high, but low when new Satisfactory

managing the disclosure 10 F 3 years High, but low when new Comfortable

dilemma

Authentic realists Strong adherence to the 04 M 71/2 years Very high Satisfactory

organizational mission paired 05 F 111/2 years High Satisfactory

with lower sexual identity 08 M 12 years Very high Satisfactory

centrality to the self 11 M 61/2 years High Comfortable

Idealistic activists Contextual dependency of 01 M 12 years Low due to poor support in field Unsatisfactory

self-disclosure in the field 02 F 31/2 years High Unsatisfactory

paired with relative importance 06 F 7 years High Mediocre

of sexuality to the self 09 F 6 years Low due to loneliness in field Mediocre

Average 61/2 years

comments than the other participants were. An explanation
for this might be found in what has been termed identity
centrality or -importance (Settles, 2004). This refers to the
idea that people fulfill multiple roles and are members of
multiple groups, which together serve as sources of their
identity. Each of an individual’s identities may be of higher
or lower importance to the individual. Indeed, all participants
categorized into this group emphasized that they considered
their sexuality as central to their self-concept to a limited
extent only. The authentic realists downplayed the importance
of their sexuality in the workplace, and instead emphasized
their salient identity of a humanitarian aid worker. This
resonates with theorizing along the lines of self-categorization
theory (SCT; e.g., Turner et al., 1987), which proposes that a
certain identity can become more or less salient, depending
on the context.

In the field context, it was obvious that the authentic realists
considered their sexual orientation as not important, meaning
that this part of their identity was not salient at all when at
work. Instead, their identity as a humanitarian aid worker was
extremely salient within this context. This was strongly linked to
their support for MSF’s organizational mandate, to which they
all referred. MSF, they asserted, should not be concerned with
their employees’ sexuality, as it did not directly contribute to
fulfilling its mission. They did believe the organization held a
certain duty of care to its SGM-employees, but, according to
them, this should not be given priority on the organizational
agenda. Instead, they believed that MSF has “bigger fish to
catch,” for example by providing aid to SGM national staff
or beneficiaries.

The authentic realists were acutely aware of why they went
into the field in the first place, which was to help those in
need. They claimed they already knew this before they joined
the organization, which made going back into the closet easier.
Similar to the conscious first missioners, they did so voluntarily,
as that was needed in order to work for MSF, and to do their
job well. However, in contrast with conscious first missioners,
authentic realists never spoke of any element of choice; they
felt going back into the closet was the only viable way to deal

with their sexuality in the field. One participant illustrated this,
arguing that

“This is a very fulfilling rewarding and challenging role, that I
am proud to do, and that I want to do well. And part of that
does simply mean saying ‘Okay! I am not a sexual person right
now. I am not a personal person right now!’ And I don’t mind
that! I mean, I do think it’s not necessarily psychologically easy.
But I have found a balance that works well for me” (M, 12 years’
experience in the field).

In sum, despite not being able to be one’s authentic self, the
participants categorized into this group were relatively accepting
of the situation. They referred to the organizational mandate,
and ascertained that issues surrounding sexual orientation were
relatively unimportant within MSF. Moreover, they knew that,
in order to work in the field, they had to conceal their sexuality,
which they were willing to do.

Idealistic Activists
The idealistic activists (n = 4) were, comparatively, more critical
with regard to sexual minority issues within MSF. They argued
that MSF should be more explicit about the differential treatment
of any minority group (not just sexual minorities), about which
the organization was not very vocal. The office was the most
suitable context for change, according to these participants.
All four participants categorized into this group were actively
contributing to such change, as they were advocating for more
inclusivity toward minority groups within MSF.

They were frustrated about the lack of attention for sexual
orientation issues within the organization. As an example of the
absence of organizational policies tailored to protect the lives
of sexual minority employees, participants repeatedly made a
comparison with the extensive preparation and security briefings
employees received before they went into the field. These
briefings contained information on gender, ethnicity, nationality,
and religion, for example in terms of the social norms and
practices in a particular country, and how minorities might be
regarded there. However, there was no specific attention to sexual
orientation issues, which they found surprising and frustrating,
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given the often very negative way that SGM are perceived in
different field contexts.

When idealistic activists went into the field, they were
comparatively less willing simply to conceal their sexuality, and
to accept that they cannot show their true sexual identity solely
because this would not be possible in the given legal or social
context. In their explanations underlying this, they ascertained
that their sexuality is inextricably part of who they are, and that
they saw it as their human right to be open about who they were.
As one of them said:

“Some people, they closet themselves, they do their work, and
they just ignore it. And that’s certainly one way of coping,
but it shouldn’t have to be the only way to cope. You should
have a choice in how authentic you are to yourself. Within safe
parameters, with an employer who is aware and who can guide on
how that might look in the field” (F, 7 years’ experience in office
and field).

With regard to having a choice in how authentic one is, two
participants spoke of being outed in the field. This made them
feel vulnerable, led to a breach of trust within the team, and
required them to become even more vigilant. Such occurrences
can also be linked to a deprived sense of autonomy (introduced
above), because the element of choice in disclosing one’s sexuality
is removed, and may therefore contribute to a diminished
satisfaction of one’s authenticity need.

Participants in this group assumed that the organization
currently had a particular mindset concerning how sexuality
issues should be dealt with, namely of not wanting to impose
“Westernized” norms and values, such as homosexuality, onto
project countries. Therefore, the organization saw only one
feasible way of dealing with homosexuality, which was to strongly
urge LG staff to go back into the closet in the field. In these
participants’ opinions, the organization was hereby giving the
signal that they did not want to delve into sexual orientation
issues, simply because it might be a minefield.

Interestingly, all participants categorized into this group, as
well as two of the conscious first missioners, mentioned the need
to differentiate between contexts; that is, they believed disclosure
should not always be considered an immediate threat to staff
safety and organizational legitimacy. Instead, they urged the
organization to consider contextual differences with regard to the
extent to which disclosure of an LG identity should be possible,
instead of the general ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ advice currently
given. This illustrated participants’ recognition that disclosure
is not always and everywhere possible, but that the extent to
which it is possible was strongly dependent on the particular
country context.

Idealistic activists believed that sexual orientation issues
should be discussed within MSF, because it is a lived reality
for a part of MSF’s employees. One participant described this
sentiment as follows:

“I feel like they have their blinkers on when it comes to this, and
I feel like it is always in the ‘too hard basket.’ Which is ironic,
because MSF has never accepted a mission to be in the ‘too hard
basket.’ They are without borders [emphasis added]! Don’t tell
them they can’t go there, because they’re going to go! And I think:

‘why wouldn’t you want to go here?”’ (F, 7 years’ experience in
office and field).

In sum, idealistic activists were concerned with the
organization not taking any stance on sexual orientation
issues, which they found frustrating and disappointing. In
making this claim, they referred to the organizational boundary
of care, which should also include taking care of all employees,
as well as to their fundamental human right to be who they were.
They understood that the organization was in a difficult position
in this respect, but believed that nevertheless changes could and
should be made.

Taken together, in this section, we saw how participants spoke
in different ways of how important their sexual identity was to
them, and how much they perceived to be able to be authentic
in the field. Participants’ stories highlight the importance of
individual-level differences in sexual identity management when
trying to understand differences in perceived authenticity within
the workplace. Through this inductively constructed typology, we
received further insights into what could potentially contribute to
variations in perceived authenticity.

DISCUSSION

Contributions
This study had two aims. First, it mapped LG humanitarian
aid workers’ experience how their sexual orientation plays a
role in their daily work, both in an office and a field setting.
Second, it identified organizational factors that may play a
role in the perceptions of workplace inclusion among this
vulnerable minority group. As a result, this study makes four
main contributions.

First, our findings corroborate previous research on sexual
minorities’ workplace experiences. Participants experienced
themselves, or witnessed someone else, being targeted by jokes,
derogatory comments, or other types of micro-aggressions (Sue,
2010). This is in line with the well-established finding that
SGM-employees still face subtle and not-so-subtle forms of
discrimination in the workplace (e.g., Griffith and Hebl, 2002;
Ozeren, 2014; McFadden, 2015). Accordingly, they treat the
disclosure dilemma with caution, especially when in the field
(e.g., Ragins and Cornwell, 2001; Griffith and Hebl, 2002; Clair
et al., 2005; Ragins et al., 2007).

Second, we extend current research on workplace experiences
of sexual minority employees by comparing an office to a
field setting, thereby revealing an additional range of issues
faced by this vulnerable group. Firstly, our data reveal that
disclosure of sexual identity is highly dependent on the context
of work. Whereas all participants chose to be open about their
sexuality in the office, the opposite was true for the field.
There, participants unanimously went back into the closet.
Nevertheless, even within different field settings, participants
mentioned different degrees to which they considered disclosure
as possible, thereby further illustrating its high context-
dependency. Secondly, team dynamics may be vital to the
outcome of a mission. As disrupting these by disclosing one’s
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sexuality might lead to a breach of trust within the team, the
importance of the disclosure dilemma increased considerably
in the field. Thirdly, our findings also shed light on how
LG workers manage their sexual identity to people outside
of the organization. When they were in the field, deciding
strategically how they would portray their sexuality (cf. Orne,
2011), became even more vital than in the office. This may not
only affect the individual, but also their team and the organization
at large, for example by affecting safety or organizational
legitimacy. This issue is particularly prominent given the
importance of family as a discussion topic within most of MSF’s
project countries.

Third, our findings also suggest extending the notion of an
individual disclosure dilemma to that of a shared disclosure
dilemma. Under specific conditions, the organization (here MSF)
may have an interest in not enabling SGM-employees to disclose,
thereby thwarting their opportunity to satisfy their need for
authenticity. This is most likely in situations where disclosure
might endanger the safety of specific LG employees, but also for
MSF as a whole. Similarly, fellow international staff members in
the field may also be stakeholders in this dilemma. For example,
team dynamics may change once someone reveals their sexuality
within the team, with potentially detrimental effects on fellow
staff ’s ability to do their job well. Whereas the disclosure dilemma
is usually presented as an individual dilemma (e.g., Griffith and
Hebl, 2002), we found that multiple parties may be involved in
and affected by this dilemma.

Fourth, participants experienced workplace inclusion
differently depending on the focal organizational setting. We
encountered considerable variation in the extent to which
their need for authenticity was satisfied in either office or
field. Simultaneously, we found little variation in the extent
to which their need for belonging was satisfied, as this was
almost constantly fulfilled, in both office and field. Satisfaction
of one’s need for belonging was only slightly hampered by
limited organizational tenure. Similarly, we found an inability
to talk about one’s personal life in the field to also inhibit
complete satisfaction of the need for belonging. This, in turn,
strained satisfying one’s need for authenticity and perceived
workplace inclusion.

It has been hypothesized that human beings seek to optimize
satisfaction of both needs for belonging and authenticity, leading
to “optimal” inclusion (Shore et al., 2011; Jansen et al., 2014)
or optimal distinctiveness (e.g., Brewer, 1991) within their social
groups. Our findings suggest the possibility that if one of these
two fundamental human needs is largely satisfied, there might
be a sort of trade-off, whereby lower satisfaction of the other
need may be compensated. In our study, decreased satisfaction
of the need for authenticity was relatively acceptable for our
participants, given that they received a surplus on the satisfaction
of their need for belonging. This finding may point to a gap in the
current definition of inclusion: by focusing on a minority group
possessing a concealable characteristic, we can see the relative
importance of fulfilling the need for authenticity, compared to
the need for belonging. This raises new questions: is the construct
of inclusion currently well defined, in its assumption that both
needs for authenticity and belonging are equally important, or

may the relative importance of one need trump the other under
certain circumstances?

Implications
The second aim of our paper was to deduce the organizational
factors that may play a role in the perceptions of workplace
inclusion among LG humanitarian aid workers. We expected
colleagues’, supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors, organizational
inclusiveness practices and the disclosure dilemma to play a role in
perceptions of inclusion (see Shore et al., 2011). We suggest two
main implications: First, the abovementioned organization-level
characteristics can, to a certain extent, account for variations in
perceived workplace inclusion of LG humanitarian aid workers.
However, second, in order to account for between-participant
differences in perceived authenticity, we propose to also consider
individual-level characteristics.

Firstly, we found colleagues’ attitudes and behaviors to be
strongly related to perceptions of workplace inclusion among
LG humanitarian aid workers. All participants felt welcomed
and encouraged to be authentic by their co-workers within the
office. Participants valued being able to share their experiences
and to be open about their sexuality. This was pivotal, given
the considerable contrast with the field, where, attitudes and
behaviors of national staff and beneficiaries were far more
negative. Therefore, participants were especially happy to witness
the openness in the office. However, openness toward SGM-
employees also showed a Janus face (cf. Cramwinckel et al.,
2018). Even though co-workers generally reacted neutrally to
positively when participants spoke of their sexual identity, and
were supportive and understanding of their position, participants
still faced subtle forms of discrimination, for example through
being targeted by jokes and other micro-aggressions (Sue, 2010).

Secondly, supervisors’ attitudes and behaviors also affected
perceived workplace inclusion. Within the office, these were
generally considered neutral or positive; in the field, the
mission understandably strained inclusion perceptions. Almost
all participants therefore raised concerns about MSF’s training
programs, as the organization is currently not equipping
neither employees nor supervisors with the appropriate tools
to deal with the presence of sexual minority staff in the
field. Participants suggested that trainings could be offered, to
raise awareness and understanding of sexual orientation issues
(cf. Griffith and Hebl, 2002).

Thirdly, participants assessed MSF’s current organizational
inclusiveness practices toward sexual minorities to be non-
existent. Despite the organization’s extensive and careful efforts
to establish an impeccable security framework, sexual minority
issues are currently not covered. Including sexual minorities
in this framework, as is the case for women and people
of certain religions and nationalities, could be a first step
toward more SGM-inclusiveness, by ensuring equal treatment to
other vulnerable minority groups. Alternatively, extending the
perspective of the authentic realists, we could see another role
for the organization: MSF could also offer support by focusing
on the vulnerable group itself, e.g., by teaching SGM-employees
coping strategies on how to deal with lower fulfillment of their
authenticity need when they are in the field.
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At least within the office, it seems that these three
organization-level characteristics could somewhat facilitate the
disclosure dilemma for LG humanitarian aid workers. In the field,
however, it is an entirely different story, because the organization
cannot do much, and has to maneuver within specific legal and
cultural frameworks. Participants understood this issue very well.
Most participants therefore saw challenges for the organization,
for example in finding feasible ways, given these constraints, to
facilitate the disclosure dilemma, and thereby contributing to
increased workplace inclusion of sexual minority employees.

Research may benefit from including more fine-grained
individual-level factors in studying workplace inclusion.
The interplay between individual-level and organization-
level elements may provide an especially fruitful focus (cf.
Clair et al., 2005; Wax et al., 2018). Several individual-level
characteristics turned out to be more strongly associated
with perceived authenticity and workplace inclusion than
organization-level characteristics. In this, we distinguish
individual-level characteristics that accounted for variation in
perceived authenticity. Firstly, as ‘conscious first missioners’
experienced control over whether to disclose their sexuality
when in the field, they did not perceive their need for

authenticity as heavily compromised. These participants
may have perceived a degree of autonomy in the disclosure
dilemma, which was absent for participants categorized into
the other two groups. Secondly, although ‘authentic realists’
did not experience autonomy in the disclosure dilemma, they
did not see their need for authenticity as heavily compromised,
which was related to two components. They demonstrated
a strong adherence to the organizational mission, as well as
voiced that their sexual identity was a less central part of their
identity. Thirdly, ‘idealistic activists’ also did not experience
autonomy in the disclosure dilemma, but they did perceive
their need for authenticity as compromised. We related this
to two other individual-level components, namely the belief
that sexual orientation issues have to be discussed within the
organization, because of the strong contextual dependency of self-
disclosure in the field, and the relative importance of their sexual
identity to the self.

Figure 1 presents an update to Shore et al. (2011) conceptual
model, integrating findings from this study. It adds three
elements, reflecting the particular context of our case study:
individual-level characteristics, the disclosure dilemma,
and the focal organizational setting (i.e., office vs. field).

FIGURE 1 | Updated conceptual model, integrating heavily simplified elements from the Shore et al. (2011) model with the findings presented in our manuscript.
Specifically, the elements we add to represent the particular context of our case study (represented in blue), are: (1) The individual-level characteristics which we
found to play a role in lesbian and gay humanitarian aid workers’ perceptions of workplace inclusion: (a) Degree of autonomy (i.e., perceived control over the decision
to disclose or not, for conscious first-missioners). (b) Adherence to the overarching organizational mission (i.e., the extent to which the LG aid worker is willing to put
the organizational mission before everything else, for authentic realists). (c) Contextual sexual identity salience (i.e., the extent to which the LG aid worker finds their
sexuality to be a salient part of their identity in the workplace, which is strongly contextually dependent, for idealistic activists). (2) The disclosure dilemma, to account
for the particular workplace experiences of those possessing an invisible stigma (e.g., sexual minorities). This may either be an individual dilemma, as proposed by
extant research literature, or a shared dilemma, a notion for which we found some preliminary indications. (3) The distinction of office versus field context, strongly
impacting the salience and importance of each of the contextual characteristics.
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Additionally, Table 1 presents our findings, delineating
the three inductively constructed groups, the defining
individual-level characteristics, and each participant’s perceived
satisfaction of the needs for authenticity and belonging, based
on the interviews.

Strengths and Limitations
This study drew upon current social and organizational
psychological understanding of workplace inclusion to build its
theoretical framework, which we complemented with insights
from literature on workplace experiences of SGM-employees.
Our findings underline the usefulness of this framework by
showing how organization-level characteristics can play a role in
LGs’ perceptions of workplace inclusion. Importantly, however,
it seems that the framework should be further refined, to
be able to investigate non-office work settings more carefully,
and to enhance its applicability to the lived realities of
invisible stigmatized minority groups. We were able to reach
a richness within our data due to our chosen method of
participant recruitment. In line with our maximum variation
sampling strategy, we were able to find commonalities as
well as differences among our participants, thereby reaching a
satisfactory level of data saturation (see e.g. Hennink et al., 2011).
These commonalities and differences formed the basis for our
conceptual analyses, providing us with new insights into the
central topics of this study. Furthermore, we recruited people
through the gatekeeper strategy, thereby guaranteeing a certain
degree of self-selection. This, then, translated into interviewing
participants who were willing to share insightful stories about
their personal experiences.

Simultaneously, this self-selection procedure, might have
created a considerable amount of bias, and, thus, be considered
a limitation of the study. Perhaps the employees who participated
in our study were the ones who are particularly interested in
sharing their stories, thereby making it possible that we did
not get to speak with the less vocal segment of MSF’s SGM-
employees. Similarly, a segment of MSF’s SGM-population may
not have been able to live with a lowered satisfaction of their need
for authenticity, and therefore decided to switch to another job.
Subsequently, we were not able to collect insights into the factors
leading to turnover decisions. Another limitation is that our
sample only consisted of LG humanitarian aid workers. Given
the particular issues faced by bisexual populations (e.g., lowered
mental and emotional wellbeing, and social support compared
to LGs; Arena and Jones, 2017), and transgendered people (e.g.,
more severe employment discrimination and unique challenges
in identity management; Connell, 2010), it may be very likely that
their experiences differ from the ones described here.

AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Based on the findings we present here, we suggest several
fruitful avenues for future research: Two of a theoretical, one
of a methodological, and two of a practical nature. A first
theoretical idea hinges on our finding of the possible existence of
a shared disclosure dilemma, rather than the commonly assumed

individual dilemma (e.g., Griffith and Hebl, 2002). For example,
future studies could explore the interests and viewpoints of the
multiple stakeholders involved in the disclosure dilemma, the
particular contexts in which such a shared dilemma may emerge,
and what consequences may arise out of such ‘conflicts of interest,’
for individual and organization alike.

A second theoretical idea relies on the possibility of a
buffering effect among the needs that combine to conceptualize
workplace inclusion, for example by looking into how applicable
the current conceptualization is for those people who have the
option to conceal a characteristic (e.g., religion, educational
background, political orientation) that distinguishes them from
the majority. How does (lack of) satisfaction of their need for
authenticity affect their perceived inclusion? Furthermore, in this
particular case study, the organization was lauded by its ability to
nurture perceptions of belonging, thereby somewhat ‘lessening
the blow’ of lowered fulfillment of their need for authenticity.
Do SGM-employees and fellow ‘invisible’ minorities in other
sectors also experience that their need for authenticity needs
to be compromised in their daily work, but that fulfillment of
their belonging need may have a buffering function, or vice
versa? What role does identity centrality play in the decision to
disclose an invisible identity, and how does it affect perceived
workplace inclusion?

Addressing these questions may lead to uncovering the
conditions under which a sexual minority employee’s different
social identities become salient in a particular setting. For
example, findings of our case study indicate the importance of an
overarching organizational goal, which made employees subsume
their personal need for authenticity under the organizational
needs, especially in the field.

With regard to methods, our study calls for replication in
other contexts. It might be possible that humanitarian aid work,
with its high volatility, stress-inducing workload, and extreme
ability to foster a strong sense of belonging, may be a very special
organizational setting, leading to the findings we presented here.
Additionally, there is a strong self-selection in this type of
profession; as several participants mentioned, you have to be a
certain kind of individual to be willing to live under these very
special circumstances. This may have influenced our findings.
Therefore, future research would do well to investigate these
components of workplace inclusion within other organizations,
in particular those with a strong mission element and the aim to
help or save others, such as the ICRC, the military, volunteering,
or faith-based organizations.

Thirdly, two more practical areas deserve attention. As the
office setting of our study is situated in Amsterdam, we were not
surprised to hear that, compared to other countries, participants
felt they could be open about their sexual identity, hinging on
the image of Amsterdam, and the Netherlands at large, to be
tolerant and open toward SGM. Nevertheless, we also found
boundaries to this openness: participants indicated to still be
the subject of, or having witnessed someone else being the
subject of, derogatory jokes and remarks toward SGM. We need
to disentangle the mechanisms through which this ‘bounded
tolerance’ (see also Buijs et al., 2011) strains SGM-employees,
how negative consequences can be overcome, and how this can
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be addressed among heterosexual workers. Relatedly, we only
considered the viewpoints of LG employees. A truly inclusive
work environment also needs to take into consideration the
viewpoints of the majority group (i.e., heterosexuals) (cf. Shore
et al., 2011; Otten and Jansen, 2015), and of other SGM, namely
bisexuals’, and transgender individuals’.

CONCLUSION

We found similarities as well as differences among sexual
minority humanitarian aid workers, for example with regard
to how they assess the disclosure dilemma, and with regard to
their perceived workplace inclusion. This suggests that, even if
a fundamental human need cannot be satisfied within a given
organizational environment, sexual minority employees might
continue to enjoy working for their organization, because of a
deep love and great passion for their job, and for fulfilling an
overarching organizational mission. There are ways in which
they can make meaningful contributions, both within and
beyond their organizational boundaries, even though it may
be more difficult to fulfill their need for authenticity within
the workplace, compared to members of the majority group.
One way to better understand the mechanisms that perpetuate
existing organizational arrangements maintaining workplace
inequality of vulnerable groups, such as sexual minorities, is to
do in-depth research on workplace inclusion from the targets’
own perspectives.
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