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A model of perceived sexual orientation discrimination was tested in a national sample of 534 gay and
lesbian employees. The effects of legislation, organizational policies and practices, and work group
composition on perceived sexual orientation discrimination were examined, as well as the attitudinal and
organizational outcomes associated with discrimination. Gay employees were more likely to report
discrimination when employed in groups that were primarily heterosexual and in organizations that
lacked supportive policies and were not covered by protective legislation. Disclosure of sexual orienta-
tion at work was related to discrimination and antecedent variables. Perceived discrimination was
associated with negative work attitudes and fewer promotions. Organizational policies and practices had
the strongest impact on perceived discrimination and were directly related to outcomes.

Discrimination against employees who are or who are just
perceived to be gay is legal in most workplaces (Button, Rienzo, &
Wald, 1997; van der Meide, 2000). Although gay and lesbian
employees constitute between 4% and 17% of the workforce
(Gonsiorek & Weinrich, 1991), a larger proportion than many
other minority groups, there has been little research on the work-
place experiences of gay employees. Studies using small regional
samples have revealed that between 25% and 66% of gay employ-
ees report workplace discrimination (see review by Croteau,
1996), but because most gay and lesbian employees do not fully
disclose their sexual orientation at work (Badgett, 1996; Driscoll,
Kelley, & Fassinger, 1996; Schneider, 1987), the potential for
discrimination may actually be quite higher. Existing reports may
also reflect conservative estimates of workplace discrimination;
most respondents in existing studies were employed in locales with
laws prohibiting sexual orientation discrimination, but it is esti-
mated that only one fifth to one third of gay Americans live in
areas that provide such legal protection (van der Meide, 2000;
Wald, Button, & Rienzo, 1996). The purpose of this study is to
provide insight into the factors that contribute to gay employees'
perceptions of workplace discrimination and the consequences of
reported sexual orientation discrimination.
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A number of macro and micro factors may contribute to gay
employees' reports of workplace discrimination. One important
macro factor is whether the employee works in a state or a
municipality covered by legislation that prohibits workplace dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual orientation. Another factor that
is more proximal in nature is whether the organization has policies
and practices that reflect a culture supportive of gay employees.
For example, organizations with cultures that are supportive of gay
employees tend to have formal policies that forbid discrimination
against gay employees, offer same-sex partner benefits, and wel-
come same-sex partners at company events (Friskopp & Silver-
stein, 1996; Mickens, 1994). The most proximal factor is the
employee's immediate work environment and the sexual orienta-
tion of the employee's manager or work group. The first purpose
of our study, therefore, was to gain an understanding of the factors
that are related to perceived workplace discrimination. From a
policy perspective, it is also important to compare and disentangle
the impact of these factors on reports of workplace discrimination.
For example, does protective legislation have a greater impact than
organizational culture because of its scope and the potential for
litigation, or does culture and work group composition have a
stronger impact because of proximity?

The disclosure of sexual orientation in the workplace is a critical
factor that needs to be included in any reliable investigation of
reported workplace discrimination. Because sexual orientation is
not readily observable, direct discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation generally requires knowledge or suspicion of an em-
ployee's sexual orientation. Individuals may not experience direct
discrimination if no one knows or suspects that they are gay, even
though they may indirectly experience discrimination through the
presence of a hostile environment. The second purpose of our
study, therefore, was to examine the relationship between per-
ceived discrimination and disclosure of sexual orientation at work.
We also took the opportunity to examine whether the decision to
disclose is affected by the legislative, organizational, and work
group antecedent factors discussed above.
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The third purpose of our study was to examine the relationship
between perceived workplace discrimination and a host of work
attitudes and organizational outcomes. What are the tangible out-
comes related to heterosexism in the workplace? Do individuals
who perceive workplace discrimination report less positive job
attitudes and receive fewer promotions and less compensation than
those who do not perceive discrimination? Another important
question addressed in this study is whether the antecedent factors,
such as organizational culture and legislation, directly affect work
outcomes or whether they are mediated by reports of workplace
discrimination. Do gay employees have to experience workplace
discrimination for legislative, organizational, and work group fac-
tors to influence their work attitudes and outcomes?

Despite the importance of this topic and the attention it has
received in the popular literature (e.g., Deutschman, 1999; Oppel,
1999), very little research on gay employees has been conducted.
Our study was designed to be the first comprehensive examination
of perceptions of heterosexism in the workplace. In particular, our
goal was to examine simultaneously a comprehensive set of ante-
cedents and consequences to perceived heterosexism at work
within one large-scale national investigation. Toward that end, we
developed and tested a multilevel model of perceived heterosexism
in the workplace with the objective of contributing to the knowl-
edge base necessary for the development of theory in this emerg-
ing area. Finally, from an applied perspective, we sought to doc-
ument the organizational consequences of perceived workplace
discrimination and to provide organizations with empirically based
insights into the factors that may contribute to perceptions of
sexual orientation discrimination in the workplace.

It is important to note that our study examined gay employees'
perceptions and subjective reports of experienced and observed
workplace discrimination. Although perceptual measures of work-
place discrimination are entirely valid and are, in fact, central for
predicting such variables as work attitudes and morale, perceived
discrimination is conceptually distinct from actual patterns and
practices of workplace discrimination and, therefore, may or may
not reflect objective forms of workplace discrimination. For ex-
ample, individuals may not report workplace discrimination if they
are entirely unaware of discriminatory actions used against them
or, in contrast, may perceive actions intended to be benign as
discriminatory. However, if an action is perceived as discrimina-
tory, even if it is not intended as such, it still may have an adverse
impact on gay employees' morale, work attitudes, and job behav-
iors. With this boundary condition in mind, we took a first step
toward examining the antecedents and outcomes related to gay
employees' perceptions of sexual orientation discrimination in the
workplace.

Theoretical and Literature Review

Antecedents to Perceived Workplace Discrimination

Because there is a lack of theory on heterosexism in the work-
place (cf. Badgett, 1996), we used related theoretical perspectives
on discrimination and diversity to provide a foundation for explor-
ing this new area of research. In particular, J. M. Jones's (1972)
model of institutional racism offers a nice multilevel framework
that can be integrated with other perspectives on diversity and
applied to heterosexism in the workplace. J. M. Jones theorized

that racism occurs at three levels: individual, institutional, and
societal-cultural. Individual racism, as applied to organizational
settings, stems from the racial climate and composition of the work
group (Pettigrew & Martin, 1987; Watts & Carter, 1991). Rela-
tional demographers contend that not only the composition of the
work group but also the composition of the leader-subordinate
dyad is important (Riordan & Shore, 1997; Tsui, Egan, &
O'Reilly, 1992; Tsui & O'Reilly, 1989). Ranter's (1977) numer-
ical proportion model complements these views; Kanter predicted
that an individual who shares demographic group membership
with coworkers or supervisors should perceive and experience less
discrimination than an individual who is the "token" in that envi-
ronment, and existing research generally supports this perspective
(Ely, 1995). Given these theories, we would expect less perceived
sexual orientation discrimination among gay employees who have
gay coworkers or managers as compared with gay employees who
work within a primarily heterosexual environment.

Hypothesis la: Gay employees with gay supervisors will perceive less
workplace discrimination than gay employees with heterosexual
supervisors.

Hypothesis lb\ Gay employees with a greater proportion of gay
coworkers will perceive less workplace discrimination than gay em-
ployees with work groups that are primarily heterosexual.

Applying a somewhat more macro orientation to racism, J. M.
Jones (1972) defined institutional racism as "the application of the
institution's policies and procedures [to] produce racist conse-
quences" (p. 130). As applied to organizations, institutional racism
reflects the culture of the organization and is represented in the
organizational policies and practices that perpetuate inequity and
racism (Pettigrew & Martin, 1987; Watts & Carter, 1991). Orga-
nizational theorists propose that management practices and poli-
cies serve as visible artifacts for organizational culture and are
useful representations of culture (e.g., Frost, Moore, Louis, Lund-
berg, & Martin, 1985; Martin & Siehl, 1983; Schein, 1984, 1992).
As applied to heterosexism in the workplace, we would expect less
reported workplace discrimination in organizations that have more
"gay friendly" or supportive organizational cultures. Examples of
organizational indicators for supportive cultures include policies
that directly prohibit discrimination on the basis of sexual orien-
tation, the inclusion of sexual orientation in the definition of
diversity and in diversity training, the offering of same-sex do-
mestic partner benefits and gay support-networking groups, and
whether same-sex partners are welcome at company social events
(Friskopp & Silverstein, 1996; Mickens, 1994). Organizations that
have more of these cultural indicators should be viewed as more
accepting of gay employees than organizations that have few or
none of these cultural indicators.

Hypothesis 2: The greater the extent of supportive policies and prac-
tices in the organization, the less workplace discrimination will be
perceived by gay employees.

Finally, on the most macro level, J. M. Jones (1972) proposed
that societal culture causes racism. According to J. M. Jones,
cultural or societal racism contains elements of both individual and
institutional racism and is defined as "the individual and institu-
tional superiority of one race's cultural heritage over that of
another race" (p. 6). Societal racism provides the context and
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justification for institutional and individual racism. From an orga-
nizational perspective, societal racism filters down to the organi-
zation and the work group (Alderfer & Smith, 1982; Cox, 1993).
Although societal culture is difficult to measure, legislation pro-
hibiting workplace discrimination against gay employees reflects
the essence of societal values regarding gay civil rights (Colbert &
Wofford, 1993; Worsnop, 1993). Moreover, because cultural
views toward gay individuals may vary by region, the presence or
absence of a local law is a telling indicator of the local culture's
attitudes toward gay men and lesbians (Wald et al, 1996). Given
these perspectives, we therefore expected that gay employees
would be less likely to report either experiencing or observing
sexual orientation discrimination in locales governed by legislation
that prohibits workplace discrimination against gay employees
than in locales that lack such protective legislation.

Hypothesis 3: Gay employees in organizations governed by protective
legislation will perceive less workplace discrimination than gay em-
ployees in organizations lacking protective legislation.

It is also important to compare the relative impact of societal,
organizational, and work group antecedents on perceptions of
workplace discrimination. This comparison provides important
information for theory building and policy development. The lack
of theory and research in this area led us to consider this as a
research question. Would legislation have a greater impact than
organizational culture or team composition because of scope, or
would team composition have the strongest impact because of
proximity?

Research Question I: Which antecedent factor has the greatest impact
on perceptions of workplace discrimination?

There has been no research to date that has examined the effects
of antecedent variables on perceptions of workplace discrimina-
tion. Most of the existing research used small regional samples of
gay employees to examine the extent and nature of perceived
workplace discrimination (see review by Croteau, 1996). These
studies indicate that perceptions of sexual orientation discrimina-
tion are quite common. In a study of 203 lesbians in New York
City, Levine and Leonard (1984) found that nearly one quarter
perceived job discrimination, and three fifths of the women ex-
pected discrimination if their sexual orientation were discovered;
as a consequence, 77% of the respondents limited disclosure about
their sexual orientation at work. An interview study of 70 gay men
in five metropolitan cities revealed that 97% reported that their
sexual orientation had, at some time, cost them a promotion, a
raise, or a relationship with a potential mentor (Woods, 1994). In
a survey of 67 gay Harvard Business School graduates, 37% of the
respondents reported that their careers had been hurt because
people at work knew or suspected that they were gay, and 12%
reported being blackmailed or threatened with blackmail regarding
their sexual orientation (Friskopp & Silverstein, 1996).

Although these studies examined gay employees' self-reports of
workplace discrimination and may be subject to claims of percep-
tual distortion, a recent study of military personnel used percep-
tions of sexual orientation discrimination reported by a primarily
heterosexual sample (Myers, 2000). Although self-reports and
perceptual data by military personnel were the basis of these
reports, the findings are quite compelling. This national study

of 71,570 service members on 38 military bases and 11 naval
vessels revealed that 80% heard offensive speech, derogatory
names, jokes, or remarks about gay individuals in the past year,
and a full 37% had witnessed or experienced an incident of
harassment based on perceived homosexuality in the past year.
More than half of these incidents involved threats, unfair disci-
pline, or discrimination in training or career opportunities.

These studies provide important insights into the possible extent
of reported workplace discrimination, but they did not examine
factors that lead to perceptions of workplace discrimination or the
consequences of such perceptions. These studies, although break-
ing new ground, were also limited by the fact that they did not
control for whether respondents disclosed their sexual orientation
at work or whether they were employed in a locale that prohibited
sexual orientation discrimination. As discussed below, we de-
signed our study to address these as well as other issues.

Perceived Discrimination and Disclosure of Sexual
Orientation at Work

Although the focus of the present study was on perceptions of
workplace discrimination, a key variable that needs to be included
in any such investigation is the degree of disclosure of sexual
orientation at work. Because sexual orientation is not observable,
gay employees may avoid becoming the direct target of discrim-
ination by limiting the disclosure of their sexual orientation at
work (Badgett, 1996; Fassinger, 1995). Individuals may work in
heterosexist environments, and although they may experience the
"fall out" from these hostile climates, they may not report being
the direct target of workplace discrimination if no one knows that
they are gay. Therefore, from a design perspective, if disclosure of
sexual orientation is not included in the study, assessments of
perceived workplace discrimination may be misleading.

From a theoretical perspective, stigma theory has been used to
understand the decision to disclose one's sexual orientation at
work (Cain, 1991; Herek, 1991, 1998; Herek & Capitanio, 1996)
and may provide insights into the relationship between disclosure
and perceived workplace discrimination. According to Goffman
(1974), stigmatized groups are viewed as inferior and are discred-
ited by groups that are considered "normal" and in the majority. In
an attempt to avoid the negative attributions and discrimination
associated with stigmatized groups, individuals may attempt to
conceal their stigma or even "pass" as members of majority groups
(Goffman, 1974; E. E. Jones et al., 1984). When applied to gay
employees (cf. Herek, 1998; Herek & Capitanio, 1996), stigma
theory leads to two predictions: (a) Gay employees will tend to
conceal their sexual orientation at work, and (b) they will be more
likely to conceal their sexual orientation when they fear discrim-
ination and stigma effects based on their sexual orientation.

Existing research indicates general support for the first propo-
sition; most gay men and lesbians limit the disclosure of their
sexual orientation in the workplace (see review by Croteau, 1996).
For example, in a study of 228 lesbian employees in the north-
eastern United States, Schneider (1987) found that two thirds of
the women limited disclosure of their sexual orientation at work
and that the decision to disclose was strongly influenced by prior
experiences of workplace discrimination. Twenty-one percent of
the 70 gay men interviewed by Woods (1994) reported that they
did not disclose their sexual orientation at work, and all of these
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professionals reported that they had "passed" as heterosexuals in
previous corporate jobs. Many reported that they had to leave their
organization after 1 or 2 years because of the pressures associated
with this "counterfeiting" and the fear of being discovered.

Although there has been very little research on the relationship
between disclosure and reported workplace discrimination, the
results of existing research yield mixed support for the theory-
based proposition that individuals are more likely to conceal their
sexual orientation when they have witnessed or experienced work-
place discrimination. In a study of 123 lesbians, Driscoll et al.
(1996) found a relationship between the degree of disclosure of
sexual orientation at work and a newly developed measure of
workplace climate, which included items related to perceived
workplace discrimination. In support of the stigma theory predic-
tion, gay employees were more likely to disclose their sexual
orientation in workplaces that were viewed as supportive of gay
employees. In contrast, two studies of student-affairs professionals
found greater perceptions of workplace discrimination among
those who were more open about their sexual orientation at work
(Croteau & Lark, 1995) and in employment interviews (Croteau &
von Destinon, 1994), suggesting that disclosure may increase
perceptions of workplace discrimination.

These disparate findings may be due to the fact that the decision
to disclose is affected by more than just perceptions of workplace
discrimination. Emerging perspectives on the management of gay
identity at work suggest that a complex pattern of factors may affect
disclosure, including supportive coworkers (Cain, 1991), organi-
zational culture (Schneider, 1987), protective legislation (Badgett,
1996), and anticipated discrimination (Croteau, 1996). A more
accurate test of the theoretical relationship between disclosure and
perceived discrimination would therefore include controlling for
these factors and assessing their impact on the discrimination-
disclosure relationship. To that end, we used structural equation
techniques to examine simultaneously and hold constant the ef-
fects of legislation, organizational culture, and work group com-
position when examining the relationship between disclosure and
perceived discrimination. This technique provides a more compre-
hensive and accurate test of the theory-based prediction of less
disclosure in the face of perceived workplace discrimination.

Hypothesis 4: Gay employees will be more likely to conceal their
sexual orientation when they perceive workplace discrimination based
on sexual orientation.

Outcomes of Perceived Sexual Orientation Discrimination
in the Workplace

The third purpose of our study was to examine the impact of
perceived workplace discrimination on work attitudes and organi-
zational outcomes. Related theory on racism and sexism in orga-
nizations holds that perceptions of discrimination have a negative
impact on workers' attitudes and organizational outcomes (Kanter,
1977; Pettigrew & Martin, 1987), and emerging perspectives pre-
dict that similar relationships for gay men and lesbians may be
expected (cf. Croteau, 1996; Diamant, 1993; Fassinger, 1996).

Although there has been a lack of research on the relationship
between perceived discrimination and work outcomes, a few stud-
ies have examined the relationship between being gay and work
outcomes. Badgett (1995), for example, found that gay and bisex-

ual male workers earned significantly less than their heterosexual
counterparts, but the salaries of lesbian and heterosexual women
were not significantly different. Olson (1987) found that 52% of
the 97 gay teachers studied reported that their sexual orientation
played a role in their decision to leave their profession. Follow-up
qualitative data revealed extraordinary stress associated with lead-
ing a double life and dealing with prejudicial attitudes and dis-
crimination. Other studies, based on qualitative interviews, suggest
deleterious effects of perceived workplace discrimination on gay
employees' work attitudes and careers (cf. Friskopp & Silverstein,
1996; Hall, 1986; Woods, 1994).

Existing research and theory in this area lead to the prediction
that gay workers' perceptions of workplace discrimination will
have a negative relationship with their job and career attitudes and
will be negatively related to their compensation and promotion
rates. Although these relationships are relatively straightforward,
as we discussed earlier, the documentation of the work outcomes
associated with perceptions of discrimination has important prac-
tical and policy implications for organizations.

Hypothesis 5a: Gay employees who perceive workplace discrimina-
tion will hold more negative job and career attitudes than employees
who do not perceive workplace discrimination.

Hypothesis 5b: Gay employees who perceive workplace discrimina-
tion will receive less compensation and fewer promotions than em-
ployees who do not perceive workplace discrimination.

Finally, we were interested in examining whether the antecedent
factors of legislation, organizational policies and practices, and
work group composition directly affect work attitudes and out-
comes or whether their effect is mediated through perceived work-
place discrimination. In other words, do employees actually need
to perceive or experience discrimination for these antecedent vari-
ables to have an effect on work attitudes and outcomes? An
alternative scenario, and one that has important practical implica-
tions, is that protective legislation, organizational policies and
practices, and work group compositions have independent effects
on these outcomes.

In support of this idea, in a study of 167 gay employees in San
Francisco and Indianapolis, Ellis and Riggle (1995) found greater
job satisfaction among employees in organizations that had poli-
cies forbidding discrimination based on sexual orientation than
those employed in organizations lacking such policies. Although
the authors did not examine protective legislation, they did report
that the organizations in San Francisco were more likely to have
protective policies than the organizations in Indianapolis. Because
protective legislation covers San Francisco but not Indianapolis
(Button et al., 1997), these results may also reflect differences in
protective legislation. Although these preliminary findings suggest
that organizational policy and protective legislation may have an
independent effect on work attitudes, because the study did not
include reports of discrimination, the potential for mediation re-
mains unclear. Given the lack of theory and research in this area,
we examined these relationships by using a research question.

Research Question 2: Does perceived workplace discrimination me-
diate the relationship between antecedent variables and outcomes?

A summary of the proposed model of heterosexism in the
workplace is displayed in Figure 1. This model is not intended to
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Figure I. Antecedents and consequences of perceived workplace discrimination: summary of model and
hypothesized relationships. Hyp. = hypothesis.

be exhaustive; rather, our goal was to draw on related paradigms
to develop and test a multilevel model that incorporates some of
the basic factors that may contribute to perceived workplace dis-
crimination and to examine the effects of these factors on out-
comes typically measured in organizational research. Our intention
was to provide an empirical and theoretical springboard that will
stimulate the future development and refinement of theories on
sexual orientation in the workplace.

Method

Procedure and Respondents

Sampling procedure. A national random sample of 2,919 members of
three national gay rights organizations in the United States were sent
surveys in August 1997. Specifically, we sent surveys to 1,488 members of
one of the largest gay civil rights organizations in the nation, hi addition,
as part of a larger study of workplace diversity, we sent an additional 681
surveys to members of a national gay Latino-Latina organization, and 750
surveys were sent to a national gay African American organization. A
stratified random sampling technique was used in which equal numbers of
men and women were selected by geographic area. The surveys were
completely anonymous; there was no identifying information on the sur-
veys that would connect them to the respondents. Two reminder postcards
and a reminder letter were sent to all respondents. A total of 334 surveys
were returned unanswered for various reasons, with the primary reason
being undeliverable mail (n = 283)'; 51 surveys were returned unanswered
because respondents were retired, unemployed, self-employed, heterosex-
ual, or deceased. Completed surveys were returned by 768 respondents,
yielding a response rate of 30%.

Respondents. Because this study investigated workplace discrimina-
tion against gay, lesbian, and bisexual employees, surveys returned from
the following groups were not used in the analyses: those indicating they

were heterosexual (n = 20) or unsure of their sexual orientation (n = 3);
those who were self-employed (n = 99) or employed by a gay, lesbian, or
bisexual organization (n = 51); and those who were not employed in paid
positions (i.e., retirees, unemployed individuals, or volunteers; n = 61).
The final sample, therefore, consisted of 534 respondents. The sample
consisted of 168 women and 363 men; 3 individuals did not report their
gender. The majority of the respondents considered themselves to be gay
or lesbian (92.9%) as compared with bisexual (7.1%). The racial and ethnic
background of the respondents was 67.6% White (n = 361), 15.2% Black
(n = 81), 12.2% Latino or Hispanic (n = 65), 0.7% Asian (n = 4), 1.1%
multiracial (n = 6), and 1.1% "other" (n = 6); 11 (2.1%) did not report
their race. Table 1 presents a breakdown of the sample's race and gender,
along with other demographic and organizational characteristics. As indi-
cated in Table 1, respondents in this national sample represented a rela-
tively wide range of job classifications, industries, and organizations.

Measures

The survey was developed and pretested on an opportunity sample of 28
gay respondents who were employed at gay advocacy and educational
institutions across the nation. The pretest was used to ensure clarity, refine
instruments, and select items. The staff from the gay rights organizations
that provided the mailing lists also critiqued and approved the pretest and
final surveys.

Protective legislation. Respondents were asked the city and the state in
which they worked. Because legislation varies by state, county, city, and

1 Undeliverable mail was due to change of addresses. The majority of
these returned surveys came from the mailing lists of the African American
and Latino American gay civil rights groups. Racial differences in return
rates may therefore partially have been attributable to the use of older
mailing lists by the African American and Latino American groups.
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Table 1
Summary of Sample's Demographic and Employment Characteristics

Race-ethnicity by gender3

Women Men

Caucasian 63.4%
Black 18.9%
Latino 15.2%
Asian 0.0%
Multiracial 1.2%
Other 1.2%

Average age: 41 years
Average tenure in organization: 9.3 years
Current annual compensation

Under $15,000
$15,000-525,000
$26,000-550,000
$51,000-$75,000
$76,000-$ 100,000
Over $100,000

Job classification
Professional-technical
Managerial
Clerical or sales
Service
Craft or operative
Agriculture, fishery, or forestry

Organizational size
Over 10,000 worldwide
1,000-10,000
100-999
Less than 100

(n = 104) 71.4%
(n = 31) 14.0%
(« = 25) 11.2%
(« = 0) 1.1%
(n = 2) 1.1%
(n = 2) 1.1%

4.3%
9.6%

42.1%
25.1%
11.1%
7.7%

68.5%
19.7%
4.9%
5.1%
1.3%
0.4%

30.3%
26.4%
20.7%
21.5%

Average tenure in position:
Education

Some high school
High school degree
Associate degree
Bachelor's degree
Master's degree
Doctorate degree

Industry
Education
Health
Government
Service
Manufacturing
Finance-Insurance
Retailing
Advertising-Publishing
Travel-transportation
Human services
Design-fashion

(n = 255)
(n = 50)
(n = 40)
(n = 4)
(n = 4)
(n = 4)

6.1 years

0.8%
4.9%
9.6%

38.6%
28.2%
17.9%

24.2%
17.0%
14.8%
12.2%
9.2%
6.8%
3.3%
3.1%
2.0%
2.0%
0.9%

Note. Based on N = 534.
a Represents column percentages.

municipality, multiple sources were used to determine current legislation
governing respondents' employers (Button et al., 1997; National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force, 1996; Wald, Button, & Rienzo, 1997). An indepen-
dent coder transformed this question into the protective legislation variable.
The variable was coded 0 = not covered by protective legislation or 1 =
covered by protective legislation; therefore, higher values represent pro-
tective coverage.

Organizational policies and practices. Six items that were based on
existing literature were used to assess supportive organizational policies
and practices. In particular, we asked whether the organization had a
written policy prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation, in-
cluded sexual orientation in the definition of diversity, included gay and
lesbian issues in diversity training, offered same-sex domestic partner
benefits, offered gay and lesbian resource-support groups, and welcomed
same-sex partners at company social events. As we discussed earlier, these
policies and practices have been used as indicators of organizational
cultures that are supportive of gay employees (Friskopp & Silverstein,
1996; Mickens, 1994). The specific items used to measure these variables
and the frequency of responses are listed in Table 2. These individual items
were first coded so that the presence of the supportive policy or procedure
was coded as 1, the absence was coded as 0, and don't know responses
were coded as missing. These six items were then summed to create an
overall scale of organizational policies and practices, which was used in
most of the analyses. The coefficient alpha for this variable was .82, and
values ranged from 0 to 6, with higher values representing more supportive
policies and procedures.

Work group composition. Two items were used to measure the sexual
orientation composition of the work group. First, respondents were asked

about the sexual orientation of their coworkers. The options for this item
were: most coworkers were heterosexual (coded as 1), work group about
equally balanced (coded as 2), most coworkers were gay or lesbian (coded
as 3), and did not know (coded as missing). Second, respondents were

Table 2
Summary of Sample's Organizational Policies and Practices

Response

Question

Does your organization:
Have a written nondiscrimination

policy that includes sexual
orientation?

Include sexual orientation in the
definition of diversity?

Include awareness of gay-lesbian-
bisexual issues in diversity training?

Offer same-sex domestic partners
benefits?

Offer gay-lesbian-bisexual resource or
support groups?

Welcome same-sex partners at
company social events?

"Yes"

53.8%

50.7%

31.5%

20.5%

21.8%

52.1%

"Don't
know"

17.0%

18.4%

22.1%

9.1%

11.6%

29.1%

"No"

29.2%

30.9%

46.4%

70.4%

66.7%

18.8%

Note. Based on N = 534.
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Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, Sample Sizes, Alphas, and Intercorrelations of Variables

Variable SD 1

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

Protective legislation
Summary of policies and practices
Nondiscrirnination policy
Included in diversity definition
Included in diversity training
Domestic partner benefits
Gay support groups
Invited to social events
Orientation of supervisor
Orientation of coworkers
Workplace discrimination
Disclosure of orientation
Compensation
Promotion rate
Opportunities for promotion
Job satisfaction
Organizational commitment
Turnover intentions
Organizational self-esteem
Career commitment
Race-
Sex"

.69
2.44

.65

.62

.53

.22

.24

.73

.09
1.11

45.31
2.66
3.52
2.35

13.30
12.81
69.33
6.31

41.83
23.53

.69

.68

.46
1.82
.48
.48
.50
.41
.43
.44
.29

0.38
20.54
0.99
1.18
2.10
9.01
2.65

17.54
4.13
6.64
7.01

.46

.46

528
528
440
430
459
479
467
373
499
521
529
532
530
490
530
534
532
532
533
534
523
531

.19**

.24**

.20**

.04

.16**

.08

.23**

.05

.06
-.14**

.20**

.11**

.04

.01

.04

.06
-.01

.03

.02

.02

.03

(.82)
.76**
.82**
.61**
.59**
.64**
.56**
.11*
.17**

-.28**
.37**
.12**
.01
.15**
.17**
.27**

-.18**
.17**
.16**
.07

-.02

—
.83**
.30**
.37**
.36**
.33**
.09*
.15**

-.22**
.28**
.06

-.06
.11*
.09
.12*

-.06
.05
.04

-.02
-.01

—
.38**
.43**
.41**
.39**
.08
.14**

-.24**
.25**
.06

-.02
.12*
.11*
.19**

-.08
.11*
.07

-.02
-.02

—
.16**
.44**
.20**

-.04
.05

-.01
.05
.01
.02
.14**
.09*
.16**

-.17**
.11*
.09*

-.02
-.09

Note. Coefficient alphas appear in parentheses along the diagonal. Higher values represent protective legislation, supportive policies and practices, and
a greater proportion of gay coworkers and supervisors. Higher values also represent more perceived workplace discrimination, greater disclosure of sexual
identity at work, more positive work attitudes, and greater turnover intentions.
a Coded as 0 = minority, 1 = majority. b Coded as 0 = female, 1 = male.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

asked if their supervisor had the same sexual orientation as them; hetero-
sexual supervisors were coded as 0, and gay supervisors were coded as 1.
Higher scores on these items therefore represent a greater proportion of gay
coworkers and gay supervisors.

Perceived workplace discrimination. A review of the literature re-
vealed no psychometrically established measures of workplace discrimi-
nation based on sexual orientation. A modified version of the Workplace
Prejudice/Discrimination Inventory was therefore used to test the hypoth-
eses and research questions (James, Lovato, & Cropanzano, 1994). The
15-item, single-factor instrument has established reliability and validity
(James et al., 1994). The inventory measures perceptions of race discrim-
ination in the workplace, so terms relating to race were replaced with terms
relating to sexual orientation. The instrument is well suited for measuring
perceived heterosexism in the workplace because it taps both experienced
and observed workplace discrimination. This is particularly important for
gay employees who may not have directly experienced discrimination
because no one knows that they are gay but who still experience a
heterosexist environment that affects their work attitudes. Although the
self-report instrument measures both experienced and observed workplace
discrimination, prior studies have found that the instrument represents a
single factor (James et al., 1994), and a principal-components factor
analysis conducted on the present sample also yielded a single factor with
an eigenvalue of 7.49, accounting for 53.6% of the variance. The instru-
ment uses a 7-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (completely
disagree) to 7 (completely agree). Higher values therefore indicate greater
perceived workplace discrimination. The coefficient alpha found in the
present study for this instrument was .94.

Disclosure of sexual orientation at work. Disclosure was measured
with the following question: "At work, have you disclosed your sexual
orientation to: (Please check one option): (1) no one (2) some people (3)
most people (4) everyone." These four options were modified from similar
"out at work" scales used by Croteau and Lark (1995), Levine and Leonard

(1984), and Schneider (1987). Higher values represent greater disclosure of
sexual orientation at work.

Work attitudes and career outcomes. All career and job attitudes were
measured using established instruments. Six attitudes were assessed: job
satisfaction, satisfaction with opportunities for promotion, organizational
commitment, organization-based self-esteem, career commitment, and
turnover intentions. All six measures had acceptable coefficient alphas, as
displayed in Table 3.

Job satisfaction was measured with Quinn and Staines's (1979) 5-item
measure of job satisfaction. Satisfaction with opportunities for promotion
was appraised with the 9-item Promotion subscale of the Job Description
Index (Smith, Kendall, & Hulin, 1969). Organizational commitment was
measured with Mowday, Steers, and Porter's (1979) 15-item scale.
Organization-based self-esteem was measured using the 10-item instru-
ment by Pierce, Gardner, Cummings, and Dunham (1989). Career com-
mitment was measured with Blau's (1985) 7-item Career Commitment
scale. Turnover intentions were measured using a 2-item scale from the
Michigan Organizational Assessment Questionnaire (Nadler, Jenkins,
Cammann, & Lawler, 1975). With the exception of turnover intentions,
higher values on all attitudinal scales represent more positive career and
job attitudes. Higher values on the turnover scale represent greater turnover
intentions.

Promotion rate and compensation were used to measure career out-
comes. Promotions were defined as involving two or more of the following
criteria: significant increases in salary; significant increases in scope of
responsibility; change in job level or rank; or eligibility for bonuses,
incentives, and stock plans. Given the preceding definition, we asked
respondents how many promotions they had received over the past 10
years. Respondents were also asked to check one of six income categories
that reflected their current annual compensation, which included their
salary, bonuses, commissions, stock options, and profit sharing. The in-
come categories are listed in Table 1.
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6

.27**
29**
.12**
.07

-.21**
.23**
.15**

-.02
.06
.08
.14**

-.12**
.10*
.06
.08

-.07

7

.25**

.04

.12**
-.08
.12**
.10*

-.08
.06
.05
.11*

-.08
.05
.07
.06
.04

8

—
.13**
.19**

-.60**
.49**
.01
.17**
24**
.36**
.37**

-.21**
.25**
23**
.07

-.02

9

—
42**

-.16**
.10*

-.02
.01
.06
.01
.03
.04
.03

-.03
-.04
.03

10

—-.27**
.26**

-.09*
.06
.06
.12**
.15**
.02
.07
.10*

-.01
.00

11

(.94)
-.28**
-.01
-.21**
-.37**
-.39**
-.47**
.25**

-.41**
-.24**
-.04
-.04

12

— -
.05
.08
.01
.13**
.12**

-.04
.06
.12**
.08
.01

13

—
.17**
.14**
.16**
.09*

-.17**
.13**
.13**
.23**
.16**

14

—
.29**
.18**
.23**

-.10*
.17**
.07

-.07
.08

15

(.87)
.41**
.51**

-.39**
.37**
.25**

-.03
-.00

16 17 18 19 20 21 22

(.82)
.68** (.90)

-.60** -.63** (.77)
.47** .53** -.35** (.91)
.58** .41** -.39** .38** (.88)
.06 .04 -.13** -.01 .07 —
.01 .01 -.01 .10* .02 .08 —

Results

The correlations, means, standard deviations, and coefficient
alphas for the study variables are displayed in Table 3.2 An initial
review of the independent variables revealed some interesting
trends in this national sample of members of gay rights organiza-
tions. The most striking finding is that there was significant vari-
ation in the degree to which individuals were out at work and that
most of these respondents concealed their sexual orientation from
others at work: 11.7% reported that they were out to no one at
work, 37.0% reported being out to some people, 24.6% reported
being out to most people, and 26.7% reported being out to every-
one at work. In terms of protective legislation, 69.8% of the
respondents worked in locales with protective legislation,
and 30.2% worked in locales lacking protective legislation. As
displayed in Table 2, a little more than half of the respondents
(53.8%) worked in organizations that had policies forbidding dis-
crimination based on sexual orientation, but only 20.5% worked in
organizations that offered same-sex domestic partner benefits, and
only 21.8% of the organizations offered gay support groups. When
asked about the sexual orientation of coworkers, most of the
respondents reported that most of their coworkers were heterosex-
ual (89.3%), 2.3% reported that most of their coworkers were gay
or lesbian, 6.6% reported that their work group was about equally
balanced, and 1.9% did not know the sexual orientation of their
coworkers. The majority of respondents also reported that their
supervisors were heterosexual (85.8%), but 8.9% had gay super-
visors, and 5.3% (n = 28) did not know their supervisor's sexual
orientation.

Antecedents to Perceived Workplace Discrimination

All of the antecedent hypotheses were supported. As predicted
in Hypotheses la and Ib, gay employees perceived significantly
less workplace discrimination when they had gay supervisors (r =
-.16, p < .001) and when they had a higher proportion of gay
coworkers in their work groups (r = -.27, p < .001).

Hypothesis 2 was tested using the summed indicator of organi-
zational policies and practices. The greater the extent of supportive
policies and practices in the organization, the less workplace
discrimination was reported by gay employees (r = —.28, p <
.001), thus providing strong support for this hypothesis. A post hoc
examination of the effects of the specific organizational policies
and practices yielded some interesting insights. As displayed in
Table 3, the practice with the strongest relationship to perceived
workplace discrimination was whether same-sex partners were
welcome at company social events (r = —.60, p < .001). Other
organizational factors that had a very strong relationship to per-
ceived workplace discrimination were whether the organization
had a written nondiscrimination policy that included sexual orien-
tation (r = -.22, p < .001), whether sexual orientation was
included in the organization's definition of diversity (r = -.24,
p < .001), and whether the organization offered same-sex domes-
tic partner benefits (r = -.21, p < .001). Surprisingly, whether the

2 We did explore race and gender effects, and as indicated in Table 3,
race and gender were not significantly correlated with any of the anteced-
ent variables or workplace discrimination.
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organization offered gay resource-support groups was marginally
significant (r = -.08, p = .056), and the inclusion of gay issues
in diversity training was not significantly related to perceived
workplace discrimination (r = -.01, ns). Finally, Hypothesis 3
received strong support; gay employees in organizations governed
by protective legislation perceived significantly less workplace
discrimination than employees in organizations not covered by
protective legislation (r = — .14, p = .001).

In Research Question 1, we asked which of these antecedent
variables had the greatest impact on reports of perceived work-
place discrimination. A maximum-likelihood structural analysis
using EQS Version 5.6 for the Power Macintosh (Bentler, 1995)
was used to answer this research question. Input for the EQS
program consisted of a 6 X 6 covariance matrix. With missing
data, analyses were conducted on a sample of 435 participants. The
four exogenous variables used in the model were protective leg-
islation, supportive workplace policies and practices, the sexual
orientation of the supervisor, and the sexual orientation composi-
tion of the work group. Perceived workplace discrimination and
the degree of disclosure of sexual orientation in the workplace
were the endogenous variables. As we discussed earlier, organi-
zational policies and practices may be affected by protective
legislation, and these variables were therefore permitted to covary
in this analysis. In a similar manner, because supportive organi-
zational policies should also be related to the presence of gay
coworkers and gay supervisors, these three variables were also
permitted to covary. The results produced a nonsignificant chi-
square, x2(2, N = 435) = 1.781, p = .410; goodness-of-fit indices
greater than .99 for all indices; and standardized residuals less than
1.0651, indicating an excellent fit of the model. All path coefficients
and covariances were statistically significant (a = .05), with the
exception of supervisor's sexual orientation, which lost its signif-
icance in this EQS analysis. Figure 2 presents the standardized
solutions for these analyses. Therefore, in response to Research
Question 1, organizational policies and practices had the strongest
effect on perceived workplace discrimination (path coefficient =

Figure 2. Results for Research Question 1: antecedents to perceived
discrimination and disclosure. Standardized path coefficients (N = 435).
All coefficients are statistically significant (o = .05) except for those
indicated with ns (not significant). Covariances among exogenous vari-
ables and error terras are not shown for simplification of presentation.

-.260), compared with the presence of protective legislation (path
coefficient = -.096) or gay coworkers (path coefficient = —.197).
The nonsignificant path coefficient for supervisor's sexual orien-
tation was —.043.

Perceived Discrimination and Disclosure of Sexual
Orientation at Work

Perceived workplace discrimination was significantly related to
the degree of disclosure of sexual orientation in the workplace. In
support of Hypothesis 4, gay employees who perceived greater
workplace discrimination were more likely to conceal their sexual
orientation at work than gay employees who reported less discrim-
ination (r = —.28, p < .001). As we discuss below, EQS analyses
also replicated these results by yielding a significant path coeffi-
cient between disclosure and perceived discrimination.

Although not the focus of the present study, it is interesting to
note that disclosure of sexual orientation was significantly related
to most of the antecedent variables in the model. Figure 2 displays
these results. Similar to the results for perceived discrimination,
the strongest effect was for organizational policies and practices,
which had a significant direct effect (path coefficient = .326) as
well as an indirect effect through perceived discrimination (dis-
crimination's effect on disclosure at work had a significant path
coefficient of —.145). These results indicate that gay employees
were more likely to disclose their sexual orientation in organiza-
tions that had supportive policies and practices and that were
covered by protective legislation. The presence of gay coworkers
significantly predicted disclosure at work, but the presence of gay
supervisors did not have a statistically significant direct effect on
disclosure at work, even though its bivariate correlation was sig-
nificant (r = .10, p = .015). This finding reflects the fact that
bivariate correlations indicate the relationship between two vari-
ables, whereas EQS estimates the relationship between variables
while simultaneously considering the influence of other variables
in the model (Byrne, 1994).

A post hoc inspection of the bivariate correlations in Table 3
revealed insights into the specific policies and practices that af-
fected disclosure in the workplace. This pattern of results generally
replicated the pattern found for perceived discrimination, but with
some important exceptions. Similar to the findings related to
discrimination, disclosure was greater in organizations that had
policies forbidding sexual orientation discrimination; included
sexual orientation in definitions of diversity; offered same-sex
domestic partner benefits; and, most strongly, welcomed same-sex
partners at company social events. Like perceived discrimination,
disclosure was unrelated to whether diversity training included
sexual orientation issues. However, although the presence of gay
support groups was marginally related to perceived workplace
discrimination (r = -.08,p = .056), it was significantly related to
disclosure of sexual orientation at work (r = .12, p = .007).

Outcomes of Perceived Sexual Orientation Discrimination

Perceptions of workplace discrimination were significantly re-
lated to the outcome variables. Strong support was received for
Hypothesis 5a, which predicted that gay employees who perceived
more workplace discrimination would also hold more negative job
and career attitudes than employees who perceived less workplace
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discrimination. As indicated in Table 3, significant correlations
were found between perceptions of workplace discrimination and
all six of the work attitudes studied: job satisfaction (r = -.39,
p < .001), organizational commitment (r = -.47, p < .001),
turnover intentions (r = .25, p < .001), organization-based self-
esteem (r = —.41, p < .001), satisfaction with opportunities for
promotion (r = —.37, p < .001), and career commitment (r =
-.24, p < .001). Mixed support was found for Hypothesis 5b,
which predicted that gay employees who perceived more work-
place discrimination would also report less compensation and
fewer promotions. Although individuals perceiving more discrim-
ination received significantly fewer promotions than those who
perceived less discrimination (r = —.2l,p< .001), compensation
was not significantly related to perceived workplace discrimina-
tion (r = —.01, ns).

In Research Question 2, we examined whether perceived work-
place discrimination mediated the relationship between the ante-
cedent variables (i.e., protective legislation, supportive policies
and practices, and the presence of gay coworkers and supervisors)
and the attitudinal and organizational outcome variables. To in-
vestigate this question, we again used EQS to test a full model that
included all of the antecedent and outcome variables, as well as the
perceived workplace discrimination and disclosure of sexual ori-
entation variables. This mediator model included pathways from
the antecedent variables to perceived discrimination and from
perceived discrimination to the six attitudinal outcome variables,

promotion, compensation, and the disclosure of sexual orientation
variable. However, as indicated in Table 3, the outcome measures
were significantly correlated; therefore, a latent factor was added
to the model to account for the intercorrelation among these
variables (Bentler, 1995). Although a latent factor was included to
account for the intercorrelation among the outcome variables, we
tested the pathways from perceived workplace discrimination to
the specific outcome variables, not the latent variable. Finally,
because compensation levels, promotions, and attitudes regarding
opportunities for promotion were so closely related, covariance
was allowed between the error terms of these three variables.

To test Research Question 2, we compared two models. The first
model, or the hypothesized mediator model, proposed that per-
ceived workplace discrimination acts as the sole mediator between
the antecedent and outcome variables. The test of this model is
displayed in Figure 3. The goodness-of-fit indices ranged from
.903 to .936, with the largest standardized residual equal to .142,
and all but five residuals less than .100. The chi-square was
statistically significant, which is not unusual for large sample sizes
(Bentler, 1995): ^(62, N = 435) = 166.717, p < .001. However,
all path coefficients and covariances presented in Figure 3 were
statistically significant (a = .05), with the exception of the path
between perceived discrimination and compensation. Thus, we
found support for the hypothesized mediator model.

However, to establish perceived discrimination as a mediator,
we needed to test a second direct-path model that not only included

-.677

Perceived
Workplace

Discrimination

1

-.142

Disclosure of
Sexual Orientation .191

Figure 3. Perceived workplace discrimination as a mediator between antecedents and consequences: standard-
ized path coefficients (N = 435). All coefficients are statistically significant (a = .05) except for the one
indicated with ns (not significant). Covariances among exogenous variables and error terms are not shown for
simplification of presentation.
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all the paths in the mediator model but also added direct paths from
each of the antecedent variables to each of the outcome variables
(Bentler, 1995). In other words, the direct-path model simply
added direct links between the antecedents and outcomes to the
pathways already developed in the mediator model; the mediator
model was therefore nested within the direct-path model. We
compared these two models by using a chi-square difference test to
see if the addition of the direct paths represented a statistically
significant improvement over the mediator model (Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988; Bentler, 1995). The results indicated that the
direct-path model had a statistically significant chi-square, ^(28,
N = 435) = 102.049, p < .001. As displayed in Table 4, the
goodness-of-fit indices ranged from .941, to .852, to .954 for
Bentler-Bonett normed, Bentler-Bonett nonnormed, and compar-
ative fit indices, respectively. The largest standardized residual
equaled an absolute value of. 112, with all other residuals less than
or equal to an absolute value of .09. The chi-square difference test
between the two models was possible because the first model was
nested within the second model and was found to be significant, X*
difference(34, N = 435) = 64.668, p < .01 (see Bentler, 1995).
This finding indicates that the addition of direct paths from each
antecedent to each outcome variable did improve on the overall fit
obtained with the mediator model.

Thus, in response to Research Question 2, perceptions of work-
place discrimination generally mediated the relationship between
antecedents and outcomes but did not do so completely. In partic-
ular, organizational policies and practices not only indirectly af-
fected outcomes through perceived discrimination but also had a
significant direct path to organizational commitment, turnover
intentions, career commitment, and compensation. In other words,
gay employees' compensation and half of the attitudes studied
were significantly and positively related to supportive policies and
practices of the organization, independent of perceived workplace
discrimination. None of the other three antecedent variables (i.e.,
protective legislation, gay coworkers, and gay supervisors) had a
statistically significant pathway to the outcome variables, with the
exception that the presence of gay coworkers had a significant and
negative relationship to compensation. This finding indicates that
gay employees who worked with primarily gay coworkers earned
less than gay employees in heterosexual or balanced work groups,
independent of perceived workplace discrimination. These results
also indicate that protective legislation did not directly relate to
increased compensation, promotions, or positive work attitudes,
but indirectly influenced these outcomes by reducing reports of
perceived workplace discrimination.

Table 4
Results of Model Comparisons

Model

1
2
3

X2

166.717***
102.049***
141.176***

df

62
28
58

Normed
fit index

.903

.941

.918

Nonnormed
fit index

.905

.852

.920

Comparative
fit index

.936

.954

.949

Note. N = 435. Model 1 is the hypothesized mediator model. Model 2
adds direct paths to the mediator model. Model 3 represents the trimmed
model.
***p < .001.

A trimmed model, which is presented in Figure 4, provided a
cleaner perspective by deleting the nonsignificant pathways from
the direct-path model. This trimmed model included both signifi-
cant direct paths and indirect paths through the mediator work-
place discrimination. The goodness-of-fit indices for this model
ranged from .918, to .920, to .949 for Bentler-Bonett normed,
Bentler-Bonett nonnormed, and comparative fit indices, respec-
tively (see Table 4). The largest standardized residual equaled an
absolute value of .120, with all other residuals less than or equal to
an absolute value of .096. The chi-square was significant, ^(58,
N = 435) =141.176, p < .001. The standardized coefficients for
the trimmed model permitted a comparison of the effect sizes for
direct and mediated effects between the antecedent and outcome
variables. The results of the three models tested (mediator, direct
path, and trimmed) are summarized in Table 4. The trimmed
model represents the optimal model that may be used for future
investigations.

One post hoc question that arises when one is viewing these
results is whether disclosure of sexual orientation moderated these
relationships. In other words, did these patterns of relationships
vary for those who disclosed their sexual orientation to everyone at
work, as compared with those who did not? These analyses ex-
amined the assumption that gay employees may not experience
workplace discrimination if no one knows that they are gay. We
conducted four additional EQS structural equation models, one for
each of the four levels of the disclosure variable (i.e., disclosed to
no one at work, n = 42; disclosed to some people, n = 168;
disclosed to most people, n = 105; and disclosed to everyone, n =
120). It is interesting that the patterns and effect sizes of the
standardized path coefficients were consistent across the four
samples and the combined sample (N = 435). (As one would
expect with reduced power because of smaller sample sizes, many
of the paths were not statistically significant in the subgroup
structural equation model even though the effect sizes were con-
sistent with the results shown in Figure 4.) In other words, the
patterns of relationships among the antecedents and consequences
in this model and perceived workplace discrimination were not
moderated by the employees' degree of disclosure of their sexual
orientation at work.

Discussion

This study was designed to break new ground by providing
insights into the factors associated with gay employees' reported
experiences of discrimination in the workplace and by document-
ing the organizational consequences related to these reports. Given
the lack of research and theory on sexual orientation in the work-
place, we developed and tested a multilevel model of workplace
discrimination reported by gay employees. Our model received
strong support, and we hope it will serve as a stimulus for future
theory development and research. Although most of our findings
were aligned with theory-based propositions, there were also some
highly provocative findings that call for more research, as we
discuss below.

Antecedents to Perceived Workplace Discrimination: The
Prevailing Effect of Organizational Policies and Practices

A key finding of our study is that organizational policies and
practices had a stronger impact on perceptions of sexual orienta-
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Figure 4. Trimmed model with mediated and direct effects between antecedents and consequences: standard-
ized path coefficients (N = 435). All coefficients are statistically significant (a = .05). Covariances among
exogenous variables and error terms are not shown for simplification of presentation.

tion discrimination than on any other antecedent variable. Al-
though legislation prohibiting sexual orientation discrimination
was significantly related to reduced reports of discrimination, and
the passage of pending national legislation (i.e., the National
Employment Nondiscrimination Act) is of critical importance (see
Kovach & Millspaugh, 1996), the more proximal factor of a
supportive or gay-friendly workplace culture clearly predominated
as the key predictor of gay employees' reports of workplace
discrimination. Although organizational cultures are certainly in-
fluenced by regional legislation and culture, the present study,
based on a national sample, suggests that the passage of protective
legislation alone may not be sufficient for reducing reports of
workplace discrimination. Parallels may be drawn to racism and
sexism; laws prohibiting race- and gender-based discrimination
have been in place for more than 30 years and are clearly impor-
tant, yet both overt and covert forms of discrimination persist and
are supported by organizational cultures that do not value diversity
(see Cox, 1993). Heterosexism may be even more pervasive and
difficult to eradicate than racism or sexism; a recent Gallup poll,
for example, revealed that 6 out of 10 Americans believe that
homosexual behavior is morally wrong (Newport, 1998), and
heterosexism is so ingrained in organizational cultures that hetero-
sexual values are the status quo (see Harris, 1994).

It is particularly telling that organizational policies and practices
had a greater impact on reported discrimination than whether the
employee worked with gay coworkers or even had a gay supervi-
sor. In fact, although the sexual orientation of the supervisor was

significantly correlated with perceived workplace discrimination,
this variable lost its significance when we included relationships
with other antecedents in the analyses. One proposition that can be
developed from these findings is that although gay supervisors and
coworkers may buffer gay employees from heterosexist organiza-
tional environments, they cannot take the place of a supportive and
accepting organizational culture. Moreover, like their employees,
gay supervisors are also vulnerable to discrimination, and this
vulnerability may deplete their supervisory power, resources, and
ability to protect their gay employees from workplace discrimina-
tion. Openly gay supervisors and coworkers are also highly visible
and may be targeted for discrimination in organizations that are
openly hostile to gay employees. Future research could expand and
test these propositions.

What characterizes an organization that is accepting of sexual
orientation diversity? The results of this study point to some
factors that may mark perceptions of a supportive organizational
culture. Specifically, we found that gay employees were less likely
to report either experiencing or observing sexual orientation dis-
crimination in organizations that had written policies forbidding
sexual orientation discrimination, included sexual orientation in
their definition of diversity, and offered same-sex domestic partner
benefits. Of all the policies and practices, however, the practice of
inviting same-sex partners to company social events had, by far,
the strongest relationship to perceived workplace discrimination,
as well as to the decision to disclose one's sexual orientation at
work. The practice of welcoming a gay partner at social events
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sends a very distinct message to both gay and heterosexual em-
ployees, which may affect perceptions of discrimination and or-
ganizational climate. This practice not only reflects a level of
comfort with gay employees in social settings but also acknowl-
edges that exclusion of gay employees from social events consti-
tutes a subtle but pervasive form of discrimination; informal net-
working and the sharing of important work-related information
often occur during such events (Kanter, 1977). The practice of
welcoming gay partners at social events may also be an example of
organizations that "walk the talk" with respect to accepting sexual
orientation diversity and may reflect a deeper level of commitment
to diversity than other policies and practices. In striking contrast,
although a third of the sample reported that sexual orientation was
included in diversity training, this practice was not significantly
related to perceived discrimination or the decision to disclose
sexual orientation at work. This finding also suggests that training
alone may be insufficient for reducing perceptions of heterosexism
in the workplace.

Although this study is based on perceptions of workplace dis-
crimination, the findings are consistent with emerging perspectives
on workplace diversity that hold that organizations valuing diver-
sity move beyond numbers and slogans. These organizations de-
velop paradigms and practices that are truly inclusive and accept-
ing of all types of differences (cf. Cox & Blake, 1991; Thomas &
Ely, 1996), and this acceptance extends from formal practices to
informal work and mentoring relationships (e.g., Nemetz & Chris-
tensen, 1996; Ragins, 1997). The practices of including same-sex
partners in social events and in employee benefits programs are
good examples of practices that reflect these diversity paradigms.
Future research could build on the present study and use diversity
theories and models of acculturation and organizational change
(e.g., Cox, 1993; Cox & Finley-Nickelson, 1991) to understand the
process by which organizations develop cultures that are accepting
of all types of differences. A number of questions remain to be
answered. Are organizations that accept sexual orientation more
"highly evolved" with respect to diversity? Is sexual orientation
the last bastion of prejudice, or is it part and parcel of an entire
package of accepting differences? What is the impetus for orga-
nizations to develop a gay-friendly organizational culture?

Disclosure of Sexual Orientation at Work: Closely Tied to
Perceived Discrimination

For gay employees, the disclosure of their sexual orientation at
work is a critical and complex decision that is affected by many
factors. In support of a stigma theory perspective, we found that
gay employees were less likely to disclose their sexual orientation
when they reported either experiencing or observing sexual orien-
tation discrimination at work. Although our study was based on
perceptual data, we found no support for the alternative perspec-
tive that individuals would report more workplace discrimination
when they disclosed their sexual orientation because of increased
visibility. However, these findings do not preclude the possibility
that disclosure may lead to increased reports of discrimination in
organizations that are hostile to gay men and lesbians; the military
is a good example of this case (see Myers, 2000).

Post hoc analyses revealed that the variables that predicted
perceived discrimination also predicted disclosure of sexual ori-
entation in the workplace. Specifically, gay employees were more

likely to disclose their sexual orientation when they had gay
coworkers and worked in an organization that was covered by
protective legislation and had supportive policies and practices.
This pattern of results was similar to the findings related to
perceived discrimination, but with one important difference: Al-
though the presence of gay support groups was not significantly
related to perceptions of discrimination, it was significantly related
to the decision to be out at work. One explanation for this finding
is that although gay support groups may not influence perceived
discrimination, the visibility of these groups may trigger a social
identity process that prompts gay employees to disclose their
sexual orientation to others at work or to join these groups. Future
research could explore how social identity and the broader social
context of the organization affect the decision to be out at work.
One issue that is apparent from the present investigation is that
disclosure and discrimination are intertwined and that both con-
structs need to be included in future research on gay employees.

Like other research (i.e., Schneider, 1987), we found that dis-
closure is not an all-or-none phenomenon. Only 26.7% disclosed
their orientation to everyone at work, and a full 11.7% of our
sample did not disclose their orientation to anyone at work. The
majority of the sample (61.6%) disclosed their sexual orientation
to some extent at work. These findings are congruent with quali-
tative reports that gay employees often decide to disclose on a
person-by-person basis and that decisions are guided by the level
of trust in the relationship and the anticipated reaction to the
disclosure (Cain, 1991). Although beyond the scope of the present
study, future research could examine the decision process involved
with disclosure of sexual orientation in the workplace and build on
other research that has explored outcomes associated with being
out at work (e.g., Day & Schoenrade, 1997; Driscoll et al., 1996;
Jordan & Deluty, 1998).

Although we found significant variation in the degree of disclo-
sure of sexual orientation in the workplace, we found that the
degree of disclosure did not moderate the relationship between the
antecedents and outcomes in the model. In other words, individ-
uals who were totally out at work reported essentially the same
pattern of relationships between the antecedents, perceived dis-
crimination, work attitudes, and career outcomes as those who
limited the disclosure of their sexual orientation at work. Future
research could examine these relationships more directly by testing
the assumption that individuals need to disclose their sexual ori-
entation at work to experience workplace discrimination and its
consequential impact on work attitudes and outcomes. This situa-
tion may be analogous to sexually harassing "hostile environ-
ments"; employees may experience the effects of a hostile envi-
ronment regardless of whether they are directly targeted for
harassment. In a similar manner, gay employees may experience
"discrimination fall out" in a heterosexist climate even if no one
knows that they are gay. Another area for future investigation is to
examine whether the strain involved with hiding one's sexual
orientation would be even greater in hostile environments than in
more benign environments.

Outcomes Associated With Perceived Workplace
Discrimination: Some Surprising Relationships

This study documents the relationship between perceived sexual
orientation discrimination, work attitudes, and promotions. Per-
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ceived workplace discrimination was associated with more nega-
tive work attitudes, and this finding held for all six of the attitudes
studied. In addition, gay employees who reported either experi-
encing or observing workplace discrimination received fewer pro-
motions than employees who did not report discrimination. How-
ever, although a significant relationship was found for promotion,
the relationship between perceived workplace discrimination and
compensation was not statistically significant.

Because we examined perceptions of discrimination, which may
or may not reflect objective discrimination, there may be more
than one possible explanation for these results. To the extent that
reports of discrimination represent objective discrimination, the
findings regarding discrimination and promotion in this study
support the proposition that gay employees face restricted mobility
and "lavender ceilings" in organizations that support heterosexism
(Friskopp & Silverstein, 1996). These findings are also in line with
the fact that there are few openly gay executives in America's
major corporations (Deutschman, 1999; Woods, 1994).

However, an alternative explanation is that individuals may
misattribute the denial of a promotion to workplace discrimination
and, therefore, may perceive and report more discrimination, even
if no or little objective discrimination exists. However, if these
perceptual attributions were responsible for the relationship be-
tween reported discrimination and promotions, it is unclear why a
similar relationship was not found between reported discrimination
and compensation; reports of discrimination were unrelated to
compensation.

One reason for the lack of relationship between compensation
and perceived discrimination is that pay discrimination is overt and
easily documented. In contrast, promotions are often related to
selective grooming, mentoring, and networking and, therefore,
may reflect more subtle and indirect forms of sexual orientation
discrimination (Powers, 1996). Qualitative studies support this
view in finding that gay employees report being excluded from
important mentoring and networking relationships and that such
exclusion is particularly damaging in situations in which socializ-
ing and just "fitting in" are prerequisites for advancement (Fris-
kopp & Silverstein, 1996; Woods, 1994).

We found some surprising relationships between sexual orien-
tation of the work group and outcomes. For example, gay employ-
ees who worked with gay coworkers earned significantly less than
gay employees who either worked with heterosexual coworkers or
were in work groups that were equally balanced with respect to
sexual orientation. What was particularly interesting was that this
effect was direct and was not mediated through reported workplace
discrimination. Future research could examine the possibility that
gay workers may be tracked into lower paying "gay ghettos" in
organizations or may self-select into positions that offer lower pay
but also a supportive gay work group. However, the finding that
being in a gay work group did not have a direct effect on work
attitudes, but was mediated by reported discrimination, also sug-
gests that the presence of gay coworkers alone may not automat-
ically lead to increased morale. In essence, the entire group may be
entirely miserable.

Finally, a key finding of our study is that supportive organiza-
tional practices and policies not only affected outcomes through
perceptions of discrimination but also had a direct effect on com-
pensation, turnover intentions, organizational commitment, and
career commitment. Irrespective of reported discrimination, gay

employees in organizations with supportive policies and practices
received greater compensation and had more positive work atti-
tudes than employees in organizations lacking such policies. This
finding lends some support to the perspective that organizational
cultures that value diversity not only may reduce overt and covert
forms of discrimination but also may have an independent and
positive effect on employees' work attitudes and morale (cf. Cox,
1993; Cox & Blake, 1991).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has a number of limitations that should be discussed.
First, as we noted in the introduction, our study examined gay
employees' reports or perceptions of workplace discrimination,
which may or may not reflect actual patterns and practices of
discrimination. As we discussed earlier, reported discrimination
may under- or overestimate objective discrimination; individuals
may not report workplace discrimination if they are unaware of
discriminatory actions used against them, or they may perceive
actions intended to be benign as discriminatory. Like perceptions
of race and gender discrimination, perceived sexual orientation
discrimination is an important area of inquiry because the individ-
ual's perception of a situation becomes his or her reality, and the
perception of discrimination and unequal treatment is sufficient to
affect work attitudes, work behaviors, and turnover decisions.
However, from a conceptual perspective, it is important to under-
stand the distinctions between perceived and objective discrimi-
nation and their potential interactions. Although it may be difficult
to use objective measures to assess more subtle forms of discrim-
ination, such as exclusion from social networks, marginalization,
and "chilly climates," future research could attempt to examine the
complex relationships between perceived and objective forms of
discrimination. Toward that end, it would be particularly interest-
ing to compare gay and heterosexual employees' perceptions of
heterosexism at work. For example, a recent study of a national
sample of 184 employee assistance professionals revealed that
heterosexual employee assistance professionals perceived less
workplace heterosexism than their gay counterparts and found that
women reported more heterosexism at work than men (Van Den
Bergh, 1999). Future research could examine the multiple effects
of race, gender, and sexual orientation on perceptions of hetero-
sexism within a given organization and also contrast these percep-
tions with more objective forms of wage and promotion discrim-
ination. It would also be interesting to assess various attributions
for discriminatory outcomes. In what situations do individuals
attribute discriminatory outcomes to discrimination, as opposed to
denying that discrimination exists? For lesbian and gay employees
of color, it would be interesting to assess whether they attribute
workplace discrimination to their race, gender, sexual orientation,
or some combination of these forms of discrimination.

The use of a cross-sectional research design also limits this
study. This design prevented us from making attributions about the
direction of the relationships found in the study. For example, does
our finding of a relationship between reported workplace discrim-
ination and promotion rate reflect objective discrimination, a case
in which the individual blames discrimination for her or his career
plateaus, or some combination of these two factors? To defini-
tively answer this question, one would need to conduct a longitu-
dinal comparison of wage and promotion differences in a sample
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of heterosexual and gay employees who were matched by rank,
department, and organization. However, although this design is
effective for assessing race and gender discrimination, a key con-
founding issue when one is investigating sexual orientation dis-
crimination is whether the gay employee is out at work. Unless the
gay employee is out to the researcher but not to his or her
colleagues, a comparison of a matched sample of gay and hetero-
sexual employees becomes a comparison of gay employees who
are out at work and heterosexual employees. This comparison
becomes a bit of a problem because the results of our study suggest
that individuals who are out at work are more likely to be em-
ployed in gay-friendly workplaces that are covered by protective
legislation, observe and report less discrimination at work, and are
more likely to have gay coworkers than those who are not out at
work. Therefore, a comparison of gay employees who are out at
work and heterosexual employees may significantly underestimate
the occurrence of sexual orientation discrimination in the work-
place. However, research that has found differences when this
design has been used could make a very strong case for objective
forms of workplace discrimination.

Other relationships between variables are also open to question.
For example, we found that gay employees who worked in orga-
nizations that lacked supportive policies and practices reported
more discrimination than those employed by organizations that
had supportive policies and practices. However, it is possible that
employees in organizations that lack supportive policies and prac-
tices feel more vulnerable and that the absence of these policies
alone leads to heightened perceptions of discrimination. Although
this possibility cannot be ruled out, the finding that, irrespective of
reported discrimination, gay employees who worked in organiza-
tions that had supportive policies and practices earned more than
those who did not suggests that this possibility may not be a great
concern. Moreover, we failed to find a relationship between re-
ports of discrimination and the presence of gay support groups and
the inclusion of gay issues in diversity training. If reports of
discrimination were based not on experience, but on a reaction to
the presence or absence of organizational policies, we would
expect that the presence of gay support groups or the inclusion of
gay issues in diversity training would have some impact on reports
of discrimination. In any event, future research could examine
subjective and objective discrimination before and after an orga-
nization implements protective and supportive policies and proce-
dures. A similar longitudinal study could be conducted on the
effects of protective legislation on discrimination. It is worth
noting here that the effects of protective legislation and workplace
policies on promotion rate and other organizational outcomes are
not immediate. Future research could examine the length of time it
takes for these protective measures to affect work outcomes and
reports of discrimination.

Another potential limitation of our study is that because we
relied on respondents to indicate the presence of supportive poli-
cies and procedures in their organizations, it is possible that
respondents were mistaken about their organization's policies or
procedures. Future research should cross-validate respondents'
reports with more objective data from the organization. As an
aside, it does appear that this sample of members of gay rights
organizations may have had a generally accurate assessment of
whether their workplace was covered by protective legislation. In
a separate section of the survey, we asked respondents whether

they thought it was legal to discriminate on the basis of sexual
orientation in the city or the state in which they worked. This
question allowed us to compare the sample's overall knowledge of
the presence of protective legislation with the actual presence of
protective legislation. Cross-tab analyses of 523 respondents re-
vealed that 76.7% correctly knew whether discrimination was legal
or illegal in the city or the state in which they worked, 9.7%
reported being unsure of the legal coverage, and 13.6% were
misinformed about the legal coverage in their place of employ-
ment. However, even though respondents may have had an accu-
rate assessment of protective laws governing their workplace, it is
still important to consider their accuracy in the assessment of
protective policies and practices in their workplace.

Although our respondents were employed in organizations that
represented a wide range of industries and sizes, it is still possible
that some proportion of our sample was employed in the same
organization. Although our data did not permit us to conduct a
direct assessment of this potential nesting effect by examining
responses nested within a given organization (see Heck & Thomas,
2000), we did explore this issue by examining the group of
respondents who represented the single largest industry category;
as indicated in Table 1, 24.2% of our respondents were employed
in the field of education. We analyzed this group with respect to
the presence of protective organizational policies and legislation,
and we found that these individuals worked in organizations that
varied with respect to the presence of protective policies and
legislation and that the variations among this subsample of edu-
cators were nearly equivalent to the variations in the entire sample.
Although it is possible that the same educational institution em-
ployed some of these individuals, this does not appear to be a
significant threat to the findings of this study. Nevertheless, future
research should use multilevel modeling (see Heck & Thomas,
2000) to control for and examine potential nesting effects.

The lack of a relationship between compensation and reported
discrimination may be due to the measurement of the compensa-
tion variable and to the degree of variance within the compensation
variable. Specifically, as displayed in Table 1, we asked respon-
dents to check one of six broad pay categories that reflected their
annual compensation. This procedure may have prevented us from
detecting pay discrimination that occurred within a specific pay
category. In addition, because we used a national sample that was
employed in a variety of organizations, occupations, and positions,
the variance in the compensation variable that could be attributed
to workplace discrimination may have been dwarfed by the larger
effects that were a function of these other factors.

Although the 30% response rate for the present study was
adequate, particularly given the topic of the investigation and the
length of the survey (17 pages), this study may have been suscep-
tible to nonresponse bias. To assess nonresponse bias, we con-
ducted a wave analysis (Leslie, 1972) in which we compared
responses from those who returned their surveys early in the
response period with responses from those who returned their
surveys after receiving multiple reminder letters. This procedure
assumes that those who return their surveys near the end of the
response period approximate nonrespondents (Leslie, 1972). Early
and late respondents were compared on all of the independent and
dependent variables used in the study, and no significant differ-
ences were found between early and late respondents on any of the
variables studied. These results suggest that nonresponse bias was
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not a grave concern for the present study and are in line with
Leslie's finding that response bias is reduced when surveys are
made of homogeneous populations involving individuals with a
strong group identity.

Common method bias is always a concern in surveys measuring
attitudes; however, the complex pattern of the results, combined
with the different results found for promotion and compensation,
suggest that this bias may not have been a serious concern for the
present study. Common method bias may explain some of the
relationships found among the attitudinal variables but would not
explain the varying relationships found for the antecedent vari-
ables—namely, the impact of protective legislation or supportive
organizational policies and practices on perceived discrimination,
attitudes, and organizational outcomes. We also attempted to ad-
dress this issue by using a common latent variable in our analyses
that accounted for the shared variance among the outcome
variables.

A number of factors may have limited the generalizability of the
findings of this study. A key factor is that we used a sample of
members of national gay rights organizations. Members of these
organizations may be more likely than other gay employees to be
out at work, they may be more sensitive to workplace discrimina-
tion, and they may be more likely to choose organizations that are
supportive of gay workers. However, this national sample allowed
us to test a multilevel model of workplace discrimination; we
needed a national sample to assess simultaneously the effects of
legislation, organizational policies and practices, and work group
composition on reports of discrimination in the workplace.

Although the sampling of members of gay rights groups entails
limitations, the alternative and routine practice of surveying mem-
bers of an organization and gathering performance-based data
involves even more limitations. One limitation with traditional
organizational surveys is that individuals who have not disclosed
their sexual orientation at work may not return the survey or may
report that they are heterosexual, and, therefore, key variables in
the study are jeopardized. In addition to introducing unknown error
variance, this method may also create a response bias; individuals
may be more likely to return surveys if they are out to some degree
at work. In addition, surveys inquiring about employees' sexual
orientation that are administered by the employer or at the work-
place may be stressful for gay employees, particularly if they have
not disclosed their sexual orientation to others at work. Because
the majority of gay employees conceal their sexual orientation to
various degrees, the common procedure of gathering performance
data may create anxiety and violate issues relating to confidenti-
ality and privacy. Another problem with using organizational
surveys is that the size of the gay and lesbian population makes it
difficult to obtain adequate sample sizes, and it is particularly
difficult to obtain a sample that represents gay people of color. In
short, the use of members of gay rights groups as a sample has
important limitations but may be the best alternative in studying
this population.

Despite the fact that we used a national random sample that was
stratified by geographic location, we found that most of our re-
spondents worked in organizations that were covered by protective
legislation. This finding may reflect a number of factors, including
nonrespondent bias, the possibility that gay citizens who join gay
rights organizations are more likely to live in communities with
protective coverage, or a population trend in which gay men and

lesbians migrate to communities that support and accept gay
citizens (see Black, Gates, Sanders, & Taylor, 2000). The fact that
our sample consisted of highly educated professional, technical,
and managerial employees further limits the generalizability of this
study. Future research should replicate the results using blue-collar
and skilled-trade workers. Another factor that should be consid-
ered is that although we sent half of our surveys to Latino Amer-
ican and African American gay organizations, 69% of the respon-
dents were Caucasian. This may reflect differences in response
rates or, as noted in Footnote 1, may be an artifact of the outdated
mailing lists furnished by the Latino American and African Amer-
ican organizations. Finally, the results of our study may or may not
generalize to the bisexual and transgendered populations. Most of
our respondents self-identified as gay or lesbian (92.9%), perhaps
reflecting the fact that we sampled from a gay civil rights organi-
zation, which may be more likely to attract gay than bisexual
members.

Another limitation is that our survey asked respondents whether
they were heterosexual, gay or lesbian, bisexual, or unsure of their
orientation but did not allow respondents to indicate whether they
were transgendered. Transgendered individuals may self-identify
as heterosexual, and because we excluded self-identified hetero-
sexuals (« = 20) from our analyses, we may have also excluded
transgendered respondents. Another problem with our survey is
that we posed the gender question as dichotomous by asking
respondents to indicate whether they were male or female. Post-
structuralist perspectives, such as queer theory and outlaw theory,
hold that dichotomies such as male-female and gay-straight are
too restrictive and reflect a heterosexist perspective (Foucault,
1976/1978; O'Driscoll, 1996). Similar to the distinction between
sex and gender, queer theorists observe that sexual identity is a
socially constructed, dynamic, and fluid construct that is best
examined through in-depth qualitative study (Hosteller & Herdt,
1998; Walters, 1996). Future research on sexual orientation in the
workplace should be inclusive of these perspectives and use both
qualitative and survey approaches in the study of gender identity as
it unfolds in the workplace. These limitations illustrate the impor-
tance of understanding the heterosexist biases that may infuse
research on gay employees in the workplace (for an excellent
discussion, see Herek, Kimmel, Amaro, & Melton, 1991).

In conclusion, heterosexism represents a formidable challenge
for organizations that seek to develop a workplace that is accepting
of all its employees. Although organizational policies and practices
were the critical factors related to reports of workplace discrimi-
nation and work outcomes, it would be a mistake to impose these
policies or practices without considering the organization's cul-
ture. Policies and practices are built on and derived from organi-
zational culture, and implementing gay-friendly policies and prac-
tices in heterosexist organizations may result in resistance and
backlash against gay employees. Instead, organizations need to
understand the roots and faces of heterosexism and change the
culture of the organization through top-down, comprehensive, and
long-term interventions.
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