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Levels of ‘outness’ at work

Introduction

In a response to the recent changes in legislation, which have for the first time afforded some protection against discrimination on the grounds of sexuality, the LGBT group of the National Equality Advisory Committee considered that the issue of the claiming of rights under the legislation needed to be addressed.  Claiming rights will require, at some point, an individual to be ‘out’ at work.  Through our discussions it identified that we were extremely unclear as to the processes, practices or procedures that are currently in place for lesbian, gay or bisexual members in Colleges or Universities to be formally ‘out’ at work and so able to take advantage of these newly afforded rights. Monitoring was identified as a key factor within this process. The TUC have written a broad good practice (or minimum practice) guide for unions in the negotiation of satisfactory procedures for monitoring in the workplace, and the group wanted to consider these to help identify general policy and procedure as well as provide support for members and officers in Natfhe Branches.  

Through discussion within the group it was agreed that before a monitoring policy/procedure could be satisfactorily developed some consultation with LGBT members in Colleges and Universities would be useful.  Feedback, we felt, could provide a useful backdrop not only for the development of policy/procedure but also to explore some of the more complex processes of being ‘out’ at work.  The broadening of the discussion we hoped would further reveal the processes of ‘outing’ –we developed the notion of ‘layering of outness’ and felt some analysis of these layers would provide a more challenging focus than the more absolute notion of being ‘out’ or ‘not out’ in the workplace.  
Consultation
We circulated a number of questions via email to the network and asked for responses; we invited other Natfhe members not on the network to contribute and finally, (most significantly in terms of numbers of responses) used the questions as the key focus for the ‘closed’ LGBT workshop at Natfhe’s (final) Equality Conference on 29th April 2006. (Two of the respondents were members of other unions – AUT and NUT.) Altogether we had fifteen responses.
Summary of responses
All those who responded identified that they were ‘out’ to some extent to colleagues in the workplace, but fewer than half identified that they were ‘out’ to all colleagues.  In the main, formal management systems were not used to ‘out’ oneself, rather people’s sexuality tended to emerge through a series of ‘personal’ events – most of these were constructed or made as a deliberate response to specific situations when it was judged that one’s status could be revealed – very few identified they had ‘outed’ themself because of a need to claim rights/support from the workplace.  A significant number identified they were ‘out’ as a result of their union work.  
Levels of ‘outness’ varied most in relation to being ‘out’ to students.  Very few were ‘out’ to all students and some were out only to specific groups of students.  Most of those who were generally ‘out’ to their own or all students identified this as a positive process and suggested it presented a conscious or deliberate level of visibility.  Those who were not ‘out’ to students generally identified this as a deliberate decision based on their judgement about safety and ‘appropriateness’.  
Not everyone had concerns about the level of their ‘outness’ at work, many of those who did identified a relationship between the level of ‘outness’ at work and feelings of being unsure – if it came to a difficult situation – about how much support they could expect from the management structures.  More than half said that there were some support structures in place for staff and students, so, it was not necessarily identified that support would not be given; rather there was a level of feeling ‘unsafe’.  Others identified that being identified as out meant that they became a general resource for staff, students and management on ‘Gay Issues’ – whether they wanted this or not.
Discussion
The responses identified some of the complexities of the layering of ‘outness’.  The individual is placed in a social context where other people’s meanings, values and interpretations can mediate, facilitate or limit personal expression. Supportive colleagues and explicit guidelines or policy seem most positive in mediating and facilitating staff who wish to come out. This is made more complex by the place or frame that the individual may give their homosexual identity: an identity that forms part of a range of personal identities that may be more or less apparent and of varying importance and meaning to the self and others.  Hence we are reminded that coming out is never a single event, nor of the same difficulty/ease.  This might suggest that it is impossible to define identities in the workplace and that it is less problematic to adhere to the anti-homophobic liberal discourse that it is ‘okay to be lesbian or gay’. This assertion though, fails to take account of the heteronormative assumptions of the workplace. 
This data shows a high degree of consciousness in how information is both given out and confirmed, to whom it is given out, and in what context.  This is suggestive of a sense of personal vulnerability (and it could also be construed as positive personal control over one’s identity). However it is the rather less dramatic concerns over responsibility to and for other people when coming out that highlight the more pervasive issue of the problematic nature of heteronormative assumptions. The onus is on lesbian, gay and bisexual staff to challenge the status quo, take greater responsibility for pressing for action on issues of policy, respond to the needs of lesbian, gay and bisexual students, de-bunk myths, bear the burden of representation and, most of all, choose carefully when to come out. 
Conclusion
The respondents here are engaged at some level with the political and may not be representative of all LGB workers in education, however the themes in this data and discussion repeat those found in academic research e.g. Epstein.
· Epstein D. O’Flynn S. Telford D. (2003) Silenced Sexualities in Schools and Universities. Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books 

· Epstein D.  and Johnson R. (1998) Schooling Sexualities. Buckingham, Open University Press. 

· Epstein D. (Ed) (1994) Challenging Lesbian and Gay Inequalities in Education. Buckingham: Open University Press.

In terms of action around monitoring, the TUC guidelines are not necessarily a starting point for action on monitoring but a point for consideration in how employers and workers are going to change both policy and practice in the workplace with regard to assumptions about sexual orientation.  The action that needs to follow remains broad and is reflective of the needs identified by the respondents in relation to the processes involved in decision making around the changing and layering of their ‘outness’.  The complex nature of identity mixed with the predicted (real and/or imagined) levels of confidence in relation to security and value of being ‘out’ lead us into the personal as well as the structural context of the work place.  Progress on monitoring needs to be set within that context and the relationship between that context and the ‘rights’ agenda needs to be carefully developed.
The following is a general summary of the responses made:
1
How out are you at work?  Here we would like to know some of the circumstances of your working situation – this can be complicated and multi-layered:

14
out to close colleagues 1 to most of them

7
out to all colleagues


7
formally out to management – Personnel/Human Resources


8
informally out to close management


3
out to own students: 11 not,  1 to some

2
out to all students:    


9
out in the Natfhe Branch  4 not , 2 to some
“I am out to everybody, colleagues and students alike. I see it particularly important with regards to students to be a sort of role model (I hope this does not sound too grand or arrogant) but I feel it is important for them to realise that some of their lecturers are, yes, gay, and proud and out. My partner works in the same and many people know we are together.”

“I am not out to the vast majority of learners (students), not because of them but because of the friends that some of them have, whom I would not like to meet around town. However there have been some students whom I have told but always in the presence of another member of staff: in one case, the member of staff and I were talking about something to which my sexuality was relevant, in the presence of a male learner who happened to be there and whom we both trusted; in the other case, a male student was speculating with that same female member of staff about which members of staff might be gay, concluding that I was not and another member of staff was (who in fact was not). Again because of this learner’s maturity and trustworthiness I chose to tell him he was wrong in my case (at least helping him to realise that gays are not necessarily easily identifiable). In a third case, I told a learner I was gay, when he told me he was; this may not have been the best of ideas as he, within the week, declared his undying love for me and wanted us to go off into the sunset together. I dealt with this under the supervision of our HR and senior management team, (whom I told about it immediately) by telling him over the phone (and accompanied at my end and at my request by my line manager) that it could never be and by not attending at his centre until he had left the scheme (which was due in a few weeks).”

“As an exercise in equality I come out to my students when the discussion focuses around role models, the invisibility of LGB teachers and issues around sexuality and curriculum.  It is always conscious decisions and is always difficult and one I make depending on how safe I feel about the individuals in the group.”

2
How out do you want to be?  Here we would like to know is the ‘level of your outness’ your choice or as a result of circumstances outside of your control

3 outed by others

2 outed because you have needed to claim rights/support from College/Uni

6 outed because of union work 2 to some union colleagues
“Yes with close colleagues. Often for practical reasons such as when invited to events.”

“When standing up to abuse from students.”

“I was photographed as part of the Natfhe delegation to LGBT TUC and the photo was published in the Journal”.

“I was out right from the start. From my CV (incl. list of publications) one can strongly guess that I am gay ~ e.g. publications about LBGT issues etc. (Of course it does not imply that I would be gay ~ but, for someone on an interview panel reading that, it does give a strong message… and I am very proud of that message).”

“I am as out as it is safe to be: all staff know (potentially) but only as many learners whom I consider mature and discreet enough to handle it sensibly: at the moment as it happens, no learners know (or at least I don’t think so). I don’t think any of my learners would have a problem but some of their friends who are not learners might.”
3 
How did you/do you come out at work?

Here we would like to know your experiences with different groups in the College/Uni:

· are there any formal mechanisms to come out? No, 15 – but 3 noted they were out at the interview stage, but not as a result of specific data collection but for other reasons.

· are there any support structured for staff or students? Yes – 9, No – 2, student not staff –1

 “Partly set up by the institution and partly by staff pressure – the fact that there was a budget was a key factor.”

· do you intentionally come out to students – if so – how do you do this? No – 9, Yes - 2
“No – I feel it is irrelevant to my teaching.  However I occasionally drop in on the student LGBT group to let then know there are gay teachers.”

“No current students, but students who have left the college.”

“Sometimes – if it comes up in conversation or if they see me with someone.”

“Part of my coursework.”

“At first, I told my closer colleagues then the message went round (not following any ‘mechanism’ or system though). I think that most people don’t care, to be honest. “XY is gay? Oh, OK.”   To the students I teach: my modules are all supported by websites I design ~ there is also a link to ‘my personal website’ where there is a photo of my partner etc so sooner or later some students will see it. Then students talk a lot with one another (the non-mainstream sexual life of their lecturer, what an interesting topic) ~ some may be surprised at first, but they are grown-ups and they realise it is not an issue for me, and nor should it be for them.”

.      

“My late partner, who was out, virtually got me my job with the company in a previous role so I was out from the beginning and it has never been a problem. The company has no formal support for gay staff or learners in the training section (there is a general harassment structure but I have not known it be used over gay problems). If I come out to learners it is always intentional and very specific to the particular learner or learners (see above). There is the potential for it to emerge accidentally as I refer to my late partner in conversation by name to other members of staff before learners but I do not think that this has actually been recognised by any of the learners yet.”
4
When did you come out at work?


4
at application


2
at interview


0
at a change of job/role within your current post


3
because of a specific event


9
it just seemed to emerge

“ I Mentioned my partner was LGBT rep at university during a conference event.”

“As outlined earlier, it is “there” on my publication list (incl. PhD topic!) then ‘it just seemed to emerge’ (I like that phrase) though it is not a big deal, it seems, for me and for colleagues and managers. I already have other ‘original traits’ (e.g. my foreign origin and accent) so the sexual bit doesn’t make a lot of difference.”

“As noted above, in this company, I was out before I arrived as my partner already worked there and he arranged for me to be introduced there (to work on the company newspaper). Where people have not known, I have told them, that is, included it purposely in conversation. When a new member of staff joins us, with whom I have to work, I make a point as early as possible of making them aware I am gay (more important now that I do not have the fact of my living arrangements with a partner to make my sexuality obvious).”
5
Do you have any concerns about the level of your ‘outness’ at work?

Here we would like to know if either because of your choice or because you have been outed at work has this led to any negative experiences?

 “I am always concerned that students might find out and react badly, as I do not know how well I would be supported by my employer in those circumstances.  I also don’t know whether and how to support LGBT students at my College.  No guidelines or policies.”

“I get everyone sending LGBT students with issues to me.  Run the staff and student LGBT meetings – whether I want to or not.”

 “It worries me that if accusations / homophobic incidents arise that I will not be supported by colleagues and management.”

“It is a subject no one actually approaches directly with you.  If you mention it, usually the reaction is ‘Didn’t like to say/ask – but now that you mention it …’ Sometimes people who do not even realise they have just ‘outed’ you to someone by introducing you as - name - so and so’s partner, but never introduce a ‘straight’ partner by saying – name – is so and so’s partner (strange that!).  Not sure if looks or gestures are a negative experience, or just not interested in ‘these goings on’.”

“Some people treat you differently, but the majority about 90% are ok towards you.”

“Never had any problems relating to my sexual orientation.”

“Being out or coming out is not a single event, I find that every year I have to repeat processes with students.  Similarly when new people join the team, or become involved in my work I have to make new decisions about whether to be out or not.  While I believe I have a general level of openness about my sexuality no member of senior management or HR has ever been formally told, I can’t imagine that they don’t know – but it is never discussed.”

“Outing has in my experience, been either on an individual basis or as a result of some disaster.  Anything more systematic (as a result of e.g. monitoring) will bring negative experiences – but the union needs to be proactive about the possibility of negative experiences.”

“Disadvantage of being completely out – others shoving LGBT issues onto someone known as gay – it is assumed that this person is the only one who can deal with these issues.”

“Out as trans because of union work and regional election, etc.  Progressively more out at work.”

“No, I do not have any concern ~ on the contrary, I am pleased with the current situation. (I am also aware that, being out, I am ‘protected’, should any issue arise e.g. should I feel that I have been discriminated against on the basis of my sexual orientation).”

“In this company I am not aware of any negative experiences arising out of my being gay, except that once the HR department treated us as a couple to the extent of trying to discuss my partner’s salary with me – but although it broke all the rules of confidentiality, I must admit I feel that it was a positive experience rather than a negative one. I suspect that if I did not manage my conversations with learners so carefully (and indeed that other staff do so as well on my behalf), and it became generally known among learners and their friends, there might be a considerable number of negative experiences to report in and out of my workplace. I would like to be as out with the learners as I am with everyone else but just do not feel it would be safe outside company premises.”
NATFHE  LGBT group of EAC summary report on monitoring  of outness at work.
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