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WORKPLACE CULTURE 
FOR ORGANIZATIONS INCREASING LGBTQ ACCESS 

Workplace culture has been described as “the character and personality of your 

organization…the sum of its values, traditions, beliefs, interactions, behaviors, and 

attitudes.”1 This complex interplay can feel hard to define, and therefore difficult to 

address or improve in regards to creating a supportive work environment for LGBTQ 

staff. Workplace culture is affected by the interrelationship of leadership, 

management, workplace practices, policies, philosophies, mission and values, built 

environment, and communication styles. Dynamics of power, access, barriers, and 

vulnerabilities that exist in our programs and services are also present in our internal 

practices. It is crucial that organizations consider the importance of workplace 

culture dynamics as a part of their overall efforts to increase access for LGBTQ 

communities. Creating work environments that sustain and promote wellbeing of 

diverse LGBTQ people has a direct impact on our services, constituents, and 

relationships.  

In a focus group of LGBTQ-identified leaders working in mainstream human services 

in King County, several themes emerged related to workplace experiences. Below are 

“common threads” and typical challenges, as well as some strategies to create a 

more LGBTQ-affirming and inclusive work environment.   

Typical challenges for LGBTQ staff 

 Tokenism is a behavior and practice of singling out individuals in a target 

group (LGBTQ people, people of color, etc.) by people in a dominant group 

(non-LGBTQ people, white people, etc.) and using their presence to deflect 

criticism. Tokenizing behavior can also look like:  

                                                      

1
 HR Insights Blog - http://www.yourerc.com/blog/post/Workplace-Culture-What-it-Is-Why-it-Matters-How-to-

Define-It.aspx 

http://www.yourerc.com/blog/post/Workplace-Culture-What-it-Is-Why-it-Matters-How-to-Define-It.aspx
http://www.yourerc.com/blog/post/Workplace-Culture-What-it-Is-Why-it-Matters-How-to-Define-It.aspx
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o The assumption of LGBTQ expertise based on perceived or actual 

identity of a staff member; 

o Expecting an LGBTQ person to speak for or represent LGBTQ 

communities as a whole; Expecting an LGBTQ person of color to speak 

for or represent all LGBTQ people of color as a whole; 

o Expecting that an LGBTQ staff person will feel grateful to be asked to 

represent all LGBTQ people; a “charity” attitude toward talking about 

LGBTQ issues; 

o Using LGBTQ people for validation; and/or asking LGBTQ people to 

approve of behaviors or actions they may not feel safe to challenge. 

 Assumed Responsibility or Obligation is similar to tokenism, but more 

accurately reflects the practice of expecting LGBTQ people to take on issues 

and work related to LGBTQ communities, even when this work is outside of 

their professional experience or job description. This expectation and 

additional workload is often not formalized as an official job duty and is 

uncompensated labor. Many LGBTQ staff report an internal tension between 

the importance of having LGBTQ issues represented within the organization 

and not feeling personally prepared or interested in being the sole voice of 

LGBTQ communities. 

 Isolation in the workplace can be experienced by LGBTQ people (and all 

minoritized workers,) especially if an organization does not actively invest in 

the recruitment and retention of LGBTQ people. A lack of integration of 

LGBTQ concerns in programs and services, lack of peer support among staff, 

lack of LGBTQ people in leadership, and experiences of tokenization can 

combine to create conditions that feel unsupportive and unsustainable. Where 

organizations have formally designated positions or duties (such as “LGBTQ 

program coordinator”), the experience of isolation may be improved. 

However, some people who have held such roles report that being the “only 

one” serving LGBTQ people can reproduce feelings of isolation, frustration, 
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burnout, and dissatisfaction, especially if larger dynamics within the workplace 

are not addressed. 

 “Professionalism,” Boundaries & Disclosure: While many organizations have 

worked to create more LGBTQ friendly work environments, all organizations 

exist broadly within a heterosexist, transphobic, racist, ableist, and ageist 

culture, which presents ongoing challenges and barriers in the workplace. 

o LGBTQ individuals often deliberate over whether to be “out” in the 

workplace and if such disclosure will result in isolation or added 

scrutiny over their work or client relationships.  

o Concepts like “professionalism” and “boundaries” have been invoked as 

a way to marginalize LGBTQ people in the workplace.  For example, 

many organizations and workers suggest that discussions of gender 

and sexual diversity are “not appropriate” or “unprofessional” for the 

workplace. This often ignores the ways in which information about 

heterosexual family structures, partners, children, social events are 

shared routinely, while similar information shared by LGBTQ staff is 

often considered “too personal” or “unnecessary.”  

o As organizations work to address the needs of the LGBTQ community, 

many LGBTQ staff experience another side of heterosexism or 

transphobia, where their identity is disclosed without their consent, or 

is exploited or tokenized. 

Indicators for prospective LGBTQ staff, volunteers, and program participants 

that an organization maintains an inclusive workplace culture: 

 The presence of other openly-LGBTQ people on staff and in leadership.  

 Visibility of LGBTQ communities in programming and public images (including 

website, program materials etc.); 

 An LGBTQ-inclusive diversity or value statement beyond the legally required 

anti-discrimination and anti-harassment statements;  
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 An intersectional, anti-oppression orientation to services and workplace 

culture; 

 Employee benefits inclusive of the needs of LGBTQ families, transgender and 

gender nonconforming people; 

 LGBTQ expertise as a preferred qualification, and/or LGBTQ people being 

specifically invited to apply on a job announcement; 

 Being asked preferred name and pronoun in interview settings; interview 

questions that integrate issues of gender and sexuality as it relates to service 

provision and communities served;  

 Staff demonstrating fluency when speaking about LGBTQ issues. 

Creating a more inclusive workplace culture for diverse LGBTQ staff is an 

ongoing process of praxis and critical consciousness. Below are tips for 

organizations to engage in the ongoing process of creating a workplace, programs, 

and services that support the dignity, needs and experiences of LGBTQ staff and 

communities. 

 Actively recruit, retain, and promote LGBTQ staff, including LGBTQ staff of 

color, and transgender and gender nonconforming staff, as well as diverse 

staff with experience working in LGBTQ communities; 

 Create opportunities for LGBTQ staff to gather and give/receive support, as 

well as providing feedback to organization & leadership on issues relevant to 

social justice and gender & sexuality; 

 Meaningfully consider and integrate feedback from LGBTQ staff when revising 

access work plans and priorities; 

 Create pathways for staff to opt-in on providing leadership and expertise on 

LGBTQ issues in a formal capacity (included in job description, given time and 

resource) instead of expecting participation without recognition or 

compensation; 

 Advance an intersectional analysis around gender & sexuality, and social 

justice and oppression broadly; 
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 Create organizational accountability plan for LGBTQ access work with clear 

goals and benchmarks; 

 Solicit and incorporate feedback from LGBTQ clients or participants; 

 Build and sustain collaborative & accountable partnerships with LGBTQ 

organizations in your community. 

 

 

 


