
E X E C U T I V E   B R I E F I N G   S E R I E S
Supporting LGBTQ+ Employees

Corporate initiatives to support the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, and questioning (LGBTQ+) communities have 
been steadily gaining momentum over the past several years. 
Early eϖorts primarily focused on antidiscrimination policies and 
workplace protections and have, over time, expanded to include 
equitable beneϗts oϖerings and an emphasis on cultivating an 
inclusive and supportive work environment. In the last few years, 
corporate activism has also been on the rise, with an increasing 
number of organizations taking a public stance on a variety of 
issues in support of their LGBTQ+ employees and the 
communities they serve. 
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■ Sexual orientation: A person’s emotional, romantic, 
or sexual attraction to other people. (e.g. 
heterosexual, lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual, and 
asexual). Some may describe their romantic 
orientation discretely from their sexual orientation 
(e.g. heteroromantic, homoromantic, biromantic, 
panromantic, and aromantic).

■ Sex assigned at birth: The sex assigned to a child 
at birth based on their external anatomy.  

■ Gender identity: A person’s internal understanding 
of their gender. While sexual orientation and 
gender identity are both intrinsic, one does not 
imply the other.

‒ Cisgender: Describes people whose gender 
identity corresponds with their sex assigned at 
birth. 

‒ Transgender/trans: An umbrella term for people 
whose gender identity differs from their sex 
assigned at birth.

‒ Non-binary: Describes people whose gender 
identity does not align with being a man or a 
woman. They may identify as both, somewhere in 
between, or with a gender that falls entirely 
outside of these categories. Examples include 
agender and genderfluid.

Some people who identify as transgender may also 
identify as nonbinary and vice versa. However, these 
terms are not interchangeable.

Certain racial and ethnic groups might have other, 
more culturally-specific terms that they prefer to 
describe their LGBTQ+ identity.

■ Gender expression: A person’s external expression 
of their gender (e.g. names, pronouns, clothing, 
hairstyles, voice, etc), 

■ Questioning: Describes people who are in the 
process of exploring their sexual orientation or 
gender identity.

■ Outing: Exposing another person’s LGBTQ+ identity 
to others without their permission.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS: A QUICK GUIDE TO PROPER TERMINOLOGY

The letters in LGBTQ+ stand for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, and questioning, with the plus sign 
denoting any other possible identities based on sexual 
orientation ġƏńͺƘƾΠgender identity and expression. 

A proper understanding of the varying identities under the LGBTQ+ umbrella and associated terminology 
is a crucial first step in creating a respectful work environment for LGBTQ+ employees. The list below, while not 
all-inclusive, is a good starting point for educating your employees and creating a common understanding.

■ Coming out: Process in which an individual 
acknowledges and accepts their LGBTQ+ identity 
and shares that with others. The opposite of this is 
referred to as covering, when an individual actively 
conceals their their LGBTQ+ identity. 

■ Queer: An umbrella term for people who are not 
heterosexual and/or cisgender. While historically 
used as a slur, this word has been reclaimed by 
many LGBTQ+ people.

■ Gender dysphoria: Distress stemming from the 
disconnect between an individual’s gender identity 
and their sex assigned at birth. Experiences of 
discrimination (e.g. being forced to use facilities 
that do not correspond with one’s gender identity) 
can further compound distress. 

■ Transitioning: A series of processes that some 
people may undergo in order to live in alignment 
with their gender identity. These may differ person 
to person, but can include social transition (e.g. 
changing pronouns), medical transition (e.g. 
reconstructive surgery), and legal transition (e.g. 
changing legal name). Transgender people may 
choose to undergo some, all, or none of these 
processes. 

■ Gender-affirming care: Refers to any services or 
procedures that empower an individual to better 
align themselves with their gender identity and 
relieve gender dysphoria. It can be medical (e.g. 
hormone replacement therapy),
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The LGBTQ+ Workforce: Understanding their Experience

An understudied population. It is estimated that less than 20% of LGBTQ+ 
adults can be accounted for in the Current Population Survey - the basis for 
U.S. labor statistics - as it does not gather data related to sexual orientation 
and gender identity. Stigma, the fact that not all employees are out at work, 
and systems that are not set up to capture this information can also 
compromise the accuracy of data gathered by individual organizations.

A recent study by BCG in conjunction with NYCɄs LGBT Community Center 
found that among U.S. LGBTQ+ employees aged 45 and above, the largest 
share of the population identiϗes as gay, and among those younger than 44, 
the vast majority identiϗes as bisexual. 

Coming out and feeling safe at work. The BCG (2020) report also 
revealed key ϗndings related to the process of coming out at work. Most 
remarkably:

■ 40% of LGBTQ+ employees are not out at work.

■ Of those who are, 54% remain closeted to their customers and 
clients. 

■ 75% indicated having experienced at least one negative workplace 
interaction due to their LGBTQ+ identity, with 41% reporting that 
this has happened more than ten times in the past year.  

It is important to note that the act of coming out is a lifelong process for 
LGBTQ+ individuals. It involves a constant assessment of safety in 
day-to-day interactions that many might consider inconsequential - e.g. 
answering questions about a signiϗcant other or spouse, the basic act of 
introducing oneself, or even choosing what to wear. Every interaction 
with a new colleague or client is a decision point for these employees.

■ According to data gathered by McKinsey (2020), 48% of LGBTQ+ 
employees have to come out at work on a daily or weekly basis.

■ Women and junior-level employees are the least likely groups 
to be out at work.

All too often LGBTQ+ individuals face a work environment that can feel 
unwelcoming of their identity. These experiences can range from subtle 
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Intersectionality and the experience of  "onlyness." Often, LGBTQ+ employees face the 
experience of being an ɇonlyɈ in the room, a feeling that is even more commonplace for 
those whose identities are further underrepresented in their places of work (McKinsey, 
2020). Not only can this lack of representation feel isolating and stressful, but it can make 
these employees more susceptible to disparate career outcomes. LGBTQ+ individuals are 
already at a higher risk of unfair treatment at work, compared to straight and cisgender 
colleagues, and their workplace experience can vary considerably depending on their 
intersectional identities. 

■ Only 4 CEOɄs (0.8%) of Fortune 500 companies identify as LGBTQ+.

■ LGBTQ+ employees of color are more likely to experience employment 
discrimination as a result of their sexual orientation or gender identity than their 
white LGBTQ+ peers - 33.2% vs 26.3% - and are more likely to report experiencing 
verbal harassment at work - 35% vs. 25.9% (Williams Institute, 2021).

■ Similarly, transgender employees report experiencing employment discrimination 
and verbal harassment at work at signiϗcantly higher rates than LGBTQ+ cisgender 
employees - 48.8% vs. 27.8% and 43.8% vs. 29.3%, respectively. They were also 
found to be much more likely to engage in ɇcoveringɈ at work (Williams Institute, 
2021).

■ LGBTQ+ women are twice as likely as cisgender and straight women to report being 
an ɇonlyɈ and 1.4 times more likely to experience workplace sexual harassment.

■ LGBTQ+ women of color are eight times more likely than straight white men to 
report ɇonlynessɈ (McKinsey, 2020).

■ Full-time LGBTQ+ workers overall make about $0.90 for every dollar a typical 
worker earns. LGBTQ+ people of color and  transgender and non-binary individuals 
earn considerably less (HRC, 2021).

LGBTQ+ women are 

1.4x 
more likely to 

experience sexual 
harassment at work 

compared to straight 
women

Source: McKinsey & Co., 2020

■ The Human Rights Campaign 
(HRC) found that among LGBTQ+ 
individuals working in an 
environment that is unwelcoming 
of their identity:

■ 25% feel distracted from work;

■ 20% avoided special work events 
(e.g.. lunches, holiday parties, 
happy hours); and

■ 20% have been absent due to 
the unwelcoming environment.

■ 31% felt unhappy at work.

For every $1 earned 
by a typical worker…

LGBTQ+ workers 
overall earn …………………. 90¢

Trans men earn ..…….…. 70¢ 

Non-binary 
workers earn  ………..……. 70¢ 

Trans women earn………60¢

LGBTQ+ American 
Indian/Alaska Native 
women earn………………..…60¢

Source: 
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Safety, Equity & Community Model

external/broader focus
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BUILDING AND 

EDUCATION
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TALENT 
MANAGEMENT 

PRACTICES
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PARTNERSHIPS 
AND ADVOCACY
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internal/narrower focus

A Practical Guide to Create a Better Workplace for LGBTQ+ Employees

The following model outlines four essential pillars through which employers can provide safety, equity, and 
community for LGBTQ+ employees. Initiatives will range from the more local, organization-based eϖorts to those that 
have a more broad, societal impact. This framework takes into account the crucial role of LGBTQ+ advocacy and 
education groups and the beneϗts of a synergistic relationship between these groups and employers. Community 
partners are not only subject-matter experts on topics of relevance to the LGBTQ+ communities, but also an 
important source of community for LGBTQ+ individuals - something that may not be wholly possible for them to ϗnd 
at work.

POLICIES, PROCEDURES, AND BENEFITS                                                                                           
Ensuring Safety, Equity & Wellbeing

Protective policies. Non-discrimination and anti-harassment policies are a non-negotaible 
component for fostering a psychologically and physically safe work environment for 
LGBTQ+ employees. 

■ The vast majority of Fortune 500 companies have a formal non-discrimation 
policy that includes sexual orientation and gender identity (HRC, 2022).

■ In a survey of LGBTQ+ workers, close to half (45%) agree that the enforcement 
of protective policies is contingent on their supervisorɄs own feelings towards 
LGBTQ+ individuals (HRC). Policies alone cannot prevent micoagressions and 
other more suble forms of discrimination from taking place. Their eϖectivess 
depends on how well these are enforced.

■ Policies should be accessible to all in the organization and roll-out eϖorts be 
accompanied by a proper education strategy.

Inclusive and equitable benefits. Beneϗts that take into account the particular needs 
of LGBTQ+ employees and their families will ensure equitable access to important 
services and policies that support wellbeing. 

LGBTQ+ workers 
who agree that 

enforcement of policies 
is contingent on 

supervisor’s feelings 
towards LGBTQ+ 

individuals 
Source: HRC

 - 6 -

45%
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”

○ ɇMore than 1 in 3 members of 
Generation Z avoided going to a 
doctor to avoid experiencing 
discriminationɈ (CAP) - ɇ35% of Gen Z 
repondentss reported avoiding 
doctorɄs oϙces in order to avoid 
experiencing discrimation, compared 
with 23 % of Millenials, 14% of Gen X 
and 9% of Baby BoomersɈ Of Fortune 500 companies

93% 

have non-discrimination policies that 
include sexual orientation

91% 

include gender identity.

Source: HRC, 2022

Among adults aged 18-35, 
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PROGRAMS & ALLYSHIP

Salesforce has implemented programs that 
strengthen support for the LGBTQ+ community and 
foster a more inclusive work environment.

Commitment. Salesforce committed to 50% of the 
U.S. workforce being made up of underrepresented 
groups, including LGBTQ+ employees, by 2023 -- 
and the company reached that goal one year early.

Community. Outforce, one of the largest Equality 
Groups, brings together LGBTQ+ employees and 
their allies. There are 8,700 Outforce members, 
across 38 chapters - including ones in Japan and 
India, the latter with a history of anti-gay laws.

Pride.
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Words Matter
To normalize gender-neutral 
language

Say:  
everyone, folks, 
you all, all

Avoid:  
ladies and gentlemen, 
you guys

Adapted from Out and Equal

A MODEL FOR ALLYSHIP

1. Take responsibility for your behaviors. 
Making mistakes is a normal part of the 
process. Be open to making amends.

2. Interrupt and disarm 
microaggressions. Speak up for your 
colleagues and challenge out-of-line 
comments.

3. Make space, don’t take space. Bring in 
diverse voices during meetings and 
discussions.

4. Use your platform. Give visibility to 
underrepresented colleagues.

5. Stay dedicated. Being an active ally is 
an ongoing journey

Adapted from Salesforce

COMMUNITY-BUILDING & EDUCATION                             
Fostering Inclusion and Belonging

Listening strategies: surveys, focus groups, and interviews. A 
good understanding of LGBTQ+ employeesɄ particular needs and 
challenges must always precede the design of solutions.

■ Employers should be wary of making assumptions, being 
mindful of the many identities under the LGBTQ+ 
umbrella.

■ An eϖective listering strategy begins with knowing the 
composition of your workforce. This requires an HRIS 
platform that that can capture gender identity and sexual 
orientation data. While disclosure should be voluntary, 
including these options also sends a message of 
acceptance. 

Education and training. Fostering employeesɄ cultural 
competence on LGBTQ+ issues at all levels of the organization is 
a necessary step towards inclusion.

■ This includes educating on the use of proper terminology, 
gender-inclusive language, challenging biases, what it 
means to be an ally, as well manager-speciϗc training on 
policies and procedures. 

■ Reverse mentoring can be a useful tool for educating 
leaders.

Allyship. Public and visible disM c trai
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Employee Resource Groups (ERGs).  Having an executive-backed ERG can provide 
LGBTQ+ employees with an important sense of community and support, as well as a 
channel through which to voice issues of concern. 

■ ERGs can facilitate storytelling, a powerful tool for cultivating empathy, creating 
awareness, and reducing stigma.

■ These groups can also help lead changes in company practices and procedures 
that disadvantage LGBTQ+ employees. Non-LGBTQ+ allies are important part of 
advancing these groupsɄ agendas.

■ Increasingly, employers have been partnering with ERGs to provide a safe-space 
for employees to discuss sensitive topics - such as mental health challenges - 
and obtain access to resources. This can be particularly helpful for LGBTQ+ 
employees, as these groups are much more reluctant than others to discuss 
such topics at work (McKinsey, 2022).
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COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS AND ADVOCACY                                                                                  
Leading Change through Authentic Displays 
of Support 

Community partnerships. LGBTQ+ advocacy organizations have long 
been a source of community and support for LGBTQ+ employees and are 
a crucial partner to engage with when designing and implementing 
initiatives.

■ Establishing key partnerships with these groups can provide 
employers with access to a wealth of resources as they design 
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USEFUL RESOURCES

■ íŪŊΠàġǱǱǸΠ ƅƅǸͦΠ Π_ǚůńŊΠŢƘƾΠ
9ŊĽƘƍůƏţΠġΠàƂůƅƅŊńΠ~_9í×ρΠ
ńǱƘĽġǒŊΠΆ_ġůƏǆļǚƾţͧΠ̞̜̞̜·

■ §ǸΠÕƾƘƏƘǚƏǆΠ ƾŊΠàŪŊͺíŪŊǸͬΠ
ČŪġǒΠ ƾŊΠĒƘǚƾǆͭΠΆf9Ø·

■ ČŪǸΠ§ġƏǸΠ9ǚǆůƏŊǆǆŊǆΠġƾŊΠ
9ŊĽƘƍůƏţΠ§ƘƾŊΠċƘĽġƅΠůƏΠ
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■ :ƾŊġǒůƏţΠġΠíƾġƏǆΎkƏĽƅǚǆůǱŊΠ
ČƘƾƂƻƅġĽŊΠΆf9Ø·

■ 9ŊǆǒΠÕƾġĽǒůĽŊǆΠŢƘƾΠ©ƘƏļůƏġƾǸΠ
kƏĽƅǚǆůƘƏΠůƏΠǒŪŊΠČƘƾƂƻƅġĽŊΠ
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■ AŊļǚƏƂůƏţΠǒŪŊΠ§ǸǒŪǆͦΠ
íƾġƏǆţŊƏńŊƾΠfŊġƅǒŪΠġƏńΠ
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■ §ġƂůƏţΠÕġůńΠ~ŊġǱŊΠČƘƾƂΠŢƘƾΠ
GǱŊƾǸΠ^ġƍůƅǸΠΆ: Õ·
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