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Abstract
This thesis is the product of the author’s personal experience as a gay person working
in the humanitarian sector who has experience of the challenges faced in countries of
conflict and in countries where the rights of LGBTQ people are not assured. LGBTQ
people have specific needs that are documented through research, highlighting the
risks they face while working in high risk locations. With such limitations in the way
that LGBTQ people are supported in the field, or in their home nations, with particular
relevance to religiously supported heteronormativity which is relevent especially given
the particular needs and concerns that LGBTQ people face in everyday life, these
issues are exacerbated in conflict or hazardous settings. To establish the experiences
of LGBTQ people, semi structured qualitative interviews have been used to illicit
nuanced details from differing LGBTQ perspectives to provide some supportive insight
into the conditions that individuals work in. These interviews were triangulated against
the current data that exists, and an online quantitative and qualitative survey which
investigated in more specificity the experiences of LGBTQ people and what support
mechanisms would benefit them. Motivations, experience, health implications and
support to LGBT staff are discussed from the point of view of LGBTQ staff,
represented as much as possible by individuals of varying gender, sexual orientation,
and race. The findings are used to provide recommendations for what agencies can
do to provide a level of support to their own LGBTQ staff, a concept for which there
are still significant gaps in literature, data, and practice.

Keywords: LGBTQ; Gay; Lesbian; Bisexual; Transgender; Queer;
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction to the problem

“They’re all ready to call me nuts at the drop of a hat, and now they have me in jail,
and they’re pushing the judge to call me a sociopath or something, a first-class
screwball, maybe, but no one is looking at them! What’s wrong with their heads?
They’re full of hate and prejudice, and they say awful things about anyone who doesn’t
look like them and belong to their race and their class!” (Coles, 1993, pp. 1515-1518)
The above Statement is a direct quote of a young civil rights activist, Dion Diamond, a
young civil rights activist who was arrested in 1962 for disturbing the peace for trying
to eat in a restaurant that would not serve black customers. The author of the book,
Coles, was to represent Diamond in court and he questioned himself about what gave
Diamond the strength to keep going despite the constant danger. Diamond had been
telling Coles about his loneliness, how hard the work was, how he was discouraged,
and how he was viewed with suspicion. When Diamond was asked about why he
continued to do what he did he responded, “the satisfaction, man. If you can spend
some of your life doing work like this, then you’re lucky! There may be a sheriff out
there waiting for me with a gun, but if he gets me, I’ll die thinking: Dion, you actually
did something – you were a part of something much bigger than yourself.” (Coles,
1993, pp. 1494-1496).
The above personal story, although focused on a young black man who was taking
part in the civil rights movement, reflects the essence of an individual motivated to
achieve something in the face of extreme adversity in an environment which is hostile
to their experience, their identity, and their visibility. The similarities in the above
context, is similar in this day and age to the hostility that Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, or Queer (LGBTQ), or other minority individuals face when working in
cultures or environments that are hostile to LGBTQ people. LGBTQ people have
experiences that their non-LGBTQ counterparts do not encounter. LGBTQ people
belong to a group of significant diversities, not only that, but they have significantly
different lived experiences as individuals and as part of the many sub-groups from
which they belong to, such as gender identity, gender expression, biological sex, or
orientation. LGBTQ people also identify as belonging to other social or cultural groups
related to ethnicity, or social status etc (Tayar, 2016) (Butterworth, 2008) (Killerman,

2013). Such a group of individuals do not fit into the normal heteronormative patterns
that exist across all cultures.
Conflict exists for LGBTQ individuals; internally; between themselves and their
employers; and between themselves and religious or cultural norms. The challenges
LGBTQ people face are exacerbated in countries of conflict or where religiously
endorsed heteronormativity exists.
The concept for this thesis began from two separate contexts both which highlight
greater issues revolving around the safety and the protection of LGBTQ people
working for humanitarian agencies around the world. The issue was highlighted
publicly by the United Nations (UN) on 7 January 2016 when UNGlobe (the UN system
support group for LGBTQ staff) held an interactive dialogue titled “Stories from the
Field, the Meaning of Pride”. The interactive dialogue detailed the experiences of five
UN staff members who have been discriminated against for their sexual orientation or
identities (United Nations - GLOBE, 2016). The stories detailed different types of
systematic or institutionalised homophobia which ranged from being on the receiving
end of micro-aggressions, systematic exclusion, and imprisonment of a trans
identifying woman, all in locations around the world where state-sanctioned
homophobia is active.
The second context is the researchers own, working within the UN system in places
where religious dogma, and political persecution have affected the life and career
progression of himself and many others who work for international organisations and
UN agencies globally, particularly in countries of conflict or where LGBTQ people do
not have a recognised legal status with regards to their sexuality. A brief example of
the author’s experience is detailed in The Guardian’s Secret Aid worker section, where
the author wrote a piece called “I regret not speaking out for my LGBT Colleagues”,
which details the concept of white privilege in the LGBTQ community, and how the
realms of sexual identity and autonomy over your orientation mean very different
things for ‘National’, or ‘international’ staff members (The Guardian , 2016).
Given the few spaces for open narrative on the specific challenges faced by LGBTQ
individuals working in the field, understanding the personal experiences of LGBTQ
individuals is important to be able to ensure that effective, targeted, and relevant
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interventions or support measures can be implemented by international organizations,
or agencies, for LGBTQ individuals.

1.1.

Statement of the problem

LGBTQ staff have specific issues and concerns not faced by their non-LGBTQ
contemporaries. As a result of poor understanding and a lack of data, humanitarian
organisations do not support their LGBTQ staff in a systematic way. Resolving
personal conflicts and issues that are faced by LGBTQ staff involves affected
individuals acting alone to resolve their issues which is not in the best interests of the
individual or in the interests of humanitarian agencies.

1.2.

Description of the problem

There are increased risks of psychosocial trauma as a result of sustained
discrimination against LGBTQ people, particularly when they work in environments
that are not diverse and are closed to non-heteronormative identities. In an
international industry where individuals work in countries where religion supports
heteronormativity, there is a degree of discrimination that is propagated against
LGBTQ individuals for not conforming not cultural norms. With qualified personal risks
of disclosure and/or non-disclosure of sexual orientation, and the effects that these
risks have on organisations or agencies, let alone the individual, additional data is
needed to understand the experiences of LGBTQ individuals who work in the
humanitarian sector to ensure that staff and agencies are better informed and able to
respond to the needs of LGBTQ staff. Better understanding of the problem and data
collection should be centred around the experience of the individual rather than based
on organisational norms. Where there is a lack of understanding of LGBTQ people
and experiences, we assume that that there is a lack of systematic support for LGBTQ
individuals who have specific issues in comparison to their non-LGBTQ colleagues.

1.3.

Purpose of the study, assumptions, and research questions
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This paper will look at three key aspects of LGBTQ experiences and institutional
support in an effort to understand the context and what can be done to improve the
way that institutions reflect or consider the needs of their staff in a more holistic LGBTQ
sensitive manner: The overarching question to be answered is: What are the
systematic needs and experiences of LGBTQ humanitarian workers? To answer this
question the following sub-questions are to be reviewed:
-

Why are LGBTQ people not able to disclose their orientation in the workplace
like their non-LGBTQ colleagues?

-

Is there a religious component at play with regards to the way that LGBTQ
people are discriminated against?

-

Do LGBTQ people need specific institutional support systems?

1.3.1. Disclosure or Management of Sexual Orientation
Understanding how LGBTQ individuals work in alternate cultures and how these
cultures can affect LGBTQ individuals is key to understanding how agencies can
support LGBTQ individuals to survive and thrive in high risk environments. The
concept of disclosure is broken down to further understanding of the personal risk and
traumas experienced by LGBTQ people.
1.3.2. Religiously Supported Heteronormativity
With little research conducted on the role of state sanctioned and religiously oriented
heteronormativity, this paper will look at LGBTQ humanitarian workers and what
difficulties they encounter as a result of heteronormativity in locations of assignments,
and even within international organisations. The assumptions of this study are that
there are conflicts within the cultural norms of organisations where it is difficult to
support any form of deviation from the heteronormative cultural environment that is
traditionally supported through religion, staff, policies or procedures. LGBTQ staff are
at risk of repeated discrimination and institutional or targeted abuse resulting from their
perceived or disclosed sexuality.
1.3.3. Institutional Support Systems
Finally, this paper looks into organisational support and what effect these policies or
procedures have on LGBTQ humanitarian staff. Understanding what exists and how
10

these can be improved or amended to give focused and specific support is crucial.
Looking briefly into organisation culture and how this can affect LGBTQ individuals,
the paper, International organisations and civilian protection (Chaulia, 2011)
Culturalism in International Organisations (IOs) is a very key part of how international
organisations treat their own staff (Chaulia, 2011, pp. 31-33). The paper explores how
organisational cultural stems from the upper levels of an organisation and how this
reflects in the lower levels and individuals who work within an organisation. The
authors state that humanitarian organisations must prioritise the needs of their
humanitarian workers.

1.4.

Assumptions

There is an assumption that LGBTQ individuals are held to different professional
standards to their non-LGBTQ colleagues, whereas there is no problem with non
LGBTQ staff discussing their family lives, their wives or husbands or their children,
LGBTQ people are not able to discuss their orientations, and as such their personal
or private lives, which lead to personal conflicts. The inability of LGBTQ staff to be out
in their workplace can lead to serious conflicts between their professional and personal
lives, including leaving the industry; avoiding certain duty stations or professional
responsibilities; and “closeting” oneself for the sake of professional advancement. It is
assumed that religion is a key institution of social influence in most humanitarian duty
stations and that support systems or policies are inadequate to provide effective
support to LGBTQ staff in most contexts.
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2.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

The following literature review assesses experiences of LGBTQ individuals who work
in the humanitarian sector. To understand the nuances and experiences of LGBTQ
individuals we look at the data about LGBTQ people working internationally.

2.1.

Background

There are countless anecdotes told among LGBTQ workers that establish the dangers
that LGBTQ people face in countries where sexuality is criminalised, but it is difficult
to gather documented evidence in writing of the nature of the risks and fears felt by
LGBTQ people themselves. A ground breaking effort to address this challenge of
“invisibility” in East Africa is an anthology of LGBTQ personal narratives collected and
written by Kevin Mwachiro, a Kenyan journalist. His book, Invisible: Stories from
Kenya’s Queer Community, gives unusual insight into the experiences that gay people
face in Kenya (Mwachiro, 2014). Although it is rare for LGBTQ people to be
criminalised for homosexuality in Kenya, there is low social regard for the status and
rights of LGBTQ people. This contradiction can be seen in Kenyan court rulings, which
have established legality for “homosexual tests” despite no evidence showing they
have any accuracy, therapeutic value, or other use (Independent, 2016). In the last 24
months in Kenya, evidence gathered by Human Rights Watch (HRW) suggests that
the discrimination faced by queer individuals is on the increase and there are stories
of gay men being kidnapped, burned, assaulted, tortured, and extorted. HRW states
that much of the discrimination is being spearheaded by religious leaders. Mob
violence is a particular issue (HRW, 2015).
When we send LGBTQ staff to work in foreign nations where their rights are not
assured, do we have a responsibility to them as individuals? Although the abovementioned details are extreme and certainly not faced by all LGBTQ people, there is
still evidence of every day aggression, and micro aggressions faced by individuals.
The New York Times used FBI data to report that in the USA, In 2014, LGBT
individuals were twice as likely to be on the receiving end of hate crimes than African
Americans (NYT, 2016), the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) reported that in 2015,
more transgender individuals were killed than in any other year (HRC, 2015). The UN
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Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNOHCHR) stated the following
in their ‘Born Free and Equal’ report: “LBGT individuals are at particular risk of
targeted violence at the hands of private actors. Homophobic and transphobic violence
has been recorded in all regions. Such violence may be physical or psychological.
These attacks constitute a form of gender based violence, driven by a desire to punish
those seen as defying gender norms.” (OHCHR, 2012, p. 15). The HRW World Report
of 2017 details incidents in 2016 (HRW, 2017) of harassment, detention, and violence
in many countries in the world, many of which are places where LGBTQ staff work for
international organisations.
There is a wide array of research that has been completed looking at the mental health
of LGBTQ individuals, especially as they face repeated exposure to homophobia,
including but not limited to violence, assault, discrimination and stigmatisation. LGBTQ
people face increased risks of distress, depression, and suicide compared to their nonLGBTQ counterparts (Adam, 2013). Psychological or chronic stress is particularly
pronounced within the social contexts where individuals are located (Adam, 2013).
Adams identified that low social acceptance and connections with other individuals
contributed to hostile environments. A significant gap in the provision of mental health
care is the lack of local leadership in the provision of these services (Adam, 2013).
We are faced with countless examples of discrimination and assaults against gay
people in the current decade that have specific relevance to LGBT people who work
in humanitarian contexts. April 2017 has seen the media focus on the mass
incarceration and torture of gay men in Chechnya (HRW, 2017). 2011 was the year
when Uganda experienced a wave of state sanctioned homophobia that hit the media.
The death of David Kato in 2011 saw the media spotlight turn to state sanctioned
homophobia in Uganda (The Guardian, 2016), with the Anti Homosexuality Act being
proposed soon after. Despite this act being annulled, discrimination against LGBT
Ugandans has increased (HRC, 2015). Recently, in August 2016 URW reported about
incidents of harassment, assault and imprisonment of Ugandans who were taking part
in a gay pride parade in the capital city (HRW, 2016).
Human Rights Watch (HRW) profiled the life of a young man in Libya as part of their
precis on the Islamic State’s War on Gays, in June 2015 (HRW, 2015). HRW also
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detailed incidents of violence in Nigeria where the abuse of LGBT people has been
legitimized as a result of the Same Sex Marriage Prohibition Act of 2013 (HRW, 2016).

2.2.

Disclosure or Management of Sexual Orientation

LGBTQ people have been well recorded as being highly mobile particularly as
expatriates (Altman, 1997) (Collins, 2005) (Collins, 2009), a phenomenon that has
also seen a necessity for these individuals to introduce a malleable interpretation of
their own identity (Collins, 2009) in order to incorporate and function in a new culture.
As LGBTQ people change cultures, or as they cross borders, or even as their own
cultural context shifts around them (particularly relevant for individuals who live and
work in countries where peace breaks down and the norms in a state or nation change
as a result of war), the idea of what being LGBTQ means can also shift. This means
that there may be changes in the rights or privileges afforded to LGBTQ individuals
that are no longer afforded in a new place (including legal status and social changes)
that affect everything from career prospects to staff diversity, and even personal
psychological traumas (Tayar, 2016) (Gedro, 2010).
Paisley and Tayar explore the context and influences of LGBTQ individuals who move
to work internationally and how disclosure or non-disclosure of sexual identity can
affect LGBTQ people directly (Tayar, 2016). Tayar states that when individuals work
in foreign environments (particularly in hostile settings) there is a blurring of the lines
that separate work and home life that results in a selective level of disclosure of
orientation in both home and work domains. This is particularly apparent with people
who have an ‘invisible stigma’ that is devalued in some cultural settings. As a result,
and in an attempt at self-preservation, individuals may be more selective about who
they disclose to in the work place than in their home culture. For LGBTQ people in
hostile contexts the options are twofold: disclosure, or, formulating a way to manage
their identities to limit the exposure they face as individuals. Managing aspects of
identity does have implications for the identity of an LGBTQ individual, as will be
discussed. If an individual is unclear or afraid of the way an organisation or colleagues
will react to self-disclosure of sexual orientation, LGBTQ individuals will aim to conceal
their identity for their own protection (Tayar, 2016, p. 768). With an aim to conceal their
identities, LGBTQ people can purposefully cover up undisclosed information through
14

falsifying stories of dating habits, hiding relationship status, or adapting vocabulary
(such as by changing gender pronouns) (Button, 2004). Evading questions about
personal life or even sidestepping any talk of sexuality or relationships is also common.
Some individuals may also adopt a completely false heterosexual identity (Button,
2004). LGBTQ people have to go through significant emotional or psychological labor
to ‘manage’ their own orientation (Foucault, 1978) (Sedgwick, 1990). This is a
phenomenon that may not be experienced by non-LGBTQ individuals.
There are many challenges with disclosing sexual orientation, but the most common
are discrimination or prejudice. Not disclosing sexual identity also has its own pitfalls,
and the consequences of non-disclosure or concealment have been shown to lead to
a ‘disengagement from the organisational context’, decreased availability of cognitive
and intrapsychic resources for work operations, distorted discernment of the
organizational environment, reduced capacity to self-verify, erosion of the ego, and
cognitive dissonance. Non-disclosure of sexual identity can lead LGBTQ individuals
to be more likely to follow boundary-less careers, incur less psychological space to
manage careers or personal lives, and are less likely to form strategic, long-term
relationships which affect all aspects of an individual’s life (Tayar, 2016) (Kaplan,
2014). Disclosure or concealment for LGBTQ individuals is actually quite complex
and is subject to continuing change, adaption, or even reversal at times. It is important
to consider that for trans individuals, concealment or disclosure may not ever be an
option and on these occasions, leaving their employment may be the only option that
they feel open to them (Tayar, 2016).
Tayar and Paisley detail theories for how individual identities are actually made up of
several strands of identity that accumulate into a holistic identity. The authors express
how one’s identity is actually part of the environment in which we grow and live. Their
paper explains how moving to new cultural contexts can lead to new intersection points
of an individual’s multiple identities. This they defined as the ‘intersectionality
perspective’. This perspective holds that there are effects that are incurred by LGBTQ
people who assume two or more culturally or socially constructed identities. The
examples used are mixed between an individual’s culturally or socially constructed
gender identity, work identity, sexual identity or sexual social identity. A change in one
of these identities will have a direct impact on the entire individual and how the
individual wholly identifies, which may impact on the way that individual manages or
15

expresses their identity. It is noted in literature that individuals are influenced
consciously or subconsciously by many different parts of ethnicities, age, class,
orientation, or identities. LGBTQ individuals must function and manage between
different identities across cultures. Adapting to new cultures where LGBTQ identities
have to adapt to varying taboos, acceptability, or freedoms may lead to behaviour
changes that respond to the changing dynamics of the cultural adaptions. Living and
interacting in these environments becomes complex and the prospect of disclosing,
concealing, or managing sexual identity can be challenging as suddenly individuals
need to be aware how their invisible stigma is managed through anything from
changing the way the individual speaks, moves, discussion topics, or even the use of
gender pronouns (Tayar, 2016, p. 771).
Moving to a new hostile culture can result in individuals miss-aligning their own inward
and outward identities. With these adaptions in play it is plausible and proven that
individuals begin to experience internal conflict as their whole identity becomes more
conflicted and distant as a result of the divergence of the different levels of identity due
to having to separate inward and outward identities. The following Figure 1 highlights
the divergent and convergent intersectionality of an LGBTQ individual. The figure
reflects how each of the strands of sexual or gender identity are very convergent in
inclusive cultures, and as an individual moves to a hostile culture there is an
experience of these strands diverging as their compatibility with a new culture
becomes less feasible and a new identity is created around the new positions of the
identity strands.
LGBTQ people are forced to choose what identity they will express when they are in
a culture where their identity strands diverge along varying contexts. Tayar explains
that the identity shifts that occur from the most inclusive to the most hostile cultures
are the most disruptive to personal identities. In a positive spin, this adaptation to
cultural settings can make LGBTQ people more responsive and adaptable, and
improve their self-awareness. Negatively speaking, the necessity to adapt can also
lead to negative consequences related to psychological traumas and inefficiency in
the workplace. The effects of mal-adaption are more pronounced in LGBTQ
individuals compared to their non-LGBTQ colleagues who do not have the same
identity shifts when they change contexts (Tayar, 2016, pp. 771-772).
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Figure 1: The convergent and divergent intersectionality of an LGBTQ individual

2.3.

Religiously Supported Heteronormativity

Merriam-Webster define religion as “a personal set or institutionalized system of
religious attitudes, beliefs, and practices.” (Merriam-webster, 2017). This work will not
go into detail on the differing types of religions and what their individual belief systems,
or value structures are. Religion also holds significant sway in highlighting how culture
can shape our psychology (Cohen, 2015). The paper will touch upon the way that
religion promotes heteronormativity and how this can affect the LGBTQ community.
The definition of ‘heteronormative’ is “of, relating to, or based on the attitude that
heterosexuality is the only normal and natural expression of sexuality. “ (Merriamwebster, 2017). Alexis Henshaw’s paper on ‘Geographies of Tolerance, explains that
studies on sexuality and tolerance give way to the assertions that perceptions about
homosexuality are fashioned by government and religion (Henshaw, 2014). Henshaw
performed empirical studies to show that there was a relationship between community
tolerance and belief systems and heteronormativity. Henshaw argues that there is
previous research that shows that in cultures where there is increasing ability for selfexpression, there is a cultural shift in societal feelings towards women, workforce, and
reproductive rights. Henshaw states that this research did not include sub groups of
17

minorities nor on homosexuality and therefore the link between increasing selfexpression and individuality and more liberal views cannot be translated to all sub
groups. Henshaw notes that for minority groups such as homosexuals, government
policies that sustain heteronormativity therefore sustain negative attitudes towards
LGBTQ people. LGBTQ minority groups are not able to freely self-express or show
their individuality and therefore posturing that more self-expression leads to more
freedoms for social group is incorrect. Henshaw states that religious attitudes are
crucially important when it comes to attitudes towards LGBTQ people. The study finds
that there is a negative association between an individual’s religious belief and their
tolerance to homosexuality. This is paired with the finding that where policies are
heteronormative leaning and restrictive, there is a negative correlation with tolerance
towards homosexuality. Most interestingly, Henshaw found that with immigrant
populations show a reduced level of tolerance towards homosexuality (Henshaw,
2014, pp. 960-962).

Cohen also states that “People of different religions are

enculturated and socialised via experiences and messages from their parents,
teachers,

religious

leaders,

and

communities.”

(Cohen,

2015,

p.

80).

Heteronormativity is a concept that is propagated by religious institutions and is
challenging for homosexuals to conform to specifically because LGBTQ individuals to
not conform to the natural laws of states.
Henshaw describes the impact of religion on tolerance and states that religions have
historically shaped nation states and these footprints still exist. Religion may not be as
important as it once was, but its influence has not evaporated (Henshaw, 2014, p.
963).
Henshaw explains that there are two types of discourse when it comes to affirming
LGBTQ relationships in faith based settings: either Minimizing or Normalizing.
Minimizing is when leadership reduces or erases any discussion of sexual orientation,
or even promotes other individual identities over sexual identities (such as faith).
Normalizing is when all individuals are viewed as having equally valid relationship
status’ (Henshaw, 2014, p. 964). The same attitudes could be ascribed to international
organisations that will minimize the issues of LGBTQ staff.
LGBTQ individuals who work within international organisations, particularly in foreign
nations are seen as a danger to the accepted social structure, to the values that are
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upheld, and they are seen as a diversion away from the superior masculine
heteronormative state that is promulgated through heteronormative policies, recently
this has been highlighted through the context in Uganda where nationalism and human
security have been strengthened through the anti-homosexuality laws (Henshaw,
2014, p. 965). The idea of culture and honour is propagated by the Abrahamic religions
where masculinity is highlighted as superior and promotes the view that male agency
is superior (Oyserman, 2016, p. 447).
Henshaw found that communities internalise the policies and perceptions of
government leadership, utilising her finding that where nations prevents LGBTQ
people from serving in armies, there is a negative relationship with tolerance towards
LGBTQ people. It has been found that religious fundamentalism is very strongly
correlated with negative perceptions of homosexual individuals (Rowatt, 2006).
Heteronormativity is a cultural norm for vast organisations like the United Nations. A
system which is organised and coordinated by the numerous Member States around
the world. There are many struggles within the UN, and there is a profound struggle
between creating international policies that support LGBTQ people around the world
and how this challenges religious dogma. There are many examples of how the UN
member states attempt to block LGBTQ policies based on their own nation’s religious
beliefs, recently in 2016, the African States attempted to block the UN LGBT Rights
protector (The Guardian, 2016). Javier Perez de Cuellar was the UN secretary General
from 1982 to 1991. He was a particular individual who worked to ensure that during
his tenure the UN tried to make decisions based on international conscience rather
than on individual member states and their own perceptions on issues. He also fought
for all individuals within the system to be viewed as equal with their own abilities (Kille,
2007, p. 229). As an individual, he showed tolerance for gay people at a time when it
was not popular to do so, particularly going against the Catholic Church, an incident
that highlights his own views of religion not having a place at the decision-making table
(Kille, 2007, pp. Ch 7, p233). Despite the efforts by individuals there are still huge
efforts to be made and goals that need to be reached to combat such heteronormative
political leanings that affect LGBTQ people across the world.

2.4.

Institutional Support Systems
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Whether an international organisation places importance on greater diversity within an
organisation, or whether LGBTQ people are supported or respected is related
specifically to the culture of an organisation and how it works for, or against its own
staff. There are standardised support mechanisms coordinated through Human
Resources (HR) departments, or through social counsellors, but there is very little
information across the board on how these specific functions can assist LGBTQ
people. Prior to deployments, most organisations don’t have LGBTQ security
considerations integrated as part of departure support packages. It has been
established in literature that LGBTQ individuals have safety and security concerns that
are specific to these individuals which can result in individuals leaving assignments
early, and in advance of what has been scheduled (Gedro, 2010).
LGBTQ people within agencies can be a hidden minority as they have chosen not to
disclose their sexual orientation, through self-regulation or self-inhibition, and have
worked to ensure that their invisible stigma is not discovered as a result of the threat
of violence, discrimination, or ‘silencing/minimizing’ within organisations (Madera,
2010). The paper, ‘Lesbian and gay expatriation: opportunities, barriers and
challenges for global mobility’, indicates that LGBTQ people practice selfdiscrimination whereby they limit themselves and their abilities so that they don’t have
to disclose their identities in fear of discrimination in the workplace. McPhail states that
LGBTQ staff are marginalised and stigmatized and are not equally protected in their
workplaces. A lack of support across the board for LGBTQ staff leaves them open to
prejudice and discrimination with additional concerns related to their own safety and
security, and those of their nuclear family. (McPhail, 2014, pp. 384-385). It is qualified
that disclosure of sexuality in the workplace is dependent on the culture of safety and
acceptance that exists within an organisation (Hill, 2009, p. 40). Disclosure has been
found to be critical to relationship building, management efficiency, increased
productivity, and improved self-esteem: all which is beneficial to organisations. The
promotion of diversity in the workplace has also been found to craft high performance
workplaces leading to competitive advantages for organisations.
There are key advantages to having LGBTQ individuals who have disclosed their
orientation: research has shown that individuals who have had to go through identity
conflict show greater ability to understand and respond better to cultural cues, which
in turn is positive for international organisations (Tayar, 2016, p. 770). That being said
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it is critical for LGBTQ individuals to be able to disclose their identity as conflicting
identities have been shown to lead to low self-esteem, worse psychological well-being,
guilt and underperformance at work (Tayar, 2016, p. 770). The ability for LGBTQ
individuals to disclose their sexual orientation and to live in hostile environments,
without the trauma that can exist from the divergence of their identities, is dependent
on the culture of diversity that is fostered by an organisation. An organisation that
actively supports and encourages a culture of diversity and accepts differences is less
likely to change LGBTQ individual’s intersectionality, if an organisation fosters a poor
diversity culture then divergent intersectionality is more likely. The climate of diversity
that is fostered is a good indication of how inclusive an organisation is. A key aspect
of living internationally and understanding other climates and cultures, particularly
LGBTQ cultures, is to live in an embedded fashion within the foreign culture. The
issue with this in hostile environments, is that it is not possible in some contexts. The
less an individual is able to integrate and be involved in alternative cultures the less
the risk of a divergence in their intersectionality. Conversely, the more an individual is
forced to live in a foreign culture without the comfort of their regular cultural
background, the more divergent the intersectionality is. Living and working in hostile
environments is challenging because of the culture of multi-culturalism fostered by
international organisations, and therefore an LGBTQ person is more likely to face a
divergence in their intersectionality, resulting in the need to always manage their
orientation and face the risk of discrimination with divulging their orientation, or the
psychological issues with containing or avoiding their sexuality (Tayar, 2016, pp. 774775).
In an effort to address the significant lack of organisational support to LGBTQ
individuals who work internationally, most recently, in March 2016, the NGO RedR
UK, (a training facility for humanitarian agencies) held a workshop on inclusion and
security (RedR, 2016). The aim was to start dialogue on how the issues of sexual
orientation affect staff, as opposed to affected populations on the receiving end of
donor funds. The session discussed personal experience and case studies with the
need for introducing standard protocols in organisations. There is a lot of uncertainty
faced by agencies and how to deal with the risks that LGBTQ people face so they tend
to be ignored. Real analysis was indicated to be a priority. Cultural changes within
agencies were also given as concerns, and that tolerance and understanding should
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be fostered. There are few specific resources available that reflect the lives of gay
1

humanitarian or aid workers, but some do exist . (Moreno, 2015) (The Guardian,
2015) (lgbtdevworkers, 2017) (Anon, 2013) (The Guardian, 2016) (FMReview, 2013).
Hannah Stoddart (former advocacy manager for Oxfam in Rwanda) wrote a dialogue
piece for Oxfam online explaining why gay rights is a development issue and why aid
agencies should speak up (Oxfam, 2015).

Stoddart explains that with countries

partaking in state led homophobia an increase in discrimination and assaults on gay
people will be expected. Agencies find themselves in a quandary as to whether they
should indeed be a part of the political and social debate at the risk of irking national
authorities which in turn means the Member States of UN agencies also. The author
asserts that agencies and organisations remain largely silent on the issue of increasing
homophobia in Africa (to be clear the assertion is true across the world, not just in
Africa). The role of decrying state sanctioned homophobia is in the hands of large
scale donors or other international governments who hold a level of agency that does
not result in an organization compromising themselves. The author affirms that any
national or international institution that begins to persecute any vulnerable group does
so with the knowledge that it compromises fair and inclusive state governance. The
author makes a clear argument that condemning homophobia is an initial response to
what is an attempt to reproach dissenting opinions and oppressing vulnerable
populations. Stoddart highlights the clear precedent that has been set in the past
especially when it comes to supporting gay communities during HIV/AIDS epidemics
(Oxfam, 2015).
The issue is that despite the knowledge that agencies have to support vulnerable
populations such as the gay community there is a much stronger persuasion in the
negative from member states, and the nations within which these organisations work.
The direct translation of this, is that humanitarian or UN agencies have made a passive
decision to not involve themselves in the LGTBQ communities, and as such, this has

-

-

1

www.Gaydworker.wordpress.com
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/mar/12/im-anaid-worker-and-im-gay-lgbt-ngos
http://lgbtdevworkers.com
https://thegayhumanitarian.com/2013/11/
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2016/may/03/secretaid-worker-regret-not-speaking-out-lgbt-colleagues
http://www.fmreview.org/sogi/anon.html
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a direct implication for gay staff who work for these agencies inside nations where
sexuality is policed.
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3.

Chapter 3: Methodology

The subject matter for this thesis is very sensitive for some subjects and therefore care
had to be taken in the methodology selected for gaining access to information from
individuals who feel vulnerable as a result of their sexuality. The methods chosen were
selected to provide a degree of anonymity for the individuals involved. The tools were
also designed to allow individuals to share only what they felt comfortable with and to
share only what the felt was the most pertinent. LGBTQ individuals self-censor when
it comes to responding to questions about their sexuality, the methodology was
designed to limit the degree of self-censorship that took place.
For this thesis, the author will focus on three methods of data collection which will
contribute to qualitative and quantitative. Three methods are important for triangulation
of information to offer verifiable insights and a solid understanding of the subject
matter. The following qualitative and quantitative methods will be completed:
•

In depth, key informant interviews (qualitative).

•

Desk reviews of documentation and other evidence sources available to a wider
audience (qualitative).

•

Online Respondent Survey (qualitative and quantitative).

The qualitative methods start with a desk review of the material available related to
the subject matter. Once the desk review was completed, the specific focus of the
research was then formulated to answer what was found to be a gap in the
literature/evidence available specifically related to the degree of accountability of
humanitarian agencies towards their LGBTQ staff. To provide some additional first
hand evidence of LGBTQ experiences that could support an answer to the question,
What are the systematic needs and experiences of LGBTQ humanitarian workers?
The methodology has to take into account the very individual aspects of the subject
and how individuals themselves have dealt with their own experiences and employers
in the humanitarian sector.
To explore the key areas to be covered, preparatory discussions took place in South
Sudan amongst a group of LGBTQ individuals who currently work there. This was
crucial to understanding the variety of experiences faced by individuals in the
community. These discussions paved the way for the formulation of the survey to be
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completed and also how best to approach individuals to take part in in-depth
discussions.
The online survey forms a key part of this survey and provided respondents the
opportunity to respond with complete anonymity. The survey was designed to gain as
much personal information as possible about individual experiences working in the
industry. The survey was distributed to LGBTQ individuals who work in the
humanitarian sector, and although the survey was open to all to participate, the
LGBTQ network was relied on to spread the survey as far as it could go. The reliance
on the network to allow LGBTQ individuals to share their experience reduced the
author’s ability to share widely outside of the LGBTQ network – so as to minimise any
inhibitions for individuals to complete the survey.
3.1.

Online Respondent Survey

The survey was an accumulation of open ended and closed multiple choice questions
to allow respondents to give as much or as little detail or information as they felt
comfortable providing. The online survey used, depended on the consent of the
individuals who wished to complete it. Without this consent individuals are directed to
the end of the survey, rendering them unable to participate. The introduction page of
the survey detailed the written informed consent details for the respondents to read
prior to continuing with the survey. Please see Annex 1
The survey guided respondents through the following key areas:
-

Personal background and identity.

-

Motivations for working in the industry.

-

Their experiences as an individual.

-

Agency protection and support.

Questions that would identify individuals specifically were removed as a precaution.
Also, because this survey is about LGBTQ experiences in international organisations,
the survey did not include a question asking respondents about how they identify as
individuals but how they identify as a group. The survey questions were
methodologically guided by the book, The Power of Survey Design, (Larossi, 2006)
3.1.1. Survey Design
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The survey was tested through conventional and cognitive pre-testing was necessary
as they revealed the issues with the surveys and how questioning was an issue
(Larossi, 2006, p. 11) . Conventional pre-testing interviews were completed with three
individuals who were able to set the research scene and theme in a line that was
beneficial in formulating questions and approaches that would encourage other
LGBTQ narratives. Cognitive pre-testing lasted 5 days and 6 individuals pre-tested
the survey twice each in different locations around the world. Feedback and coding
issues were logged and changes inserted. Feedback on survey length, logics and
ranges was also given (Larossi, 2006, pp. 87, 195-197). No translation was optioned
as the survey was going out to an international audience where there was an assumed
proficiency in English (Larossi, 2006, p. 85). Due to the sensitivities of the work this
was done via an online survey that could be completed by respondents in the comfort
and privacy of their own homes (Larossi, 2006, pp. 20-23).
3.1.2. Question design
The relevance of the questions was initiated by the author who is intimately familiar
with the questions, objectives, and subject matter (Larossi, 2006, p. 27) Questions
were designed to stimulate recall specifically paying attention to wording, style, type
and even the sequencing (Larossi, 2006, p. 27) The questions were also designed
with flow in mind, and began with very short, brief and easy questions, as advised
(Larossi, 2006, p. 75). This was also critical to positioning sensitive questions later into
the survey so that respondents could build confidence in the survey which was
important for the results to ensure a greatest participation possible (Larossi, 2006, p.
77). Questions were written to be short in length, very specific to the subject and easy
to answer – these aspects made the questions appropriate for the goals of the
research to which the author placed himself as a sample respondent while reflecting
on the cognitive abilities of the other respondents (Larossi, 2006, pp. 29, 40, 41).
The survey was designed to be as concise as possible. Lasting 15 minutes in total,
this was key to ensuring that the data gathered was as accurate as possible (Larossi,
2006, p. 79).
Asides from relevance, accuracy had to be considered, to be as accurate as possible
questions were designed to be specifically relevant to the LGBTQ community whom
understand intimately the issues and challenges related to sexual identity (Larossi,
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2006, pp. 27-28). Wording is key to having clarity and relevance. Wording was
structured to be brief, objective, simple, and specific with no questions planned to be
more than 20 words long as recommended (Larossi, 2006, pp. 30-31). Words were
also chosen that were simple, direct and familiar to all respondents reducing the need
for technical jargon that not all participants or respondents would understand. Some
jargon was used, but only that which was relevant to the community. The same
definition was used for the acronym (LGBTQ) which was defined in the info sheet and
the relevant questionnaire sections (Larossi, 2006, p. 37). This abbreviation had been
defined and the use remained consistent to avoid confusion as suggested in (Larossi,
2006, p. 42). LGBTQ as a term was used despite some controversy in the inclusivity
of this acronym. The US based Equality Federation advocates for the use of LGBTQ
as they have determined that the inclusion of Queer in their vernacular enables them
to include individuals who see it as reflecting their own gender, sexuality, and even
politics (Equality Federation, 2016).
To allow spontaneity of expression, open ended questions were used. Some openended questions were chosen to not limit respondents to pre-determined answers.
Open ended questions do however have a statistically higher refusal rate (so these
were kept to a minimum and a wider variability of answers, although this is indicated
as a negative aspect of open ended questions, It was worth using these in this survey
as they highlight the very individualised experiences that LGBTQ people face when in
the workplace, open ended questions allowed for these expressions that would not
otherwise be collected (Larossi, 2006, p. 71).
3.1.3. Sampling
Sampling for this research was not completed with technical and statistical accuracy.
The population of humanitarian/aid workers who identify as LGBTQ is not known and
the data is not available. To this end, the researcher used his own network to spread
the message of the survey and used this network to reach out to individuals working
in the industry who were located in many countries around the world (Larossi, 2006,
p. 95).
3.2.

Key Informant Interviews
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The in-depth key informant interviews were designed to be a powerful advocacy tool
to highlight how each LGBTQ individual has to contend with varying levels of
homophobia and obstruction in their day to day lives.
The participants in the key informant interviews were not selected through random
sampling, but they were individuals who agreed to take part from within a very small
yet connected network of LGBTQ individuals in the industry. To establish trends or
broad experiences across LGBTQ individuals, one of the most important aspects to
understand and utilise is representation. As a result of this the individuals who were
interviewed were from a range of genders, backgrounds, and identities and races.
Although this process will not confirm the details of each individual, the method was
designed to take into account the differing experiences for different LGBTQ
individuals. Interviews were held with seven different individuals in Skype and in
Person. The interviews were held between February and May 2017 and each lasted
between 30 minutes to one hour. It is well accepted that trans people of colour face
levels of discrimination that are not experienced by white gay men. Key informants
were explained the process of the interview and how the data would be used. They
were also given details about their participation, which was completely voluntary and
could be stopped at any point with no recrimination or issues.

3.3.

Data Gathering and Presentation

Gathering all the data together was made easier by the tools available on the online
Survey Monkey system, meaning that the data was already pre-entered into the
surveys so no enumeration was needed and no double counting to support the veracity
of the data entered. Abridged transcripts (to respect anonymity) of the in-depth
interviews are attached as Annexe 5. As there were only 7 interviews it was much
easier to look at each of the participants and look at the nuances of their information
provided, as well as to see the similarities and the intricacies of their individual
experiences and where these experiences had commonalities that could signify where
LGBT individuals can be systematically supported, or not.
The information obtained has been presented in written from in the shape of this
thesis, which is a combination of the first-hand experiences of LGBTQ individuals
working in humanitarian contexts, along with quantitative data that adds demonstrable
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figures to provide evidence for decision making, and uses information available from
desk reviews to triangulate all the data together to highlight how the over-arching
question can be answered.
3.4.

Limitations

Despite the relevance of this subject matter, there are some key limitations to the
methodology outlines. These limitations are discussed and any mitigating measures
to reduce the impact or likelihood of these outcomes.
3.4.1. Methodological Limitations
The following limitations associated with methodology are noted below. These
limitations should be duly considered for this thesis, and for any future research to be
completed in this area of work.
3.4.2. Small sample sizes
The small sample sizes in the study affect the validity of the information provided. It
can be difficult to gain access to significant numbers of individuals who will take part
in the online survey, and only 7 individuals were selected to provide in depth
interviews. Given the sensitivities involved in gaining information related to individual’s
sexualities and reporting their own experiences in places of conflict or where their
sexuality is not legal, the numbers of those taking part are expected to be small.
3.4.3. Lack of available data
The lack of available data is a significant limitation as it means that there may be gaps
in triangulation which affects the veracity of the information provided by informants.
The narrow limitations of the subject matter alongside the difficulties in gaining access
to sensitive information from vulnerable groups mean that there is a distinct lack of
information available or research conducted. There is also a lack of information
available on the protections available for LGBTQ staff working for agencies. There are
very few agencies or organisations that have inclusive or protection oriented policies
in place for their staff who work internationally.
3.4.4. Self-Reporting
Asides from the desk reviews, the interviews and surveys that form two-thirds of the
evidence base for this thesis rely on individuals sharing their own personal information
29

and experiences. There are key sources of bias that need to be considered when the
information shared by respondents can’t be verified. Although the data gained will be
triangulated there may be recall bias which means that memories may be affected by
other incidents, or poor memory. Exaggerations, or diminutions are also clear when
discussing sensitive information so researchers should be wary of these,
3.4.5. Research Limitations
Being a part of the LGBTQ community is classed as being in a socially undervalued
group – this means that the individuals who take part in the study may be classed as
vulnerable.
The biggest limitation of the surveys or interviews is self-censorship. The sensitivity of
individuals discussing their sexuality in countries where their sexuality is a threat to
their livelihood. Individuals may be very selective about key information that is
relevant. The anonymity guaranteed during the surveys and interviews and the
confidentiality of participation will be stressed to reduce the impact of self-censorship.
Another limitation of this study is the confirmation bias that is inevitable. The
researcher for this thesis belongs to the same LGBTQ community who has also
worked in conflict areas and has experience of working with international organisations
that show little regards for the safety and protection of their own LGBTQ staff. While
every effort is made to not allow this bias to interfere with the piece if research, there
may be questions asked, or notes taken that have an inherent biased affirmed in the
way that the information is used.
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4.

Chapter 4: Results

Key results
The results of the primary survey research conducted produced clear findings that only
18% of individuals have disclosed their sexual orientation while working in a conflict
setting, or in a setting where LGBTQ lives are at risk. When respondents were asked
why they would not disclose their orientation in the workplace 75% of respondents
claimed it was due to the ‘fear of repercussions or discrimination from colleagues (their
peers). Only 8% of respondents believed colleagues understood the challenges that
LGBTQ individuals face in the workplace. 68% of respondents stated affirmatively or
sometimes that religion had been used as a reason for discrimination. 82% felt that
challenges in implementing specific protection measures for LGBTQ staff resulted
from national or international politics.
Visible minorities/non-whites felt heightened concern about workplace discrimination
and risks in hostile environments. Fewer visible minority/non-white individuals have
disclosed their sexual orientation in hostile environments and they stated in greater
proportions that they felt they did not have the support of their colleagues with regards
to their sexuality. 14% of visible minority/non-white individuals felt that agencies were
not at all supportive of their needs, compared to 5% of their LGBTQ counterparts.
Visible Minority/non-white staff indicated that mental health and HR support are
important for them in greater proportions than their LGBTQ counterparts.
When NGO Staff respondents were crossed against NGO or Government Agency
respondents it was found that NGO workers were 7% more likely to have disclosed
their sexuality in the workplace compared to UN or Government Agency workers. NGO
staff were more likely to feel that their agencies were supportive in some form. 58% of
respondents found it to be challenging or very challenging to work in high risk contexts
as LGBTQ people. Only 3% did not find it challenging at all (all non-visible minorities
working for UN or Government agencies).
61% said no or not sure when asked if they knew any policies that would support them
if they were targeted at work as a result of their sexuality. 67% of respondents did not
have specific resources of support outside their agency or workplace.
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The results highlighted that there are so many unique experiences, which, although
we can cast aspersions and find commonality in the overall experiences shared, how
these manifest themselves in the decisions of LGBTQ people can be very different,
with this in mind it is clear that there is a trend towards inhibition of personal potential
and for most respondents there comes a point where there is clear moment where
decisions are made about what is or should be prioritised.
Finally, prior to the detailed results being shared below it is important to note that this
survey was open to all LGBTQ individuals working for agencies, without regards to the
types of contracts they are on. This is relevant because individuals on more secure
contracts have different issues which they face to those on very insecure contracts.
The LGBTQ perception survey was designed to gather all the information necessary
for whomever wanted to complete the survey.

4.1.

Survey Results

The survey was completed by 111 individuals, however after cleaning data and taking
into account the exclusion criteria (having experience of working in high nations or
nations which propagate anti-LGBTQ sentiment) there were 82 eligible respondents.
Prior to initiating the survey, respondents read an information page, and gave informed
consent to take part in the survey prior to beginning the survey (see Annex 1).
The following Annexes show the finalised tabulated data:
-

Annex 2 – All analysed data from the online survey

-

Annex 3 – Visible minority data

-

Annex 4 – NGO respondent data crossed with UN/Government agency
staff

4.1.1. Background data
Please see Annex 2 for all data analysed from the online survey. This survey was
aimed at individuals who identified as LGBTQ. 96 % of respondents responded
affirmatively as belonging to the LGBTQ community and 4% did not (n=82). Not
belonging to the LGBTQ community was not a disqualifying question as some
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individuals do not feel that they belong to the community, particularly in different
cultures. These respondents were included in the data analysis. 35% of individuals
identified as non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour. 57% of respondents
worked with Non-government Organisations, 16% worked with United Nation’s
agencies, 9% worked for Government agencies, and 18% worked for other entities.
There were some key areas of questioning whereby the disaggregated data showed
significant differences between participants of a visible minority/non-white compared
to those with those who did not indicate that they were of a visible minority. Please
see Annex 3 for the data analysis of key questions.

4.1.2. Disclosure or management of Sexual Orientation
Only 18% of individuals have disclosed their sexual orientation while working in a
conflict setting, or in a setting with LGBTQ lives are at risk. 62% have been out to a
few people, and 20% have never disclosed their orientation. Please see table 1 for
the results.

When respondents were asked why they would not disclose their

orientation in the workplace 75% of respondents claimed it was due to the ‘fear of
repercussions or discrimination from colleagues, 55% were afraid of aggressions, and
40% expressed their concerns about workplace discrimination and also about having
no active support system in the workplace. Please see table 2 for detailed responses.
In table 3, 25% of respondents said it was not challenging to separate personal and
work life so that people would not discover their sexual orientation, 75% said it was
challenging, or sometimes challenging. When requested to elaborate on the specific
challenges individuals were given open and closed questions to respond to: 85% of
respondents were challenged with understanding who to trust with their disclosure of
their sexual orientation, 71% were challenged with being truthful with colleagues or
friends when asked about their family situation, and 55% of respondents found it
challenging to meet other LGBTQ people in a work environment. Through open ended
responses individuals explained their specific challenges:
Sometimes I out myself as an attempt to avoid sexual harassment from straight people, which only works
some of the time. It's often a choice between homophobia and misogyny.
ANON

The biggest challenge is to have to hide my partner/ not being able to include my partner in work related
events/ functions/ receptions/ dinners when on accompanied postings.
ANON
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Factoring in my same-sex spouse (and eventually children, if/when we have them) when bidding on future
postings. I have to consider whether my spouse will be issued the appropriate visa by my country of
posting, whether she will receive diplomatic accreditation, et cetera. This both limits where I can
reasonably serve and may change my career trajectory.
ANON

69% of respondents have made decisions to prioritise their working life over their
sexual orientation. Respondents were asked to elaborate why they had made these
decisions. The majority of respondents spoke in detail about why they chose to
prioritise their work rather than disclose their sexual orientation:
Was working on a psych social support project involving children. Did not want local beneficiaries to think
I was acting in bad faith towards the children.
ANON

Well. Being in police custody accused for promoting homosexuality is not a time to start flagging ones
own sexuality.
ANON

I have taken decisions around presentation - I don't want to look too butch in some contexts, because it
may impact my interaction with people, or it may be deemed unprofessional. But I am quite butch in
general.
ANON

Again, that was the norm for years simply to maintain a security clearance. Still, there's prejudice within
our workforce and hostility including violence in some host countries and situations. I think LGBTQ people
confront on a daily basis how much of themselves to share as they develop professional relationships and
constantly must edit themselves down until they know it's safe/nondisruptive to share and yet must also
take steps to let others know they are LGBTQ early enough that new contacts and colleagues don't feel
deceived later on. It's a constant complication almost everywhere, unless MAYBE you are working at the
European headquarters of an international organization.
ANON

I had no choice other than to leave my job.
ANON

In a context where my sexuality may violate national laws of the host country it was very important that I
did not compromise my organization. As a leader of an organization where many of my colleagues,
employees and partners were nationals and very firm in thier views on homosexuality it was important for
me to preserve those relationships by hiding my sexuality.
ANON

When you are working in this environment, you are somewhat trapped by your circumstances. Work is
the structure that marginally insulates/protects you, so you ensure that this takes priority.
ANON

It will geopardize my relationship with colleges. One college, for instance, voiced that if he sees a gay, he
will kill him. He said it with so much anger.
ANON

Key results indicate that fewer visible minority/non-white individuals have disclosed
their sexual orientation in hostile environments compared to those who are not visible
minorities. They also indicate in higher proportions that they are only out to a few
people which indicates an increased reliance on personal networks. See table 4. One
anonymous respondent stated:
Ultimately, my identity as a white European trumps most potential discrimination because I'm in a
position of power. However, the verbal bullying I've witnessed of national colleagues in the workplace
persists in a thousand subtle ways.
Anon
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When NGO Staff respondents were crossed against NGO or Government Agency
respondents (please see Annex 4) it was found that NGO workers were 7% more
likely to have disclosed their sexuality in the workplace compared to UN or
Government Agency workers. See table 5.
All NGO, UN and Government agency staff cited their most significant reason for not
disclosing their sexual orientation was fear of discrimination from colleagues. UN staff
indicated in a significant majority over NGO staff that they were unlikely to disclose
their sexuality due to lack of awareness of the cultural context, and because they had
no active support system in the workplace. This suggests that NGO staff have better
support systems in place and are provided with more awareness of the cultural
contexts. See table 6.

4.1.3. Religiously Supported Heteronormativity
Pressure to conform to heteronormative cultural standards is highlighted in the
respondent results. Homophobia, religious structures and national governments were
seen as the biggest challenges to LGBTQ people. 68% of respondents claimed
religions was a reason for people to treat them differently. Visible minority/non-white
individuals indicated in greater numbers that the reasons for not disclosing their
orientation were due to fear of workplace discrimination, and no active support system
in the workplace. Religious interference was a significant challenge faced by
organisations who wish to implement additional or specific protection measures for
LGBTQ staff.
Table 7 shows the varying degrees to which respondents found it challenging to work
in high risk contexts. 58% of respondents found it to be challenging or very
challenging. Only 3% did not find it challenging at all. When asked through closed
questions what the biggest challenges were as an LGBTQ person, most respondents
selected homophobia from host country nationals, religious structures or perceptions
or national governments to be the most significant, as per table 8.
Individuals were asked specifically if religion has been used as a reason for people to
treat them differently. Table 9 shows that 32% stated that religion had not been used
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as a reason for discrimination while 68% stated affirmatively or sometimes. Some
anonymous responses to open ended questions included:
In my context, most people are Christian, and I have been asked whether I think their god accepts me
as I am. My responses have evolved from silent bafflement to not really caring and saying so.
Anon
I've been lucky in that I've never personally had any relevant incidents happen to me because I have
been very closeted and I don't think people think I may be lesbian. However, I've heard many
homophobic comments during my missions both by expats and national staff which have left me feeling
vulnerable.
Anon
Misunderstood scripture and mis-preached dogma are often used against LGBTQ people in
conservative and restricted settings. I have to remain silent and bite my lips when local national
colleagues frequently discuss gender roles, norms and expectations, and relationships.
Anon
The benefits and perks within humanitarian organizations favour heterosexual life choices, e.g. spouses
and children. I also suspect unspoken gender bias in promotions and assignment selections on the part
of the predominantly older, white, heterosexual, male senior management.
Anon
You are treated as an abomination and even more like an outsider. Quotes the Quran to
Anon

Visible minority/non-white individuals indicated in Q9 of Annex 3 in greater numbers
than their non-visible counterparts that the reasons for not disclosing their orientation
were due to fear of workplace discrimination, no active support system in the
workplace, fear of violating national laws and lack of awareness of the cultural context.
They also indicate in Q27 of Annex 3 , that Employer policies, religious structures or
perceptions, homophobia and national laws were significantly larger issues for them
than their non-visible minority LGBTQ counterparts. Visible minority/non white
individuals did indicate in Q28 of Annex 3, that religion has sometimes been used as
a reason for people to treat them differently.
Visible minority/non-white individuals also indicate by a larger proportion than their
counterparts that they find it challenging to separate personal and work life (Q14
Annex 3). Table 10 highlights that while there were instances of non-visible minority
individuals (who worked for UN/Government agencies, not NGOs) stating that it was
not at all challenging working as an LGBTQ person in a hostile environment, this was
not the case with visible minority/non-white participants – no individual indicated that
it was not at all challenging working as an LGBTQ person in a hostile environment.
UN/Government agency staff were more likely to state that religious interference was
a significant challenge faced by organisations who wish to implement additional or
specific protection measures for LGBTQ staff (Q38 Annex 4).
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4.1.4. Institutional Support Systems
The majority of individuals (61%) said no or not sure when asked if they knew any
policies that would support them if they were targeted at work as a result of their
sexuality. 67% of respondents did not have specific resources of support outside their
agency or workplace. This is a very significant number that highlights the issues at
play. When asked what resources would better support them in the workplace,
respondents indicated that having access to LGBTQ focal points within agencies,
having access to specific HR support, and being able to understand the level of
support from an agency should there be significant issues arose during work postings.
The lack of diversity training was also apparent with only 8% of respondents believing
colleagues understood the challenges that LGBTQ individuals face in the workplace.
Very few respondents indicated they received support from colleagues in the
workplace. Only 8% of respondents believed colleagues understood the challenges
that LGBTQ individuals face in the workplace. 46% were not sure, and 46% said ‘No’.
As per Table 11, of those individuals who answered ‘not sure’ or ‘no’, 29% of them
said they felt they had the support of their colleagues when it came to their sexuality,
and 13% said they did not. One respondent in an open ended question stated:
I've only been out to one of my supervisors and as a devout Catholic, she had a very "don't ask, don't
tell" policy. On one occasion, when she was considering sending me to Uganda on assignment amidst
that country's anti-LGBT maelstrom, a peer advocated on my behalf and behind closed doors,
suggesting that perhaps she should check with me first, to see whether I'd feel safe accepting the
mission. Allegedly, she responded by stating that my sexuality has nothing to do with my ability to get
my work done - and that if I wasn't willing to go to Uganda, then I maybe I should consider working (and
questioning my priorities) elsewhere. The trip didn't go through but it was pretty hurtful nonetheless.
Anon

Looking away from personal one-on-one relationships, respondents were asked if they
felt that their agencies would be supportive if anything happened to them as staff as a
result of their sexuality. Most respondents said that they felt their agency would be
fairly supportive (31%) – See table 12 for the varying degrees of support felt. When
asked to state whether they were able to speak to individuals in support or authority
positions about their sexual orientation, 49% said yes, 30% said no and 21% said
maybe. When asked if they knew any policies that would support them if they were
targeted at work as a result of their sexuality, 61% said no or not sure, followed by
39% who said yes. Asked to provide their thoughts on why organisations face
challenges in implementing additional or specific protection measures for LGBTQ
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staff, 82% felt that challenges resulted from national or international politics, 74% felt
that the challenges stemmed from staff perceptions, and 57% felt that taboos were a
strong challenge, ‘Religious Interference was thought of as a challenge by 54% of
respondents. Please see Table 13 for additional responses.
67% of respondents did not have specific resources of support outside their agency
or workplace.
The vast majority of respondents stated that international organisations have a duty to
support LGBTQ staff and their families in a way that reflects the spirit of universal
principles of human rights, the vast majority also stated that international organisations
have an ethical responsibility to better protect LGBTQ individuals when they work in
hostile environments as per table 14.
Respondents were asked for their thoughts on how they could be better supported by
organisations when they work in hostile environments. Table 15 shows the responses
for how individuals could be supported from the LGBTQ perspective. Most
respondents indicated that they would like clarification of policies or procedures
relevant to sexual orientation, followed by improved access to mental health support,
and improved access to HR support.
Of those surveyed, visible minority/non-white individuals stated in greater proportions
that they felt they did not have the support of their colleagues with regards to their
sexuality (Q31 Annex 3). They also indicated in greater proportions than their LGBTQ
counterparts that they did not have any specific individuals in support or authority
positions with whom to discuss their sexual orientation (Q32 Annex 3). 14% of visible
minority /non-white individuals felt that agencies were not at all supportive of their
needs, compared to 5% of their LGBTQ counterparts (Q35 Annex 3).
Q40, Annex 3 shows that 62% of visible minority/non-white individuals indicate that
they could be better supported through open debate compared to their LGBTQ
counterparts of which 43% indicted the same. They also indicated that mental health
and HR support are important for them in greater proportions than their LGBTQ
counterparts.
NGO staff were more likely to feel that their agencies were supportive in some form
(79%) if something happened to a respondent as a result of their sexual identity,
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compared to UN/Government agency staff (44%) who were more inclined to say that
their agencies were not very, or not at all supportive (Q35 Annex 4).
Q40, Annex 4 highlights that UN/Government agency staff indicated more strongly
than NGO staff that having access to risk information, HR, and Mental Health support
was critical, suggesting that NGO staff already have greater access to these facilities.
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4.2.

Interview results

The following table indicates individuals who took part in in-depth interviews as key
informants. All the individuals work for international organisations and have lengthy
experience working within the industry as LGBTQ people. Abridged transcripts of
interviews are included in Annex 5. Anonymity was granted to the individuals who
took part in order for them to speak freely.
Individual

Identifiers

Ethnic Origin

Black bisexual female

Western

#
KII1

European/West
African
KII2

White lesbian female and agency LGBTQ focal point

North American

KII3

Of color gay male

Latin American

KII4

Asian gay male: Head of UNGlobe

Asian American

KII5

White Lesbian Female in agency Senior Management

North American

KII6

White gay male

Eastern European

KII7

White lesbian female

Western European

The results of the interviews have been collated and analysed and presented under
the three key areas of Disclosure, Religion and heteronormativity, and Institutional
Support Systems.

4.2.1. Disclosure or Management of Sexual Orientation
Within the topic of disclosure or management there were repeated themes that have
been extrapolated from the data. These areas were to do with: Management of Sexual
Orientation; Erasure; Social Structures; and Discrimination.
4.2.1.1.

Management of Sexual Orientation
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The management of sexual orientation was discussed by all participants and the
difficulties and stresses involved in this were clear. All participants spoke of the
quandaries they had between working in areas of work they deeply enjoyed, compared
to working in conflict locations or where there was no room for living openly as gay
people.
KII3 stated that although he was currently in a high risk environment, in general he is
not interested in working in a conflict country where LGBTQ people are vilified. Reentering the closet is a concept that is not comforting. KII3 has now returned to
controlling gender pronouns to conceal his sexual orientation while trying not to
outwardly lie or say something that would result in him being as risk. KII3 is not out in
his office, has never broached the subject with his supervisors and states that he
would never disclose his sexuality to his host country national colleagues. To conceal
his identity, he always rejects requests for friendship and avoids building significant
relationships with his colleagues. He stated:
“there are so many threats against one’s life that I try not to add additional threats by
calling attention to myself. When I do socialise, I don’t like socialising with other gay
men in public”. KII3
KII6 explains that the issues of a cultural environment changed even within the same
country, when working in field stations. KII6 made the decision not to disclose his
orientation to the nationals of the country because he was never sure what their
religious or cultural tolerance was for homosexuality. For several years, this disclosure
was also kept from colleagues of his own nationality for similar reasons. He stated:
“I witnessed another international colleague who was rejected from a role (despite
being a preferred candidate) because he was gay.” KII6
Relationships were distant and work centric. After some time, KII6 grew less invested
in staying in the country, and began being more open about his sexual orientation
because he felt greater willingness to accept the consequences, such as being
deported, if people found out about his sexual orientation:
“I ended up staying in the field much longer than I initially thought I would. As time
wore on It was less and less the case that it was a tradeoff I was willing to make. It
began to wear on me. I began regressing and going back into the closet – which I
was not prepared for.” KII6
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KII5 explained:
“for the first time in my career, I am actively presenting as a married straight female,”
KII5
in her current location due to the dangers that exist for LGBTQ people and because
the culture is extremely socially conservative.
KII7 explains that in general, the greater seniority an LGBTQ individual achieves, the
greater the scrutiny of that person and risk of someone in finding reasons to create
problems for the individual:
“There are more risks, it is well documented that LGBTQ people in the field have
their calls monitored and their emails under surveillance. There is a pressure
associated with LGBTQ individuals to change their personas, their identities, even to
your own peers to fit in better. Changing aesthetics or behaviours is something that
we do in international work to be more acceptable, or to present sexual orientation
less visibly.” KII7
When discussing her own values on disclosure and being able to hold personal and
private conversations with people she trusts, she understands that colleagues, friends,
and most non-LGBTQ individuals don’t understand the issues or risks at hand, despite
their best intentions. KII7 perceives that disclosure of sexuality may actually be easier
for white women than it is for white men, and that it is even more challenging for people
of colour.
4.2.1.2.

Discrimination

All participants spoke of personal experience of micro-aggressions, or the
individual/organisational discriminations they have faced while working in the industry.
KII1 relayed details of scenarios involving key staff members who were perceived by
others as being gay or lesbian and having to deal with “vicious lies that are told about
them behind their backs”. KII1 explained she feels her sexual orientation limits her
ability to seek additional steps on the career ladder:
“I deliberately stay at my current grade, if I don’t then I will have to be on rotation and
I know that once that happens I may end up in a location where I can’t live my life
and my opportunities to find, or be with, my partner will be limited”. KII1
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KII1 claimed that keeping a low profile in the agency was important to her to reduce
the impact of what others said about her, particularly in an agency where workplace
reputation is important and quickly built or damaged.
KII1 clarified that as she is a visible minority woman, who is also LGBTQ and faces
challenges that a middle class white gay male would not. She said there are many
ceilings for a woman like her who must contend with gender and race in addition to
sexual orientation.
Working for an NGO, KII7 is confident that her agency would help solve issues with
her in foreign hostile nations if something happened as a result of her sexuality,
acknowledging that she is fortunate to have been able to have these conversations
with her management. Despite knowing that there would be immediate action if there
were serious concerns with her, KII7 is not convinced that her NGO would be able to
protect her family. This is a serious consideration for KII7, who does not want to have
a situation where her children have fewer rights than she did growing up in a
heteronormative family:
“I don’t want my family to face threats and exposure because of my work. I feel
conflicted because I want to do a job I enjoy and do well, but I don’t want to missassess the risk for my children.” KII7

4.2.1.3.

Erasure and Self-censorship

All participants noted there was a culture of erasure of LGBTQ issues in international
organisations, and linked this sense of “invisibility” to the practice of LGBTQ individuals
self-censoring in an effort to self-preserve or reduce the social consequences of their
sexual orientation.
KII1, a black female who identified as bisexual, detailed her experience of working in
northern Mali during a period of instability. She described her discomfort with living in
a context where her sexual preference was not up for discussion as a result of social
taboos (despite the non-existence of laws criminalising LGTB activities), an unspoken
consensus that extended even to the headquarters of her international agency. This
was a scenario KII1 described as stemming from an organisational culture which does
not foster a staff inclusive of diverse sexual orientations.
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KII1 spoke frequently about how one of the key issues she faces is that she frequently
polices her words and gender pronouns. This is something echoed by all participants
mentioned: choosing gender pronouns carefully, monitoring who is told what, and
where individuals are seen in field and HQ duty stations. KII1 crucially explained that
of all her issues the most frustrating is the idea that if people find out you are bisexual,
you are dismissed:
“This active dismissal affects your ability to function in your job and makes you
question the respect people hold for you.” KII1
KII2 acknowledges that there is little interest or a taste for LGBTQ people or issues in
her agency, which leaves LGBTQ staff feeling invisible. She said LGBTQ staff are
looking for equal representation and equal consideration in the eyes of their agencies.
Though she acknowledged there is an interest in improving diversity within the
organisation, it is generally in terms of women and gender, rather than other forms of
diversity.
4.2.1.4.

Social Structures

Key informants spoke about the necessity to have their own social groups to be able
to communicate, share and deal with their issues or concerns, especially as they felt
these outlets do not exist within their organisations.
KII7 points out that working internationally removes you from the community you would
normally socialise, interact, share and relate with:
“The cohesion you form beyond your immediate environment is not the same when
you work internationally, it is also away from the political action that represents you,
your home, and your community It can be difficult to relate in the same terms of
sexuality across different cultures, although as humans we do have so much that
connects us in other ways.”

KII7

While KII5 explains that her sexual identity is probably “number 28 on her list of
priorities,” she does acknowledge that there are very few support networks within her
UN agency and said that her agency is “naïve on LGBTQ issues.” She has a small
network of other lesbian women who work for other UN agencies, and whom are very
successful.
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4.2.2. Religiously Supported Heteronormativity
The idea of heteronormativity and how this affects LGBTQ individuals was raised by
all participants in some way: the key thematic areas that came up through dialogue
were related to: Agency Endorsement of Heteronormativity; and Religious Influences.
4.2.2.1.

Agency Endorsement to Heteronormativity

KII3 acknowledges that as a gay man, he has spent three years away from his partner
in a context where his partner cannot join him, and he is not aware of where it will be
possible for his partner to join him within the context of the work he is pursuing. Even
in duty stations where families can be posted together, LGBTQ individuals may not
feel that the systems support them to live with their same sex partners.
KII6 also expresses similar sentiments:
“If you are a single white male, and at the top of the social pecking order, the
employee/employer relationship affects you in one way, but the rules don’t support
you [in the same way] as a person who is of a minority group or if the employee is a
person of low social status. As a gay person, you need to work through all these
social issues in the workplace. “ KII6
KII6 explains there is unquestioned social acceptance and even encouragement in his
agency given to straight colleagues who are in committed relationships and arranging
work schedules to tend to needs of their spouses or children. KII6 would like to see
that same spirit of unquestioning peer support to all staff, regardless of the sexual
orientation of the relationships. He believes this would push institutional recognition of
the value of all types of committed relationships:
“I want to be given the discretion to make the correct choices that support the
agency, just as straight people who work for the agency. Straight staff are given the
benefit of the doubt that they [will] behave and that they can make their own
decisions about working in high risk areas. LGBTQ people should have the
autonomy to make these decisions for themselves instead of having the agency stop
them taking roles in certain countries.” KII6
KII5 explains that she is used to being on the receiving end of discrimination of various
forms and that her appearance does pre-empt many people knowing that she is a
lesbian. The simple presence of a non-heteronormative individual within a high risk
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location is enough for people to behave differently towards LGBTQ people. KII5
explains that there are instances where people do refer to her as ‘sir’ probably as a
result of having short hair. Not having a usual hetero-normative look does make her
stand out.
KII7 states that there are also many examples of structural biases against LGBTQ
people and there can be an inability to access the same resources as straight
colleagues. The heteronormative culture enables straight individuals to access
everything an agency offers with little difficulty, the same is not true for LGBTQ staff
who need to fight for partner visas, disclose their orientations when submitting general
paperwork, or even when completing banking details. The human resource and
administrative systems of agencies are often arranged around heteronormative
assumptions and cultural norms.
4.2.2.2.

Religious Influences

The influence of religion on heteronormativity is much more nuanced. KII3 has not
experienced individuals using their religious faith to counter their feelings of him, he
does acknowledge that he stays away from religious people as he “can’t help but feel
negatively judged by them.” KII3 says that one of the reasons he does not come out
to national colleagues is because he does feel that there is probably a religiously
based bias against gay people. He acknowledges the same is true in the opposite
sense:
“I liberally flaunt my homosexuality with western colleagues because I assume they
are liberal atheists, except the ones that work in religious NGOs, who I also avoid.”
KII3
When asked about religious influences, KII6 is clear that it depends on agencies and
locations how religion influences people or the job. KII6 worked with an organization
where all the senior staff came from religious organizations, and all local staff were
from religious upbringings: supporting churches became part of the work:
“I never came out to any national individuals. This is because of the context of
church activism. I hold churches responsible for the churches environment against
LGBTQ people. There are certain social attitudes that come from it. “ KII6
KII6 also gave an anecdote from his time in East Africa:
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“I once asked my driver about homosexuality, he was an enthusiastic supporter for
the Ugandan effort to execute gays and supported the religious focus stemming from
the US Conservative involvement. He felt this was stable and sound. I asked him if
he thought gay people existed in [his country]. He said no, not yet – but [his country]
needs to be vigilant or we will end up being influenced by the outside world so we
would need to take measures to get rid of homosexuality. “
KII6 stated, “If people found out I was a ‘collaborator’ I may lose my life. I worry that
this information would be used against me if I crossed the interests of someone
powerful.” KII6

4.2.3. Institutional Support Systems
Several statements, issues, and concerns were raised through the key informant
interviews taken with individuals. These aspects have been broken down by the
following thematic areas: Conservative Culture; Career progression; Gaps in Service
Provision for LGBTQ Staff; LGBTQ visibility;
4.2.3.1.

Gap in Service Provision for LGBTQ staff

KII5 indicates that there is always a personal aspect related to what support individuals
need. KII5 indicates that she is not sure that she needs significant levels of support
from her agency as she has been able to forge her own path within her own speciality
without being limited in what she has wanted to do, possibly also because she is not
risk averse. That being said, she also acknowledges that she has developed a very
close relationship with her agency’s counsellor, something that she initiated and
continues of her own accord.
KII7 states that while many agencies are much more proficient on HR and Mental
health support, but they are not widely advertised. There is also a very poor focus on
discussions about how unwanted sexual advances do happen in the field between
same sex individuals.
4.2.3.2.

Provision of Training

KII2 is a LGBTQ focal point for a UN agency, she is very clear on her mission to
support LGBTQ individuals who receive resources or services from her agency, as
well as the staff within it. she states that there are key issues that result in a gap in the
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services or support available to LGBTQ identifying individuals. KII2 has worked to fill
a gap that exists across agencies on key training packages for staff within her agency
to ensure inclusive working environments and that there is a coordinated level of
respect achieved in the workplace.
Having solid inductions into the working sphere and the constricted lifestyle would
also be beneficial for KII7:
“More effort needs to be made to inform and educate senior management on LGBTQ
issues. They tend to put their action/inaction down to ‘cultural norms’, rather than
issues and rights. For example, we don’t agree with FGM, but we tolerate state
sanctioned homophobia”. KII7

4.2.3.3.

Diversity Inclusion in Policies

KII2 has come to the realisation that ensuring LGBTQ staff can be accurately reflected
within current policies, and included in diversity policies is the best way to have the
rights of LGBTQ individuals passed within agencies, rather than struggling to have
specific LGBTQ policies in the public forum which may not be approved or may be
diluted to significantly to be of any added value.
KII2 explained that in her experience the key recommendations for agencies would be
to promote the inclusion of LGBTQ issues within current agency policies, to expand
and improve information sharing on LGBTQ relevant issues in the workplace for
broader inclusiveness. Relationship building is also key as it understanding the needs
of individuals and making sure that they have access to staff welfare committee, the
ethics committee and having independent and paid focal points that are recognised
within the agency as focal points.
4.2.3.4.

LGBTQ focal points

LGBTQ focal points within the agency to discuss HR, counsellor support, security
support or decision making support. KII5 is very clear that there are many areas for
support that should be considered, improving the way agencies consider LGBTQ
people and conflict or security contexts. She states that security and conflict are not
often within her own thought processes and as such has ended up working in a context
where she would not have chosen to go. If Security services or personnel had flagged
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the aggressive context towards LGBTQ people – she would have reconsidered her
choice of working within the country. KII5 is clear that security services within agencies
need to do a better job of highlighting cultural or contextual issues, even if they are
related to women bashing.
KII5 believes that this industry carries with it very significant consequences for all
individuals, and the psychosocial effects on all of them are very apparent whether it is
alcoholism, divorce, or any other consequence. Something that would be beneficial
for all staff, particularly LGBTQ staff would be to have focal points for staff to
communicate with based in regional offices, rather than just within HQs.
KII7 details clear areas of support for LGBTQ people would be having someone in an
agency to discuss options, and understand risks. “I may have the same conclusions,
but at least I would have level of comfort knowing my agency are interested.”

4.2.3.5.

LGBTQ visibility

KII2 directs that the lack of visibility of LGBTQ people in agencies is actually not quite
as simple as being black or white, for or against LGBTQ people:
“it is a culmination of a hundred things that come together. The key to changes is
really understating the system, understanding the agency, and understanding the
people.”

KII2

KII2 acknowledged at times wanting to resign from her role and has felt so
overwhelmed with trying to guide agency and staff.
KII3 explains that dealing with his agency he acknowledges that his agency does not
offer any support to him at the national level. There are absolutely no efforts to
acknowledge that there are any LGBTQ people in the workforce. It is a don’t ask don’t
tell situation. “nobody wants to open that can of worms”. In general, KII3 does not feel
that the agency truly supports his LGBTQ status, he confessed that he sometimes
thinks that his agency thinks he is disgusting and that he should have no contact with
children and shouldn’t work in the country where he works. KII3 thinks that it may be
best to not advertise any issues that LGBTQ people have as it may ultimately put
LGBTQ people in more danger. KII3 states that making LGBTQ people feel welcomed
in an organisation is very easy, and can be nuanced:
49

“No one is asking for extra special entitlements, just to know that the organisation
has their back.” KII3
KII6 thinks that his agency have an ethical responsibility to at least give serious
consideration to him and his context, especially if something may go wrong, or if he
comes under threat. This, he says, comes down to the values of an agency and what
they promote. “There needs to be a level of attention to basic human dignity.”
KII6 indicates that he does not need to have specific arrangements that are out of the
ordinary or complex, just for his agency to value his private life in the same way as his
colleagues.
KII5 is sincere when she states the importance of having senior leadership within the
agency acknowledge LGBTQ people, and their issues:
“it makes individuals feel more comfortable and accepted within their roles: even
sending out informative emails for LGBTQ staff does make a huge difference and
sends the signal that LGBTQ people are important and respected. This sort of
initiative also takes advantage of the fact that straight colleagues can amplify the
voices of LGBTQ colleagues as allies.” KII5
KII7 states that having a visible individual who understands issues and who can
support other LGBTQ individuals is critical. KII7 explains that there are frustrations
with how international organisations don’t challenge people’s perceptions more than
they do despite the possibilities that exist to do so:
“Agencies are not ready to stand up for their domestic values. When governments
don’t like people, accusing them of being gay is generally the first thing that
happens. It just so happens that with LGBTQ people, it is actually true. There is very
little that your agency can do to defend or support you.” KII7
4.2.3.6.

Reporting incidents

A key issue that has come up is the ability for LGBTQ individuals to report their issues
or grievances in an appropriate way which will be listen to and acted upon. KII2
explained that they are working with security teams within the UN to expand the
reporting guidelines to include LGBT specific incidents for staff to be able to report
incidents.
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KII4, the President of UNGlobe, is a key individual who works to support LGBT
individuals who work within the UN system is. KII4 detailed his own experience of
working with many LGBTI individuals who reach out to him for specific assistance
within the UN system. Without giving any personal details, KII4 confirmed that he has
individuals regularly reach out to him to discuss personal issues that they experience
from working within the system, he explained that he sometimes is faced with
individuals who experience hostile environments, macroaggressions, discrimination.
Most often they are issues that involve Visa issues for partners or spouses of LGBT
staff. KII4 explained that there is not really a pattern of issues that arise but that most
issues can be solved when escalated to the right individuals within the correct systems
within the UN system (HR etc) but that there is a “lack of effective support systems”.
According to KII4, there is a lack of awareness of the existence of LGBT identifying
individuals in the system, this is even an issue in places such as New York and Geneva
and as such it is difficult to change hearts and minds across the board.
KII4 concedes that reporting of incidents against LGBTQ people is particularly
problematic, especially in field offices where it can be difficult to find solutions,
particularly when individuals need specific interventions. Irrespective of location.
UNGlobe can assist with drafting communications to agency staff and can be included
on official correspondence to facilitate escalating issues within the UN system to
ensure that an appropriate policy response is found. KII4 explains that the difficulties
come with individuals who face aggressions that are not regarded as assault. If an
LGBT individual is physically assaulted, then safety and security apparatus can be
called in, however when the threats are psychological, or if they are microaggressions, or if they are issues that result in on the day job issues or with
recruitment, it is much more difficult to respond to these in a clear-cut fashion:
“These issues are problematic because the solution is not defined within the
regulations, and although discrimination is prohibited it is very difficult to differentiate
the discrimination against an individual and if it is because of their sexual identity, or
not.” KII4
KII4 explained that within the UN system, the onus is still on the individual to report
and act on issues and seek solutions, this KII4 defines as substandard practise
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particularly as LGBT individuals may have very little personal agency to resolve their
own issues:
“While the support systems in place are confusing, it is difficult to differentiate
whether an individual should seek solutions from UNGlobe, their own HR system,
ethics boards, ombudsmen systems, or even employment tribunals.” KII4
The concerns are challenging, and not just specific to one agency within the UN
system, there have been, allegedly, complaints of homophobia even from agencies
such as OHCHR, and UNAIDS, which are the agencies that espouse the most liberal
and forward facing LGBTQ stances.
KII4 said that while there are certainly issues that LGBT individuals face, having
access to the real-time data on incidents is problematic as the tools don’t yet exist to
report incidents, and also the actual or estimated numbers of LGBT individuals working
in the system also don’t exist.
KII4 expressed one key issue raised by individuals is how they identify:
“sexual identity is definitely a cultural concern, and many individuals who work for the
UN system do not inwardly identify as being LGBTQ, so if they are harassed or face
discrimination as a result of their sexuality, they are often not in a position to report
issues they face to any form of support system in place.” KII4
4.2.3.7.

Conservative Cultures

Although not agreed by all interviewees, KII1 articulated what some respondents felt
to be true, that a culture of conservatism has come through the agency from making
strategic decisions to follow the paths of the least socially liberal, and the most
conservative nations. The most conservative denominator is used as a benchmark for
making decisions, and as a result of this organisational culture has flown down to the
staff and the way that they operate as individuals. KII1 claimed that after 7 years:
“there is not a single person in management, that I know, whom is an ‘out’ LGBTQ
individual working in the agency.” KII1
KII2 challenges this perception by nuancing the fact that agencies hold more
responsibility for countering a conservative baseline for decisions, yet lack the
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coordination across the management to make sure that there is a unified position and
consistent negotiations on language for universal and diverse staff policies.
All participants felt that her sexual orientation was not up for discussion as a result of
social taboos (despite the non-existence of laws criminalising LGTB activities),
compared to the same feelings that she had with discussing her sexuality even at the
headquarters of her international agency. A scenario KII1 describes as stemming from
the organisational culture which in turn stems from the way that the agency has to
respond to its own member states.
4.2.3.8.

Career Progression

KII1 explained key issues which circumvented around the idea that to work within the
agency and to achieve a good career came at the cost of your mental well-being and
your private life. “The idea that you can be outwardly gay and have a career at the
upper levels of an agency are not compatible”, said KII1. Intra-agency gossip was cited
by KII1 as a critical issue and also serves as an example as to why you would find it
difficult to stay in the agency and to rise the ranks as an ‘out’ gay person. Most
respondents saw the limitations of reaching the levels of senior management with their
sexuality being the biggest barrier to access.
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5.

Chapter 5: Discussion

The overarching question to be answered is: What are the systematic needs and
experiences of LGBTQ humanitarian workers? The following discussion is based on
the triangulation of data from the online respondent survey, key informant interviews,
and the desk based research.
Respondents to the online survey indicated that, collectively, the group have
experience in a wide range and number of countries. Please see table 16 that details
the locations where humanitarian/aid workers work, and of these, where same sex
sexual acts are criminalised, and where individuals work where there is a death
penalty for same sex acts. The data on criminalisation came from the ILGA association
2016 (ILGA, 2016).
An important point to realise is that of ecological fallacy. Despite the legality or illegality
of same sex sexual acts, this may not correlate with individual experiences in these
locations. There may be laws that criminalise same sex sexual acts, but which are not
implemented, and there may be occasions where same sex relations are legal,
however social / cultural structures inhibit individuals from being able to live as openly
gay people.

5.1. Disclosure or Management of Sexual Orientation
From the data set, we are able to see that while working in a conflict setting, or in a
setting where LGBTQ lives are at risk, only 18% of individuals have disclosed their
sexual orientation. All respondents in the key informant interviews spoke of not
disclosing their orientation while working for fear of reprisals. The management of
identity is well covered in the literature.
Visible minorities felt heightened concern about workplace discrimination and risks in
hostile environments. Fewer visible minority/non-white individuals have disclosed
their sexual orientation in hostile environments and they stated in greater proportions
that they felt they did not have the support of their colleagues with regards to their
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sexuality. The visible minority/non-white individuals (although not representative of the
entire community did indicate that they have many aspects of their identity that reduce
their own agency. The visible minority/non-white interviewees were very vocal about
the lack of support they felt they received from their agencies. Although this is not
specifically verified in the literature and it is an indication that these studies need to be
completed to be understood better.
The concept of “Emotional labour” or psychological effort is defined as the quest to
reach out, to understand, to communicate and be a part of our colleague’s lives
(Definition is detailed in “The Managed heart” (Hochschild, 1983, p. 7) “This labour
requires one to induce or supress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance
that produces the proper state of mind in others.” It sometimes draws on a source of
self that we honour as deep and integral to our individuality. Beneath the difference
between physical and emotional labour there lies a similarity in the possible cost of
doing the work, the worker can become estranged or alienated from as aspect of self
– either the body, or the margins of the soul’ “We can become alienated from Service”
(Hochschild, 1983, p. 7). Hochschild description of the emotional labour can be linked
directly to the efforts that LGBTQ people go through in order to conceal their identity
in an effort to reduce the impact on other individuals, and on one’s self. The
consequences of diverging minds to accommodate others are clear.
Having control of disclosure of one’s own sexuality is crucial to contentment. A key
concern from the data is the ability for LGBT individuals being able to have control
over the conditions in which they work. The less that individuals in general are able to
control their environment, the less they are able to function appropriately in the
workplace, Hochschild details how there are generally two things that can occur: Burnout will ensue, or individuals will remove themselves from their work (Hochschild,
1983, p. 189).
As the desk review shows, national culture analysis is essential to understand cultural
norms. It is critical to comprehend the social roles of national, expatriate, and
organisational cultures prior to any assignments as these have specific relevance to
the intersectionality of LGBTQ staff. As LGBTQ staff, choices need to be made over
their expression of identity in order to fit cultural contexts and to be socially accepted.
Because social norms and views on sexuality and gender are fixed, this becomes a

55

barrier for LGBTQ staff attempting to fit into new cultures, a context made particularly
difficult when LGBTQ staff move into tight and hostile cultural environments resulting
in a divergence of their intersectionality as they move to working in places where
values and behaviours are not supportive of core LGBTQ values, experiences, nor
identities. LGBTQ staff can experience lower levels of adaptation and productivity as
they spend more effort engaging in identity management and are not able to express
their own unique contra heteronormative identity (Tayar, 2016, p. 775).
There has been reference in the surveys and interviews that disclosure may affect
careers, personal growth, and happiness. One individual KII1 who gave an in-depth
interview into their experience in the humanitarian sector has specifically said, “I am
inclined to keep themselves at the same grade to reduce the likelihood of having to be
transferred to a country where the living may be more precarious”. At their own
admission, disclosure of sexual orientation negatively affects their ability to reach
higher leadership opportunities.
When NGO Staff respondents were crossed against NGO or Government Agency
respondents it was found that NGO workers were 7% more likely to have disclosed
their sexuality in the workplace compared to UN or Government Agency workers.
Although this is not verified through triangulation in the interviews or in the data it is
interesting and needs to be researched further. It certainly indicates that NGOs have
systems in place that promote diversity or maybe there are more LGBTQ centric
protection policies in place. This should be investigated further.

5.2.

Religiously Supported Heteronormativity

Heteronormativity, as discussed in the literature highlights how it can be exacerbated
or promoted by religion which in turn has impacted on national cultures, sustaining the
imprint of cultural heteronormativity. LGBTQ individuals find it incredible challenging
to conform to a heteronormative lifestyle. 75% of respondents claim that they would
not disclose their orientation in the workplace due to fear of discrimination from their
peers. All the key informant interviews verified this concept and details their fears
within the contexts where they had worked. The literature has also confirmed that fear
leads individuals to manage their own identity for fear of reprisals.
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Heteronormative environments promote masculine and feminine roles that should be
replicated in culture. “Heteronormativity is often an invisible and silent, yet pervasive
and entrenched structure” (Snowdon, 2014, p. 397). As the desk review states,
individuals are likely to conform to the ideas and thoughts of their religious leaders of
government leaders. When the respondents to this thesis all have experience in
contexts where being LGBTQ is criminalised, it is no surprise that the data shows that
only 8% of respondents believe that their work peers understand the challenges that
LGBTQ people face in the workplace. The majority of respondents to the surveys
stated that religion had been used as a reason for discrimination against them. The
idea that individuals stay away from religious individuals or religious staff members
was verified in the key informant interviews which highlights the perception that
religious individuals are seen as less tolerant. In an effort to reduce the stress and
emotional labour of having to cater to the hetero normative context in which we work:
In the Managed Heart (Hochschild, 1983, p. 188), we read about emotional numbness
and reducing stress through limiting the feelings associated with being LGBT in the
workplace. This allows individuals to remove themselves from the significant stress of
being gay in a heteronormative context, allowing them to remain present in their daily
work. The long-term costs of this sort of pattern are a loss of the “central means of
interpreting the world around us”. Creating clear separations from work and personal
life is a tool used to delineate the periods spent acting, and those spent in reality
(Hochschild, 1983, p. 188). There can be feelings of being a ‘phony’ however the
whole process makes individuals less prone to burnout. The heteronormative
environment has resulted in colleagues not being a source of support to LGBTQ staff.
Promoting a wider idea of diversity is required so that individuals can discuss and
share other forms of families or different cultural understanding. Tayar and Paisley
state that with growing interest in global diversity in teams along with a growing
recognition that sexual minorities are critical to creativity and talent, more attention
needs to be paid to the LGBTQ population in the workforce (Tayar, 2016).
The vast majority of staff felt that national or international laws, and religion were the
most significant challenges faced in implementing protection measures for LGBTQ
staff. Although this was raised by interviewees during the key informant interviews, it
was stressed by one key individual who is an LGBTQ focal point within an agency,
than the realities are much more nuanced and need to be understood in order to be
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effectively mitigated. Changing policies is incredibly challenging especially when you
work with governments that still promote heteronormative outlooks. Instead of creating
new policies and new structures that need much additional work, it is better to work
with agencies and to work with staff to understand their needs and to them make sure
that the needs and reflections of LGBTQ staff are reflected in current policies and
procedures: expanding the current resources allows agencies to improve diversity
rather than creating new barriers between staff. Of course, it is also possible that HR
systems and other administrative support systems don’t understand LGBTQ issues,
and while the data doesn’t exist, there is reticence to introduce any specific policies
targeting LGBTQ individuals. The lack of understanding of agencies to the needs of
LGBTQ individuals is articulated well in the book, Sexuality, Citizenship and
Belonging, where an asylum seeker seeking asylum in the UK was rejected as there
was a perception that relocation within your own country is an option for gay people
so that they can live undetected (Francesca Stella, 2015, p. 140). The results of this
decision were based on outdated gay travel guides for white individuals travelling
internationally. This scenario represents well the proverbial ‘hole’ within which
organisations sit with little motivation to adapt or nuance processes for the needs of
minority cultures within an organisation.

5.3.

Institutional Support Systems

The survey data showed interestingly that a slightly greater proportion of NGO staff
were more likely to feel that their agencies were supportive in some form. The key
informant interviews and the survey did not question this disparity and the research
does not show the evidence base for this. It may indicate that NGOs have in place
more diverse and targeted policies that are used to support LGBTQ people. It may
also be because NGOs tend to be smaller and their HR or support systems are more
decentralised, compared to those of the United Nations, or of Government agencies.
Key informant interviews and the surveys detailed how the majority of LGBTQ
individuals find it challenging or very challenging to work in high risk contexts as
LGBTQ people. This has also been verified by the desk research that explains how
the identities of LGBTQ people are intersectional and diverge and converge on moving
into different cultures. 3% of individuals stated that they did not find it challenging at
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all to work in high risk contexts as an LGBTQ person. This data was disaggregated by
organisation type and visible minority/non-white status and showed that it was white
individuals who worked for either a UN Government agency. Compared to LGBTQ
staff who took the survey, more visible minority/non-white staff felt that their agencies
were not supportive of their needs. All staff, and particularly visible minority/non-white
staff indicated that mental health and HR support were important to them. This was
also voiced by all individuals in the key informant interviews, and raised as particular
concerns by the visible minorities who took part. The literature indicates a need for
agencies/organisations to look after all staff. The disaggregated data is new and needs
to be researched further. This suggests that organisations need to understand their
minority groups and what their specific needs are.
61% of individuals did not know if any policies that would support them if they were
targeted at work as a result of their sexuality and 67% of staff explained that they did
not have specific resources of support outside their agency or workplace. The key
informant interviews were also clear that there was confusion about any specific
policies for LGBTQ people. The data presents real-time data that shows that support
for LGBTQ staff is needed as they experience a shift in their identities on missions
which can be detrimental to the individual’s psychosocial well-being and character, the
data shows that individuals do not have agency endorsed strategies which should be
implemented for individuals transitioning across cultures. Having agency sanctioned
support modalities will assist staff in understanding national laws, rules, and
regulations which are critical to informed decision making, and enabling individuals to
make their own informed decisions about where they are willing to work and the level
of risk they content with exposing themselves to. This will mean an investment in the
training of staff, and an investment in expanding the definition and applications of an
organisations diversity culture. As the data suggests, national cultures within
international organisations can be overridden through the implementation of a strong
diversity climate. To achieve this, HR should foster string diversity environments which
will support more convergent intersectionality thus reducing an individual’s
psychological load in turn leading to better productivity of LGBTQ individuals.
Respondents to surveys have indicated the gaps that exist in organisational HR. HR
support is required in nuancing procedures, trainings, and grievance procedures to
better support LGBTQ choices to work in high risk locations. A method for support
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needs to be devised to allow individuals to report issues and also have access to a
support mechanism that can be used with confidence. In countries of conflict or where
religious interference exists these systems are not in place in these countries.
In an effort to understand expectations and the realities on the ground it is seen from
the literature and from the results that individuals want to be able to plan effectively
and work with their partners and organisations to understand risks, plan for them and
have a plan in place for how to respond in a situation that become untenable, as
McPhail states, having these processes in place will make you prepared for a situation
where your relationship with your partner is not recognised by local government and
puts them at greater risk when in a high risk situation (McPhail, 2014, pp. 402-403).
McPhail provides a framework for use by organisations who wish to have a more
LGBTQ focused view on international assignment selections. The framework provides
solutions to issues, and additional perspectives that have come from up to date
contextual analysis (McPhail, 2014, pp. 398-399).
The survey and interviews had open ended questions which allowed interviewees to
give more details on the personal social networks they were able to tap into and give
a level of community support that was not usually available. Self-help options for
support are most widely used, however the inequalities that LGBTQ people face in
terms of mental health care support in contract to what the general population have
access to, and with the poor understanding of the social issues that LGBTQ people
face, the current literature makes it clear that a personal approach to mental health
issues is not substantive enough to provide mental health solutions to LGBTQ people.
Dickinson and Adams indicate that working conditions are a significant social and
environmental factor that affects the mental health of LGBT individuals, they advocate
for a resiliency approach to mental health care support for LGBTQ individuals that
reduce health inequalities in a way that empowers individuals in a community centric,
collaborative and participatory fashion (Dickinson & Adams, 2014). A key aspect of
health promotion is the Ottawa charter for Health Promotion that advocates reducing
the structural barriers to mental health care through reducing discrimination and
inequalities (WHO, 1986). International organisations can focus on contributing to
mental health support in a way that supports staff rather than following a passive
approach and advocating for self care.
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6.

Chapter 6: Recommendations

Following feedback from individuals during the data collection and from desk based
research there have been some key recommendations that should be considered by
international organisations which would serve to provide a level of support that would
be useful, relevant and wanted by LGBTQ individuals working within international
organisations:

6.1.

Disclosure or Management of Sexual orientation

1. Given the psychosocial consequences for LGBTQ not being able to disclose
their sexual orientations, it is recommended that independent LGBTQ focal
points are instilled within agencies/organisations. These focal points should be
able to advise on HR concerns or be able to refer individuals to an agency
counsellor or to direct other mental health support.
2. Given the lack of support that LGBTQ people feel they have from colleagues,
the evidence suggests that improving the diversity culture within an
organisation is good for LGBTQ staff, and all staff. Promoting greater diversity
and actively pursuing it through policy and practice is recommended.
3. As Non-white or visible minority individuals have expressed greater concerns
of discrimination in the workplace and perceive less support from their
colleagues, agencies/organisations should collect and analyse data, and
communicate with their minority staff, to understand the diversity of their
LGBTQ staff and what their specific needs are.
4. There are differences in the proportions of LGBTQ staff disclosing their sexual
orientations between NGOs and UN/Government agencies. It is recommended
that these differences are mapped to understand diversity policy or practice
differences.
5. While the majority of respondents will not disclose their orientation due to fears
of discrimination from peers and while a tiny minority feel that their peers
understand LGBTQ challenges, it is recommended that agency wide diversity
trainings are implemented with a focus on heteronormativity and alternative
cultural/family structures.
6.2.

Religiously Supported Heteronormativity
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6. Most respondents stated that religion had been used, or sometimes used as a
reason for discrimination, to counter this, it is recommended that
agencies/organisations understand why religion is not a divisive factor in
working dynamics, yet it is still a factor in discrimination of LGBTQ people.
Mapping or understanding what agencies did to remove religious issues would
be useful to replicate when it comes to promoting greater diversity in the
workplace.
7. Most respondents felt that religion and national/international policies are the
biggest constraints to implementing policies that support LGBTQ people. It is
recommended that agencies continue to integrate and represent LGBTQ
people within the policies and structures that are already in place.
6.3.

Institutional Support Systems

8. Most individuals feel it is challenging or very challenging to work in high risk
contexts as a result of their LGBTQ identity, especially non-white or visible
minority individuals. In an effort to improve the support systems in place for
LGBTQ people the following actions are recommended:
a. Integrating LGBTQ focal points into regional missions where knowledge
of local contexts is more acute.
b. Providing Human Resources with Diversity training on LGBTQ issues.
c. Improving access to agency/organisation mental health support or
counsellor access.
d. Integrate LGBTQ planning and awareness into security assessments for
staff pre-deployment so facilitate and improve autonomous decision
making on what high risk assignments to take.
e. Implement a complaints/incident reporting mechanism that can be used
anonymously by LGBTQ people. Fear of reprisals is strong and
collecting and attempting to resolve issues will improve agency response
and consideration of the LGBTQ community
9. While most respondents are not clear on what policies or procedures reflect
them as LGBTQ people, agencies should clarify with staff what resources are
available to LGBTQ people and how they should be used. It is recommended
that LGBTQ focal points, or senior managers are trained on LGBTQ sensitivity
and on the support guidelines.
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10. High level representation of LGBTQ people is necessary to improve relations
and support of LGBTQ staff. Having senior support that is vocalised makes a
difference to the lives of staff.
11. It is advocated that organisations or agencies use a framework to have a more
LGBTQ focused view on international assignment selections. The framework
should provide solutions to issues, and additional perspectives that have come
from up to date contextual analysis, [as per (McPhail, 2014, pp. 398-399).]
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7.

Chapter 7: Conclusions

What are the systematic needs and experiences of LGBTQ humanitarian workers?
The recommendations in Chapter 6 highlight the responses based on the experiences
of LGBTQ people that should be presented to organisations to highlight where LGBTQ
individuals can be more systematically supported and their needs met as a minority
group.
The interviews conducted brought to life the very individualised risks and situations
that continue to threaten the lives and well-being of LGBTQ people, particularly those
of color. From the risks of being PNGd, to risks of abuse, and risks of extortion and
blackmail. These risks do not include the macroaggressions experienced and the
threats to stable home life, expanding career opportunities, and even access to
healthcare. While these wide-ranging experiences are not universally experienced by
all LGBTQ people, they all play some part in the everyday lives of LGBTQ people living
and working in foreign countries, and by all who live in countries where the rights of
the LGBTQ individual are not recognised – particularly in states where public religious
observance and civil conflict are a de-facto way of life. We see that it is very difficult
for large organisations to willingly make special considerations and allowances for gay
people.
LGBTQ people bring specific skills, the nuances of which are seen and felt in every
day interactions and in policy decisions, and in work ethic that is from an
understanding of the feelings of being excluded and avoided. When we work in this
industry especially in conflict zones, while passionate and motivated individuals make
a difference, there is a whole community of individuals whose skills and abilities are
only seen and realised at certain levels of organisational management.

As one

individual who gave an in-depth interview said, “I don’t know anyone in a position of
authority in my large agency that is gay, and if they are, they won’t say anything”. The
idea of representation is very powerful, as representation of gay people not only
introduces a level of visibility it also highlights cultural shifts within agencies where the
cultures are pre-defined and shaped from the upper levels.
The data collection has found gaps in our understanding of LGBTQ experiences
between individuals who are career mobile, and those who work within their own
nations. How these individuals face discrimination is incredibly different. The cultural
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divides within international organisations between ‘National’ and ‘International’ staff is
a palpable divide that is no more apparent than in the differences in being able to
respond or deal with discrimination. Authors such as Kevin Mwachiro who have
documented individual stories of LGBTQ people will continue to provide a small peek
into the lives of our colleagues who work in more confined personal spaces where
their liberties are not realised due to the social constructs that we fail to see or
understand (Mwachiro, 2014).
Supporting LGBTQ staff and promoting diversity in organisations may lead to freeing
workplaces from discrimination across the board as organisational culture shifts
towards promoting inclusivity and diversity as a primer for all individuals in an
organisation.

8.

Chapter 8: Future work considerations

Having explored the subject matter in little depth, there is huge scope for further
research to be done on the LGBTQ community. Specific areas where further research
would be encouraged would be:
-

How national laws affect organisational ability to operate in line with their
diversity policies?

-

More nuanced analysis of the different experiences faced by individuals of
differing sexual orientation or identities.

-

Does religious dogma against sexuality become more pronounced at the
political level?

-

Have international organisations fostered a culture where the influence of
religion in the workplace is limited? How could this be replicated for nonheteronormative aspects of individualised identities?

-

Heteronormativity and social acceptance: How to achieve socially accepted
differences?

-

Heteronormative individuals and emotional labour: Is there a link between
emotional labor and heteronormative identity?

-

Additional understanding of bisexual and transgender individuals. Bisexual
individuals will have differing experiences and effects related to disclosure or
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non-disclosure as they challenge the homosexual dichotomy of sexual
orientation, whereas trans individuals challenge the sex and gender binary
(Tayar, 2016, p. 769).
-

Future work on intersectionality and how to limit divergence of identity in hostile
cultural contexts.

-

Further understanding on how LGBTQ individuals become better embedded or
integrated in hostile work environments.
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Key Informant Interview 1
In a key interview with a black female participant who identified as bisexual, she
detailed her experience of living in northern Mali during a period of instability. What
was interesting about her experience is that she was able to verbalise her feelings of
discomfort of living in a scenario where her sexual preference was not up for
discussion as a result of social taboos (despite the non-existence of laws criminalising
LGTB activities), compared to the same feelings that she had with discussing her
sexuality even at the headquarters of her international agency. A scenario she
describes as stemming from the organisational culture which in turn stems from the
way that the agency has to respond to its own member states. She feels that a culture
of conservatism has come through the agency from making strategic decisions to
follow the paths of the least socially liberal, and the most conservative nations. The
most conservative denominator is used as a benchmark for making decisions, and as
a result this organisational culture has flown down to the staff and the way that they
operate as individuals. The respondent claimed that after 7 years there was not a
single person in her agency, that she knew, whom was an out LGBTQ individual
working in the agency.
Key issues that arose circumvented around the idea that to work within the agency
and to achieve a good career came at the cost of your mental well-being and your
private life. The idea that you can be outwardly gay and have a career at the upper
levels of an agency are not something compatible with what the respondent has found
within her own agency. Intra-agency gossip was cited as a critical issue and also
serves as an example as to why you would find it difficult to stay in the agency and to
rise the ranks as an ‘out’ gay person. The respondent relayed details of scenarios
involving key staff members who were perceived by others as being gay or lesbian
and having to deal with “vicious lies that are told about them behind their backs”. The
respondent made some key statements about how she feels her sexual orientation
limits her ability to seek additional steps on the career ladder, “I deliberately stay at
my current grade, if I don’t then I will have to be on rotation and I know that once that
happens I may end up in a location where I can’t live my life and my opportunities to
find, or be with, my partner will be limited”. She also claimed that keeping a very low
profile in the agency was important to her to reduce the impact of what others will say,
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particularly in an agency where your reputation is built or damaged very easily as a
result of what others say about you.
Resonant with all those who participated in the interviews was the idea of selfcensorship. The respondent spoke frequently about how one of the key issues she
faces is that she frequently needs to watch her words, choose her gender pronouns
carefully, monitors who she speaks to, what she says, and where she is seen
especially in field duty stations, and also in HQ stations. The respondent crucially
explained that of all her issues the most frustrating is the idea that if people find out
you are bisexual, you are dismissed. “This active dismissal affects your ability to
function in your job and makes you question the respect people hold for you.”
As we understand that the lived realities of LGBTQ individuals are all very unique and
personal, the respondent clarified that as she is a visible minority woman, who is also
LGBTQ, she faces challenges that a middle class white gay male will not. There are
many ceilings for a woman like her who is to contend with her gender, her colour, and
her sexual orientation, before she can understand what aspect of her life nuances her
realities.
Key Informant Interview 2
The second key respondent is an individual who is a LGBTQ focal point for a UN
agency. This individual identifies as a white female lesbian and has significant
experience with the inner workings of UN agencies and LGBTQ issues, as well as
having worked in a handful of countries where LGBTQ individuals are at risk from
restrictive and penalising national homosexuality laws. There are key issues that
result in a gap in the services or support available to LGBTQ identifying individuals.
KII2 is very clear on her mission to support LGBTQ individuals who receive resources
or services from her agency, as well as the staff within it. KII2 has worked on key
training packages for staff within her agency to ensure inclusive working environments
and that there is a coordinated level of respect achieved in the workplace. KII2
acknowledges that there is little interest or a taste for LGBTQ people or issues which
leaves LGBTQ staff being invisible. Staff are just looking for equal representation and
equal consideration in the eyes of their agencies. however, there is a definite interest
in improving diversity within the organisation – noting that when people talk about
diversity there is still only talk of women and gender, rather than any other forms of
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diversity. Given resistance that has been seen within agencies a proactive and high
level approach to facilitating support and assistance is needed.
A key issue that KII2 raises is that agencies can be overtaken by the idea that the
negative consequences will be significant when recognising and discussing LGBTQ
issues within the context of diversity which can lead to the issues being ignored. This
can lead to situations where there is a lack of coordination within agencies or between
agencies which then in turn allow more conservative Member State Voices to be
stronger – the essence being that with improved coordination and collaboration there
may be opportunities to broach LGBTQ issues on a larger more policy oriented
approach which at the moment is not always possible.
KII2 directs that the lack of visibility of LGBTQ people in agencies is actually not quite
as simple as being black or white, for or against LGBTQ people – it is a culmination of
a hundred things that come together. The key to changes is really understating the
system, understanding the agency, and understanding the people.

KII2

acknowledged at times wanting to resign from her role and has felt so overwhelmed
with trying to guide agency and staff. After significant experience KII2 has come to the
realisation that actually ensuring that LGBTQ staff can be accurately reflected within
current policies, and included in diversity policies is the best way to have the rights of
LGBTQ individuals passed within agencies, rather than struggling to have specific
LGBTQ policies in the public forum which may not be approved or may be diluted to
significantly to be of any added value.
A key issue that has come up is the ability for LGBTQ individuals to report their issues
or grievances in an appropriate way which will be listen to and acted upon. KII2
explained that they are working with security teams within the UN to expand the
reporting guidelines to include LGBT specific incidents for staff to be able to report
incidents.
KII2 explained that in her experience the key recommendations for agencies would be
to promote the inclusion of LGBTQ issues within current agency policies, to expand
and improve information sharing on LGBTQ relevant issues in the workplace for
broader inclusiveness. Relationship building is also key as it understanding the needs
of individuals and making sure that they have access to staff welfare committee, the
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ethics committee and having independent and paid focal points that are recognised
within the agency as focal points.

Key informant interview 3
In an effort to attract as many unique voices as possible, I also interviewed another
man of colour who identifies as a gay male and is currently working in an active conflict
setting, South Sudan, where LGBTQ individuals face threats on their lives.
KII3 is adamant that there is a dysfunction within the LGBTQ community where each
aspect of sexual orientation is more inclined to operate in a more autonomous way
instead of working as the ‘LGBTQ community for the benefit of people of all
orientations. Now working in a humanitarian context, KII3 states that he in general is
not interested in working in a conflict country where LGBTQ people are vilified. Reentering the closet is a concept that is not comforting and as he states, he has now
returned to playing with his gender pronouns to conceal his orientation while trying not
to outwardly lie, or say something that would result in him being as risk. KII3 is not out
in his office, and has never broached the subject with his supervisors and states that
he would never disclose his sexuality to his host country nationals: rejection requests
for friendship, and avoiding building significant relationships with his colleagues.
KII3 detailed the main issues that he has faced: acknowledging that he aims to be as
careful as possible when it comes to disclosing his orientation especially in a context
when “there are so many threats against one’s life that I try not to add additional threats
by calling attention to myself. When I do socialise, I don’t like socialising with other gay
men in public”.
Conforming to a hetero normative life is a requirement in the context where he works,
and the ability to choose this direction himself is conflicting with her LGBTQ identity.
KII3 acknowledges that there are key details of how he can manage his career in terms
of his life partner or children, as a gay man. He has spent 3 years away from his
partner in a context where his partner can’t join him and he is not aware of where that
will be possible in the contexts where he wants to work.
KII3 has not experienced individuals using their religious faith to counter their feelings
of him, he does acknowledge that he stays away from religious people as he “can’t
4
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help but feel negatively judged by them’. KII3 says that one of the reasons he does
not come out to national colleagues is because he does feel that there is probably a
religiously based bias against gay people. He acknowledges the same is true in the
opposite sense, “I liberally flaunt my homosexuality with western colleagues because
I assume they are liberal atheists, except the ones that work in religious NGOs, who I
also avoid.”
Dealing with his agency he acknowledges that his agency does not offer any support
to him at the national level. There are absolutely no efforts to acknowledge that there
are any LGBT people in the workforce. It is a don’t ask don’t tell situation. “nobody
wants to open that can of worms”. IN general, KII3 does not feel that the agency truly
supports his LGBTQ status, he confessed that he sometimes thinks that his agency
thinks he is disgusting and that he should have no contact with children and shouldn’t
work in the country where he works. KII3 thinks that it may be best to not advertise
any issues that LGBTQ people have as it may ultimately put LGBTQ people in more
danger. KII3 states that making LGBTQ people feel welcomed in an organisation is
very easy, and can be nuanced. No one is asking for extra special entitlements, just
to know that the organisation has their back.

Key informant interview 4
A key individual who works to support LGBT individuals who work within the UN
system is the President of UNGlobe, which is a UN staff group that represents LGBTI
staff members of the UN system and its peacekeeping operations (40 different
agencies across 140 different countries). KII4 detailed his own experience of working
with many LGBTI individuals who reach out to him for specific assistance within the
UN system. Without giving any personal details, KII4 confirmed that he has individuals
regularly reach out to him to discuss personal issues that they experience from
working within the system, he explained that he sometimes is faced with individuals
who experience hostile environments, macroaggressions, discrimination. Most often
they are issues that involve Visa issues for partners or spouses of LGBT staff. He
explained that there is not really a pattern of issues that arise but that most issues can
be solved when escalated to the right individuals within the correct systems within the
UN system (HR etc) but that there is a “lack of effective support systems”. According
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to KII4, there is a lack of awareness of the existence of LGBT identifying individuals in
the system, this is even an issue in places such as New York and Geneva and as such
it is difficult to change hearts and minds across the board.
The issue of reporting of incidents against LGBT individuals was raised, and KII4
concedes that it is particularly problematic, especially in field offices where it can be
difficult to find solutions, particularly when individuals need specific interventions.
Irrespective of location. UNGlobe can assist with drafting communications to agency
staff and can be included on official correspondence to facilitate escalating issues
within the UN system to ensure that an appropriate policy response is found. KII4
explains that the difficulties come with individuals who face aggressions that are not
regarded as assault. If an LGBT individual is physically assaulted, then safety and
security apparatus can be called in, however when the threats are psychological, or if
they are micro-aggressions, or if they are issues that result in on the day job issues or
with recruitment, it is much more difficult to respond to these in a clear-cut fashion.
These issues are problematic because the solution is not defined within the
regulations, and although discrimination is prohibited it is very difficult to differentiate
the discrimination against an individual and if it is because of their sexual identity, or
not.
Within the UN system, the onus is still on the individual to report and act on issues and
seek solutions, this KII4 defines as substandard practise particularly as LGBT
individuals may have very little personal agency to resolve their own issues. While the
support systems in place are confusing, it is difficult to differentiate whether an
individual should seek solutions from UNGlobe, their own HR system, ethics boards,
ombudsmen systems, or even employment tribunals. The concerns are challenging,
and not just specific to one agency within the UN system, there have been, allegedly,
complaints of homophobia even from agencies such as OHCHR, and UNAIDS, which
are the agencies that espouse the most liberal and forward facing LGBT stances.
While there are certainly issues that LGBT individuals face, having access to the realtime data on incidents is problematic as the tools don’t yet exist to report incidents,
and also the actual or estimated numbers of LGBT individuals working in the system
also don’t exist.
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One key issue raised by individuals is how they identify: sexual identity is definitely a
cultural concern, and many individuals who work for the UN system do not inwardly
identify as being LGBT, so if they are harassed or face discrimination as a result of
their sexuality, they are often not in a position to report issues they face to any form of
support system in place.
Supporting LGBT UN staff is difficult as UNGlobe is still very small, and entirely
voluntary run. While the group still aims to improve its reach and scope, and foster
better relations with key groups within the UN system, it can be difficult. The group
aims to work with HR staff in all agencies to have UNGlobe materials included in entry
packs for staff, and to have details included on all intranets. UNGlobe aim to continue
fostering relationships within the UN to change the system and educate staff in a
positive way, particularly for the benefit LGBT individuals while recognising that
actually discrimination and exclusion is something that happens to many individuals
who are not just LGBT, but differently abled individuals and also women in the system.

Key Informant Interview 5
The highest profile individual, whom has faced significant challenges is a woman who
identifies as lesbian and has worked in many countries in very high profile positions.
Within the LGBTQ community there has been mention in the interviews of differences
for people who are older or of different generations.
This individual explains that for the first time in her career, she is actively presenting
as a married straight female, in her current location due to the dangers that exist for
LGBTQ people and also because the culture of the location is extremely socially
conservative.
While KII5 explains that her sexual identity is probably #28 on her list of priorities she
does acknowledge that there are very few support networks within her UN agency
stating that her agency is ‘naïve on LGBTQ issues. She has a small network of other
lesbian women who work for other UN agencies, and whom are very successful. KII5
indicates that she is not sure that she needs significant levels of support from her
agency as she has been able to forge her own path within her own speciality without
being limited in what she has wanted to do, possible also because she is not risk
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averse. That being said, she also acknowledges that she has developed a very close
relationship with the agency counsellor, something that she initiated and continues of
her own accord. This industry carries with it very significant consequences for all
individuals, and the psychosocial effects on all of them are very apparent whether it is
alcoholism, divorce, or any other consequence. Something that would be beneficial
for all staff, particularly LGBTQ staff would be to have focal points for staff to
communicate with based in regional offices, rather than just within HQs.
KII5 is very clear that there are many areas for support that should be considered,
improving the way agencies consider LGBTQ people and conflict or security contexts.
She states that security and conflict are not often within her own thought processes
and as such has ended up working in a context where she would not have chosen to
go. Is Security services or personnel had flagged the aggressive context towards
LGBTQ people – she would have reconsidered her choice of working within the
country. KII5 is clear that security services within agencies need to do a better job of
highlighting cultural or contextual issues, even if they are related to women bashing.
KII5 is sincere when she says that having senior leadership within the agency
acknowledge LGBTQ people, and their issues, it makes individuals feel more
comfortable and accepted within their roles: even sending out informative emails for
LGBTQ staff does make a huge difference and sends the signal that LGBTQ people
are important and respected. This sort of initiative also takes advantage of the fact that
straight colleagues can amplify the voices of LGBTQ colleagues as allies.
KII5 explains that she is used to being on the receiving end of discrimination of various
forms and that her appearance does preclude many people knowing that she is a
lesbian – she explains that there are instances where people do refer to her as ‘sir’
probably as a result of having short hair, despite not looking that androgynous. Not
having a usual hetero-normative look does make her stand out.

Key informant interview 6
KII6
As a white gay male working for a US Government agency, there are several issues
at play. “If you are a single white male, and at the top of the social pecking order –
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the employee/employer relationship affects you in one way, but the rules don’t support
you as a person who is of a minority group or if the employee is a person of low social
status. As a gay person, you need to work through all these social issues in the
workplace. “
KII6 explains that the issues of a cultural environment changed even within the same
country, when working in field stations. KII6 made the decision to never disclose his
orientation to the nationals of the country where he was serving this is because he
was never sure what their religious or cultural tolerance was for homosexuality. For
several years, this disclosure was also kept from other staff of the same US nationality
as him. Relationships were very distant and very work centric. “I witnessed another
international colleague who was rejected from a role (despite being a preferred
candidate) because he was gay.”
After several years, KII6 was less invested in staying in the country – so he was OK
with facing the consequences of being forced out if people found out about his sexual
orientation.
“I ended up staying in the field much longer that I initially thought. As time wore on It
was less and less the case that it was a tradeoff I was willing to make. It began to ware
on me. I began regressing and going back into the closet – which I was not prepared
for.”
“If I have to forgo certain professional opportunities in order to keep my relationship
and/or promote the interests of my partner and lead a fuller life – I am happy to do
that. I don’t want to live the rest of my life in a way where I have to constantly choose
to park my personal life to pursue a career which would not be deep or fulfilling. “
“I once asked my Sudanese driver about homosexuality, He was an enthusiastic
supported for the Ugandan effort to execute gays. He felt this was stable and sound.
I asked him if he thought gay people existed in SS. He said no, not yet – but South
Sudanese need to be vigilant or they will end up being influenced by the outside world
so they would need to take measures to get rid of homosexuality. “
“I can’t have a hypothetical conversation about the rights of gay people, let alone get
into my own personal situation and reveal myself to be gay. I suppose this means that
I can’t share my personal experience with a national as a result of the artificial barrier
between us.”
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“If people found out I was a ‘collaborator’ I may lose my life.

I worry that this

information would be used against me if I crossed the interests of someone powerful.”

When asked about religious influences, KII6 is clear that it depends on agencies and
locations how religious influences people or the job. KII6 worked with an organization
where all the senior staff came from religious organizations, and all local staff were
from religious upbringings: supporting churches became part of the work.
“I never came out to any national individuals. This is because of the context of church
activism. I hold churches responsible for the churches environment against LGBTQ
people. There are certain social attitudes that come from it. “
KII6 thinks that his agency has an ethical responsibility to at least give serious
consideration to him and his context, especially if something may go wrong, or if he
comes under threat. This, he says, comes down to the values of an agency and what
they promote. There needs to be a level of attention to basic human dignity.
KII6 indicates that he does not need to have specific arrangements that are out of the
ordinary or complex, just for his agency to value his private life in the same way as his
colleagues. When straight colleagues talk about doing things with their wives, there is
a social reinforcement given to straight staff who are in committed relationships and
tending to those needs. KII6 would like to see that same level of support to all staff
LGBTQ and straight staff. The institutional recognition of the value of all types of
committed relationships would be effective.
“I want to be given the discretion to take the correct choices that support the agency,
just as straight people who work for the agency going on a trip with opposite members
of the same sex, Straight staff are given the benefit of the doubt that they behave.
Straight people should have the agency to take these decisions for themselves instead
of having the agency stop them taking roles in certain countries.”

Key informant interview 7
KII7 is a white woman who identifies as lesbian. She has significant experience
working for NGOs and having worked on key LGBT policies in places such as Uganda.
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With significant insight and perspective into the way that agencies operate and how
they respond and support LGBTQ staff, she has been able to articulate key issues that
are faced by the LGBTQ community. KII7 points out that working internationally
removes you from the community you would normally socialise, interact, share and
relate with. LGBTQ people can have issues that relate to their own home communities,
and within the communities where they work. Although it can be difficult to relate in
the same terms of sexuality across different cultures, but as humans we do have so
much that connects us in other ways. “the cohesion you form beyond your immediate
environment is not the same when you work internationally, it is also away from the
political action that represents you, your home, and your community”. KII7 perceives
that disclosure of sexuality may actually be easier for white women than it is for white
men, and that it is even more challenging for people of colour.
When discussing her own values on disclosure and being able to hold personal and
private conversations with people she trusts, she understands that colleagues, friends,
and most non-LGBTQ individuals don’t understand the issues or risks at hand, despite
their best intentions.

There are frustrations with how international organisations don’t challenge people’s
perceptions more than they do despite the possibilities that exist. “Agencies are not
ready to stand up for their domestic values” When governments don’t like people,
accusing them of being gay is generally the first thing that happens. It just so happens
that with LGBTQ people, it is actually true. There is very little that your agency can do
to defend or support you.
Working for an NGO, KII7 is confident that her agency would help solve issues with
her in foreign hostile nations if something happened as a result of her sexuality,
acknowledging that she is fortunate to have been able to have these conversations
with her management. Despite knowing that there would be immediate action if there
were serious concerns with her, KII7 is not convinced that her NGO would be able to
protect her family. This is a serious consideration for the clear fact that KII7 does not
want to have a situation where her children have fewer rights than she did as she grew
up. “I don’t want my family to face threats and exposure because of my work. I feel
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conflicted because I want to do a job I enjoy and do well, but I don’t want to missassess the risk for my children.”
KII7 also stated the differences that exist very apparently between LGBTQ and nonLGBTQ people. While she has legitimate concerns that she may have to leave her
NGO if she wants to have a family and settle with her same sex partner, non-LGBTQ
colleagues don’t need to choose between aspects of their own identities in the same
way. There are also many examples of structural biases against you and there can be
an inability to access the same resources as straight colleagues. Inefficiencies in the
agency are an affront to your sexual identity
Clear areas of support for LGBTQ people would be having someone in an agency to
discuss options, understand risks. “I may have the same conclusions, but at least I
would have level of comfort knowing my agency are interested.” Having a visible
individual who understands issues and who can support other LGBTQ individuals is
critical. Having solid inductions into the working sphere and the constricted lifestyle
would also be beneficial. “More effort needs to be made to inform and educate senior
management on LGBTQ issues. They tend to put their action/inaction down to ‘cultural
norms’, rather than issues and rights. For example, we don’t agree with FGM, but we
tolerate state sanctioned homophobia”. Many agencies are much more proficient on
HR and Mental health support, but they are not widely advertised. There is also a very
poor focus on discussions about how unwanted sexual advances do happen in the
field between same sex individuals.
In general, the higher up in an agency you go, the more high profile you get, and the
more people look into your business and seek issues. There are more risks. It is well
documented that LGBTQ people in the field have their calls monitored and their emails
under surveillance. “There is a pressure associated with LGBTQ individuals to change
their personas, their identities, even to your own peers to fit in better. Changing
aesthetics or behaviours is something that we do in international work to be more
acceptable, or to present sexual orientation less visibly. “
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