
1 
 

SAPPHIRE RESEARCH – CASE STUDY 1: OUTNESS IN THE WORKPLACE 

Nikita Sharma, Francisco Perales, Alice Campbell 

BACKGROUND 

‘Outness’ refers to the extent to which a person’s sexual orientation is known to others around them. Research 

has shown that ‘being out’ acts as a protective factor for the mental wellbeing of sexual minorities (Kavanaugh, 

et al., 2020). For instance, the ability to be open about one’s sexuality gives people a sense of authenticity, 

reduces depressive symptoms and improves their overall psychological health (Morris, Waldo, & Rothblum, 

2001; Riggle, Rostosky, Black, & Rosenkrantz, 2017).  

However, people with diverse sexualities can be selective in disclosing their identity to others (or ‘coming out’), 

and this may vary across social contexts (e.g., families, schools or workplaces) (Legate, Ryan, & Weinstein, 2011). 

People may choose not to disclose their sexual identities because they anticipate stigmatization, judgements or 

even rejection from those around them. Indeed, the risks associated with being out could be greater in the 

workplace, as outness could affect workplace interactions, wellbeing and productivity (Legate et al., 2011). Given 

the risks involved, members of the Sapphire Cohort may carefully decide whether, how and whom to come out 

to in their workplace.  

This case study examines the degree of outness at work of people in the Sapphire Cohort, the factors predicting 

being out at work, and the reasons not to be out. 

DEGREE OF OUTNESS IN THE WORKPLACE  

The analyses use data from the 2020 Australian Workplace Equality Index (AWEI) Employee Survey. The Sapphire 

Cohort sample consists of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ) employees who identify, or 

may be perceived, as women (n=3087). This includes cisgender women, trans women, and non-binary people 

who may be perceived as female or feminine (regardless of their gender identities). Outness is measured as the 

relative amount of disclosure about one’s sexual orientation in the workplace of people in the Sapphire Cohort, 

ranging from ‘Not at all’ to ‘Everyone’.  

The majority of the Sapphire Cohort (56.5%) is out to most or all of their workplace colleagues. However, as 

shown in Figure 1, there is substantial variation in the degree of outness by sexual orientation. Most lesbian/gay 

employees (86%) are out to most or all colleagues. In contrast, most bisexual, pansexual and queer employees 

(67.4%) are out to a few selected colleagues or not at all. These findings are consistent with recent research 

from the US showing that bisexual adults are less likely to be out than lesbian/gay adults (Brown, 2019).  
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PREDICTORS OF OUTNESS IN THE WORKPLACE  

To gain a better understanding of the individual-level factors that predict employees’ degree of outness at work, 

we estimated a multiple regression model. In this model, employees’ degree of outness at work is the outcome 

variable. The explanatory variables are sexual identity, gender identity, education, age, job level and the 

presence of role models who are out at work. 

While bivariate analyses (such as those presented in Figure 1) can provide preliminary evidence on how a single 

factor is associated with outness, multiple regression models can incorporate several factors at a time and 

account for their interdependencies. These analyses, therefore, rule out the possibility of ‘confounding’ – that 

is, making erroneous assertions about the influence of a given factor due to a failure to account for its 

correlations with other factors. As such, multiple regression models offer more precise information than 

bivariate analyses that consider only two variables at a time. 

Table 1 reports the results of a multilevel ordered logistic regression model of the degree of outness at work 

using the 2020 AWEI Employee Survey data.1 The odds ratios give the estimated effect of a given explanatory 

variable on the odds of being out to more colleagues. Odds ratios greater than one indicate that a given factor 

is associated with a greater chance of being out to more colleagues, whereas odds ratios smaller than one 

indicate that a given factor is associated with a lower chance of being out to more colleagues. Stars are used to 

denote those associations that were statistically significant.  

 

 
1 The specific model that we estimated was a multilevel ordered logistic regression model. Ordered logistic regression models 
are extensions of logistic regression models where the outcome variable can take more than two ordered response 
categories. A multilevel version of this model was applied to account for the fact that the AWEI Employee Survey has a 
multilevel structure, with employees (Level 1) nested within organisations (Level 2).   
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Table 1: Results from a multilevel ordered logistic regression model of the degree of outness amongst the 
Sapphire Cohort 

Explanatory variables Odds ratios 

Sexual orientation  

   Lesbian/Gay (reference group)  

   Bisexual/Pansexual/Queer/Others 0.09*** 

Gender identity  

Cis woman (reference group)  

Tran woman 2.02** 

Position in organisation  

Regular employee (reference group)  

Senior leader 1.40* 

Middle manager 1.22* 

Others 0.93 

Age group   

<24 years (reference group)  

25-34 years 2.08*** 

35-44 years 2.18*** 

45-54 years 2.05*** 

55+ years 1.33 

Education  

No university degree (reference group)  

Has university degree 0.84* 

There are out role models in the workplace  

    No (reference group)  

    Yes 1.97*** 

There are out senior role models in the workplace  

    No (reference group)  

    Yes 1.43*** 

Number of employees 2,239 

Notes: The model is also adjusted for residence in a regional area and whether the respondent was raised in 
an environment unsupportive of same-sex relations, none of which was significantly related to outness. 

Source: 2020 AWEI Employee Survey 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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The model results reveal some important findings on the demographic and workplace characteristics that 

influence degree of outness at work for the Sapphire Cohort.  

Concerning sexual orientation, people who identify as bisexual, pansexual or queer are significantly less likely to 

be out to more people at work than those who identify as lesbian or gay – as evidenced by the odds ratio of 0.09. 

For gender identity, trans women are significantly more likely to disclose their sexual orientation at work than 

cisgender women, with an associated odds ratio of 2.02.  

Position in organisation also plays an important role. People occupying senior leadership positions are more 

likely to be out to more colleagues than those who work as regular employees, with an odds ratio of 1.4. The 

odds of being out to more colleagues at work for those in middle management positions are 1.2 times those of 

people working as regular employees, holding other variables constant. The odds of being out to more 

colleagues at work for those in the ‘other’ group (comprised of consultants, support staff, contractors, interns 

and academics) are not significantly different to those of regular employees. A possible explanation could be 

low job attachment and low employment continuity of those who work in these positions.  

In relation to age, older employees (between 25-54 years of age) are more likely to be out to more colleagues 

at work than employees who are under 24 years of age. Employees who are between 35 to 44 years old are the 

most likely to disclose their sexual orientation at work. The degree of outness of employees who are 55 years or 

older did not differ from that of employees under 24 years of age. 

Surprisingly, employees with a university degree are less likely to be out to more colleagues at work. For those 

who completed at least a university degree, the odds of being out to more colleagues are 16% lower than for 

those who did not complete a university degree. 

The model also accounts for the presence of role models and senior role models who are out within the 

respondent’s workplace. Having role models who are out at work is a strong predictor of being out to more 

colleagues at work for people in the Sapphire cohort. The same holds true for the presence of senior role models 

who are out within respondents’ workplaces. 

“If there are fewer of you in the workplace, it is an uncomfortable fact that you will be more conspicuous” 

(McWilliams-Tullberg, 1975, p. 60). Although this quote was used to explain the heightened visibility of women 

in the workplace decades ago, it also applies to the Sapphire Cohort today. Research, as well as anecdotal 

evidence, has pointed out the importance of visibility of women in leadership positions to inspire other women. 

The same argument applies to people with diverse sexualities. Having visible out role models is important to 

them; not only does it provide a support network, but it also signals that people like them can thrive in their 

workplace. 

CONCERNS OF SEXUAL MINORITIES IN COMING OUT IN THE WORKPLACE  

Our results highlighted that the experiences of Sapphire Cohort members who identify as lesbian/gay could be 

very different to those who identify as bisexual, pansexual or queer. Indeed, their reasons for not being out at 

work could also vary by their sexual orientation.  

The 2020 AWEI Employee Survey data can help us ascertain the reasons why these people were not out to more 

colleagues at work. Figure 2 below examines the responses of the Sapphire Cohort to a series of questions asking 

about their reasons not to be out at work.   
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A majority of Sapphire employees who identify as lesbian/gay expressed their feeling that they would not be 

accepted by their team members (55.6%) and that coming out could be detrimental to their workplace 

experience (47.9%). 

Common reasons for Sapphire employees who identify as bisexual, pansexual and queer for not being out at 

work included feeling that they would not be accepted by their team members (35.5%), not feeling comfortable 

within themselves to be out (33%), and concerns that being out could be detrimental to their workplace 

experience (28.6%) or career progression (19.5%). Although fewer bisexual/pansexual/queer employees are out 

at work, their lower response rate to these questions suggests that their reasons for not being out are likely to 

be different from those of lesbian/gay employees. It shows that the experiences and challenges of bisexual, 

pansexual and queer employees are unique and other social-contextual or psychological factors could explain 

their lower degree of outness at work.  

This pattern of results shows that the experience of coming out at work can be quite complex, with people often 

doing a ‘risk analysis’ of whether to disclose their authentic selves at work or not.  

HIGHLIGHTS 

• While the majority of the Sapphire Cohort is out to most or all of their colleagues, there is substantial 

variation in the degree of outness by sexual orientation. People who identify as bisexual, pansexual or 

queer reported lower degrees of outness than people who identify as lesbian/gay.  

• Individuals in management/leadership positions are more likely to be out to more colleagues. 

• The youngest and oldest employees in the data were the least likely to be out to more colleagues. 

• The presence of role models who are out at work had a strong positive effect on employee outness. 

• People in the Sapphire cohort who were not out at work were concerned about not being accepted, 

negative impacts to their careers, and not feeling comfortable within themselves to be out to their 

colleagues.  
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