Equal Opportunities International Conference 2009

Spirals of Silence? Tackling the ‘invisibility’ of the sexual orientation strand and  sexuality in academic research and organisation equality/diversity policy & practice

Track Chairs: Fiona Colgan  (f.colgan@londonmet.ac.uk) and Aidan McKearney (aidan.mckearney@londonmet.ac.uk)

Equality and diversity which way forward on sexual orientation in the private sector?  

Authors: Colgan, F. and Mckearney, A. 

Comparative Organisation and Equality Research Centre, 

London Metropolitan Business School, 

London Metropolitan University, 

277-281 Holloway Road 

London N7 8HN, 

Abstract
Sexual orientation is an issue of growing importance for organizations. It has become an important source of employee and customer diversity, as people increasingly feel able to self-identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual in society and in the workplace  The legislative and policy framework concerning equality and discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation has been undergoing a transformation in many parts of the world including the European Union (Waaldijk and Bonini-Baraldi, 2006), Australia and New Zealand, South Africa, Canada (Hunt and Eaton, 2007) and in parts of the United States (Bowen and Blackmon, 2003).  As a result, organisations have begun to include sexual orientation in their equality and diversity policies. It is argued that this is long overdue on social justice grounds given that research has shown that LGB people experience discrimination and harassment at work (Colgan et al, 2007). Paralleling this has been an ongoing  emphasis on arguments for a business case for equality and diversity work (Dickens and Hall, 2006), including good practice around sexual orientation at work (Stonewall, 2008a). However, it has been recognised that despite a liberalisation in social attitudes and more comprehensive anti-discrimination legislative framework, that those trying to ‘champion’ sexual orientation equality work may still experience barriers within organisations (Creegan and Robinson, 2008)  

The paper draws on a three-year study (2004-2007) across public, private and voluntary sectors funded in part by the Higher Education European Social Fund (Colgan et al, 2006). It will provide an examination of organizational good practice in Britain following the introduction of the Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations which became law in December 2003 and were introduced as a direct requirement of the European Employment Equality Directive (2000).  This legislation made it unlawful for the first time to discriminate in employment on grounds of sexual orientation. Much of the research done on organizational good practice and sexual orientation in Britain has for the most part focused on the public sector which has been seen as a ‘pioneer’ in sexual orientation equalities (Colgan et al, 2009).  However, in recent years a range of ‘good practice’ private and voluntary sector organizations have joined public sector organizations in recognizing that a commitment to equality and diversity includes engaging with the needs of LGB employees, service users and customers (Stonewall, 2008b). This paper will aim to develop our understanding of organisational good practice in addressing discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation by focusing on private sector organisations (Ward and Winstanley, 2004). It is hoped that this discussion will contribute to the literature on LGB experiences at work and the debate on how to tackle discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and develop organisational good practice at work. 
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