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equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives and elevate the
visibility of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex,
and queer (LGBTIQ+) employees, challenges include the
risk of discrimination, privacy concerns, and linguistic
complexities. To address these, researchers and practi-
tioners must consider the purpose, language, and cultural
context of data collection, involving LGBTIQ+ stake-
holders, and conducting reconnaissance studies. Future
research opportunities lie in understanding employee
willingness to share SOGI data, motivations of human
resource (HR) and DEI professionals, and the impact on
organizational culture. Reimagining LGBTIQ+ research
to ease the tension between inclusion and protection, we
conclude that responsible SOGI data collection demands
a nuanced approach that prioritizes inclusion and equity

while addressing privacy concerns and potential harm.

INTRODUCTION

In 2021, for the first time, the census of England and Wales included voluntary questions about
citizens’ sexual orientation and gender identity (Booth & Goodier, 2023). While respondents were
generally willing to answer these questions—the response rate was 92.5% for sexual orientation
and 94% for gender identity—the decision to include them was the subject of much debate, taken
after extensive research and deliberation. Before that, Nepal and India were the first countries
to allow census respondents to identify as male, female, or “third gender” in 2011 (Guyan, 2022;
Park, 2016) and Kenya the first country to include intersex people (defined as “people born with
physical characteristics that do not fit typical definitions of male or female”) in the census in 2019
(Guyan, 2022). The inclusion of such categories has not been without controversy in each case
and few countries followed suit.

Discussions on whether and how to collect data on sexual orientation and gender identity
(SOGI) in governmental and organizational contexts are becoming increasingly common, at least
in certain parts of the world including many European, North American, and Australasian coun-
tries. These debates highlight a tension. On the one hand, data collection can have benefits: it
could grant the symbolic benefit of recognizing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, and
queer+ (LGBTIQ+) identities and workers and provide the practical benefit of documenting dis-
crimination and identifying inequalities and potential solutions. On the other hand, it entails
risks: there is potential for data misuse, privacy infringement, inadvertent “othering”? and exclu-
sion, erasure of indigenous constructions of sexual orientation and gender identity and, in many
countries, the possibility of legal and social repercussions due to the criminalization and pathol-
ogizing of LGBTIQ+ people (e.g., Guyan, 2022; Horne, 2020; Miiller et al., 2021). The tension
between the aim of inclusion and equity and the risk of exclusion, compromised safety, and harm
is far from straightforward, and manifests in different ways in different contexts.

2 Othering refers to the action of treating someone as “other” from the ingroup, usually in a negative manner.
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Because of its inherent connection to economic power and insecurity, the organizational con-
text raises the stakes and heightens this tension. On the one hand, organizations have the potential
to act on results of collected data and implement targeted interventions at a pace not typically pos-
sible in academic research or at the level of larger governmental institutions. On the other hand,
the delineated context of the organization and the granularity of collected data mean that indi-
viduals, especially those of minority groups, may be more easily identifiable, bringing privacy
concerns to the forefront.

In the current article, we aim to (1) examine this tension in the context of the workplace by
reviewing and applying insights from the scholarly literature; (2) derive practical recommen-
dations for researchers, organizational practitioners, and policymakers to make well-informed
decisions regarding data collection; and (3) provide directions for future research on the topic.

Challenges of identifying as LGBTIQ+ in the workplace

Even in countries with high levels of social acceptance and legal protection of LGBTIQ+ people,
LGBTIQ+ employees face significant work-related challenges (Cubrich, 2020; European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights [FRA], 2020; Fric, 2017; Government Equalities Office [GEO],
2018; van der Toorn & Gaitho, 2021; Velez et al., 2021). For example, LGBTIQ+ individuals have
been shown to experience bias and discrimination when accessing the labor market (e.g., Fric,
2017; Hong et al., 2020) and in their jobs (FRA, 2020; GEO, 2018; Kim et al., 2022); such experiences
are worse for those who are also stigmatized on the basis of other intersecting identity dimensions
(e.g., LGBTIQ+ individuals of color; Cech & Rothwell, 2020). These challenges are rooted in the
pervasive heteronormativity,3 and associated heterosexism, that characterizes most societies (van
der Toorn et al., 2020). In a heteronormative society, heterosexuality is presumed as the default
sexual orientation, prevailing over other possible sexualities (Warner, 1991). Within the workplace,
this manifests as heteroprofessionalism, which posits that our understanding of “professionalism”
in the workplace is shaped by norms associated with masculinity, whiteness, cisgender identity,
and heterosexuality (Bizzeth & Beagan, 2023; Mizzi, 2013, 2016). Simply put, professionalism is
equated with presenting as heterosexual and cisgender, thereby establishing an implicit expec-
tation for employees to adhere to cis-hetero norms to be perceived as professional. As a result,
queer employees may face unjust labels of inherent unprofessionalism, thereby contributing to
social misperceptions about LGBTIQ+ identities as “perverse” or wrong (Mizzi, 2016).

This workplace dynamic is evident in the differential treatment of heterosexual and LGBTIQ+
employees: although Western corporate norms permit heterosexual employees to openly wear
wedding rings and display family photos without facing scrutiny, the same standards do not
consistently apply to their LGBTIQ+ counterparts (Williams & Giuffre, 2011). Previous research
shows that LGBTIQ+ people, particularly gay men and transgender people, typically get paid
less than their cisgender heterosexual counterparts (Drydakis, 2022; Owens et al., 2022; Plug
& Berkhout, 2008), do not have the same levels of professional development opportunities
(Day & Schoenrade, 1997), are given less professional support (Trau & Hartel, 2007), and face
discrimination on the job market at every level of the employment process (e.g., résumé content,
Tilcsik, 2011; employment interviews, Nadler et al., 2014; estimations of salary worth, Kaufmann,

3 Heteronormativity denotes the assumption that there are two distinct and opposing genders (women and men) with
associated natural roles (masculine and feminine) aligned with their assigned sex (female and male). The concept also
entails the assumption that heterosexuality is the expected default (van der Toorn et al., 2020; Warner, 1991).
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2015; evaluations of hireability, Bryant-Lees & Kite, 2021; refused employment and/or promotion,
Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 2011). Consequently, LGBTIQ+ employees
often find themselves in a dilemma: those who can conceal their stigmatized identity face the
choice between disclosing their identity—risking discrimination but potentially gaining social
support and the psychological benefits of authenticity—or concealing it—potentially avoiding
discrimination but enduring psychological distress related to concealment (Pachankis, 2007). For
other LGBTIQ+ individuals, attempts to conceal their identity may be futile, as they are perceived
as LGBTIQ+ by others (Stenger & Roulet, 2018). As intersexuality is not often recognized in
the workplace, intersex individuals may face no options other than to keep their intersexuality
private even when LGBT people are provided with organizational support or resources (Frohn
et al., 2020; K6llen & Rumens, 2022).

Driven by stigma management considerations, LGBTIQ+ individuals often concentrate in
occupations characterized by a substantial degree of task independence and/or social percep-
tiveness, presumably because these aspects assist in navigating heteroprofessional norms (Tilcsik
et al., 2015). The perceived incongruity between the professional sphere and non-heterosexual,
non-cisgender LGBTIQ+ identities turns the workplace into a context where the collection of
SOGI data may be particularly contested, presenting both unique benefits (e.g., interventions to
change these norms) and challenges (e.g., potential for identification and retaliation).

Benefits and challenges of employee data collection on sexual
orientation, gender identity, and sex characteristics

Scholarly attention regarding the benefits and challenges of SOGI data collection has primarily
focused on data collection in relation to population counting (i.e., census), public health, public
schools, socioeconomic status, and medical records (e.g., Guyan, 2021, 2022; National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering & Medicine, 2022; Schonpflug et al., 2018; Snapp et al., 2016; Velte, 2020).
Little has been written on the topic in the workplace context (for exceptions, see Kllen & Ruments,
2022; van der Toorn & Gaitho, 2021; van der Toorn et al., 2021).

While there are some parallel concerns and benefits for SOGI data collection in the workplace
(e.g., data security, misinterpretation of data), there are also unique possibilities and concerns
due to the specific social and economic power dynamics associated with employment. One key
concern is unemployment. The stigmatization of LGBTIQ+ identities means that their disclosure
may come with the risk of job loss or reduced job opportunities. Studies have shown that
LGBTIQ+ individuals often face discrimination in hiring processes, career advancement, and
workplace treatment, which can lead to higher rates of unemployment and underemployment
compared to their non-LGBTIQ+ counterparts (Badgett et al., 2013). Additionally, the fear of being
outed at work can create a hostile and stressful work environment, further impacting mental
health and job performance (Ragins et al., 2007). The consequences of unemployment are severe,
as it not only affects income but also mental well-being, life satisfaction, and overall quality of life
(Cotofan et al., 2021; Gedikli et al., 2023). Thus, the collection of SOGI data in the workplace must
be handled with extreme care to protect the privacy and rights of LGBTQ+ employees, ensuring
that such data is used to foster inclusivity and support rather than inadvertently contributing
to discrimination and job insecurity (Cotofan et al., 2021; What Works Wellbeing, 2017). While
the tension between the need for organizations to collect data on their constituents—-who they
are and how they are doing and feeling at work—and employees’ right to privacy, is not new
(Culnan & Armstrong, 1999), concerns over employee rights to privacy are growing as technology
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increases the amount and type of employee data collected within and outside the workplace
(Bhave et al., 2020).

The workplace context is also unique in that people spend a significant amount of their wak-
ing hours at work. For instance, the American Time Use Survey by the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (2024) reports that employed people spend an average of 8.1 h per day working on week-
days. Globally, the average workweek varies, but in many OECD* countries, full-time employees
work around 36 h per week, translating to about 1854 h per year (World Economic Forum, 2019).
This extensive amount of time spent at work makes the workplace a key site of intervention to
reduce stigma and improve outcomes for LGBTIQ+ individuals. Drawing on the extant literature
on other marginalized identities, we provide an overview of possible benefits and challenges of
SOGI-related data collection in the workplace.

Benefits

Research regularly recommends data collection as a necessary component in diversity, equity,
and inclusion (DEI) programs, which are becoming more prevalent in workplaces across Europe,
North America, and Australasia (see Kiradoo, 2022). This recommendation is grounded in the
empirical orientation of psychological and behavioral studies and in models of organizational
change (e.g., Kotter, 1996), learning (Huber, 1991), and decision-making (e.g., Csaszar & Eggers,
2013). Models for understanding and managing workplace diversity call for comprehensive data
collection on group memberships as well as attitudes and perceptions of employees (Cox & Blake,
1991). Given that diversity considerations encompass a variety of dimensions, including race, eth-
nicity, age, disability, sexual orientation, gender identity, and religion, collecting demographic
data and related constructs would appear obvious (Geletkanycz, 2020).

Data collection is essential to document problems that need to be addressed, such as a lack
of diversity, equity, and/or inclusion of LGBTIQ+ individuals within an organization (United
Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, 2019). Indeed, Kalev et al. (2006) identi-
fied the lack of demographic and other DEI-related data as one of the barriers in establishing best
practices in diversity management. Data showing the scope of the problem can help create the
sense of urgency that is often required for organizational change (Kotter, 1996), especially where it
concerns groups that are often overlooked due to their intersecting minoritized identities (Kollen,
2015) or limited numbers (e.g., intersex and transgender employees). For example, a US-based
report on anti-transgender discrimination found that 78% of transgender respondents reported
harassment at work and 47% reported discrimination in the hiring, promotion, or job retention
because of their gender identity (Grant et al., 2011); the seriousness of the issue would likely not
be as apparent without such reporting. Another example is a global research program led by
the multinational information technology services and consulting firm Accenture, consisting of
online surveys collected among 28,000 employees in 26 markets (Ziegler & Rauh, 2020). Findings
demonstrated that, behind the outward signs of progress in these markets (e.g., data suggested fair
representation of LGBT+ employees among management), LGBT+ employees experienced often
unseen—yet profoundly felt—work-related challenges and harbored private fears while at work.
These insights helped the company ask relevant questions about fostering workplace inclusion
(e.g., regarding whether the company makes use of different identity-based employee networks

4The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is a collaboration between the governments of
37 market-based economies in developing shared policy standards for promoting sustainable economic growth.
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to enhance their overall inclusion efforts for intersectionality; Ziegler & Rauh, 2020, p.15). Such
practical examples demonstrate how grasping the pervasiveness and urgency of the issue helps
increase awareness and motivates action.

The collection and reporting of demographic data is also consistent with the understanding
of transparency as essential to organizational justice® (Frazier et al., 2010; Schnackenberg &
Tomlinson, 2016). In this case, transparently reporting workplace demographic information can
aid in identification of inequities in recruitment, hiring, promotion, or retention (Dahanayake
et al., 2018), and, accordingly, allow for the (re)distribution or creation of resources. Knowing
which group-based identities are represented in the organization can furthermore be helpful in
determining where to concentrate the organization’s efforts to reduce inequalities and increase
inclusion. For example, Accenture uses an internal dashboard producing a Pride Scorecard, a
performance metric tool created to measure, monitor, benchmark, execute, and improve various
priorities (including leadership and inclusive culture) identified to promote LGBTIQ+ diver-
sity and inclusion. Dashboard data include employees’ voluntarily supplied SOGI data, which to
ensure privacy are aggregated and communicated at the country level and used to identify trends
and tailor policies.

Collecting demographic information may also be important in determining how policy can
best be improved and to track the effectiveness of such changes. For example, after requesting
input from its employees and students, Leiden University decided to change the salutation used
in official university announcements and communications, switching from gender-specific forms
of address to more inclusive ones (i.e., first name and last name). The changed address meant a
complete revision of the university’s communication guidelines (Leiden University, 2023a, 2023b).
By collecting information on employees’ gender identity in addition to their salutation prefer-
ences, the university was able to gauge support for the change, which extended beyond nonbinary
employees.

Many interventions to facilitate organizational diversity, equity, and inclusion do not reach their
intended effects or even backfire (Forscher et al., 2019; Kalev et al., 2006; Moss-Racusin et al., 2014;
Paluck & Green, 2009). To determine whether interventions and training improve experiences
and outcomes for LGBTIQ+ employees, it is helpful to be able to discern their effects on specific
subgroups of employees rather than the general workforce, which may better reflect the attitudes
of majority group members.

Recent work by Klarenaar and colleagues (2022) suggests why HR departments may choose not
to collect SOGI data among employees. While employee satisfaction surveys are commonly used
for understanding employee experiences, the interviewed HR professionals rarely probed into
employees’ sexual orientation and gender identity, limiting their ability to address specific needs
and disparities. The researchers identified several barriers to such data collection, including prac-
tical, sociocultural, and assumption-driven obstacles. One significant barrier is the assumption by
HR professionals regarding employees’ willingness to share SOGI data. Moreover, HR profession-
als themselves are often reluctant to include questions about SOGI, fearing that questions about
employees’ personal characteristics may violate their privacy. Few HR professionals, however,
actually ask their employees how they would feel about such data collection.

The symbolic value of explicitly recognizing SOGI identities by assessing them in workplace
surveys should not be underestimated. Previous research has shown the importance of explicitly
recognizing and celebrating diverse gender and sexual identities. For example, sexual and gender

5The term “organizational justice,” coined by Greenberg (1987), refers to the extent to which an organization treats its
people fairly.
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minorities have been shown to be more attracted to and less inclined to leave organizations that do
so (i.e., by espousing an identity-conscious ideology in their diversity statements; Mor et al., 2024)
and to be less willing to disclose their sexual orientation in organizations that omit mentioning
specific demographic group identities or downplay group differences (i.e., reflecting an identity-
blind ideology; Kirby et al., 2023, 2024). The act of inclusive demographic data collection may
similarly serve as a visible artifact (Schein, 1996) or a means of signaling an organizational culture
that values these identities—and diversity and inclusivity more generally (Connelly et al., 2011).
In line with research on social identity threat® (e.g., Chaney et al., 2019; Purdie-Vaughns et al.,
2008), SOGI data collection may be experienced as a safety cue by LGBTIQ+ employees when
explicitly framed (and acted on) as a means towards more diversity, equity and inclusion; it can
communicate that one’s identity is valid, valued, and considered within the organization. Indeed,
including more complex identity options in forms (e.g., not only including “man” and “woman”
as gender response options, but also “nonbinary,” “agender,” “gender fluid,” “intersex” or an open
textbox) seems to facilitate a sense of inclusion among LGBTIQ+ employees (Suen et al., 2020).
Conversely, omitting identity options in the demographic section of a survey has been found to
elicit negative affect and increase the importance of the omitted identity to group members’ sense
of self (Fath & Proudfoot, 2024).

Collecting and reporting SOGI data can also serve to increase LGBTIQ+ visibility within the
organization. Given that LGBTIQ+ individuals are more likely to conceal their identity in non-
supportive workplaces (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2001; Holman et al., 2022; Kirby et al., 2024; Legate
et al., 2012), seeing LGBTIQ+ employees represented and making contributions to one’s work-
place may counteract heteroprofessionalism. This may be particularly important for employees
with intersecting marginalized identities, such as disabled queer persons of color who, given their
lower numbers in many work contexts, remain hidden and silenced when organizations focus on
the majority member employee (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).

Collecting and reporting SOGI data may also support individuals in feeling safe to disclose
their LGBTIQ+ identity and increase the likelihood that they will benefit from disclosing this
information. While much research on disclosing sexual orientation or gender identity at work
focuses on negative effects, research by Salter and Sasso (2022) identified numerous benefits to
the employees. Based on a predominantly North American sample, Salter and Sasso (2022) found
that disclosing one’s (lesbian, gay, or bisexual) sexual orientation was associated with positive
interpersonal experiences including more positive, authentic relationships with coworkers due
to being out (Salter & Sasso, 2022). Several also viewed disclosing their sexual orientation as an
opportunity to educate coworkers and counter stereotypes about the LGBTQ+ community. Others
reported that disclosing their own identity heightened their awareness of diversity, increased their
empathy toward other marginalized groups, and fueled their determination to cultivate a more
inclusive environment (Salter & Sasso, 2022).

9 ¢

Challenges

Even when executed with good intentions, SOGI data collection has the potential to reduce
inclusion and inflict harm in a number of ways. First, it may increase the potential to identify

6 The concept of social identity threat builds on social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986): people want to maintain a
positive social identity so that they can feel positive about themselves. When such identities are threatened or devalued,
people experience negative emotions (Branscombe et al., 1999).
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and target employees based on their sexual orientation or gender identity, which could lead
to discrimination, harassment, or even violence against LGBTIQ+ persons. For example, data
breaches or unintended identity disclosure may expose LGBTIQ+ individuals to discriminatory
practices and harassment from colleagues or superiors who hold biased views, creating a hostile
work environment (Lemberg, 2017). In addition, SOGI data can be used to deny opportunities for
promotion or access to resources and workplace policies (AHRC, 2011; Bryant-Lees & Kite, 2021).
Inadvertent LGBTIQ+ identity disclosure can also lead to psychological distress for affected
individuals, including anxiety and stress (Ragins, 2004), which may negatively impact their
well-being and productivity.

In countries where LGBTIQ+ people and/or practices are criminalized, collected SOGI data
have the potential to serve as a tool for state-driven persecution and punishment (see Crehan et al.,
2021). Currently, a staggering 80% of the global population reside in countries witnessing curtail-
ments on personal freedoms (Flores et al., 2023). Further, the legal status of LGBTIQ+ people
can shift rapidly depending on political contexts. The trajectory of legislation regarding same-sex
sexuality in India exemplifies this volatility: decriminalized in 2009, recriminalized in 2012, and
subsequently decriminalized again in 2018 (Rao, 2020). Other instances of legal oscillation include
the exclusion of nonbiological same-sex parents from birth certificates in Italy following a 2023
ruling (Trzmielak, 2023), the introduction of laws mandating imprisonment for same-sex sexual-
ity in Uganda in 2023 (Ssenyonjo, 2023), the current prohibition of gender-affirming healthcare
for minors in 19 US states (Jaffe, 2023), the introduction and overturning of marriage equality
legislation in Australia (Anderson et al., 2020), and the use of ambiguous language referring to
“non-traditional sexual relations” in Russia and Kyrgyzstan to enforce propaganda bans aimed at
suppressing LGBTIQ+ rights and organizations (Andreevskikh, 2023; ILGA Europe, 2023). Sim-
ilarly, LGBTIQ+ inclusive policies that are introduced within the context of the workplace at
one point in time can be abolished at another. This is especially likely in organizational contexts
where DEI initiatives lack systematic integration into the structural framework and cultural ethos
of the organization, making them vulnerable to shifts in the political climate. A recent example
of this was seen in the United States, where Texas banned DEI offices from public colleges and
universities (Iyer & Boyette, 2023).

Beyond the possible immediate harm of data misuse affecting individual LGBTIQ+ employees,
SOGI data can also be misused at an aggregate level. SOGI data willingly provided by LGBTIQ+
participants may, for instance, be subject to reanalysis to bolster claims that run counter to the
best interests of LGBTIQ+ inclusion goals. In some instances, this contradicts the original aims
of the study for which participants consented to provide their data (for an example see Sullins,
2022, with a counter-argument presented by Strizzi & Di Nucci, 2023). As highlighted by Leskinen
et al. (2024), even peer-reviewed research has been misrepresented to lend support to arguments
and measures that are inherently anti-LGBTIQ+. This potential risk underscores the need for
heightened vigilance and ethical considerations surrounding the use and interpretation of SOGI
data, as their misuse can extend beyond individual repercussions to impact broader initiatives
aimed at fostering inclusivity and understanding within the LGBTIQ+ community. With many
countries moving toward more authoritarian forms of government (e.g., the countries of the Sahel
in West Africa, several countries in South America), the potential for harmful use of SOGI-based
workplace measures increases exponentially (for discussions on underrepresented cultures in the
SOGI literature see Ahuwalia et al., 2024; Barrientos et al., 2024; Mogotsi et al., 2024).

Collecting and reporting SOGI data can also instill risk and insecurity into the workplace,
particularly if the climate is perceived as hostile (Holman et al., 2022). Not all LGBTIQ+ employ-
ees are out at work, or they may not be out in all contexts (e.g., King et al., 2014). As a result,
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LGBTIQ+ employees may feel psychologically unsafe and unable to respond authentically to
SOGI data collection because of fear of discrimination and harm (Ross et al., 2018). This can
lead to a feeling of being “othered” from colleagues and excluded within the workplace (Maji
et al., 2023). In this case, collecting SOGI data may act as a threat cue rather than a safety cue.
In addition to threat, employees may be concerned about sharing identity-related data lest it be
used to reinforce negative stereotypes and assumptions about the suitability of LGBTIQ+ people
in particular occupations or work roles (Clarke & Arnold, 2018). Also, given the complexities of
SOGI-related data collection, representative samples are unlikely—meaning there is a risk that
any collected data could inaccurately be taken as an indication of a group average, or that individ-
uals who are identified may be tokenized or expected to behave as representatives for their groups
(Camargo, 2023).

These concerns are not misplaced. It is estimated that between 3% and 8% of the world popu-
lation identifies as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or pansexual (Statista, 2023; World Population Review,
2024). Consequently, in a workplace, the proportion of individuals identifying as LGBTIQ+ is
likely small. If data processing lacks robust security measures and careful pseudonymization or
anonymization where necessary, there is heightened risk of data becoming identifiable, especially
concerning intersectional minoritized identities (Ohm, 2009). Additionally, despite the option
for employees to decline participation in SOGI data collection, the hierarchical power structures
prevalent in workplaces pose a challenge to ensuring true voluntary participation. Consequently,
concerns regarding anonymity, coupled with employees’ inherent dependency on the organiza-
tion or supervisors for their livelihood, create obstacles to the validity of collected SOGI data (Ross
et al., 2018).

Finally, while the ostensible aim of collecting SOGI data is to foster inclusivity, the inadver-
tent contribution to additional othering or marginalization through the selection of questions or
response options should be considered (see Lyons et al., 2020). In today’s context, SOGI identity
labels are complex, culturally-bound, and unstandardized (Ruberg & Ruelos, 2020), thereby com-
plicating an efficient, accurate, and inclusive assessment of SOGI diversity. In many countries, the
use of SOGI terminology from different sociocultural contexts (like Europe or North-America) is
not applicable and can lead to mis- or under-representation or an inaccurate rendering of SOGI-
related experiences in the workplace (Horne, 2020). Moreover, it is difficult to formulate questions
in a way that does not flatten queer identities and experiences that are, by definition, uncategoriz-
able (Guyan, 2022). Many queer individuals defy neat categorization within predefined labels of
sexual orientation, gender identity, or expression. Posing limited categories to choose from can be
exclusionary and overly simplistic for LGBTIQ+ individuals, compelling them to select an identity
that inadequately represents their experience or leaves them feeling overlooked and unsupported
(Lyons et al., 2021). It may also reinforce the notion that certain identities (i.e., the ones presented
as options) hold greater importance or warrant more attention than others (Guyan, 2022). This
contributes to the incomplete representation of employees who identify outside of the options
provided or who prefer not to disclose their sexual orientation or gender identity. Collectively,
these challenges could result in measures that further marginalize these individuals, complicating
efforts to advocate for their rights and needs.

Considerations for organizational practitioners and policymakers

For those researching and endeavoring to include LGBTIQ+ individuals in the workplace, it is
important to consider the intersection of sexuality and the (capitalist) workplace. According to
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what Rao (2020) calls “homocapitalism,” there is a troubling and complex relationship between
capitalism and queerness, which portrays queer inclusion as a positive force for growth and profit,
aligning with neoliberal productivity ideals. In this view, LGBTIQ+ inclusion—often justified
through the “business case”—downplays the violence inherent in capitalist oppression. Similarly,
Burchiellaro (2021) sees inclusion as a strategic tool for organization control, designed as a cap-
italist ruse to keep us feeling good—which, according to Fleming (2007), serves as a distraction
from more pressing goals of resource redistribution and the dismantling of class oppression. By
highlighting the difference between politics of redistribution (redressing economic inequalities)
and recognition (redressing marginalized identities), Fleming (2007) makes clear the distinction
that marks (but also masks) the inherently proletarianized nature of work in an organization. Sex-
uality and gender are thus “put to work” in what Burchiellaro (2021) frames as the “reproduction
of queer value” (p. 780).

These critical perspectives need careful reflection on the purpose of gathering SOGI data in
the workplace, considering what it achieves, reinforces, and reveals in terms of existing tensions.
To harness the potential benefits and mitigate drawbacks of SOGI data collection, organiza-
tional researchers and practitioners should scrutinize their motivations for collecting data and
question how and when it will be stored and used- and to whose benefit (see also Call et al.,
2022). Even when organizations choose not to collect SOGI data to protect their employees from
potential harm, they can still foster inclusion by clearly communicating the intention behind
this decision (see Box 1 for an illustrative example of an organization that implemented this
approach).

In the subsequent section, we present and expand upon five questions that researchers should
consider when planning the collection, use, and storage of SOGI data.

Why is data collected and who does it serve?

First, it is important to consider the goal(s) of the data collection and who it will serve (Stonewall,
2016). We suggest that data collection should be designed with a “what next” in mind. Under-
standing the purpose of data collection can help to ensure that the right questions are being asked,
that the right people are being included, and that proper follow-up is possible. Is the purpose
to count people? Can (and should) queer identities be counted? And what other identifying
information will be linked to the SOGI data (e.g., inclusion, absenteeism, pay)? It is also important
to consider who will benefit from the data: LGBTIQ+ employees, employers, or policy makers? If
it is not evident that data collection will benefit LGBTIQ+ employees, it should be reconsidered.
For instance, collecting data to address specific issues related to sexual orientation and gender
identity in the workplace—such as discrimination, harassment, or lack of representation—may
offset some of the risks inherent in collecting these data. But even these goals should be for-
mulated as specifically as possible. A “purpose-of-study” should be built in that goes beyond
vague justifications (e.g., “for diversity and inclusion”). For instance, setting a goal like “to
understand how best to create health insurance plans for LGBTIQ+ families wanting to pursue
reproductive goals” helps respondents see the link between the data collected and their workplace
experiences. It also clarifies the researcher’s and organization’s stance, potentially alleviating
employee concerns about the purpose of data collection. Additionally, it compels organizational
practitioners to actively demonstrate their commitment to creating more inclusive and equitable
workplaces.
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BOX 1 Case study

The following case exemplifies the delicate balancing act organizations face in
reconciling the imperative of inclusivity with the imperative of protecting their
LGBTIQ+ employees.

In a breakout session on SOGI data collection during a conference hosted by Workplace
Pride,’ a fellow panelist of the first author recounted an incident involving his D & I team
at a major multinational manufacturing firm headquartered in the United States. Tasked
with overseeing the annual employee survey across the company’s global operations, the
team encountered a significant dilemma in a country where same-sex sexual behavior was
criminally penalized. Faced with the daunting prospect of potentially compromising the
safety of LGBTIQ+ employees by including explicit questions on sexual orientation and
gender identity, they grappled with upholding their dual mandate of fostering LGBTIQ+
inclusion while not putting their employees at risk of prosecution. In response to this
quandary, they devised a nuanced solution: rather than directly posing these sensitive
questions in the survey for that specific country, they strategically inserted a disclaimer
in the designated section, explicitly stating their deliberate omission of such questions
to shield LGBTIQ+ employees from harm and their commitment to LGBTIQ+ inclusion
within the organization. While this maneuver deviated from the conventional data collec-
tion methodology, it nonetheless represented a creative and principled approach towards
advancing their overarching goal of LGBTIQ+ inclusion. Though the survey did not yield
data on sexual orientation and gender identity from that specific locale, the team’s adap-
tive response underscored their dedication to safeguarding the well-being of LGBTIQ+
employees worldwide.

How are identities measured and assessed?

Second, it is important to consider the inclusivity of identities being measured and assessed (Bad-
gett et al., 2009, 2014). For example, the labels used should not center around heterosexual or
cisgender identities (e.g., by using terms such as “non-heterosexual,” “non-cisgender,” “other”),
as these may be experienced as “othering” by LGBTIQ+ employees. Binary terms to define sex-
uality and gender, which exclude nonbinary employees, must also be avoided (Morgenroth &
Ryan, 2021). The questions’ wording should furthermore avoid conflating identity, sex, and gen-
der dimensions (such as by generically asking if someone is LGBT; Glick et al., 2018), which can
generate erroneous or incomplete data and lead to LGBTIQ+ employee dropout (Lyons et al.,
2020).

A related consideration is whether the descriptions and labels used are culturally grounded. In
some cultural contexts, sexual orientation is considered behavior-based (e.g., having a same gen-
der/sex partner) rather than identity-based (e.g., identifying as part of the LGBTIQ+ community),
and thus should be assessed as such.

7Workplace Pride is a not-for-profit foundation dedicated to improving the lives of LGBTIQ+ people in workplaces
worldwide supporting the research chair of the first author.
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The consequences of improper SOGI data collection methods are significant. When LGBTIQ+
employees feel “othered” or misrepresented, it can lead to lower response rates, inaccurate data,
and a lack of trust in organizational initiatives (Bradford et al., 2019). For example, using terms
like “non-heterosexual” can alienate employees who do not identify their sexuality in opposition
to heterosexuality but as a distinct identity instead (Matsuno & Budge, 2017).

Finally, those collecting data should avoid imputing data or assigning responses by proxy, which
is likely to erase LGBTIQ+ identities (for a discussion on inclusive measures, see Li et al., 2024).
Imputing data or making assumptions about an individual’s identity based on other information
can lead to misrepresentation and marginalization of the very groups the data collection aims
to understand and support. For example, assuming someone’s gender identity or sexual orienta-
tion based on their name, appearance or partner gender can result in inaccuracies and reinforce
binary, cisnormative, and heterosexist biases (Forsch-Villaronga et al., 2021; Miller, 2018). Simi-
larly, collapsing or reassigning self-disclosed identities (e.g., pansexual, queer) into other labels
or broader categories (e.g., bisexual or LGBTIQ+) is problematic. Accurate and respectful data
collection requires allowing individuals to self-identify in a manner that reflects their true iden-
tities. This approach not only improves data quality but also ensures that the diverse experiences
of LGBTIQ+ employees are captured and understood.

At the same time, including more distinct categories can increase the risk of individuals being
identified. If information is reported in a non-aggregated way, it may be possible to identify indi-
viduals based on their responses. Therefore, although aggregation across categories provides less
opportunity for nuanced understanding of different experiences, this may be necessary both for
privacy as well as for statistical power where specific LGBTIQ+ identity categories are not well-
represented. This trade-off is crucial for maintaining confidentiality while still striving to capture
the diversity within the LGBTIQ+ community.

Balancing these concerns is particularly challenging given that many LGBTIQ+ individuals
as well as queer scholars have resisted the categorization and quantification of these identities
(Drabinski, 2013), emphasizing that identities are always intersectional and multiple. As well,
labels have changed over time, creating further challenges in cleanly categorizing and comparing
individuals (Levitt, 2019). These issues highlight the inherent challenge to norms of demographic
categorization presented by queer identities (Ruberg & Ruelos, 2020).

In what context are data collected?

Another important consideration is the context in which data are collected, including the cultural
and sociopolitical environment, workplace culture, and norms regarding privacy and identity dis-
closure. Cultural context can have a significant impact on the advantages and disadvantages of
collecting SOGI-related data in the workplace. In some cultures, there may be more openness
and acceptance of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities, while in others there may be
greater stigma and discrimination against LGBTIQ+ people (Van Assche et al., 2021). In cultures
with greater acceptance and support for LGBTIQ+ individuals, including SOGI-specific rights
and protections, collecting SOGI-related data may be viewed more positively; employees may feel
more comfortable disclosing their sexual orientation and gender identity, which in turn can lead
to a more open and supportive workplace environment (see Ahuwalia et al., 2024; King et al.,
2008). On the other hand, in cultures with greater stigma and discrimination against LGBTIQ+
individuals, collecting SOGI data may be viewed more negatively, as it could potentially expose
employees to harassment, bullying, and discrimination. In high-risk environments, even the mere
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act of collecting SOGI data can expose individuals to significant harm, including persecution,
violence, and legal repercussions. In these environments, data collection conveys grave risk and
decisions of whether or not to collect SOGI data may be straightforward as the security and pri-
vacy of LGBTIQ+ individuals should be prioritized. Data collection in such contexts should either
not occur at all or only occur if truly necessary and collected with the utmost care. Here, the con-
flict between the imperatives of inclusivity and protection loses importance, as the imperative of
safeguarding privacy to ensure safety takes precedence.

That being said, it is critical that researchers refrain from the use of broad, general descriptions
about the culture of any given context. There is a tendency to defer to nebulous categoriza-
tions of cultures, for example, “conservative” or “homophobic,” instead of paying attention to the
dynamic, localized expressions of dominant ideas and relationships between groups and individu-
als. Workplaces can vary widely within a single city, despite being arguably immersed in a similar
culture (Harsman & Quigley, 1998). That is, organizational culture and geographic culture may
be at odds in unpredictable ways. For example, an employee may expect a more LGBTIQ+ inclu-
sive environment at an international organization’s offices, even if those offices are in a city with
more restrictive LGBTIQ+ policies and culture, and thus experience homophobia more explicitly,
whereas an employee working in the same city but at a domestic company may not perceive the
same level of homophobia given different expectations. Following the example above, the insis-
tence by international organizations’ headquarters that queer-inclusive policies should be applied
evenly across country offices may be met with resistance, feel like an imposition of Western ideals,
and be begrudgingly applied by department heads in a mocking manner, creating a hostile envi-
ronment for LGBTIQ+ employees (see Maake et al., 2023, for an example). A domestic company
may value the employee in question and make space—without introducing LGBTIQ+ termi-
nology explicitly—for what they deem is their inherent individuality, thereby creating a more
accepting environment. Any research project must thus resist the urge to lump together entire
regions’ cultures as either accepting or homophobic/transphobic, and instead strive to deduce
the various factors that impact LGBTIQ+ individuals’ experiences within their specific workplace
contexts.

Furthermore, cultures differ in the extent to which privacy is valued (Engstrém et al., 2023). In
cultural contexts where privacy is highly valued, collecting SOGI-related data may be viewed as
intrusive and inappropriate, even if the intentions are well-meaning. Employees may be hesitant
to disclose their personal information, regardless of whether or not they identify as LGBTIQ+ or
support the organization’s diversity and inclusion initiatives. Employers must be aware of cultural
differences in privacy norms, how this may impact data collection and reporting, and ensure
that employees are fully informed about how their personal data will be collected, stored, and
used.

How are data collected, processed, and stored?

It is important to consider how data is collected, processed and stored, and how the individu-
als providing the data will be protected in each of these stages. Participation in data collection
should be voluntary at all times (Kulk et al., 2022). Furthermore, it is important to ensure that
employees have autonomy over their own responses, for example by allowing them to withdraw
or alter their responses over time. Especially if data are not collected anonymously but confi-
dentially, employees should be able to determine how and for what purpose the data is used,
and for how long. In addition, robust security measures should be used for data processing and
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storage, and careful pseudonymization or anonymization utilized where necessary. These pro-
cedures may be quite familiar to researchers who are used to getting ethics approval for their
work but may be less intuitive for others designing surveys to collect SOGI data within the
workplace.

Another way to protect employees from risks associated with the collection of SOGI-related
data could be the implementation of a qualitative rather than quantitative approach whereby data
are collected through interviews and focus groups and participants’ identities and backgrounds
are not described in detail. Avoiding quantifications of people’s identities can be a useful strat-
egy when faced with employees whose intersecting identities make them easy to identify (e.g.,
nonbinary people of color, disabled lesbians).

Who is involved in the data collection?

Finally, it is important to consider who is collecting the data. In line with the principle of
“nothing about us without us” (Charlton, 1998), practitioners should make sure that LGBTIQ+
researchers, employees, and community members are involved in the data collection process, as
well as prioritize bottom-up input from employees and community networks (Klarenaar et al.,
2022). The International Labour Organization (2022) suggests involving LGBTIQ+ employees,
including the trade union and LGBTIQ+ employee resource group if they exist. This will help
ensure that inclusive and culturally grounded labels are used, and that individuals have auton-
omy over their own responses. Such efforts can include collecting pilot data, consulting with local
LGBTIQ+ organizations about appropriate language use, sharing with employees the planned
purposes of the data collection, and involving employees and staff at multiple levels of the
organization.

Reconnaissance studies provide much needed information on the context the organization(s)
operates in, and allow for the identification of gaps in research, issues that have been over-
researched, and potential areas of contention, urgency or controversy. Reconnaissance studies
are a more common concept (and practice) in the fields of geography, geology, and public health;
they are typically carried out by way of secondary analysis of existing data as well as preliminary
visits and analyses of the field or context in question. With regard to LGBTIQ+ workplace
inclusion, reconnaissance studies would function as an inbuilt mechanism to allow organiza-
tions/companies/researchers to explore the current landscape of a country or city (political,
social, economic etc.), challenge assumptions about the utility and feasibility of undertaking
such a study, as well as present an opportunity to begin building trust by creating relationships
with allied stakeholders in any given context, thereby increasing the chances of success of the
project.

Thus, SOGI-related data collection should be informed by context and current policy to address
the purpose of data collection and how the collection will be achieved, as well as the stakehold-
ers involved, the ultimate use of the data, and its long-term security. Recommendations include
assessing: (a) level and degree of protections of SOGI people and related data in both the political
landscape and the organization; (b) the benefit and purpose of data collection for community
members; (c) human subjects protections to ensure the data is secure, including options for
anonymous, qualitative, and/or other methods to protect confidentiality; (d) commitment from
LGBTIQ+ community members who may consult on the data collection and offer safeguards
or supports; and (e) data safeguards during data analysis, results dissemination, and long-term
storage and use.
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Avenues for future research

Beyond the practical and ethical considerations outlined above, the collection of SOGI data in
workplaces offers intriguing research avenues for social scientists. One such area of exploration
involves investigating employees’ willingness to share SOGI-related data and understanding the
psychological factors that either facilitate or hinder this openness. Recent empirical work in the
Netherlands (Klarenaar et al., 2022) revealed that HR professionals estimated their employees’
willingness to share SOGI-related data as low, relying on assumptions about their motivations
without direct inquiry. However, as the high response rates to SOGI census questions in England
and Wales suggests, people may be more willing to respond to SOGI questions than previously
assumed. Research can illuminate these motivations and discern the specific conditions under
which LGBTIQ+ employees are more versus less willing to share SOGI data. Attention to local
laws and policies, as well as potential differences among various LGBTIQ+ subgroups, is crucial
in this exploration (also see Hissler et al., 2024).

Another research avenue is investigating the motivations underlying HR professionals’ will-
ingness to collect SOGI data and the factors influencing it. Beliefs regarding the privacy needs
of employees may be grounded in genuine care or paternalism, heterosexism, cisgenderism,
and/or motivations to legitimize inaction. Therefore, research can explore the extent to which
HR professionals’ privacy beliefs influence their decisions about whether and how to collect
SOGI data. Since privacy beliefs differ between cultural contexts and over time (Engstrom et al.,
2023), future research could consider this variability and its correlates, which include (changing)
legal protections, workplace climate, and societal attitudes towards SOGI-related data collection.
This research can help identify the cultural and legal factors that influence privacy beliefs and
SOGI-related data collection practices.

Research can also examine the impact of collecting SOGI data on organizational culture,
including the attitudes and beliefs of employees. Collecting SOGI data may influence employ-
ees’ perceptions of the organization and its commitment to diversity and inclusion. Conversely,
it could be perceived by employees that the organization is engaged in “pinkwashing” behav-
iors (i.e., the extent to which an organization self-promotes as pro-LGBTIQ+ in an attempt
to present as inclusion-minded and progressive, often without legitimate benefit to LGBTIQ+
employees; see Smith & Keating, 2017). More research is needed to explore instances when
organizations have backtracked on their commitment to LGBTIQ+ diversity and the impact
on employees. The social and political context in which the organization operates may also
influence these attitudes and beliefs. Therefore, research can explore how SOGI-related data col-
lection practices relate to organizational culture, and the potential benefits and drawbacks of such
practices.

Another potential area of research is how SOGI data collection relates to the collection of other
identity category data in the workplace, and the impact of these convergences. Drawing from foun-
dational work by Black feminists on intersectionality (Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991), research into
how class, race, religion, gender, size, and ability intersect with SOGI in the workplace holds the
potential to illuminate the complex, multi-layered realities of multiply-marginalized queer and
trans employees in the workplace. It is possible that employees with multiple marginalized iden-
tities may be less comfortable sharing identity data because their specific constellation of identities
may make them more identifiable and less likely that their data would remain anonymous. On
the other hand, designing studies and data collection models that capture not just SOGI iden-
tity, but other marginalized identities as they co-constitute each other could potentially be useful
in understanding these minority populations’ experiences in the workplace. By recognizing how
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experiences are shaped not just by queerness but also by other axes of identity, specific interven-
tions to create safer, more inclusive and equitable workplaces can be designed and implemented,
instead of relying on generalized assumptions (typically based on White queer male employees)
about what LGBTIQ+ workplace inclusion ought to entail. Moreover, a standard approach to
SOGI data collection (focused solely on experiences based only on identity categories of sexual
and/or gender identity) would miss the nuances rendered by multiple marginalization in this
context.

In summary, the study of SOGI data collection can provide valuable insights into a range
of research questions related to LGBTIQ+ well-being, privacy beliefs, willingness to share per-
sonal information, and the impact of data collection on organizational culture. By exploring these
areas, social scientists can help organizations make informed decisions about SOGI data collection
practices that balance practical, ethical, and cultural considerations.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, this article underscores the intricate balance between fostering inclusion and mit-
igating potential harm in the collection of SOGI data in workplaces. While SOGI data collection
can enhance DEI initiatives and elevate the visibility of LGBTIQ+ employees, it also entails
risks such as privacy infringement and the potential for data misuse. The trade-off between
nuanced understanding and maintaining confidentiality is a significant challenge, as is nav-
igating the cultural and sociopolitical contexts that impact data collection practices. Future
research must explore employees’ willingness to share SOGI data, the motivations of HR profes-
sionals, and the impact on organizational culture. Ultimately, responsible SOGI data collection
demands a nuanced approach that prioritizes inclusion and equity while addressing privacy con-
cerns and potential harm, ensuring that the benefits of such data collection are realized without
compromising the safety and dignity of LGBTIQ+ individuals.
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