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 Preface




  





  Writing a book has been a dream of mine since I was a young child. I can recall spending days at a time writing short stories and plays, but as a child would, not thinking much about them afterwards. My mom always thought her son’s writings would be published someday. That being said, I do not think either of us thought the book’s premise would be a career resource guide for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) job seekers. In any case, now was the right time to take on this project.




  





  If you had told me in high school or college that I was going to be a well-respected and recognized advocate for LGBTQ workplace equality, I would have called you crazy. Fast forward to today. If you ask me if there was anything else I would rather be than an LGBTQ workplace equality advocate, I would call you crazy. It is one of many stories that I share with students. The lesson here is that career development is a life-long journey and there are many paths one can go down. Factors such as self-discovery, interests, education, and economic factors, along with personal and professional experiences, can change who we are and lead us down different professional roads.




  





  I want to clarify a couple of items before moving forward. First, this book is not advocating for everyone to be out and open about their sexual orientation or gender identity in the workplace. Just as coming out personally can be a challenging and difficult decision, so too is the decision to come out in the workplace. Also, like coming out personally, it is a continual process. Hopefully the information in this resource guide will lead you to consider where you are personally and professionally in regards to your queer identity and career development. I have spent most of my adult life spanning the spectrum of being closeted in the workplace to full integration of my queer identity into my work-life.




  





  Second, I want to establish the use of the term “queer” in this book. I use the term as a blanket and inclusive term for the entire community. Years ago, the term queer had a negative association to it. However, members of Generation Y have increasingly reclaimed the term with positivity, pride, and inclusion. Further, often you will see and hear the acronym LGBTQ as an inclusive term. While it is used interchangeably in this book with queer and recognized as a unifying term, the literal acronym cannot represent the entire community. Pansexuals, questioning individuals, intersexed individuals, two-spirits, and many other identities exist and should be recognized. I fully appreciate that our community is made up of many identities; each having their own challenges and needs when addressing career development.




  





  The experience of coming out professionally can be similar to coming out personally. For me, coming out to my friends and family did not take shape until after leaving college. In regards to coming out professionally, it would take years after that for me to finally feel comfortable doing so. Many would consider me a late bloomer. Instead of boring with you the all the juicy details of how I got from a state of identity confusion to one of identity synthesis, I will share a few vignettes of my experiences in the workplace.




  





  The first occurred about four years after I graduated from college. I was working at the National Democratic Institute (NDI) as an International Operations Officer. Personally, I was beginning to explore my sexual orientation in Washington, DC. However, professionally I was 100% in the closet. The work environment at NDI was very young, open, and social. However, I found myself limiting interaction with coworkers out of fear of being discovered. Common questions such as “How was your weekend?” and “Are you dating anyone?” would make me sweat. I would commonly change pronouns to chat about guys that I had interest in and names of gay bars or clubs that I frequented. I will never know who bought the cover stories and who did not. However, as time went on and stronger bonds with coworkers formed, I felt guilty about lying to them. Further, I began dating someone significant. From their perspective, it would appear that my special friend and I were spending a lot of time together, even moving in together!




  





  Over time, I began feeling as if I wanted to look for another organization to work for and decided that, when the opportunity presented itself, I would be out from day one. In the meantime, I decided to come out to one person at NDI. After I told her, I felt as if our relationship suffered. I do not think she judged me for being gay, but I sensed a feeling of how could I keep something like this from her for so long. A level of trust seemed violated. We both left the company soon after and lost touch personally and professionally. I always felt sadness over it.




  





  My next position was at Chemonics International. Like NDI, Chemonics was filled with twenty-something do-gooders who wanted to change the world. I say that in a positive way. I was one of them. Also like NDI, it was considered a very open-minded organization. I had made the decision that I was going to be out from day one. I formed the mantra, “I’m here, queer, and deal with it!” I had learned from my closeted NDI experience.




  





  The first day on the job at Chemonics my direct supervisor, Bill, proudly walked me around the office and introduced me to what seemed to be everyone in the building. Casually walking back to our cubicles he said, “I am sure that I will get plenty of phone calls about you this afternoon from interested girls that we saw today.” I was flattered for a moment. Then I started to have a dialog in my head that seemed to last much longer than the seconds it actually did. Did he just say girls? Isn’t this the open door I have been waiting for? I told myself, “March through it with a rainbow flag in hand.” But all the fears of not being accepted and of being isolated, professionally and socially, came rushing over me. The feeling swept me and my flag right back into the closet. I felt sick and walked into my cubical defeated. That afternoon I should have been reviewing all the systems and files to make my new job easier. Although it may have appeared that I was doing just that, I was weighed down with a sense that I just failed Chemonics, Bill, the community I was starting to feel a part of, and myself. How could I be such a coward?




  





  That night I discussed it with my partner at the time, Nikko, and made the decision to correct my wrong. I could barely sleep that night. The next morning I was at the office before anyone else. I sat there, poised, ready. Again it was hard to concentrate on much else. The clock struck nine, and Bill came zipping past my cubicle to get to his. Before he had his coat off and messenger bag on the floor, I appeared sitting in the guest chair across from his desk. I confronted him about the comment he made the day before about the girls calling about me. I told him that I was flattered, but that I was in a relationship...with a guy. There was a pause, brief I am sure, but it seemed to last minutes. Then Bill said, “Oh, you do not even seem gay.” I think I sighed in relief and laughed, but again, in my head thought, “What did that mean?” Later, I asked myself, “Was Bill only exposed to the gay parade stereotype to which he was contrasting me with?” Would my sexual orientation not be such an issue, since I obviously could fly under the radar and appear straight? Those questions would be answered in time. The battle of the day was won, and I could focus on learning all about my new position and the company. Oh, and one thing you can always rely on is the office gossip mill. I am sure by the end of that working day many were aware that I was playing for the boys’ team.




  





  My time at Chemonics was beneficial professionally and emotionally. Unlike my years at NDI, it was refreshing to talk about what Nikko and I did over the weekend or where we wanted to go on vacation. We spend more time at work than we do awake with our partners, family members, friends, and pets. Our coworkers become our families. The workplace is a blend of professional and personal aspects that converge five days a week. I can recall the fun Nikko I had together at the company holiday party. Introducing him as my partner, not friend or roommate, was empowering and comforting. I felt a bond with my colleagues at Chemonics that I wish I had had at NDI.




  





  Another contrast between NDI and Chemonics had to do with the issue of adding Nikko as a domestic partner on my health insurance plan. At NDI, I went to Mary in the human resources department to inquire about doing so. Behind closed doors, I basically came out to her by explaining that I wanted to add Nikko to my health insurance. She was the only other person at NDI that I ever told. She seemed nervous, but provided me the information and forms needed. I always had the feeling Mary's lips were loose and that she had mentioned my request to others. In any case, she failed to mention that NDI did not gross up the tax portion of the benefit the company paid for the domestic partner. However, the organization did absorb the cost for an opposite sex spouse. So my first paycheck after making the request was dinged harshly. Not only was I paying a higher premium, I was paying an outrageous amount in addition for being gay and adding Nikko. I marched back into Mary’s office and said thanks, but no thanks. Ever hear that phrase “equal but different”? Well, there you had it. At Chemonics, it was the polar opposite experience. In my benefits package, I elected to add my partner and paid the premium that any heterosexual couple would. No fuss, no muss!




  





  My last story involves the dilemma discussed in this book and that I have spoken about many times at conferences and workshops: whether or not to be out on a resume or interview. I was submitting my resume for a diversity consultant position at Pepco, the electric utility in Washington, DC. From doing my research, I had an understanding that the corporate culture was conservative. By then I had acquired LGBTQ workplace-specific professional experience. I founded and operated the only nonprofit that focused on educating, preparing, and empowering LGBTQ college students for the transition from academia to the workplace. In addition, I had spoken at national conferences and produced reference materials. However, when crafting my resume, I decided to consciously use acronyms and the word diversity instead of spelling out lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer.




  





  The choice yielded an interview. I was fully aware that I would be asked about my professional experiences. As I walked into the interview, I made the decision that I would speak openly about working within the queer community. I had taken show and tell materials that exemplified my successes. I left feeling good about myself. If I got the job, it would be great, I thought. If I didn’t, at least I felt that I had crossed into full integration as it related to my gay identity and career development.




  





  I got the job and later learned that the diversity department was interested in creating a corporate-wide training on the subject of LGBTQ-inclusiveness in the workplace. I conclude that if I had hidden who I was via the work that I did, I would have never got the job. Further, there was no big coming out moment for me at Pepco. It was just a part of me. I was able to talk about my personal relationships while eating lunch with others, discuss honestly what I did over the weekend, and even hang a sign for queer equality in my cubical without fear of being excluded or harassed.




  





  In closing, what I want to exemplify here is that there is no checklist or right way to be a queer employee. There is only the path that is right for you. This book provides information. Take the approach that it is a salad bar, and you can pick and choose what you want. You don’t have to agree with everything in this resource. Also, remember you can always come back for seconds—meaning that, as you progress trying to understand your own intersection of queer identity and career development, you can refer to this book as a continued resource. I hope that this book will help you achieve all the success that you desire. Be true to yourself, and you will not go wrong.




  





  





  Introduction




  LGBTQ at Work




  





  There are millions of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) job seekers struggling to find careers and even hold down a job due in part because of their sexual orientation and gender identity.




  While the workplace is progressing, inclusiveness for the LGBTQ community still needs to be advocated. A lot can be unfair with the way queer employees can be treated in the workplace. Just as women and other minorities have unjustifiably faced and continue to face discrimination in the workplace, queer individuals lack the protection of a federal law to curb against such actions. This should be considered the next chapter of civil rights.




  From an international perspective, America is sorely behind on gay rights in the workplace. According to a recent report [1] from the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (IGLA), Israel, Mozambique, Greece, Norway, and Ireland are just a few of the countries that prohibit employment discrimination based on sexual orientation. The same report highlights that Australia, Sweden, Croatia, and Germany prohibit employment discrimination based on gender identity. Until the U.S. steps up for comprehensive employment non-discrimination, LGBTQ job seekers should be equipped with the tools and knowledge needed to make a great career in this occasionally hostile environment.




  The truth is that being a job seeker and a member of the LGBTQ community can be difficult. Your sexual orientation and gender identity may matter to some people. If you choose to be a teacher—will parents want a homosexual instructing their kids? If hostility presents itself, how will this affect you professionally and personally? You may have more to think about than you know. If you become a lawyer, will you be afforded the same respect as other lawyers in the firm? The answer may be no. There are numerous cases annually of queer job seekers being discriminated against in the workplace.




  Lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgender individuals are fired every day because of who they are and not for the work they have done. This is the biggest and most dangerous form of discrimination. That is why you need to find the career that will best suit your interests and allow you to be the person you want to be. When you are equipped with the right knowledge, processes, and plans—the world can be yours. It can be hard out there, and you may need a way to defend yourself. As an LGBTQ job seeker, you can still reach the very top of your field. However, in the current climate, it may take some extra work, planning, and strategy to get there.




  If you soak up the knowledge and expertise that this book has to offer, you can better prepare yourself for situations that could occur as you journey down your career path. It is a good idea to learn how to protect and defend yourself against discrimination and how to lead yourself down the right path so that you can experience success in your career. After all, careers do help define us as individuals, which is why this book is the beginning of your new life as a career-driven LGBTQ person.




  





  Chapter 1




  Reasons for Career Preparation




  





  “Nothing happens in the ‘real’ world unless it first happens in the images in our heads.”—Gloria Anzaldua (Lesbian, Author)




  





  For LGBTQ individuals, career preparation can easily be THE most important step in your overall career development. This is because it is an opportunity to be informed about the workplace, the difficulties you may encounter, and the laws or policies that could protect you from discrimination.




  





  Heading into a new work situation armed with tools, resources, and information when you are an LGBTQ job seeker can make a positive difference. Heading into a new work situation blind when you are an LGBTQ job seeker is not a good idea. Areas to think about include your own queer identity and career development, the industry and organizations in which you are seeking work, and the state in which you reside. You do not want to end up passing on a great opportunity simply because of non-acceptance of your sexual orientation or gender identity at any level. It is better to be smart, cautious, and prepared.




  The Challenges You May Face as an LGBTQ Employee




  





  The real reason that you need to prepare for your career is because there may be a host of challenges that you may face in the workplace. As a queer person, you could come up against questions to answer and situations to defend based on your sexual orientation and gender identity. How you respond can affect you not only professionally, but also personally.




  





  Identifying as a member of the LGBTQ community, you are a considered at times part of an invisible minority. Even though an overwhelming majority of Americans disapprove of discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity, there are still few laws that protect you.




  





  TIP: If you are ever discriminated against, it is important to contact an association such as the American Civil Liberties Union or Lambda Legal. Laws that protect LGBTQ individuals will not be created if injustices are kept silent.




  





  You may have to deal with very real issues such as:
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