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Introduction


The important figures in this book are not its authors. All we did was analyze data and draw conclusions. The book’s real heroes and heroines are the gay men and lesbians who courageously and generously—sometimes in the face of great fear—shared their personal experiences with us.

Their voices fill this book. Most gay people in business will recognize themselves in these voices. The stories our interviewees tell are inspiring, touching, funny, and sometimes heartbreaking. Although the stories are most typical of people in business, they relate experiences that almost even’ lesbian and gay man has had, whether they have tried to remain closeted or to come out, to “play the game” or to “color outside the lines,” at work or in school.

In this book, readers will meet lesbians and gay men of all ages, races, ethnic and class backgrounds. The names of some of these people are pseudonyms. Although most are out to some or most of the people they work with, many preferred to disguise their names and the names of their companies.

You will also hear the stories of many individuals who courageously allowed us to use their real names and places of business. These men and women, working in a variety of industries and locations, are role models and inspirations to us all. While all have different approaches to letting people know who they are, their stories share a common thread of trust in themselves, of character, and of persistence. The stories of individuals who have recently been lost to AIDS are also included in this work.

Perhaps surprisingly, most of the stories in this book are success stories. But although stories of negative experiences are infrequent, and though most had positive outcomes eventually, we do not turn a blind eye to the difficulties some experienced. Their stories are here too.

The Resource Section is intended as a reference tool for networking and information about gay issues in the workplace; it contains comprehensive information about gay professional organizations, gay employee groups, statutes, and company policies on nondiscrimination and domestic partner benefits.

A note on terminology: when we say “gay” or “gay professionals,” we mean to include both gay men and lesbians. When we want to refer to one group or the other, but not both, we say so.



Overview


Several years ago, while we were still attending the Harvard Business School, Annette decided it was time to discuss her sexual orientation with her parents. Very quickly they moved from guilt and dismay, typical of many parents with gay sons and daughters, to questions that were right on target with our own concerns: “Will being a homosexual have a negative impact on your career? What of all the time and expense of going to the Harvard Business School? Won’t that have been wasted?”

Like other parents and the majority of gay people, Annette’s parents believed that the simple fact of being gay would carry an irrefutable stigma in the workplace. As proud parents who avidly anticipated her next career move, they feared that her sexual orientation would seriously hinder her future in business. Needless to say, Annette didn’t see it that way, nor had Sharon when she came out to her parents many years before.

We wouldn’t have wanted to change our sexual orientation, even if we thought we could. Like a growing number of gay people our age, we were also sure that any attempt to conceal important and natural parts of our lives would limit our ability to experience life fully. Our love for each other and our desire to build a home and family together is too important to us to deny on a day-to-day basis. It would have been just as impossible to ignore our professional ambitions. Failing to recognize and accept ourselves as people with strong professional aspirations would also have led to a self-destructive struggle.

It was with this conviction that we seriously contemplated: Just how does being gay affect one’s employability, earning capacity, and professional career? Does it have the negative consequences so many feared? Or was the business world, like much of mainstream society, becoming more open to diversity?

We sought answers but came up with more questions: What would happen if we wanted to be openly gay at work? Would we be limited to certain industries or job functions? Would we be as successful as if we attempted to remain closeted?

Bottom-line, we wondered: What sort of career and home life would we find most satisfying? Knowing only a few gay people who were also business professionals, we wondered: How are others handling their careers? Is anyone open and successful in a mainstream career?

We knew that some of our gay classmates were also experiencing this dilemma regarding being open about themselves at work. In fact, it was one of the most important questions they faced in their lives. We and they knew some openly gay professionals, such as doctors or lawyers. But few of us knew anyone who was openly gay in business. We and our peers also knew that people suspected of being homosexual or known to be gay often encounter homophobia, discrimination, harassment, and even violence in various aspects of their lives.

Were these experiences widespread in the white-collar business world? If so, could they be avoided or managed? To what degree did they impact the lives and careers of lesbians and gay men who sought to succeed in business?

When we sought answers in the academic literature just a few short years ago, we found there was almost no information to be had specifically or even tangentially on these subjects. At the time there were also no books on the subject, whether from gay or mainstream publishing houses. There were almost no articles in mass-market or specialized business journals. We found a few doctoral theses; most focused on a very small interview sample.

We wondered about the paucity of information. Trouble getting funding for studies or articles focusing on gay people was doubtlessly one factor. Another was probably the difficulty in finding closeted gay people to cooperate. Additionally, there seemed to be little academic or popular-press interest in this area, whether by heterosexual or gay researchers. And we found that even the most broadly constructed studies on gay life fell short on this issue. Most included only one or two questions on work. Yet this is the place where most of us spend the largest portion of our adult lives!

As a result, there was little information to further our quest for answers about how gay men and lesbians fared in the business world. In the last few years, the situation has improved exponentially. Yet even today very few books or full-length studies are available on this subject.

The books that have been published recently tend to be limited in one of two ways. Some books attempt to focus broadly on certain companies or industries, but fail to interview many gay senior managers. Other books employ the “snowball” technique, finding interviewees through personal contacts; thus their subjects were found by happenstance and tend to be quite similar to one another. One book, for example, almost exclusively covers closeted white gay men of Christian background. Another describes white lesbians in lower middle management. The few short articles that have appeared profile just a few openly gay exceptional cases.

Because we were about to undertake an independent research report for the Harvard MBA program, we realized we had a unique opportunity. Not only could we answer our own questions, but we might be the first to profile a group of gay professionals who were demographically similar to a heterosexual group, i.e., their business-school classmates.

Recognizing the potential magnitude of this project, we decided to proceed by systematically identifying as many of the gay graduates of the Harvard Business School as we possibly could. We also decided to get to know gay alumni of other prestigious business schools and to meet members of gay professional organizations across the United States. While we were not able to study the members of these groups exhaustively, their anecdotal experiences served as a kind of control for our own work.

We knew that we had an enormous goal ahead of us. Our ultimate intention was threefold. We wanted to inform gay people about the experiences of gay professionals. We also hoped to assist heterosexual managers and corporate employees in understanding the changes that we believed were coming their way. Lastly, we intended to satisfy our own intellectual curiosity and, hopefully, allay some of our own concerns about our future careers.

Early on, doubts plagued us. Could we find enough people to interview? Would their stories be encouraging, or just one more nail in the coffin of the closet?

Immediately, as we began our work, our zeal for the project increased. From the beginning we found a highly diverse and truly interesting group of gay business professionals. As one line of questions led to the next, we knew we were hearing things no one had ever written about. When we talked about our interviews, whether with acquaintances or with total strangers, the response was genuinely enthusiastic. Both gay and heterosexual friends who heard about our research demanded to know our findings, even before we had formulated them ourselves.

As we spent the next several years finding and interviewing an increasingly large group of gay professionals, we continued to eagerly await the day when we could share the results, which we believe are quite hopeful.

Are Harvard Business School Graduates Unique?

When we began, we assumed almost reflexively that Harvard MBA graduates were an ideal microcosm for such a study. The Harvard Business School is known as the West Point of capitalism, and its 750 or so yearly graduates have the reputation of being brighter, more diverse, and more highly motivated than those of other business schools (although Stanford, Wharton, and several other schools dispute this!). These people are said to have the Golden Passport—they are seen as individuals who could go anywhere and do anything in their business careers.

Most Fortune 500 and Fortune Service 500 companies, Wall Street, and top international consulting firms have scores of Harvard MBAs throughout their management teams, and Harvard MBAs are disproportionate among the top ranks of many companies. Many eventually run their own highly successful businesses. A number of comprehensive studies have been done on Harvard MBAs, but none included any findings about gay ones.

We wondered: How did gay professionals with the Golden Passport handle their home and work lives? Were there inevitable trade-offs between career success and personal happiness?

If gay HBS alumni were as successful as their heterosexual counterparts, then there was hope that if other gay men and women worked hard enough and handled their business relationships correctly, they could be successful too. If in spite of all these advantages, these gay professionals lagged in promotions or earning capacity, then gay people in general would have evidence that even the best work record or earnings report would not be enough to protect them from discrimination, whether they tried to be closeted or sought to be open about being gay.

We initially hypothesized that Harvard MBAs might see themselves as having the most to lose by being open at work, so we expected to find many who were highly closeted. But we also figured that if any group of senior-level lesbians and gay men were likely to have the track record and confidence to come out at work, it would surely be I Harvard MBAs.

When we began sharing our findings with those outside the I Harvard community, some questioned whether our discoveries would be truly comparable to the experiences of other gay professionals. One argued. “Those with Harvard MBAs are a breed apart. They are accorded special treatment and perceived as far more indispensable than other employees. If they come out at work they will have an easier time.” Another offered a contrasting view: “Harvard MBAs have a harder time coming out to themselves, because they’ve spent so many years trying to be Mr. or Ms. Perfect. Even after they come out to themselves, they won’t want to make waves by being open at work. They’ll leave that hard work to others.”

We agree that it is conceivable that having a Harvard MBA might protect certain select gay employees in certain companies. However, many we interviewed disputed the notion that a Harvard MBA automatically confers prestige and success. A number found their credential was sometimes more a burden than an asset. Reported one interviewee, “Employers often believe Harvard MBAs are superwomen and -men. It is expected and demanded that we carry an incredible workload and produce miracles that no one could accomplish.” Some said their Harvard MBA also made them the target of workplace tests designed to prove that their privileged background was less important than experience in the real world of business. Adding to these extra hurdles, many asserted that it is actually easier to be gay in middle, rather than upper management, citing examples from their own lives and their observations of people they have worked with.

The strongest argument that the experiences of our Harvard sample are largely similar to those of other gay professionals is that both the positive and negative sides of our findings are supported by first-person accounts in on-line discussion forums as well as in recent magazine articles.

We also found commonalities with other groups of gay people in business to whom we presented our preliminary findings. These attendees of gay workplace conferences include graduates of other top business schools and members of gay professional organizations in major cities throughout the United States. Since these groups were largely male, we also presented our findings to lesbians at a women’s music festival in the South and on a lesbian cruise ship. We found that these gay men and lesbians largely shared the experiences we recounted.

Additionally, in reaching the conclusions offered here, we’ve drawn not only on our own surveys and interviews but also on our reading of the recent flurry of books, articles, reports, and theses on lesbians and gay men in the workplace. We have also drawn on the personal observations of leaders in national gay advocacy organizations like the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund, the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation, the National Center for Lesbian Rights, the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, the Human Rights Campaign Fund, and Hollywood Supports. Invaluable as all these sources have been, the conclusions presented in this book are our own.

FINDING A HIDDEN POPULATION

As members of the Gay and Lesbian Student Association of Harvard Business School (HBS GLSA), we had personal access to alumni in their twenties and thirties. This is a diverse group of people in a variety of career fields that includes members of all the major demographic groups found at HBS today: men and women, Protestants, Catholics, Jews, whites. Blacks, Hispanics, Asian Americans, and non-U.S. citixens. Studying this group of people is exceptional in and of itself because of our ability to compare these gay people with a known sample of their (and our) heterosexual peers. But we always believed that it would also be meaningful to include older gay graduates, those who have been in the business world most of their adult lives.

HBS GLSA was in touch with scores of gay alumni who had graduated since the group was founded in 1979. It also had strong ties to the New York-based HBS Gay and Lesbian Alumni Association (HBS GALA). Some of the members of HBS GALA, which formed in the 1980s, provided us an entrée to a range of gay business-school alumni who had entered the workforce since the 1940s. With the assistance of these individuals, we had credible referrals to gay professionals in their forties, fifties, sixties, and seventies—individuals in a position to evaluate the long-term impact of their homosexuality on their careers.

We decided to conduct a two-part study. The first part would be a questionnaire disseminated by GALA; the second part would be interview based. We intended to use our own contacts, GLSA ties, and our acquaintances in GALA to refer us to potential interview subjects. Almost as an afterthought, we asked survey participants whether some of them would be willing to be interviewed.

The Survey

In the afternoons after class, we developed a highly detailed multipart questionnaire. With our faculty advisor’s approval, we focused on even aspect of an individual’s personal and professional life that we thought might prove relevant. These included (1) demographics, (2) family of origin, (3) educational history,) (4) work history, (5) mentor-protégé relationships, (6) success, (7) interpersonal relations at work, (8) experience of and response to discrimination, (9) degree of disclosure of sexual orientation, (10) couple relationships, and (11) AIDS.

We knew we’d be asking a lot from our respondents. We’ve been told that the ninety-six multiple-choice responses took two to three hours to complete. At this time our goal was to shed light on the main questions we had about gay people in business:
  	Were they out (and how far) in the workplace?
 	What was the degree of success relative to heterosexual peers when they were out?
 	To what degree did their sexual orientation affect their choice of location, industry, and job function?
 	What obstacles and discrimination had they faced in their careers?
 	Was being gay ever an advantage in business?
 	How did their heterosexual colleagues respond to the knowledge of their sexual orientation?
 	What were their sources of support? Were they part of a network of gay professionals?
 	How did the issues differ for men, women, WASPs, and ethnic minorities?
 	What effect did their personal life have on their business life and vice versa?
 	What was the impact of AIDS on their lives and careers?
 



The questions were formatted to reveal how other choices affected these gay professionals. We wanted to ascertain how decisions regarding industry, geographic location, partner selection, and degree of being out positively or negatively affected their careers—in a monetary as well as emotional way. In our follow-up interviews we hoped to discover how gay people identified one another in management jobs and how they identified potential allies among heterosexual coworkers.

The president of the HBS GALA maintained the database of names, addresses, and phone numbers of Harvard Business School gay alumni. Some had heard about the group from friends. Other people were added to the master list as they came out to classmates who were already members, for a total of well over a hundred names. In other cases, the president added their names to the master list after chance encounters at gay bars, summer resorts, or community events such as Gay Pride.

To orchestrate our survey and to protect the confidentiality of GALA members and friends, we provided the organization’s president with sealed envelopes containing our survey, and he mailed them out to over one hundred people.

On each survey was a place for an individual to give us his or her name and phone number for a follow-up interview. We received sixty-seven completed survey responses to our questionnaire, more than half the number we mailed out. In addition, we were surprised to rind, over half of those who returned the survey were willing to be interviewed.

As the responses began to roll in, we were thrilled to see that our respondents included gay businesspeople from all walks of life throughout the United States and from abroad. Not only did we achieve a fairly representational set of survey respondents as compared to the demographic profile of the HBS GALA master list; we had one of the highest response rates in any research done at Harvard. And we had just begun.

Tabulating answers to the questionnaires, we began to see that there is a range of closeted and open behavior. Almost no one was completely open at work, yet few were completely closeted. Most were somewhere in the middle.

Nonetheless, it was illustrative to compare those who were primarily open and those who were primarily closeted. Perhaps most important, those who were more open felt more personal fulfillment in their careers and more loyalty to their company than those who were more closeted. And it seemed that women and people of color were less likely to he open at work.

We also unearthed common factors among those who viewed themselves as primarily closeted and those who viewed themselves as somewhat open at work. To our surprise, these commonalities, which included encounters with homophobia, the presence of a number of other gay people at their company, and much more, seemed to cut across all age, gender, and racial lines.

As we began to develop theories about our initial findings, we decided to test them in a series of follow-up interviews. We interviewed a number of our own contacts as well as survey respondents, thus broadening our initial pool. While we were still at the Harvard Business School, we interviewed over twenty HBS gay alumni. An additional fifteen or so gave us their names, but due to time and travel constraints we were not able to include them all in our first round of interviews. In the process of interviewing we collected another fifteen names. In addition, Sharon went to the annual HBS GALA party in the spring of 1990 and found another fifteen gay professionals who were willing to be interviewed.

The Interviews

Late in our Harvard careers, with student ID cards in hand, we became frequent fliers from Boston to New York to conduct interviews. After graduation we moved to the gay male summertime community of Fire Island Pines to continue our research and interviews there. After the summer we drove from the East Coast to San Diego to begin our careers, interviewing along the way. A task that began as an independent research project and a personal information search had become an endeavor with a life of its own.

We continued to interview gay HBS alumni whenever and wherever possible from 1991 through 1994. Over a hundred thousand miles later, we have interviewed over one hundred people in Seattle. Maine, Miami. San Diego, and numerous points in between. (Although we also contacted gay professionals working outside of the United States, we ultimately decided to save their experiences for future publication.)

The vast majority of the interviews you’ll read were taped and transcribed. These are the voices we heard and the authentic stories of the people we spoke to. Complete interviews sometimes lasted hours, and our findings could easily have filled more than one book. While we focused primarily on workplace issues and experiences, this was not the only subject that our interviewees ended up talking about. They spoke generally—about their personal lives, community involvements, political opinions, and dreams for the future.

Many said that their friends had previously raised the questions we asked. They were happy to answer us but were also anxious to hear what we had found out from others. Yet other interviewees had never been asked about these issues, and some had never before felt comfortable discussing these potentially threatening subjects. A few had been profiled in short newspaper or magazine articles as openly gay business professionals, but none had previously discussed their experiences in depth.

Now, in their living rooms, in noisy bistros, favorite bars, upscale restaurants, and airport lounges, these gay professionals had the opportunity to tell their life stories and reflect on their business careers. For some the interview was a laboratory to examine the way they handled the issues in their lives. One interviewee’s comments mirrored many; she said, “Even though I don’t want my name used in this book, a lot of people at work know I’m gay. And I want to contribute something to the advancement of gay people in the business world beyond my own workplace. ”

When we began, we knew some of those we wanted to interview were successfully out at work and would have little hesitation about cooperating. Others, we realized, had been in the closet at work for their entire lives. This was often the case with older gay professionals. They had entered the business world when it was still highly homophobic or were employed in companies or industries with a reputation for discriminating against gay people. While it made our job more challenging, we needed the opinions of those who would be reluctant to participate. We enlisted them with the agreement that their names would not be used. It is impossible to express the depth of our gratitude to everyone who participated in our survey and interviews, as even anonymous participation in our study meant some risk of exposure and required great courage.

Although we always collected referrals, we were initially reluctant to call people who had not volunteered. We feared that they would be more highly closeted than those who had volunteered to he interviewed, and averse to talking with us. This assumption proved to be unfounded. Some who initially volunteered to he interviewed were highly closeted at work. And some whom we found later were far more out at work than those who had originally volunteered.

Today our own master list contains over 275 gay graduates of the Harvard Business School. It includes gay men and women who are white. Black, Hispanic. Asian American, Jews, Protestants, and Catholics, roughly in proportion to their admission to HBS for every decade since the 1940s. As this was a major objective of ours, we are particularly happy to have met it. Our ability to locate gay people who fit the general demographics of the business school and who work in a wide spectrum of industries and locations gave us a breadth and a point of reference not available in other studies of gay people, particularly in regard to their workplace experiences.

The HBS GALA master list, under new copresidents, has also continued to grow to over two hundred names. Although promises of confidentiality keep us from exchanging lists, we have reason to believe that each list has many unique names. For example, many of those we interviewed, whether highly closeted or very open, told us that they didn’t even know how to get in touch with HBS GALA or weren t interested in belonging to a group that met only once a year in New York.

As one might expect, it was not possible to be certain that we could find all the most hidden gay or bisexual graduates of the Harvard Business School. However, we were able to establish contact with gay professionals from every class since the late 1960s, as well as a number from the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s.

Because of the long-lasting ties between Harvard Business School graduates, virtually everyone we spoke with knew at least a few other gay classmates, whether or not any of them had come out to themselves at HBS. Many older alumni we interviewed especially delighted in telling us stories about running into classmates years out of business school in one gay context or another.

Over and over we were told that virtually no one is so tightly closeted that they have no gay friends or never go to a gay bar sometime in their lives. Thus we believe that at some point most gay graduates of HBS become known to others who are also gay, including those who are the most discrete and powerful. While the total number of gay graduates known to us and HBS GALA may seem small, we have independent confirmation that the true number may not be much higher. An anonymous survey of the HBS student population conducted by the Harbus in the early 1990s showed that well under 2 percent identified as gay or bisexual. While other portions of the survey were released, this finding was held back because the editors felt the numbers were too low. While we found that another 25 percent come out to themselves after business school, this does not dramatically raise the numbers per class.

Even though we did not have the time or resources to continue to interview everyone we were referred to, we are confident we achieved a fairly representative sampling of our target group, at least for those who attended HBS in the last twenty-five years. In addition, almost everyone we personally approached participated in our research process in some way, either by survey, interview, or mini-interview (background information only, in writing or in a shortened format ).

Our Sample Population

By the conclusion of our study we had conducted well over one hundred interviews. In addition to interviewing gay alumni of the Harvard Business School, we spoke with some of their significant others, children, bosses, and work colleagues.

One reason we were so interested in studying Harvard MBAs is that they have experience in so many different fields of business, both before and after business school. And their partners have even more diverse careers, providing yet another comparative group for us.

Participants in our study are multigenerational, multiracial, and multicultural, from every geographic area of the United States, in a wide variety of industries. The only thing they have in common is that they are gay or bisexual graduates of the Harvard Business School MBA program or partners of gay alumni.

Their views on how to manage their personal and professional lives contrasted sharply. Some have felt it imperative to mask their homosexuality throughout their business careers and continue to he closeted to this day. Others feel safe in living and working openly its gay people. A fairly significant group of interviewees are so driven to be role models that they granted us permission to use their names and identify the (positions they held. But they were not the only ones who are brave.

To make the project as informative as possible, we purposely elected to oversample lesbians, Jews, Blacks, Hispanics, and Asian Americans. HBS did not admit women until the 1960s and has admitted ethnic minorities in more than token numbers only since the 1970s.

Even today the number of women in any class is less than 30 percent, and the number of U.S. nonwhite students is less than 20 percent. Oversampling has allowed us to distinguish between shared and unique aspects of these gay businesspeople.

We didn’t pause one day and say, “The interviews are getting redundant Every new person we interviewed had unique and interesting personal circumstances. In addition, we knew that many of those we did not interview were quite out at work and that their stories would be fascinating. Nonetheless, we reached a turning point in early 1994 when we realized that we didn’t need to interview everyone we could find. It was far more important to get our findings out to the public.

OUR FINDINGS

Cause for Hope

In the course of our lengthy research, we found much good news; there is strong cause for optimism about the eventual acceptance and integration of gay people in the American workforce. Contrary to many people’s expectations, the vast majority of the gay professionals in our study who have revealed their sexual orientation to some or all of the people in their workplace said they had never experienced discrimination on the job. Because many gay professionals still remain in the closet from fear of discrimination, these findings may change the way many people think about the risks associated with coming out. Perhaps not surprising, those who had the easiest time being our were in cities or at companies with codes barring discrimination based on sexual orientation. In addition, we found something we believe to be highly significant: Those who chose to come out had a much easier time than those who were suspected of being gay, were outed, or were found out.

We also found that many shared the common misconception that one is either in or out of the closet. But in our interviews we always found shades of gray. Most who consider themselves closeted come out selectively to someone at work at some point in their career.

We hope the discovery that so many gay professionals are at least partially out at work without negative repercussions provides inspiration and encouragement to those considering taking the next coming-out step.

Our study may also help to dispel another myth. Many gay people who are more out than closeted and many of those who are attempting to gain equal benefits for gay people in their places of employment hold a common misperception: “You can’t work with closet cases,” or “It’s best to go around closeted people in power.” They see closeted people as threats or nonentities rather than potential sources of support. We believe this is an unfortunate misconception. For one thing, their perception of someone else’s closet may be inaccurate. They falsely assume, “If I don’t know that someone is gay, they are not open.” We found many people who were in very high positions who were out to colleagues at their level but not to the lower ranks. They had made significant contributions to the betterment of conditions for gay people in their companies and communities.

Thus, many higher-level people who do not attend the meetings of their company’s gay and lesbian employee organization or are not out widely among their management tier have been instrumental behind the scenes. Some promoted the welfare of other gay people within their company; others helped secure tangible benefits such as a corporate nondiscrimination policy, domestic partner benefits, or funding for a gay employee organization.

In general, the gay businesspeople we spoke with seem to be successful at work, happy at home, and less closeted at work than most might expect. Whether closeted or open, they generally believe they have achieved the same promotions and income levels as heterosexuals in their industries. We were also interested to find that while almost half the gay professionals felt they were as prosperous as their heterosexual HBS classmates, over 10 percent felt they had flourished even more.

Just like their heterosexual peers, many are part of stable long-term committed relationships. Their partners are often the motivation and support for their coming-out process. Most of the gay businesspeople we interviewed do not have children, but a number intend to. This trend will also have far-reaching implications for the workplace.

In addition, we found that parents and other family members have a great impact on the lives of gay professionals. Parental approval and support gives many the inner fortitude to tackle the challenges they encounter and the drive to seek their goals. For many, building close relationships with their families has taken much time and energy, but those who have done so have reaped enormous benefits.

As more and more gay individuals fully accept themselves and obtain support from those who love them, they will continue to challenge obstacles to their career aspirations.

The Specter of Fear

There’s a darker side to this picture. As positive as all these signs are, they should not be misinterpreted. Almost one out of three gay professionals we surveyed had experienced on-the-job discrimination because they were known as or suspected of being gay. This ranged from the most sinister incidents of homophobia to the merely farcical. But even the mildest discrimination left the gay professional with deep feelings of humiliation and resentment. It would be a major error for anyone, heterosexual or gay, to overlook these incidents or to minimixe their significance.

We heard reports of gay professionals who were demoted, sidetracked, transferred to a remote branch, passed over for promotion, given poor performance ratings, denied annual raises, or even terminated from employment. These individuals also faced homophobia and harassment from unsympathetic heterosexual colleagues in the form of threats, insults, jokes, harassing phone calls, ostracism, sexual harassment, and various other acts of disrespect.

It is important to note two things, however. One, the gay professionals in our study reported far fewer and far less serious incidents of workplace homophobia over time. Many have pointed to a changing business environment, in which corporate nondiscrimination policies and diversity-training seminars are being implemented and taken more seriously than they have before.

Two, most of these horror stories involved people who were trying to stay closeted. Obviously, those who attempted to conceal their sexual orientation were the most susceptible to blackmail threats, but we found that the entire litany of atrocities was far more likely to befall those who were largely closeted. The more open gay people were about their sexual orientation, the less discrimination they encountered.

This indicates that in some situations it may be safer to be out of the closet than in it. Those who came out selectively usually found that work colleagues treated them respectfully. Those who were completely open found that bosses, peers, and subordinates completely stopped their most overt homophobic jokes and comments, and none felt they have suffered any identifiable discrimination.

While openly gay professionals agreed that they do not always know what goes on behind the scenes, and some were told by friends of malicious comments, few felt their career performance was significantly impaired. All were glad that they had come out. For many, being out resulted in increased closeness to and support from key coworkers, bosses, or mentors; for most there were meaningful improvements in the way they felt about themselves, their relationships, their careers, their companies, and their colleagues.

Whichever choice gay professionals make, whether silence or openness, may have trade-offs. Almost all who have come out agreed that on balance, openness is preferable with regard to their own personal happiness. In our open-ended questions about advice to gay people starting out in business, many spontaneously recommended that being out at work should be a goal. “Young people entering the workforce shortly must give some thought about how they are going to achieve that, ” advised one interviewee.

Over and over we were told that by overcoming fear and by maintaining a positive outlook and an acceptance of oneself, one person’s efforts to curtail discrimination can exponentially enhance the work environments for many other gay people. Those we interviewed felt they could overcome any negative repercussions by transferring departments, changing jobs, or becoming self employed.

They recognized that they had a unique set of abilities and credentials to implement this strategy. But they also pointed out that there is such a thing as becoming too specialized to change and that this risk increases as one moves up the income scale. While it’s good advice for all businesspeople, they recommended that gay people especially keep their options open by acquiring skills and making contacts that will allow them to survive being fired or to leave any situation they find unbearable.

Finding a Gay-Friendly Workplace

Where people live and work plays a very influential role in their lives. Although gay people hold jobs in every city and state in the country, those who choose to come out generally gravitate to larger, more cosmopolitan cities. They are most attracted to cities where there is already a strong and visible gay community, with laws protecting gay people from discrimination, and our interviewees are no different. Also, not surprising, the most frequent and recent encounters with homophobia and discrimination were described by those from less cosmopolitan cities, primarily in the Midwest, Texas, or the South.

Most gay people believe that there are companies and fields of business that are more tolerant of gay people or even gay friendly. Yet they don’t always know which ones these are or how to find them. These companies and industries are not just rumors; they exist. But our interviews also debunked some popular myths about them.

For example, certain companies had a gay-positive reputation, but we found that this didn’t always hold across every location or department. XYZ Company may have a positive reputation in New Orleans, but its Houston branch may be playing a different tune. Other industries were described as homophobic, yet certain companies in these industries had a large number of gay people in top executive positions who described a comfortable work environment.

We also found that while the existence of a company policy of nondiscrimination on the basis of sexual orientation was a good sign, it was not a panacea. But if a company had a policy of giving significant domestic partner benefits like health insurance, it was more likely to stand behind its policy of nondiscrimination.

Perhaps most important, our interviewees suggested that those who want to work for gay-friendly companies should try to find out how much a company or department truly values diversity. “See how they treat women, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Jews: Do they have any? Are such people getting promoted?” many said. Our interviewees told us that companies that value diversity are more likely to accept gay people, whether they choose to he “discreet” or to come out. We found ample evidence to support this belief.

And what of the so-called double whammy? Did those from minority ethnic and racial backgrounds face a double dose of discrimination? Was it true that lesbians encountered a double threat? Our findings are mixed. A number of lesbians reported that being gay provided a common ground with gay men that led to career opportunities. A number of nonwhite gay professionals found a similar common ground with white gay people. White lesbians and gay professionals of color also cited certain advantages they felt they had over white gay men. However, a number in both groups said that they faced so much discrimination based on their gender or race that they were almost completely unwilling to seek out support from other gay people.

Those who were Jewish often handled being Jewish and being gay in a very similar way. Some tried to pass as both heterosexual and Christian. Others were up-front about the ways they are different from the majority of those they work with.

The experiences of gay Jews with a strong ethnic or religious identity was a good counterpoint for our study. Many were all too painfully aware of the price they paid as Jews for having a so-called concealable difference. If they concealed their Jewish identity, they were not fully able to integrate all the parts of their lives. Many said their experience of being Jewish was very similar in this respect to being gay.

Equal Pay for Equal Work?

Although the salaries of a gay person and a heterosexual might be the same, the gay person typically receives significantly less compensation overall. Our study verified how a heterocentric workplace offers benefits and privileges to married employees that are not available to gay employees with significant others: health insurance for spouses and children, life insurance and pension plans that support spouses, family use of company health clubs and recreational facilities, and other family perks are taken for granted by most married managers, but not available to most gay professionals.

When we began this research in 1990, the gay people we interviewed took this for granted as the way the world is, and very few companies offered these benefits: by 1994, most interviewees felt angry if their company did not. Some had been active in achieving or seeking such benefits. A list of companies as well as academic and public employers that offer these perks is included in the Resource Section. We believe this trend is likely to continue.

MANAGING A GAY IDENTITY AT WORK

How to manage one’s gay identity day to day is one of the ongoing career issues for almost everyone we interviewed. Whether one attempts to remain 100 percent closeted, 100 percent open, or somewhere in between, ordinary social interaction in the workplace requires a series of on-the-spot evaluations and decisions:
  	Does this person know I’m gay?
 	Do they suspect?
 	Are they comfortable with it if they know?
 	Would they be comfortable if I told them?
 	Is it possible they are gay themselves?
 	Would they he threatened or happy if they knew I am gay?
 	What would happen if I dropped hints?
 	Should I lie or cover up some part of my life in front of this person?
 	Should I talk openly about being gay in this context, right now?
 



Since most of us work in environments where more than one person is involved in any social interaction, the decision tree can grow quite large. If X knows but not Y, or if X is comfortable but Y isn’t… The daily chitchat in a business environment poses choices for a gay person at every turn each day of their work life.

Most people, we found, develop some rules of thumb for situations they encounter at work. However, whether one is deeply in the closet or generally open, cases frequently come up that cause people to depart from their standard operating procedure. A closeted lesbian may reach out to someone she thinks is also gay. A gay man who is casually open with coworkers about being gay may avoid the subject when customers are present.

Life In the Closet

Just as it is highly unusual to be 100 percent out at work, it is virtually impossible to be 100 percent closeted. In the course of speaking to gay businesspeople on all points of the spectrum, we were able to identify some ways of handling a closeted career that seem to work better than others.

Some posed as heterosexuals at some time during their career. This strategy has obvious pitfalls and was ultimately abandoned by almost everyone we talked to; instead of maintaining a heterosexual facade, they simply stopped lying.

Others chose to avoid discussing their personal life at work, with mixed results. In many office environments this strategy was tantamount to coming out, yet some claimed it did not result in as much social awkwardness as explicit discussion. Some felt satisfied with ambiguity, while others hoped to achieve more openness in the future. Most in this group explained that while they had hoped to appear asexual or otherwise avoid the label “gay,” their careers had suffered because they were seen as not fitting in.

People who sought to remain largely closeted found that there were certain office environments and personality types for whom this approach was more likely to be successful. We also identified ways that generally closeted people can begin being more open at work if they choose to.

Coming Out Successfully

One important conclusion of our study was that those who had a strategy for coming out fared much better than those who didn’t. Many believe that these gay professionals succeeded due to some special circumstance. They were said to be lucky enough to possess unusual personal charm, to have selected gay-friendly business environments, or simply to have accidentally stumbled on a congenial, tolerant company.

Our surveys and interviews dispelled this myth. In almost every case, it was not merely luck. It wasn’t always that the company was already gay friendly, either. Instead, each gay person usually paved his or her own way to success. Usually they themselves were responsible for the positive reception they received when they came out. In each case their strategy was congruent with their personality and their social values or political beliefs. While not a how-to book, this study analyzes the more commonly used methods for successfully coming out and being out at work. We also discuss common pitfalls and ways to avoid them.

Role Models, Being Mentored, and Mentoring

Today’s theories of business success tout the significance of mentoring relationships and role models in achieving business success. These instrumental individuals provide inspiration that enable the visions we dare to dream to really come true. They give us examples of paths to success as well as wrong turns to avoid. Sometimes role models become mentors and have a personal influence on an individual’s life: They grant favors, secure job interviews, and give advice. Without the presence of either a role model or mentor, the road to success can be threatening and exhausting. Had those gay businesspeople we interviewed been assisted by role models or mentors? Had they served as mentors to others, whether heterosexual or gay?

Annette says, “Growing up in a small farming town in Nebraska, I didn’t have any gay role models. My goals were set on a career in business, but I didn’t know any gay people, let alone anyone who was gay and in business. So I didn’t comprehend what awaited me.

“I saw myself as a lone warrior riding into battle while trying to conceal my true colors. Fifteen years later, little has changed: Even though gay men and lesbians are receiving increased emphasis in the press today, minute amounts are written or known about high-level, successful gay men and lesbians in the business world.”

Sharon explains, “Growing up gay in an affluent suburb of New York City, I was aware of gay people in the business world. Yet the price of living a closeted life seemed too high to me. I had openly gay role models in other careers, but none in business. Although today more gay people are open at work, they are often unwilling to have their stories told in the media. Thus the myth persists: People who are openly gay at work are a rare commodity.”

There are few role models for gay people in business. Those who did have role models told us that just knowing there were other people out there like themselves was inspirational.

Sexual orientation seems to play less of a role in the mentoring process than we had imagined. Although a few gay businesspeople felt being gay kept them from being mentored, most did not share this sentiment.

The experience of being mentored was far from universal. While many have gone through their careers without developing such a relationship, this is also true of heterosexuals in business. It is not clear from our study whether gay people are less likely to establish mentoring relationships, although most articulated a sense that it would be especially helpful to have them.

Networking with Other Gay People

In contrast to our finding that sexual orientation made little difference in the mentoring relationship, almost everyone we interviewed sought to establish social relationships with other gay people in their company or field. The process of figuring out who was gay and of dropping prudent hints so as to establish the common bond was a subject that gay professionals returned to again and again.

A few insisted that they made it a rule to shy away from such relationships, particularly with subordinates. Most told us that they were always happy to make new gay friends where they worked; these relationships were a source of personal enjoyment and career support. One of the important findings shared later in the book is the unwritten social codes that seem to guide the formation and development of these relationships.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

The findings in this book are based on the experiences of gay and lesbian graduates of the Harvard Business School. But the focus isn’t just for gay men and lesbians pursuing business careers or careers with Fortune 500 companies, investment banks, or consulting firms. It is for gay people working in any kind of job at any level in any business or service profession; it’s also for businesspeople in the armed services, advertising, communications, computers, consulting, data management, education, engineering, financial services, government, health care, high tech, law, law enforcement, management, manufacturing, marketing, medicine, media, operations, publishing, retail sales, small businesses, and social services. Because I Harvard Business School graduates are a diverse group of people who have held jobs in all of these fields before and after they received their MBAs, their experiences in these fields will be discussed and contrasted with their experiences in traditional corporate business fields.

As many pointed out, it remains an open question whether the experiences of Harvard MBAs are universally comparable to those of other lesbians and gay men in business. We do feel, however, that our findings can be of enormous benefit to gay people and heterosexuals alike.

A Resource for Gay Men and Lesbians

For lesbians and gay men, this book is an issue-by-issue guide to the challenges and rewards they are likely to encounter in business and it describes the critical trends that will affect them and their heterosexual peers in the future. Yet analysis and statistics go only so far. This book is about real people dealing with real issues. Because gay people have only recently begun to feel safe enough to make themselves visible in business, those who dream of business careers or seek job advancement have had few positive, successful role models to emulate. In the absence of proof to the contrary, the homophobia and discrimination they experience growing up gives young gay people every reason to believe that the road to business success will be difficult if not impossible, especially for those who are openly gay. It is our desire that the stories of the lesbians and gay men shared herein give other gay people the confidence that they too can overcome whatever obstacles being gay may place in their path. It is our hope that this book will provide a realistic balance between documenting dangers and celebrating successes, so that gay people in business can better cope with their reality-based fears as well as their habitual internal anxieties.

Insights for Heterosexuals

The findings in this book are important not only to gay people in business but also to their heterosexual associates, managers, and employees. For nongay people our findings offer unique insights into what has been until recently a largely invisible minority working alongside them. Our interviewees help pinpoint ways heterosexuals at every level in business can more successfully be supportive of gay colleagues in their midst.

Surveys of the American population show that many heterosexuals know there are gay people working among, with, and for them. But heterosexuals often feel uncertain about the etiquette of approaching gay colleagues or feel awkward because they fear they lack knowledge of gay issues. They would like to show their support for gay colleagues but don’t know how.

Other heterosexuals are discovering that the presence of gay people working openly among them can bring their latent homophobia to the fore. Many may not have realized how much homophobia they had unconsciously absorbed from the culture around them until it is stirred by the revelation of a gay coworker’s sexual orientation. Those who want to overcome this homophobia will discover they need to confront the negative beliefs and stereotypes they’ve learned over the years.

Both groups will find what they are looking for here. Heterosexuals will learn much about the important personal and workplace issues gay people wrestle with every day. They will also gain the kind of clear, realistic picture of gay people in business that is needed to dispel the homophobic myths and stereotypes that saturate our culture. This book may help all but the most homophobic to work productively with the gay colleagues in their midst.

Within these pages are suggestions to heterosexuals for achieving smooth working relationships with gay colleagues. There is advice on everything from etiquette to supporting gay colleagues by objecting to homophobic jokes and remarks to how to combat one’s own heterocentrism by eliminating language that assumes all love is heterosexual.

Lessons for Managers

All managers, whether heterosexual or gay, are concerned with getting the best from their workers. Numerous studies have proven that happy workers are productive workers. Therefore, managers who are cognizant of their gay employees issues can empower an important percentage of their corporate resources, adding to the company’s overall competitive strength.

As our nation’s workforce becomes increasingly diverse, a welcoming attitude toward this change will shift from a corporate virtue to a necessity. To ensure harmony and minimixe disruptive outbursts of bigotry, more and more organizations are adopting nondiscrimination policies and diversity-training programs that include sexual orientation. As gay employees come increasingly under this protective umbrella, conscientious managers will want to he familiar with how workplace discrimination can be avoided. Companies are also increasingly adopting domestic partner benefits in order to compensate all their employees fairly.

Managers looking for insights regarding these changes will discover them in the chapters that follow, told in the voices of some of their own employees. They will also find suggestions and special insights on handling the most common forms of homophobia and reversing the heterocentric policies that harm the morale of gay employees.

LOOKING AHEAD

Our findings are certain to raise as many questions as they answer. Because they fly in the face of so many preconceptions, of gay people and heterosexuals alike, they are bound to prove controversial. Any questions our findings generate or any controversy they fan will spark a healthy debate that can only increase public awareness of the issues facing gay people in the workplace. We hope that increased visibility will result in an increasing dialogue between gay people and their heterosexual colleagues and lead to true equality for all.

A Note on Names

Over a third of those we interviewed gave us permission to use their real names; others have asked to be disguised with pseudonyms. In 1990, when we began, few chose to use their full name and place of business, no matter how out they were at work. Over the last few years, many we have interviewed have specifically requested that we use their name or other identifying information. Some in the original 1990 survey have also rescinded their request for anonymity and permitted us to use their names.

All of the people we have profiled are real people. None are composites. Some participants have asked that their company, title, location, or other identifying details be omitted. In a number of cases we have broken a single individual’s story into several pseudonyms so as to further disguise their identity. Wherever company names, titles, or first and last names are given together, they are real.



Gay Life at Harvard
Business School


THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

In order to put our study in historical context when we began this project in 1989, we did a comprehensive search on the Baker Library computer system at Harvard Business School. We also visited various gay and lesbian archives in an attempt to learn about the history of gay men and women in the business world. In a search going back to the 1960s, the mainstream newspapers, newsmagazines, and business magazines offered very little. We found a few short news stories on lawsuits or legislation and a few impressionistic feature articles on gay business owners, with some speculation about the demographics and taste of the gay market.

Somewhat surprising, gay organizations, gay authors, and the gay press gave more attention to gay business professionals and gay workplace issues in the years immediately after Stonewall (June 1969) than they did during the late 1970s and the 1980s. In books now out of print, we noticed interviews with gay businessmen and read political analyses of issues affecting gay people on the job.

In the late 80s we found a few doctoral theses and studies for professional journals on gay people at work. Primarily these were small-scale studies (ten to fifteen interviewees) of gay professionals or technical articles by human resources specialists.

In the last few years there has been an explosion of interest in gay-workplace issues in both the mainstream and gay press as gay organizations have targeted the workplace as a locus for important social changes. Concomitantly, a few authors have penned popular works relating to the workplace, and a few historians have taken an interest in subjects that touch indirectly on the lives of gay businesspeople. Yet little has been added to the knowledge base about the changes in gay workplace issues over time.

THE HBS EXPERIENCE


As we began our interviews with gay HBS alumni of all ages, we realized we had an untapped resource. In addition to revealing important information about the lives of gay professionals today, these individuals, we hoped, could also help us reconstruct a history of their experience in the business world. As we interviewed more alumni, we realized that that ambition was too broad. Because those we interviewed worked in many cities and many different companies, it was impossible for us to distinguish individual impressions from broad social trends.

We concluded, however, that we would be able to assemble a reliable picture of our interviewees’ experiences at Harvard Business School, at least from the 1970s. Additionally, written documention existed in back issues of the Harbus, the school newspaper, as well as other HBS publications. After looking at back issues of admissions materials, the student clubs book, the student Prospectus (commonly known as the Face Book), and Net Present Value (a student guide to the local area), we realized we could accurately describe several decades of the experience of gay men and lesbians at the Harvard Business School.

This project was useful for three reasons. First, knowing the context for their professional training helped us gain insight into the minds of those we interviewed. The business-school experience was particularly important to many of them, because their first or most important understanding of what it means to be gay among business peers was learned there. Until the last decade, many went directly from college to business school, so they had no business background besides their HBS experience. Recently, business school is where gay professionals first grapple with what it means to be approaching thirty and unmarried; thus, the issue of managing their gay identity became more salient at HBS. Interviewees of all ages came out to themselves at B-school or first made friends with other gay professionals there. Thus, for many, their experiences at HBS set the tone for their expectations of what being gay would mean in their business careers. Their experience there shaped their opinion on the value of finding gay peers and caused them to evaluate the issue of managing their gay identity at work. It also raised the question of what they could reasonably expect in terms of nondiscriminatory treatment from employers and peers.

A second reason for tracing the history of gay life at HBS is that in many ways HBS is a mirror of the business world. Looking at the cause and effect of changes at HBS provides a window into understanding how change has happened and will happen in large business organizations. The experiences of gay HBS students provides an interesting parallel to the situation of gay professionals in other tradition-bound business organizations. In some ways, we anticipated, gay life at HBS might be more repressed than gay life in some sectors of the American workplace, and gay people at HBS might be among the most conservative of gay people in business. Yet in other ways, we thought, gay life at HBS might be more progressive than gay life in much of American business, and some gay people at HBS might turn out to be part of the leading edge of equal-rights activism for gay people in business. As part of a highly trained, privileged elite, gay HBS students and alumni might produce institutional and social changes that other gay people did not have the ability or the self-confidence to implement.

Finally, we were also interested in studying the Harvard Business School experience in its own right, because HBS is the world’s leading institution for business education. At HBS there is a frequent exchange of ideas with the business world. Faculty, students, and alumni are in constant contact with the cutting edge in the world of business. Business leaders often visit the school, recruiting, making presentations, giving lectures, or sitting in on classes that focus on their companies. HBS faculty frequently consult to large companies and a large cross section of world business leaders. When they graduate, HBS alumni fill the ranks of some of the world’s largest and most prestigious companies. Therefore the on-campus lessons heterosexuals learn about what it means to be gay in business and how the campus administration treats gay students are the models they take with them into the business world.

HBS, by its very nature as an educational institution, touches the lives of many more people than a corporation, simply because every year a new group of students arrives and another leaves. Graduates take with them the collective experiences they encountered at HBS, such as sharing a locker room with a gay classmate, reading in the student newspaper that gay faculty’s domestic partners receive health insurance benefits, or hearing discussions about gay issues from their gay classmates.

The HBS Curriculum

Founded in 1908, the MBA program at the Harvard Business School has remained largely unchanged since its inception. Incoming students are divided into sections, which form their primary academic and social focus. In the First Year the curriculum is the same for all, and students take all their classes with their section. In the Second Year there is only one assigned class; otherwise students take subjects that interest them. Each course is graded on a forced curve, with a small percentage making top grades (previously called “excellent,” now called “getting a one”) and a small percentage making what are essentially failing marks (previously called “low pass” or “loop,” now called “getting a three”). Too many loops, or threes, mean a student may be asked to leave the program, also known as “hitting the screen.”

MBA candidates pursue a two-year course of study using the case method in every class. Every night, a student has two to three cases to prepare, each involving roughly fifteen to thirty pages of reading and financial information or marketing statistics. In class the professor asks one student to open the case. Unlike the law-school case method, no one is interested in hearing a recitation of the case facts. Rather, the student is expected to answer the question “What would you do as the managerial protagonist in the case?” After a student presents his or her best interpersonal and financial option, the professor chooses among the sea of classmates’ raised hands to either support or, more usually, critique the opening. Classes last an hour and twenty minutes, and most people try to speak at least once, because grades are based on both class participation and one or two exams. During First Year in particular, the competition and pressure are fierce. Students compete not only for grades but to land prestigious summer jobs that they hope will be the springboard to a lucrative career after graduation. Toward this end, students take leadership roles in various student clubs and vie against one another for student government positions such as Ed Rep (Education Representative) and GAC rep (General Assembly Committee representative).

Gay Life at HBS—to the 1970s

As historian George Chauncey has convincingly shown, homosexuality and homosexual culture were not completely hidden from public view before the 1970s. Yet aside from the Pansy Craze during Prohibition, when heterosexuals flocked to drag balls and clubs, it was rare for homosexuality to be discussed in mainstream news sources before Stonewall.

Perhaps the most frequent mention of homosexuality in tandem with workplace issues occurred when homosexuals were driven out of government and security-related fields by the McCarthy-era witch-hunts in the Cold War era of the 1950s. In other business contexts, the subject barely arose, except when an employer’s name was published in the local newspaper after someone was arrested—for being caught in a raid of a gay bar, for public sex, or for soliciting. Yet we know from a multitude of sources that an active male homosexual social life existed in large cities since the turn of the century and that lesbian bar culture dates from at least the World War II era.

At HBS, not surprisingly, things were little different. It was a male-only school until the early 60s, and few interviewees recalled homosexuality ever being discussed by their classmates before the 1970s. Larry, who graduated from HBS in the 1940s, told us that when he was a young man, “Homosexuality was the sort of thing that was discussed by certain people under certain circumstances, but it wasn’t the kind of thing that was discussed openly.” He said, “It reminds me of when people who had cancer were whispered about.” Lowering his voice to a whisper, he said, “‘You know, I understand he has cancer.’ It was almost like that. And why did they talk about cancer in hushed tones? It was feared.

“There were certain people who talked about certain aspects of homosexuality, and they weren’t always negative or condemning. But things that were stated as fact were based on a great deal of misunderstanding. I’m sure there were some people who had religious objections, but I didn’t ever hear anything that would indicate that was the basis for large numbers of people to be disturbed. It was more a matter of ‘isn’t it too bad’ that someone was homosexual.”

Larry reminded us that until the 1970s psychiatrists labeled homosexuality a mental illness: “People who were readily identifiable by their actions might have been thought of as having a kind of disease or mental imbalance: men who were effeminate or women who wore mannish clothes or a severe haircut. If a woman was involved in sports or other typically masculine activities like disassembling a car engine, that could give them away. For either men or women, the extremes identified them. It was also very unusual for women to be in business unless they had family that owned the business. So a career woman might be stereotyped as a lesbian.”

Yet most men in the 40s, 50s, and 60s who knew they were gay managed to meet other professional gay men like themselves by sexual pick-ups or in gay bars. Trevor, who graduated in the 1950s, recalls looking for other men along the banks of the Charles River. “I knew about that because there were songs about it. ‘You can tell a Harvard man about a mile away, because he looks just like he’d fly away.’ And the tag line is ‘beyond the Boathouse.’ I think anytime I went down there—dead of winter, middle of the summer, raining—there was always someone there.” He laughed. Through cruising outdoors, Trevor told us, “I found someplace better to go. One of the men I picked up told me where to find a gay bar—the Napoleon Club in Boston. It’s been open since I was in school, and it’s still there.” Several told us that the gay friends they made in those days played an important role in helping them accept being gay themselves. These role models also helped assure them that it was possible to be successful in business and to be gay. Of course, we were told, no one really questioned the idea that being gay was something you did privately, outside of your work life. “The main concern was not getting caught,” Trevor said.

The gay men we interviewed from those years told us that the pressure to date women and to marry was very strong, and many succumbed or came close to succumbing, even if they were aware of their sexual interest in men. Herb, who graduated in the 50s, said, “I kept running into women whom I liked and had a certain amount of feeling for, with whom I could develop a certain amount of passion. I was actually engaged at various times to four different girls before the magic stopped working. With one, we had the whole thing planned. I gave her a ring, and the date was set and all that. But I just couldn’t do it to her. We went for a trip across the country, and that is when I fell from grace and slept with yet another man. And I just couldn’t face the idea of getting married to someone to whom I would have to lie to about what I was doing.” While Herb never married, several other HBS gay men from that era did.

A number of the gay men from the 1940s to the 1960s whom we interviewed served in the military before or after attending HBS. The main lesson most of them learned from their military experience was the importance of “discretion,” that is, being closeted. However, some said the atmosphere when they served was far more tolerant than it is now. Because of the draft, the military had a broader cross section of society, and this translated into more acceptance of homosexuals in the ranks. Yet all were aware of others who had been discharged for reasons of homosexuality. The other important lesson those who served in the military learned was how to find other people like themselves. This survival skill stood them in good stead as they went into business and needed to network with others who were also mostly closeted.

Before women were formally admitted to the HBS program, Roberta Lasley was one of the first women to attend classes at HBS, graduating in 1960. Before business school she had a girlfriend and was part of a circle of lesbian friends. Although all had college degrees, Roberta did not find the same support for her professional aspirations as the gay men we interviewed found from their peers. After business school, she said, “I certainly felt more in common with the people I met when I would go to the Harvard Business School Club in Philadelphia for a breakfast meeting on Friday morning than I felt many times when I was in the dyke bars. Because I had something to talk to them about, namely business. I found I was more interested in talking to them—these basically mainline PhiladelphiaWASP types, who I really had more in common with, despite being from a poor family in New Bedford—than I did with the butches and ferns at the dyke bars.” In part for this reason, Roberta said, she got married and raised a family for many years before coming out again. This lack of support for lesbians with career aspirations was typical in this era and accounted for many who chose to be very closeted or to marry.

As the 60s drew to a close, student activism began to grow, and gay groups also formed. Jason, who graduated in the late 60s, told us, “Back when I was at HBS there were no gay groups at any of the campuses. The closest thing was this group called the Student Homophile League. Thank God that word has gone out of fashion.” He laughed. “It met at Boston University in a basement area with side doors. People sort of hovered around before they got the nerve to come in. It was sanctioned by BU but not part of BU. The goals of the organization at that time were primarily social. In fact, by charter the group was not political. After gay liberation began in New York, each of the schools developed specific groups. The first one at Harvard was in the graduate school of arts and sciences.”

In the 1970s, while gay culture flourished in gay ghettos, the desire for privacy remained foremost in the minds of gay business students. Thus, only a few of those we interviewed came out to heterosexual classmates. It was also very difficult for them to find other gay students, although a few recalled doing so. In many cases, we learned, a sexual liaison was part of the relationship. In other cases, social activities like going to bars together were the focus.

Strikingly, even those who graduated in the mid-70s were not as out on campus as those who attended HBS a year or two later, when the gay student group was formed. And without backing from the group, none attempted on their own to seek changes in the administration policy with respect to gay students. In general, gay graduates from these years have come out only selectively at work, and many chose gay-friendly industries for their careers. However, some are completely out and are willing to be named in this book. Interestingly, most of those who are out at work were not out to themselves at business school and, hence, were less aware of the attitudes of their classmates, gay or heterosexual. Instead they learned about being gay in other contexts and have continued to adapt to the changes in the business world and in society.

Overview to the Present

The experiences of HBS gay students after the formation of a gay student group are especially interesting because of parallels to and differences from their experiences in the business world. From the late 1970s through the 1980s, business school was where many gay professionals received strong signals that being gay was going to be a problem in their careers. Despite gay students’ generally favorable personal interaction with members of the HBS administration during those years, on-campus attitudes were often highly hostile. One reason may be that the administration announced no policy to prohibit discrimination against or harassment of gay students and faculty. In addition, gay students themselves feared that the workplace itself would penalize them for coming out at business school. Ironically, those who attended HBS during the late 1970s and the 1980s reported more overt discrimination against them at business school than in the workplace. One reason may be that their business-school experience convinced them it was best to keep a low profile about being gay. Many from that era who were closeted remain so today. Strikingly, they seem to have faced more workplace discrimination for being gay than those who are completely open.

Those who graduated in the 1990s have approached the issue of being openly gay on campus far differently. Recently, as a number of students have come out to their heterosexual peers, the atmosphere at HBS has been much more positive. Gay students see that those who are most out are the most respected and have achieved the greatest gains with the school administration. At the same time, the administration itself has initiated a number of policy changes that support those who are openly gay. As a result, many of those who have attended HBS in the 1990s are less fearful about being gay at work and are convinced that being out holds more benefits than disadvantages for their professional careers.

THE HBS GAY STUDENT ORGANIZATION


Since its inception, membership in the HBS gay student group has fluctuated dramatically from year to year, from a high of over twenty to a low of under five. Most club leaders also learn of other gay or bisexual students who never come to club meetings or parties. Lesbians have been actively involved in the organization almost since its beginning. While they are usually a minority and their numbers vary significantly from year to year, in some years lesbians have constituted half of the club’s membership.

The Early Years (1978 Through Spring 1980)

The HBS gay student organization began in 1978 as a group called Alternative Executive Lifestyles. The idea came from a small number of gay men who were friends at HBS. Christian, who graduated in 1979, recalled: “Rupert, who was class of ’78, had been at Stanford before coming to HBS, and that’s where he got the name from. I heard about him from a gay friend in Boston and called him up. We got to be pretty good friends. There were five or six gay guys in his class who I got to know through him, as well as a few from my own class.

“The group of us got together and we decided there’s got to be a lot more gay people out there. We wanted to find them, but it wasn’t easy figuring out how. We rejected the idea of listing a P.O. box in the student newspaper, because it would be hard for the letter writer to stay anonymous. So we got a phone line and installed it literally in the closet of a student who lived off campus. Jeff Eisberg wasn’t out to his roommate, so he hid the phone under a pile of his laundry! The fact that he lived off campus was important, because the on-campus phone numbers had a distinctive exchange. The other four digits could easily be traced,” Christian explained. “We all chipped in and paid the monthly charge. We put up posters saying, ‘Gay Men and Lesbians, Call Harvard Alternative Executive Lifestyles,’ and gave the phone number. We started getting phone calls, and by the end of my first year we had about fifteen people in the group. We’d have monthly get-togethers and potluck dinners and that kind of stuff. Second Year I got pretty involved in the group. We had another ten people or so, and I had a couple of really tough meetings with the people after they’d call. Jeff would pass on their names and say, ‘Take this person out to dinner and try to help him feel better about being gay.’ I remember one guy was absolutely petrified. He’d never met anybody gay in his life.”

He added, “Soon after we started the group, I started hearing a number of really antigay comments and jokes from section mates, both in and out of class. Everybody laughed, and nobody ever said anything about it. So I really got pissed off one night and wrote a two-page letter to the section, which became famous my year. I said that in every section there’s eight to twelve gay people, and we are probably sitting next to you or in front of you. We’re your friends and we just want the same respect everybody else was getting. So just cool it on the antigay comments.

“Well, it just caused an uproar in the section. One of the most macho guys in my class happened to be the best friend of my roommate, so it made it even more difficult for me. This guy went tromping through my room all the time talking about all this ‘radical faggot’ stuff, and he was very vociferous about it. He wrote a response to my letter and posted it on the class bulletin board. I told the other gay folks what I’d done and gave them copies of my letter. I was actually afraid that somebody would trace the typewriter somehow,” Christian recalled. “I was actually shaking for days thinking how my classmates were going to come after me.

“One man in our group was on the Harbus staff, and he was able to put it in the school paper. There really was a backlash, with jokes about ‘the eight to twelve’ that were incredibly negative. The guy who wrote the response to my section wrote a response to the Harbus, naming the guy who worked on the Harbus as this gay radical who is trying to undermine our values and so on. So the poor Harbus guy took the brunt of this whole thing when it was really me who wrote the letter. Before that, there were a couple of people in my section who were just shaking in their boots because other people thought they had written this letter. One guy was gay, and that’s why he was so afraid. The other guy was very straight, but he looked effeminate, so people picked on him too. It’s funny; no one suspected me. Anyway, in one respect we made some inroads, because there was suddenly an awareness that gay people were around. But it did backfire in other ways,” he concluded.

Although no early club members were completely out—none signed their letters to the editor or announced during class that they were gay—several interviewees recalled that some gay students were more out than others, which caused tension among the group. There was also conflict because some were highly concerned about portraying a “good image” of gay people to heterosexuals. Laurent recalls, “One of my classmates was extremely effeminate and I came down on him pretty hard. At the time, I told him he gave a bad image to gay people. He was really hurt and we didn’t speak for many years. In the past I thought gay people had to put forward an image of being like anyone else. Over the years I’ve come to feel diversity is a good thing, and no one should be ashamed of anyone else,” Laurent told us. “I’ve also apologized to him, and we’ve become friendly. I’m actually appalled at how narrow I once was.”

In the early years of the club, some were politically active in terms of the school administration. Christian recalls that in 1979, the fledgling gay student group approached the faculty to put the nondiscrimination language in Placement Office materials. “The law school had just done it, so we had a precedent for making a proposal to the faculty. Two of us went in and submitted it. And we got back a series of questions that were very close to being homophobic. Their main argument was we can’t ‘force’ this on everybody. In fact, they brought up Navy ships. You can’t have gay men on Navy ships because they will wear dresses. We wrote back and said, ‘Let us explain. Gay people are not transvestites, they are not transsexuals. That’s something different.’ We had to go through a very basic education process.”

Although the HBS administration was not ready to establish a nondiscrimination policy, Christian told us he didn’t suffer any personal discrimination as the result of coming out. “When the committee had their meeting to review the nondiscrimination policy I went representing the gay group. I looked around the room and didn’t know a soul, so I felt very confident everything would be fine. They asked a few questions here and there before going to vote on it; then in walks my advisor on my independent research project. I just about died. I thought: There goes my project down the drain. So the committee voted on it and they voted it down.

“The next day I went up to my advisor’s office and told him I wanted to talk to him. I said, ‘If I had known you would be at the meeting, I would have said something to you beforehand.’ He said, ‘Christian, I voted against this, but I want you to know I respect the hell out of you for being there and saying the things you did. I may not agree with you, but you did a great job.’ In the end, I got an Excellent in the course.” Christian laughed.

Meryl recalled that she and a gay man in the group went to some of the HBS professors to seek changes in the curriculum. “Even though I was one of the founding mothers of Alternative Executive Lifestyles, I was not out at HBS. But I was out enough to tell a group of professors, ‘Hey, we’re here.’ We wanted to get some cases into the curriculum. But nothing really came of it.”

Jeff Eisberg, a 1979 graduate, told us another professor raised the issue himself by asking his entire class to write a one-page response to the following case situation: A client saw an advertising executive dancing with his male lover at a charitable event. He asked for the man to be removed from servicing his brand. As a manager at the ad agency, what do you do? Jeff said, “The results of the class’s writings were never made public.”

Jon Zimman, who graduated in 1980, was a First-Year student when the gay group started. He said, “I got involved with the gay student group my second semester, but I still considered myself closeted.”

Jon and a few classmates set up the mechanism for the club that carried it for many years. Jon told us, “We didn’t have a phone my Second Year, because everyone lived on campus. So we started having a listing in the school newspaper. We got a post office box off campus in Cambridge and held a few social meetings.” Club meetings also continued to be advertised by posters put up in the dead of night, as the lesbians we interviewed remembered. Unfortunately, they were usually ripped down by morning. As a result, not all who attended HBS in the early years knew how to contact the group. However, Jon recalled, “We had about fifteen members. We’d put notices of our meeting in sealed envelopes. First Years didn’t have student mailboxes at that time, so we’d have to hand them the notes in person. That was always scary for those who were most closeted.”

The group did not seek status as an official student organization at the business school until quite a few years later. Jon said, “In order to find out the procedure for getting the group listed in the student clubs book, I came out to the assistant dean for student affairs who was the liaison for all the student organizations. But it didn’t go in after all, because none of the new club copresidents wanted their names to go in there, which was the policy for all the clubs at that time.”

Raul Companioni, a 1980 graduate, told us be was quite out on campus and had a number of close heterosexual friends. Jeff Eisberg was also somewhat out. Neither Raul nor Jeff reported any problems from classmates about being gay at HBS.

Isaac, however, did encounter some problems, perhaps because of his half-in-half-out status. Isaac says, “I made an enemy Second Year in the Management Consulting Club where we both were officers. I heard from a friend that this guy was making slurs about my sexual orientation to people at Boston Consulting Group, a blue chip firm.”

In the following decade, gay students who attended HBS included those who were highly closeted and those who were relatively open. Those who were most open at HBS found personal and political benefits, despite the fears of their gay classmates that coming out to any heterosexuals could be damaging personally and professionally. Perhaps not surprising, they are also among those of their class who are the most open at work today. In contrast, those who were most closeted at HBS recalled more negative episodes from gay life there. Hence they are less willing to be open in their careers and are less optimistic about achieving protection from nondiscrimination policies or other kinds of equal treatment at work. Yet some, even if they are mostly closeted at work, have found ways to help other gay people behind the scenes by virtue of their strong networking ties. In many cases, they credit interactions with more open gay HBS alumni or gay people at work for their increased activism.

The 1980s

For about a decade, the primary accomplishment of the group was to advertise and hold social gatherings. The group held functions throughout the 80s, the first usually scheduled shortly after the beginning of the first term. Learning from their poster fiasco, the club realized the student newspaper could be an important tool in disseminating information. The main problem every year was how to get the information in the paper without having to come out. Fortunately, in most years, a club member was active on the newspaper staff. In those years, notices about the club’s activities, anonymous articles about gay life on campus, and entertainment-related articles of interest to gay students made a regular appearance. In most years, the club held periodic gatherings, and at least occasionally the paper listed a phone number for gay students to call. Several told us that reading the paper in the privacy of their rooms was a lifeline that gave them the courage to reach out to other gay students. Although perhaps a majority stayed away from the gay student group, many made friends with those who were involved—as the result of meeting at a gay bar or because of various clues that they might be gay.

Although some people were out selectively to heterosexual classmates, Rosalie remembers, “The general consensus in the early 80s was it was not good to come out at all, because if you came out to your section, then you’re out forever to everyone. You’re marked. There was a woman a year ahead of me I figured was a lesbian when I went to visit the school before enrolling. I came out to her, and she told me how she had come out in her section and they did really bad things to her. I also remember one guy, Franklin, very vividly. He went on to become a real hotshot at McKinsey [a major consulting firm]. Another guy talked about having been on a train in Europe when some guy made a pass at him. And Franklin said, ‘If that had happened to me, I would have murdered that guy.’ The level of homophobia in the class was really creepy. There maybe were some people who were fairly open and didn’t have any problems, but there were a lot of people who were very vocally homophobic, so I didn’t feel safe about being out. Maybe I just focused on the negative stuff. But I even remember a case about some guy who was looking for work. Because he lived in San Francisco, was single and over thirty, there was a presumption he was gay, and that was a bad thing. The class advised he shouldn’t have an address in San Francisco—he should rent a post office box in another city. Basically, I felt anything that identifies you as gay was dangerous.”

Lucinda, who graduated in the early 80s, recalls, “In my First Year, the HBO [Human Behavior in the Organization] department got all the students to write something on being different, to get students to understand about diversity a little bit more. In the one I submitted, I essentially came out. It was about a business-school student and whether or not she should come out. I did it because I was at a point where being out was really important to me. It was very hard for me not to be out. Hearing everyone say she should not come out really colored my whole experience there, because it meant that I was very uptight a lot of the time about getting close to people.”

Unfortunately, Lucinda did not get much support from the gay student organization either. “There were five lesbians who were part of the group one year, but we did not all get along,” she told us. One reason is that many were sleeping with each other and each other’s girlfriends. Maggie concurred, “The women weren’t as much of a source of support as they might have been.” In contrast, the four gay Black men who were at HBS at this same time were a group of buddies who went to the clubs and did other social things together, we learned.

Some of those who were active in the early years of the gay student group today are completely out at work, yet others who were active are almost completely closeted. One reason may be the memories of overt prejudice expressed against those who were rumored to be gay. Wynonna recalls her experience in the early 80s: “I was elected Ed Rep for my section. In January, some members of my section decided to ask for a new election on the basis of a whispering campaign: ‘Do we really want our Ed Rep to be gay?’ It was the only section to have a midsemester election. One person came up and told me what was going on, but otherwise no one explicitly discussed the reason for the challenge. Someone just stood up and said, ‘I want to hold reelections,’ and they did. So I had to get up and address the class. I admitted, ‘I’m deeply ambivalent about this. If you want me to do the best job that I can, then reelect me.’ I lost by one vote. Some people came up and said, ‘We’re really sorry. If you had really wanted to keep it, you should have been more aggressive about it.’ And I said, ‘Well, given what the topic was, they were going to decide what they were going to decide.’” While our conclusion from this experience was that it’s better to come out and address the rumors head-on, Wynonna’s conclusion even today is that the less said about being gay, the better.

Although a number of the lesbians who graduated in the 1980s did not feel they got much support from the gay student organization, almost all the gay men we interviewed from the early years of the club told us how much they valued the importance of gay networking. For Russell, gay networking at HBS was the start of a long history of working with a gay network to accomplish personal and, eventually, political goals. He recalls, “I had been living a very gay life up until business school. So when I was admitted, I was worried. I didn’t want to have a straight roommate, because I wanted to be able to call my boyfriend back home. I had to be very resourceful, because I didn’t know any gay people at HBS. But the Harvard College gay organization put me in touch with someone at the law school who had the name of an HBS alumnus in New York who knew someone who was currently at HBS, running the group, which was called the Gay Students Association by then. She and her friends were delighted that someone was coming to business school who was out enough to want to look for other gay people before coming to the school. They put me in touch with a straight woman in the administration who got me a single room.”

Although the gay group had no official tie with the school in its early years, by the fall of 1983 at least one school psychologist was aware it existed and did not hesitate to recommend that gay students seek it out. Joshua recalls, “I had a hard time at business school in the beginning. Within the first few days, there was a case where we had to draw up a decision tree, and I had to open the class. I had the right answers in front of me, but I was so nervous I read all the wrong answers. I was humiliated, so humiliated. I was looking around thinking: No one is ever going to want to talk to me; no one is ever going to want to deal with me. Plus, I’m gay, so no one else is like me. I don’t belong here. So I went back to my room and actually I cried. I felt really out of it. I felt too embarrassed to face anyone. The next day in class was so awful fur me. I looked around, and they all looked different than me, they all sounded different than me, they all had names that were too fancy for me, like James Worthington III. I felt completely like an outsider. By the third day I couldn’t take it anymore. I was thinking I was going to get out of here or I’m going to do something about my attitude. So I went to the counseling service on campus.

“Of course, now in retrospect I realize, the counselor had seen many people like me. If not gay people, just people who were traumatized by the first day or two. So she was questioning me, ‘Why haven’t you reached out? Do you have any friends here, any support groups or anything?’ And I basically said, ‘No, I don’t relate to these people.’ And she kept challenging me, ‘Why not?’ Finally I said, ‘Well, I’m gay.’ And she said, ‘Well, do you think you’re the only one?’ And I said, ‘I think so.’ And she said, ‘There’s actually a gay organization. Why don’t you look around? There will be a notice about their first meeting coming up soon.’” Joshua went to the meeting and soon felt much more optimistic about his future at HBS. The name of this psychologist was passed down to club members for many years, but gay students not in the club were not in the know. Other school psychologists were less helpful, we learned. One was decidedly uncomfortable with a student who came out in a peer support group she offered, and we learned that she cautioned another student not to come out at school, warning that even joining the gay student group could mean being irrevocably labeled as gay.

While the gay student group was small during most of the mid-80s, the group often held events in conjunction with gay student groups from other Harvard professional schools. These were very well attended. Hugh, who graduated in the mid-80s, was an active participant in the gay student group at HBS. He recalled, “We didn’t have a big group. There were maybe seven of us that really socialized—maybe even fewer. What we did is, we connected with the law-school group. And then people would invite their friends, so we used to have pretty big parties.” We told Hugh that of all the classes until the 90s, his class has the largest number of gay HBS alumni we have identified. He laughed. “Yeah. I have been shocked at how many people didn’t come out until afterwards. It seems like they’ve wasted an important part of their lives. Because I made some really good gay friends at HBS.”

A number of those we interviewed were not actively involved in the gay student group but were friends with those who were. Ironically, some of them are as much out at work as some of the group leaders, and in some cases even more so. Xavier recalls, “Second Year, I lived with another gay guy, who I met at the gay student group. He was seeing a classmate, Wally, who I always thought of as very macho. First Year, at least, Wally lived straight; he only really started to go out to gay bars in the Second Year. Wally had an affair with my roommate, who was a leader of the gay student group. So Wally would come over every Wednesday night like clockwork and spend the night.” Wally is now out to a number of heterosexuals at work, while Xavier and his former roommate are out to just a few.

In 1984, a gay student contributed to a case containing gay issues, which was taught in a Second-Year self-assessment course. Gordon told us, “I took the course because I was trying to figure what I wanted to do after business school. In my final paper, I talked about being gay. The professor was so taken with my story that he developed it into a case.” Gordon added as postscript, “The case is no longer being taught. But I got exactly the kind of job I wrote about wanting: fifty to fifty-five hours a week, which is low by B-school standards, creative and independent, with plenty of opportunity for a private life.”

By 1985, the group sought and won funding from the umbrella student organization. Ed recalls, “When I was at HBS I was fairly out, because I went to the B-school student association for funding for the lesbian and gay student group.” He also established an ongoing liaison with the student affairs office so that the group could continue to be funded even if the leadership was closeted. However, we do not believe the group attempted to gain other forms of parity with the other student clubs until the late 80s.

Delila, who was at HBS in 1986, recalls that a number of her classmates were fairly openly gay on campus. “But there was still a lot of fear. When I wrote an article for the student paper interviewing all the gay student club members, none of them let me use their names. And I didn’t sign the article either. Yet one of the men I interviewed said, ‘Being gay is such a part of my personality I think it’s impossible for me to hide.’ He was outrageous, and everyone loved him for it. When people thought of him they thought: Black and gay. I mean, he was very open. And one of the women I interviewed was also really open. In fact, she was kind of irritated with the other gay students for not being more politically radical about being gay.’

“People I interviewed talked about how they would come out to their friends at school, and it was fine and people were supportive. But the closing quote was from this guy who said, ‘Yeah, you can tell me that it’s not a rational fear that I can’t come out. But I’m telling you, it’s not always an irrational fear. I mean, 70 percent of the time it’s fine. But the other percent of the time it’s so bad that it’s not worth risking it.’”

Several students and faculty came out to many heterosexuals during the mid-80s. Yet public homophobia was fairly common, causing most to remain highly closeted. Benjamin, a graduate from the mid-80s, said, “I hadn’t really focused on how bad it was going to be until I heard my classmates say so many evil things in response to one of these minicases written by a classmate. They really scared me into staying in the closet.” Due to the climate on campus, many we interviewed from the mid-80s did not participate in the gay group. Yet the group and the friends outside it could be an important source of support. Wayne told us, “Part of the reason I think I’ve formed such tight friendships with the friends I go away with every New Year’s was the sense of relief from the oppression of the heavily straight environment of the business school. I remember the number of wedding rings that were on raised hands in class. I mean, I grew up in New York, and even my straight friends aren’t married. These are city kids and everybody marries at thirty-eight. So to sit in this room with all these married people there, and some of them had kids … I just couldn’t relate to that. I think that’s why I developed some really strong friendships with other gay men at business school.”

Many others agreed that informal ties could be quite strong. Ed, who graduated in the mid-80s, recalls, “There weren’t that many people who were out in my class. But we used to have some fairly large parties, including B-school students, their lovers and friends, and people from the other side of the river—Harvard University undergrads, law students, grad students from Kennedy public policy school, and medical students.” During those years there were only one or two lesbians in the gay student group, and thus these parties were almost exclusively male.

During the late 80s, the gay student organization’s numbers continued to dwindle. Those we interviewed suggested the increasingly conservative national political climate may have played a role. Rowan said, “Everyone wanted to be an investment banker in the go-go years. It was very macho and very competitive. Maybe fewer gay people were attracted to the idea of going to business school, and the ones who did go felt they had to hide. Maybe gay people were weeded out in the admissions office. Who knows?” The first two possibilities seem likely to us, but there is little evidence for the last. Otto told us, “I hit the screen in the early 80s and tried to get back in three times. Each time you reapply you have to write a fifteen-page story about why you screwed up and how you’re so sorry and why it won’t happen again. I got turned down twice. The essay that got me readmitted was the one where I came out. I said the real reason I was having so much trouble the first time was that I was alienated because I was gay. I talked about how I lived alone off campus and how a gay classmate’s suicide affected me. Then I talked about the supportive gay relationship that I am in now and other things about how I’m much more confident now about being gay, because I’ve had some good experiences. That’s the essay that got me readmitted.”

In the late 80s, club activities were mainly informal. While the group usually held a beginning- and an end-of-year party to help gay people find one another, those we interviewed recalled going out to the gay bars with their friends as the most important aspect of their gay life at school. Few of those we interviewed were out to any heterosexual classmates.

For many closeted gay students, the atmosphere at HBS was frightening. Leonard, who graduated from HBS in the late 80s, provides anecdotal evidence for the climate of fear. “I have a terrible story from HBS. It’s like a bad soap opera.” During one of the first weeks at school, he went on the Booze Cruise, the first of many black-tie events of First Year. Because it is the first real break from studying after school begins, almost everyone attends and gets smashed. Leonard recalls, “There was this woman in our section from the Deep South. On the bus over she kept saying to me, ‘I’ve just never met anyone like you. I don’t understand you.’ Later on she kept saying things like, ‘I don’t know, you’re just not like other guys I know.’ She proceeded to get more and more drunk throughout the course of the evening. Finally, late in the evening she asked me, ‘Are you gay?’ I said, ‘Yes, I am.’ I was surprised and horrified when she responded, ‘I knew it. I could ruin you tomorrow if I wanted to.’ That memory has just stayed with me—the look in her eye and how she thought she could ruin me because she knew I was gay. ‘If I told the rest of our section tomorrow, I could ruin you.’ I still remember her saying that.

“I was just totally freaked out. Because here I am, it’s a few weeks into school, and someone has got my number already. So I was really freaked out by it. I still remember that. It was a really creepy, creepy, creepy thing. I was shocked. I felt like I was living in some really bad TV miniseries or something. I went from being kind of afraid of her initially to then being really resentful.” Leonard admitted, “The rest of the time there, she was always kind of supernice to me, and I always tried to avoid her. I just felt this was a clear sign to keep a tight lid on being gay or butch it up.”

David Stokes, who was president of the newly renamed Gay and Lesbian Students Association (GLSA) in 1989, remembers, “Individually people were very nice at HBS, but there’s some group mentality that encouraged homophobic behavior. Peer pressure can work in either direction—homophobic or not. Frankly, I was not willing to be the test case for coming out publicly.”

Emma recalls that the gay students she met all seemed to share a closeted philosophy. “Before I enrolled I heard through a gay HBS graduate there was a gay student group on campus. It was kind of hard to find the group at first. When I finally hooked up, I didn’t meet any lesbians, and all the guys were closeted. They all advised me to stay closeted, as did the gay classmates I eventually met. I ended up being pretty closeted the whole time, and I really regret it.”

Ironically, the struggle to protect their closets helped build the impression that HBS was a difficult place for gay students. Yet by the late 80s, a number of gay faculty and staff were out, at least to gay students on campus. In addition, the gay student group had heterosexual allies in the administration staff. As a result, gay students often had an ally somewhere who knew how to work the system to make day-to-day life easier. Like Russell, earlier in the decade, Leah contacted the gay student group before enrolling at HBS in the late 80s. Although it was late in the housing cycle, she was able to obtain an on-campus apartment through the intervention of members of the gay student group.

Also during the late 80s, the group found a faculty sponsor and began to include itself in business school publications. Along with other student groups, the gay student organization included a letter in the clubs handbook, which is sent to all incoming students in the summer. Until the 1990s, however, no one was willing to sign the letter or to put his or her picture as the head of the gay student organization in the Prospectus, which is distributed to incoming students and referred to constantly throughout the year.

Gay students took other steps toward seeking equal treatment, however. In 1989 a group of students in Section A wrote an anonymous letter to their classmates. The one-page letter was printed up on hot pink paper and put in the mailbox of every member of the section.

“Dear Sectionmates,” it began. “As your gay and lesbian classmates, we want you to know that there have been homophobic comments and fag jokes made in class and we find them very offensive. We don’t feel comfortable speaking individually when we hear these remarks, so we are writing you an anonymous letter as a group….” It was signed, “Your Gay and Lesbian Sectionmates.” David Schutte, one of the “signers,” recalls, “We distributed it on October 11, National Coming Out Day, shortly after we met each other at the first GLSA meeting.” Sharon recalls, “I really admire the man who wrote the letter. We all wanted to do it, and we all participated in editing it. But it was right at the beginning of school, and I remember being so overwhelmed with doing my cases that I didn’t think I had time or the clarity of mind to write it. He did a great job.”

Instead of an uproar, the result of the letter was that the comments stopped. A GLSA member had ties to the school paper, so it was also printed in the Harbus. Sharon recalled, “That was a very positive experience—first, because we stood up for ourselves, and second, because the negative jokes stopped. I know there was some speculation about who signed the letter, but that wasn’t all negative. It fact, that’s how Annette first heard that I might be gay.” Annette remembered, “I followed the wrong woman around for months before meeting the real Sharon Silverstein at a recruiting function. A few months later I got up the nerve to call the anonymous phone number of the place where a GLSA party was being held. When I heard there was a woman there, I figured it was time to go and really get to know Sharon.”

HBS alumni from the 1980s are interesting because most were highly closeted while they were at HBS. Yet a number have become much more open since graduation. One reason may be their ongoing association with students from later classes, who are increasingly open. Additionally, the changing political and social climate has given them hope that the business world is ready for openly gay professionals. Finally, those who were open in limited ways met with success. For example, Hannah recalls that a visiting professor from overseas made a comment in class that didn’t sit right with her. “He said something about two people having children, laughed, and said ‘a man and a woman, I hope.’ It was an ignorant comment, more than a homophobic one. But I figured education at HBS should go two ways. So I went into his office and told him what he said wasn’t right. Gay people can have children, and my classmates and I found his remarks offensive. To my surprise, he not only apologized to me, but he apologized to our entire section.”

The 1990s

The tide began to turn with the class of 1990. One reason is that students in the early 90s became increasingly open about being gay and unwilling to let homophobic remarks from classmates stand. As in the business world outside, those who came out at HBS encountered the least discrimination. As the result of successfully resisting homophobia at business school or seeing their classmates successfully opposing discrimination, many graduates from the 1990s have come out at work.

During the early 90s the gay student group began to retain more of an organizational memory and built on previous successes. GLSA leaders contributed significantly to the climate of openness that has developed at HBS. By putting their name in the clubs book, their picture in the Prospectus, and by signing letters to the Harbus they have helped give gay life at HBS a recognizable face for both gay and heterosexual students. In some years almost every issue of the paper had an article by a gay student, and many of the articles were signed.

The first to sign his name to such an article, Stever Robbins, class of 1991, came out in a first-person opinion piece. He later included his name in the clubs-book letter from GLSA to incoming MBAs, included his picture in the class of 1992 Prospectus as president of GLSA, wrote an article about being a gay student in Net Present Value, and authored a guide to gay social life in Boston and Cambridge that was also printed in Net Present Value. He told us, “I had an incredibly favorable response to coming out at HBS. In fact, I had people coming up to me for weeks and months telling me how great they thought it was that I signed the article in the Harbus.” After Stever first included his name and picture in the Prospectus, almost every year one or more gay students have been named and had their picture there. GLSA leaders have also continued to sign the welcoming letter in the clubs book and to include an article about gay life at HBS in Net Present Value.

Stever’s bravery also inspired other classmates to come out in the Harbus. Jim Sherman wrote an editorial in which he encouraged other gay students to come out instead of hiding in the closet and complaining about the lack of awareness of gay people on campus. Stever, Jim, and others encouraged members of the class of 1992 to combat homophobia during their First Year. Individuals who spoke up in class or signed letters to the editor helped end the atmosphere that allowed antigay remarks to flourish.

Alan Miles, class of 1992, told us he never really came out formally to his section, but as the result of his opposing homophobia in his first year, he was widely assumed to be gay. He reflects that he endured some of the negatives of being suspected of being gay without realizing all of the positives of coming out. “I had this incident at the very beginning of First Year. My section was supposed to divide itself up into homogeneous groups and write up a synopsis defining what our group was. It was really easy for a lot of groups. If you’re a Black woman, that would have been really easy. But when you’re a white guy, it was really hard to figure out what eight-person homogeneous group you’re going to be in. Somehow in my group we had eight white, blond guys.” He chuckled. “So we’re writing we’re white, Christian, all this stuff. And then this one military guy said, ‘Heterosexual.’ Before I could say anything, another guy says, ‘Well, we don’t know that everyone here is heterosexual.’ I thought that was great. But then the military guy said, ‘Well, if there’s a faggot in this group, I think we should kick his ass out of here.’ Just like that—and he was dead serious.”

As Alan recalled, the previous speaker retorted, “Well, I guess we’re not going to find out then, are we?” Alan said he was glad for the support, but he revealed, “It really sounds stupid, but that one guy really shook me up a little bit. And right then we had to go back to a full-class discussion. So I ruminated on it and ended up writing an article about it in the school paper. I’m usually not verbal about issues that I care about; I like to write about them. Of course the quote they blew up to forty-pica was ‘If there’s a faggot in this group …’ Well, my section reacted pretty strongly to it, in a negative way.

“I talked some to my Ed Rep about it, and a few days later our professors in the class where we did the exercise made a kind of halfhearted attempt to talk about gay issues in the workplace. The example we used was a minicase written by someone in the class about how uncomfortable he was working with a guy he suspected of being gay. The workmate lived in Greenwich Village and was rumored to hang out on Christopher Street—stuff like that. And everyone was, like, ‘Whoa.’ The tone of the discussion class was that this is a professional environment and that people who are that way should stay out of the professional environment.”

Alan recalls, “I was pretty shocked.” But instead of retreating into silence as former HBS students had done, he confronted the bigotry. “I put my two cents in about how the same argument can be used about anything—people with long hair, women, Blacks …” Alan continued, “Somebody from my section took me to lunch about a week later and said, ‘I have to let you know that the section was really upset about this article that you wrote.’ And I said, ‘Yeah, I’ve picked that up.’ He told me, ‘We’re upset because you really portrayed the section in a very negative light. It made the section look like we were a bunch of homophobes.’ So I said, ‘Well, if the shoe fits …’ But I wasn’t accusing the whole section, and in the article I didn’t name the person who made the comment. But they sure proved their colors by the discussion in class. And I proved mine by standing up to them.”

Douglas Plummer also opposed homophobia in his section by his remarks in class, and by Second Year he was completely open as the president of GLSA. “I was the gay student rep, on the HBS student clubs’ diversity committee. Then, one day in my section, there was this video clip that some of my classmates had done about debt in Latin America, using a lot of really bad racial stereotypes. Then they did this spoof on this really effeminate gay man who wanted to open up an antique and flower shop, and everyone was laughing, including an African American classmate who was on the diversity committee with me. That just blew a circuit in me. I was just pissed beyond belief.

“So I raised my hand and waited for the professor to call on me. He asked, ‘What do you think about gold prices in Latin America in the 1983 era?’ I said, ‘I don’t have anything to say about that. I want to talk about the video. The stereotypes it portrayed of gay people was offensive to me, and to gay people in general, and I’m really upset by the fact that everyone in the section laughed at it and no one made any comments about it.’” Douglas further explained, “I said gay people would be offended and I am offended. I didn’t say ‘as a gay person, I am offended.’”

Douglas recalled, “Nonetheless, there was dead silence—you could have heard a pin drop for a long time. The professor was visiting from Canada, a really nice guy, but he just didn’t know how to deal with it. He was trying, but all he could say was, ‘Well, thank you for your opinion. Anyway, about gold prices in Latin America in 1976.’” But Douglas wasn’t through. He said, “Wait a second. I have a legitimate issue here. I need you or someone else to either validate me or tell me I’m off the wall and it’s not appropriate to bring up in the classroom. But I want some response.” At that point the section leader stood up and said, “‘Look, this is something we need to talk about after class. If it’s all right with you, Douglas, we’ll talk about this at the end of class.’”

“After class the two guys who did the video both got up. One of the guys was African American. He looked at me and said, ‘I have seen this happen so many times where people have stereotyped Black people, and I’ve always been so bitter and angry about it, thinking, How could anyone do that? How could anyone do that and not realize how I feel about it? For the first time in my life, I know how it feels to have done something like that and just feel totally stupid.’ Then he said, ‘I’m sorry.’ The other guy, who’s from Colombia, got up and said, ‘I had no idea, I am so sorry, I really apologize.’”

Douglas recalled, “The story ricocheted through the halls after class. My friends told me that people came pouring out of class saying, ‘You won’t believe what Douglas Plummer did. It was a scene.’ One of the other gay guys in my section told me later, ‘You know, you have a point, but this is not how I would deal with it. I would deal with it off-line. I would just talk to the two people privately.’ I said to him, ‘Well, maybe that’s fine for you, but the problem is that it wasn’t something he said just to me. It was something he said in front of all these people, and everyone heard and everyone responded to it. And because of that, I feel some right to respond back in that same forum. Not only do I feel a right, I feel a responsibility to respond back in public. I’m glad I did it.’”

As gay students began to come out to large numbers of classmates with no ill effect, others continued to take larger and more public strides. The friendship circles among the gay men in the early 90s seemed to foster their increased willingness to be out. During the 90s, the GLSA continued its tradition of socializing with students from other schools and continued to attract mostly men to these gatherings. There is a quarterly party sponsored by the Harvard graduate school gay groups that some go to. Even more popular are the gatherings that are organized informally. Beginning in 1992, for example, HBS GLSA members and their friends from the law school and other Harvard graduate schools have held a Thursday-night get-together at Club Café in Boston. Yet while we knew at least five women who participated in the gay student group in 1992, they were not as out as their gay male peers. One reason may be that, as in the early 80s, these women were not close friends. In addition, several of these women did not identify themselves as gay. They were affiliated with the group due to past lesbian relationships or because they were in a lesbian relationship; yet, they saw themselves as bisexual or unsure, and today a majority of these women are not in lesbian relationships.

Interestingly, in 1994 it was the friendship networks among the lesbians that set the tone for increasing visibility and activism. That year there were at least six lesbians in the club, all of whom had partners. As a result, some meetings and parties had more women than men—quite a feat at a school where women are less than 30 percent of the enrollment. Lesbians we interviewed from that year said they found one another a source of support, as did their partners. Gay men in relationships agreed. Ted Chapin, Torrence Boone’s partner, told us, “Torrence signed me up for the HBS Partners’ Club, but it was primarily oriented to the spouse who needed someone to have coffee with, which was not my scene at all. That and day-care issues. But the GLSA, I have to say, was wonderful. Here I was coming to Boston, didn’t know anyone … and instantaneously I had a whole bunch of people I liked and I really looked forward to spending time with.”

INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE  An important change at HBS in the mid-90s was the demise of the anonymous Gang of Nine. Dormant for a year and then revived, it has not achieved the popularity or venomousnesss of its earlier incarnation. The primary reason seems to be accountability—now all the gossip columns have to be signed. As a result, closeted gay students feel less fear of being picked on by classmates. In the past, this column caused terror for many gay students. An alumna from the 1980s, Deborah later learned the Gang of Nine was a relatively new tradition that she and her classmates all thought had been there forever. “Basically, it was an anonymous gossip column written about each section, and it could get pretty nasty. Like one time the Gang of Nine wrote some slam about me not liking men. Well, almost all my friends at the business school were men, straight men, as a matter of fact. That was just their way of insinuating I was a lesbian. That kind of thing got in all the time, and you never knew who was responsible until the end of the year, when it was too late.”

In the 1990s, the HBS administration and the gay student group have worked together to improve the campus climate for gay students. In most cases, gay students found, all they had to do was come forward. Since the fall of 1992, the HBS administration has paid for other efforts to increase gay student visibility. In addition to starting the HBS audiotext hot line that students and people off campus can call for information about gay life, Jonathan Rottenberg, class of 1993, authored a multipage booklet titled There Is Something a Bunch of Your Classmates Want You to Know. Written shortly after he came out to himself and his classmates as a First-Year student, the pamphlet talks about the presence of gay students at the business school. Disseminated to all incoming students, this brochure informs heterosexual and gay students that a gay student group exists.
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