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BACKGROUND 

Workplace belonging generally refers to feelings of connectedness with colleagues and social inclusion at work. 

Academic research has highlighted the importance of workplace belonging: feeling included at work reduces job 

turnover and improves employees’ mental wellbeing (Rattan et al., 2021; Waller, 2020). Indeed, fostering 

belongingness at work is an important goal of many diversity and inclusion initiatives (Carr et al., 2019). In this 

case study, we focus on workplace belonging among members of the Sapphire Cohort. Specifically, we aim to 

understand the level of and variation in workplace belonging among these employees.  

As for other underrepresented social groups, feeling excluded at work is a common issue for gender and sexual 

minority employees (Rattan et al., 2021). Heteronormativity and LGBTQ-phobia in the workplace mean that 

these employees are often type-casted, targeted or marginalised, particularly when there is a vacuum of policies 

and initiatives to protect and support them. Hence, people’s sexual and gender identities can function as a key 

determinant of workplace belonging. As noted by Newheiser and colleagues (2017), individuals with stigmatised 

social identities often choose not to reveal their authentic selves at work. While this can offer some protection 

from bullying and other forms of negative attention, the decision not to reveal their sexual orientation often 

reduces a person’s sense of workplace belonging (Newheiser et al., 2017). In other words, a greater degree of 

‘outness’ at work can be associated with positive workplace outcomes. The organisational culture, including 

relationships with and support from colleagues, plays a key role in fostering workplace belonging among LGBTQ+ 

people (Brown, 2019; Peng & Salter, 2021; Waller, 2020). A negative organisational culture could inhibit LGBTQ+ 

people's ability to be themselves and make them feel less valued and engaged (Brown, 2019; Waller, 2019).  

In this case study, we develop a measure of workplace belonging among Sapphire employees. We then 

investigate how gender and sexual identity, and organisational factors impact workplace belonging. To 

understand how organisations can foster workplace belonging, we also analyse the open-ended survey 

responses of Sapphire employees who reported low levels of belonging. Finally, we empirically demonstrate the 

value of workplace belonging for individuals and organisations.   

MEASURING LGBTQ+ WORKPLACE BELONGING 

The analyses presented below use data from the 2020 Australian Workplace Equality Index (AWEI) Employee 

Survey. We focus on the Sapphire Cohort, which consists of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Queer 

(LGBTQ) employees who identify, or may be perceived, as women (n=3,087). This includes cisgender women, 

trans women, and non-binary people who may be perceived as female or feminine (regardless of their gender 

identities).  

Workplace belonging can mean different things to different people. For Sapphire employees it may mean that 

they feel safe, accepted and are able to bring their authentic selves to work. Hence, an appropriate measure of 

LGBTQ+ workplace belonging should not only include their perceived sense of belonging, but also whether they 

feel connected, are able to be their authentic selves and feel safe at work. Following these principles, we 

construct an index of workplace belonging using the information on different survey variables measuring these 

factors.1 The resulting workplace belonging index ranges from 1 (lowest level of belonging) to 5 (highest level of 

belonging) and has a mean of 4.1.  

 
1 This index measure is derived by combining individuals’ response to four variables – feeling a sense of belonging in the 
workplace, feeling that they can be themselves at work, feeling accepted for who they are, and feeling safe and included 
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The histogram in Figure 

1 displays the variation 

in workplace belonging 

among Sapphire 

employees. The results 

are generally 

encouraging: a majority 

of the Sapphire Cohort 

had high levels of 

workplace belonging. 

Less than a quarter had 

belonging scores lower 

than 3.75 and less than 

a 1 in 10 had scores 

below 3.  

Overall, employees in 

the Sapphire Cohort 

seem to feel that they 

belong at work. Yet some employees report stronger feelings of belongingness than others, and this may depend 

on their personal characteristics or the characteristics of their organisations. In the next section, we investigate 

the factors that are associated with greater or lower workplace belonging among the Sapphire Cohort.  

PREDICTORS OF WORKPLACE BELON GING 

To gain a better understanding of the individual- and organisation-level factors that foster workplace belonging 

among Sapphire employees, we estimated a linear regression model with the index of workplace belonging as 

the outcome variable. The explanatory variables in the model included measures of sexual identity, gender 

identity, degree of outness, being bullied, and being the target of jokes.2 They also encompassed index measures 

capturing perceived support from colleagues and senior leaders.3 A multilevel version of the linear regression 

model was applied to account for the fact that the AWEI Employee Survey has a nested structure, with 

employees (Level 1) and organisations (Level 2).   

 
within their immediate team. We combined these variables by taking the mean response for each employee if at least three 
out of the four questions did not have a missing response.  

 
2 Experiencing bullying is measured by a variable that takes the value one when employees report that they have been the 
target of bullying/harassment targeting their gender diversity or sexual orientation in the past year, and the value zero 
otherwise. Being the target of jokes is measured by a variable taking the value one when employees reported being exposed 
to unwanted jokes/innuendo targeting their sexual or gender identity in the past year, and the value zero otherwise. 

3 Support from colleagues is measured through an index measure derived using individuals’ response to a cluster of 15 
questions asking about their support for inclusion initiatives, understanding the importance of active allies, being 
comfortable around people of diverse sexuality/gender and understanding their challenges, understanding that any jokes 
targeting diverse sexuality/gender and other unfavourable interactions are unacceptable in the workplace, etc. We first 
derived the average of each employee’s score for these questions and then use this information to generate a mean score 
across all employees within each organisation. Support from senior colleagues is an index measure derived by combining 
information on variables capturing the presence of executive allies in the organisation, endorsement and communication of 
inclusion initiatives by leaders and executives, regular communication of inclusion initiatives and visible signs of organisation 
support for employees with diverse sexuality and gender. We combined these variables by taking the mean response for 
each employee. 
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Table 1 reports the regression results. Stars are used to denote associations that were statistically significant.  

 

Table 1: Coefficients from regression model of workplace belonging 

Explanatory variables Coefficients 

Degree of outness  

  Not at all (reference group)  

  Selected few only 0.16*** 

  Most colleagues 0.62*** 

  Everyone 0.79*** 

Sexual identity  

  Lesbian/Gay (reference group)  

  Bisexual/Pansexual/Queer/Other 0.07* 

Gender identity  

  Cis woman (reference group)  

  Transgender woman 0.03 

  Non-binary/Agender/Other −0.27*** 

Being the target of jokes  

  No (reference group)  

  Yes −0.42*** 

Being bullied  

  No (reference group)  

  Yes −0.35*** 

Colleague support index 0.14 

Leadership support index 0.40*** 

Number of employees 2,387 

Number of organisations 139 

Source: 2020 AWEI Employee Survey 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

 

The regression results reveal some key findings regarding the individual and organisational factors that improve 

workplace belonging among the Sapphire Cohort. Concerning sexual identity, employees who identify as 

bisexual, pansexual and queer report significantly higher workplace belonging than lesbian or gay employees 

(0.07). For gender identity, the workplace belonging of trans women is not significantly different from that of cis 

women. However, those who identify as non-binary, agender or ‘other’ report significantly lower workplace 

belonging compared with cis women (−0.27 units).   
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The degree of outness regarding one’s sexual orientation is also a significant contributor to workplace belonging. 

Specifically, a higher degree of outness is associated with greater workplace belonging. For instance, the 

workplace belonging of Sapphire employees who are out to everyone is higher than that of Sapphire employees 

who are not out at all by 0.79 units. Therefore, our results align with the findings of Newheiser and coauthors 

(2017), confirming that, on average, revealing one’s sexual orientation at work increases the feeling of 

belongingness. However, this result should be interpreted with caution, as outness itself is influenced by the 

workplace environment.4 For instance, employees are more likely to be out in organisations with supportive 

policies and inclusion initiatives (Rostosky, 2002).  

The organisational factors considered also influenced workplace belonging in a statistically significant way. 

Reporting negative interactions at work (such as being bullied or being the target of jokes) is associated with 

decreased feelings of belongingness (as evidenced by coefficients of −0.35 and −0.42 units, respectively). In 

contrast, receiving greater levels of support from colleagues and senior leaders at work foster workplace 

belonging (coefficients: 0.14 and 0.40, respectively). However, the coefficient for colleague support is not 

statistically significant.  

FEEDBACK FROM THE SAPHIRE COHORT 

To better understand the concerns of Sapphire employees who reported low levels of workplace belonging (i.e., 

index scores smaller than or equal to two), we analysed their responses to the open-ended survey question 

asking ‘Is there anything in particular that you feel needs to be improved [in regard to inclusion initiatives for 

people of diverse sexuality and/or gender]?’. 

The feedback received from these employees covered many topics, including the need to improve workplace 

policies, culture, communication and active executive advocacy. The following quotes illustrate these points: 

“Everything. From policies to workplace culture to executive leadership.” 

“Compulsory / mandatory awareness training... face to face to ensure it is completed, not just a slide show.” 

The feedback also accentuated the need to eliminate bullying and jokes against employees with diverse gender 

and sexuality, which made these employees feel unsafe. For instance: 

“Yes, jokes & innuendoes need to be stamped out.” 

“Yes.  Action!  I feel soooooo unsafe at work and recently due to constant bullying and inaction from my 

manager I noted that inaction to the issues I faced made it feel like it was ‘open season’. In effect, I felt like 

prey!” 

Some employees also reported that their gender and/or sexual identities were less recognised under the 

LGBTQ+ umbrella initiatives. For example: 

“There is still not a lot of recognition for those who identify as asexual and who may be in relationships not 

deemed traditional.” 

 
4 Indeed, in an accompanying case study, we found that a favourable workplace environment (measured by the presence of 
visible ‘out’ role models) encourages employees to disclose their sexual identity to their co-workers. These findings align 
with academic research (see e.g., Legate et al., 2012; Markovic et al., 2022). We also found that Sapphire employees who 
felt that they ‘would not be accepted by their team members’ and that ‘coming out could be detrimental to their workplace 
experience and career progression’ were out to fewer colleagues at work.  
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“Trans rights!! I had to do a talk in a team meeting about Trans rights week. I saw a bit of promotion in my 

workplace for Wear It Purple day - but nothing for trans awareness/rights…  It made me feel like we ignore the 

T in LGBTQI+. I wouldn't feel safe in my workplace as a trans person.” 

The need to understand the multifaceted disadvantages faced by Sapphire employees with intersectional 

identities also emerged as a strong theme. For example, an employee said: 

“More women and cultural backgrounds in diversity events. Most LGBTIQA+ events are still Caucasian and 

male-centric.” 

Other employees noted the dual challenges of being LGBTQ+ at work and living with a disability, and/or 

requested more accessible support and improved communication within the organisation. 

Overall, these qualitative findings highlight that more effort is required to eliminate workplace incivility, the 

need to recognise ‘diversity within diversity’, and the demand for channels through which Sapphire employees 

can voice their concerns and vulnerabilities. These are all factors that could help improve the workplace 

belonging of these and other employees.  

THE VALUE OF WORKPLACE BELONGING 

According to Carr and colleagues (2019), workplace belonging is not only important for the psychological 

wellbeing of individual employees but can also benefit employers. In this final section, we demonstrate the value 

of workplace belonging for employees and the broader organisation. To accomplish this, we calculated 

correlations between Sapphire employees’ workplace belonging and their reports of feeling mentally well at 

work, feeling productive at work and recommending the organisation as an inclusive place to work.5  

The results, reported in Table 2, reveal large and statistically significant correlations between workplace 

belonging and mental wellbeing, productivity and external endorsement of the organisation (ranging from 0.60 

to 0.73). That is, Sapphire Cohort members who report high workplace belonging are also more likely to feel 

productive at work, mentally well at work and recommend the organisation to others as an inclusive place to 

work. These results suggest that any failure to address workplace exclusion is likely to cause substantial issues 

not only for individual employees, but also employers. 

Table 2: Correlation coefficients between workplace belonging and feeling mentally well and productive 
and recommending the organisation  

Variables Workplace belonging 

Feeling mentally well at work 0.73*** 

Feeling productive at work  0.60*** 

Recommending the organisation as an inclusive place to work 0.70*** 

Source: 2020 AWEI Employee Survey 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

HIGHLIGHTS 

• Non-binary and agender employees report lower levels of workplace belonging than cis women. Employees 

who identify as bisexual, pansexual and queer report higher workplace belonging than lesbian and gay 

employees. In addition, being out at work fosters workplace belonging in a supportive workplace 

environment.  

 
5  Employee’s mental wellbeing, productivity, and endorsement of the organisation are measured by their degree of 
agreement with the statements: ‘I feel mentally well at work’, ‘I feel productive at work’ and ‘I'd recommend this organisation 
as an inclusive place to work’.  
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• Negative workplace interactions (e.g., being the target of jokes or bullying) diminish workplace belonging 

among Sapphire employees, whereas positive workplace cultures (e.g., supportive colleague and senior 

executives) enhances it.  

• Employees who felt like they belonged at work reported greater mental wellbeing and higher productivity 

and were more likely to recommend the organisation as an inclusive place to work.  

• Employees who felt like they did not belong called for greater effort to eliminate workplace incivility, 

recognise ‘diversity within diversity’, and establish channels to voice concerns.  
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