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Abstract 

This research explores the hidden workplace structures of homophobic binary expectations and 

enforcement, and how such constructs affect the working lives of gender non-conforming and 

non-binary lesbians. From the bathroom to the boardroom and most work spaces in between, 

non-binary and gender non-conforming lesbians face discrimination and harassment stemming 

from assumptions and prejudices arising from their gender presentation. Participants report 

harassment and discrimination ranging from being sexually harassed, and sexually assaulted, to a 

lack of mentoring, purposeful misgendering, bullying, misogyny, precarity, homophobic 

comments and gendered discrimination, and being fired. This qualitative research project used a 

constructivist grounded theory approach to gain insights from 25 gender non-conforming and 

non-binary lesbians on their workplace experiences. Through a thematic analysis of these 

interviews, a theoretical model was developed to illustrate the ways in which participants 

navigate and mitigate hidden structures of binary enforcement and homophobic policing. This 

analysis gave rise to an emergent leadership model of ‘Unbound Leadership’. The four pieces of 

this portfolio are designed to engage listeners (podcasts and TEDx-style talk), visual learners (the 

hologram), readers (the article). This format was purposeful to make the research accessible to 

practitioners working in these critical human resource fields, to research participants (who are 

also Unbound Leaders looking to make change in their workplaces), to allies, and colleagues. An 

important goal of this research is to contribute to the change process necessary to increase access 

and equity in the workplace. Thus the portfolio consists of a TEDx-style talk, a 3D imaging, or 

hologram of the emergent Unbound Leadership theory, a series of podcasts, an article to be 

submitted to a peer-reviewed journal, and a document summarizing the GNC-NB Research 

Project portfolio.   
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Introduction to literature review 

Gedro (2017) suggests that “The field of Human Resource Development is inter-

disciplinary” (p.54). Sexual orientation has been researched within the literature of human 

resource development, however gender non-conforming women, whose experience offers differs 

markedly in their level of visibility, are often ignored in this literature. However, the study of 

gender non-conforming women, who are also visibly queer in the workplace, is only touched 

upon and not researched within the literature on sexual orientation in the workplace. My research 

draws on queer theory and explores the LGBT community and movement workplace theory in 

relation to diversity and human resource development. This research, the discourse in twenty-

five interviews, and the resulting four portfolio pieces draws on critical human resource 

development theory and speaks directly to diversity and equity practices as it pays close attention 

to “what happens when mainstream and ‘respectable’ diversity politics come into conflict with a 

movement rooted in efforts to defy respectability” (Ward, 2008. p.2), and feminist theory.   

I use ‘constructed grounded theory’ (Charmaz, 2000) to build on what has already been 

developed in critical human resource development. Suddaby (2006) suggests it is important to 

work across several research areas and I am working in critical human resource development 

(CHRD), drawing on queer and gender theory, and writing to address an audience engaged in 

diversity and equity policy and training. Charmaz (2017) outlines how recent influences on 

grounded theory include feminist theory, critical race theory and queer theory: “Constructivist 

grounded theory provides the tools for studying power and inequality...the ability to define 

taken-for-granted concepts in critical inquiry and to show how and to what extent they are 

enacted in the empirical world and in our research practice” (p. 40).  
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In undertaking constructivist grounded theory as a process, I utilized “rich data” to 

“...reveal participants views, feelings, intentions, and actions as well as the context and structures 

of their lives” (Charmaz, 2000, p.14). Charmaz goes on to describe the process of developing 

“thick description” that is produced through thorough field notes, and through gathering 

narratives that are rich in detail. The “constructivist approach...encourages researchers to 

theorize in the interpretive tradition. Interpretive theorizing may cover overt processes but also 

delves into implicit meanings and processes and is most evident then” (Charmaz 2000, p.14). 

Theory is constructed through finding the relationship between categories. Through this portfolio 

I specify conditions, show conceptual relationships, and forecast consequences. Rather than 

making explicit theoretical propositions, I weave them into the narrative, and following 

Charmaz’s process I have utilized the ‘narrative’ of the data to reveal the emerging theory. 

I am approaching my research with a focus on the process by which gender non-

conforming lesbians negotiate their identities, their work and the workplace setting. I am also a 

member of this community, and I have worked with community to transcribe, and generate 

discussion around research findings to ensure a useful and relevant knowledge translation from 

the research back to research participants and community. Working within the constructivist 

grounded theory methodology is a starting point for me in generating knowledge and theory 

related to the experience of gender non-conforming people in the workplace. I anticipate this 

doctoral portfolio will be just a starting point for working with data gathered through this 

research. I connected with research participants through ‘snowballing’ or “contacting one 

participant via another” (Valentine quoted in Browne, p. 48, 2005), and have formulated a 

network of individuals with whom I have stayed in contact, and to whom I feel responsible for 

the production of a research portfolio that can be used by them to make change in their 
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workplaces and networks. Utilizing social networks that in turn can vouch for the integrity of the 

researcher (Browne, 2005), as word of the research is spread through friendship and networking 

circles (social media, online communities) acts as a kind of referral process whereby networks 

communicate to each other and refer the research and researcher on to each other. It also will 

work to facilitate knowledge translation of this research back to the community from which the 

data and emergent theory arose, and beyond as participants spread the word, and discuss any or 

all of the ways in which this portfolio resonated with them as it conveys the research findings.  

Methodology  

The research question at the centre of this research is: How do gender non-

conforming lesbians navigate the workplace from a place of visibility? To answer this 

question, the research draws on Kathy Charmaz’s (2017) writing on how constructivist 

grounded theory can be used in critical inquiry to “reach across disciplines and bring 

power and inequality in to the centre of discourse” and “provides tools for studying 

power and inequality” (p.40). I used constructivist grounded theory to generate emergent, 

emancipatory theory focused on uncovering hidden structures, and how participants act 

within those structures to navigate, take actions and engage within the workplace 

environment (Charmaz, 2017). This portfolio seeks to begin to answer the following 

research question: How do gender non-conforming (GNC) lesbians negotiate the 

workplace from a place of visibility? (Hamilton-Page, 2021)  

Interviews took place with 25 individuals from the United Kingdom, Australia, the United States 

and Canada, who ranged in age from 24-59. Participants were informed that research 
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participation was voluntary, and signed consent forms, or consented to be interviewed in writing 

over email. 

 

 

The GNC-NB Research Project Portfolio 

The four pieces of this portfolio are designed to engage listeners, visual learners, readers 

and thinkers in ways that make the research accessible to practitioners working in these critical 

human resource fields, to research participants, to allies, and colleagues. An important goal of 

this research is to contribute to the change process necessary to increase access and equity in the 

workplace for 2SLGBTQ+ workers, particularly those that are gender non-conforming.  

TEDx-style video. The portfolio was designed with specific audiences in mind, starting 

with a “TEDx-style” talk with an intended audience looking to the ‘101’ of this research, 

corresponding definitions around sexual orientation and gender identity, what I have learned 

from research and literature through my studies, and in this constructed grounded theory 

methodology, what the community has to say about what it is to be visibly queer in the 

workplace. The TEDx-style video is meant to appeal to a general audience, and is intended to be 

useful to research participants in their own day-to-day lives as they seek to continue to make the 

kind of changes they all spoke about being involved in at their places of work as they organize 

trainings, seek to impact policy around gender identity and sexual orientation and serve as 

walking public service announcements in their visibility from the interview process, through 

long career trajectories as visible, out gender non-conforming lesbians and queers. In the video, 

it becomes evident that the metaphor of an entwined, intersectional identity is something central 

to the research findings as I speak with my hands and that the parallel lines of sexual orientation 
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and gender identity begin to cross as they entwine, giving birth to the concept of a helix, that 

became central to how I began to conceive of this emergent theory. The link to the video can be 

found at research website www.nbresearchproject.com.  

The GNC-NB research project art installation. The second piece of this portfolio is a 

visualization of this research, and the emergent theory that will be presented as an art 

installation. I have been blessed to find myself part of a small group in my doctoral cohort that 

has visual thinkers and learners and creators in it, and in sharing what I was finding during the 

interview process and memo writing, I began to feel the need to make visual what was 

developing in the transformational interview process. I talked to my colleagues about the hidden 

structures that were beginning to take shape, and the helix metaphor and as I started data 

analysis, I found myself attempting to draw and map out patterns, categories, identities, 

processes, and the following evolved:  

http://www.nbresearchproject.com/
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                Emergent theory – a 2D visualization.  

As I recorded the TEDx-style talk, I was aware that in the future, when I present this research 

and these findings, it would be enough to simply have this visual in a 3D format as a reference 

point, I could present from a re-imagining of this image with a poorly drawn helix, a spotlight, 

and the hidden workplace structures that this research is exposing. I sent this photo to the artist, 

holographer and researcher Michael Page, who is also my Dad, and asked if I could make this 

3D; if I could turn the research findings into a hologram, he said yes.    
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 I have developed the concepts to reflect the metaphor of a helix with outer strands 

reflecting the gender identity and sexual orientation of gender non-conforming or non-binary 

lesbians, and the process by which they navigate and mitigate the workplace environment as a 

hidden structure of binary expectations. The hologram can be found on the research website at 

www.nbresearchproject.com . This art installation will serve as a stand-alone, interactive image 

that will be printed, framed and lit so that as the viewer moves from side to side, in essence 

walking around the helix that emerges from the frame, and they can explore the text on the helix 

and on hidden structure. I worked with Tegan Frid, the niece of my creative cohort colleague 

Mark Altermann, to visualize the first iteration of the graphic helix and hidden binary 

expectations structure, and worked with Michael Page to create the 3D imaging. I will make this 

art installation available at poster presentations, and reference this visual as part of future 

speaking engagements about this research. The GNC-NB Research Project art installation is also 

targeting a wide, and public audience, and will be curated to link this visual and to the TEDx-

style talk in QR code labelling as part of the art installation.  

GNC-NB research project podcast. The third portfolio piece is the GNC-NB Research 

Project podcast. I recorded and edited five episodes to provide research participants, access and 

equity practitioners, HRD practitioners, community, academics, etc. a deeper dive into the 

research. I recorded the podcasts as conversations in order to ensure the content is lively, and not 

just a “sage on the stage” presentation, but also to ensure that the research and concepts are 

accessible to a broad audience. I recorded three episodes with a member of my community, Cath 

Wright, who came with three pages of questions to the first episode, and worked with me to 

construct questions and queries about the interviews and the research process and findings. Two 

of the episodes are with Meryn Cadell, a writer, educator, thinker, also a member of my 

https://vimeo.com/546882694
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community and a trans man, and one of the people who transcribed the interviews (9 of them). 

After Meryn had finished with the transcription, we had a conversation in which he became a 

primary credibility check, and I asked if he would be interested in talking the way we were about 

the research, but as I recorded it so that what we were discussing could become part of the 

research portfolio. Episodes three and four of the podcast are the product of this great 

conversation, and taken as a whole, the five podcast episodes cover the research from the journey 

of a doctoral student, to emergent theory. The podcast link can be found on the research website 

at www.nbresearchproject.com, and listened to on the shared drive, or transferred to a laptop, or 

handheld device for ease of listening. The podcasts can be found on the GNC-NB Research 

Project website where listeners can comment, and find full reference lists for each podcast 

episode. The podcasts will be distributed to Apple, and Spotify, or played right from my 

Buzzsprout podcast profile, H-P Podcasting.  

GNC-NB research article. The final piece of the GNC-NB Research Project portfolio is 

the article prepared for submission to the Journal of Lesbian Studies. In the lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual CHRD studies looking at the impact of homophobia on lesbian workers, the focus has 

been on the kind of risk faced by, and mitigated by, queer women who are discussed as having 

the option to come out, claim visibility as lesbians, and when visible, they are at high risk to 

experience harassment or lose their employment. Rheineck (2005) concludes her study of 124 

women, charting the impact of homophobia on their “career decision self-efficacy”, with this 

finding:  

 

Lesbians who are well integrated (high lesbian identity development, high career decision 

self-efficacy, and low internalized homophobia) may still have formidable obstacles in 

https://www.nbresearchproject.com/
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?show=instructions&journalCode=WJLS20&utm_source=CPB&utm_medium=cms&utm_campaign=JPG15734
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their career development. This study illustrated that the issue was not only how the women 

felt about themselves but also how they were thought to be perceived by others...The 

participants reported that they felt being an open lesbian carried high risks, with issues 

surrounding emotional and physical safety and/or career advancement. As a result, lesbians 

often perceive a lack of social support necessary to be open in the workplace…” (p. 89-90)  

It follows that the immediate visibility of gender non-conforming women means they are not at 

leisure to decide when to come out and manage perception, their gender identity implicates their 

sexual orientation upon a face-to-face meeting with a potential employer.  

Woodruffe-Burton and Bairstow (2013) made this the focus of their study a review of an 

online community as members discussed the implications of managing their butch identity in a 

job interview, and as a starting point to consider “alternate expressions of women’s leadership” 

(p.360) and the “symbolic power dynamics in the interview process” (Woodruffe-Burton & 

Bairstow, 2013, p.367). The authors conclude that what is needed for an inclusive workplace 

where gender identity may be expressed and diversity embraced as a strength, and conformity as 

problematic; “...this work is not so much an alternative organizational site but deeper 

understanding of lesbians experiences can be framed as an alternative site in and of itself; an 

alternative participant site through which possibilities for/challenges of alternative expressions of 

women’s leadership may be explored” (Woodruffe-Burton & Bairstow, 2013, p.371).  

My research article serves to begin to speak into the interdisciplinary gap in critical 

human resource development and queer workplace theory as it starts to answer the how and the 

ways in which gender non-conforming lesbians navigate the workplace from a place of queer 

visibility. The audience targeted with the journal article ranges from HR professionals, 

academics, researchers, access and equity practitioners, research participants and queer 
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community.  This work is a starting place, situated in community discourse when published in a 

queer journal, and there is much work to be done to build on these important conversations about 

this emergent leadership.  

There is much still to learn and discuss, and the aim of this article is to generate 

discussion, and to extend the connection of the journal article to the TEDx-style video, the 

podcast, and art installation. I proposed this portfolio to my committee as a part of a program that 

begins to look more deeply into what emerges through my research as the concept of “Unbound 

Leadership.”  It is my hope that this work will have begun broader dialogue and discussion on 

what it is to be gender non-conforming, non-binary, and lesbian or queer in the workplace in the 

twenty-first century.  
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