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LGBTQ+ in STEM: A Plan of Action for Increased Inclusivity

The issue of “women in STEM” — more specifically the lack thereof — has been
brought to light in recent years. Fortunately, efforts have been made since then to close the
disparity between men and women in the STEM workforce in terms of representation, visibility,
pay, and more. Unfortunately, other minority groups still find themselves devalued, ignored, and
handicapped in STEM: namely, the LGBTQ+ community. Research has continuously
demonstrated the value of diversity in academia, yet LGBTQ+ individuals in STEM continue to
face barriers against professional advancement; the APS(American Physical Society) conducted
research in 2016 showing that 1 in 3 LGBTQ+ physicists thought about quitting their careers,
which correlated markedly with experiencing and/or witnessing harassment in their respective
workplaces. Not only do these problems occur, but they are rarely brought to light due to the
general ignorance of these issues; there is a severe lack of large-scale studies that address and
strive to increase awareness of LGBTQ+ representation in STEM. To make STEM the most
productive and fruitful field possible, our first step should be to make it more inclusive.

Unsurprisingly, LGBTQ+ STEM professionals enjoy fewer career opportunities than
their otherwise similar non-LGBTQ+ peers.

In the latest research, published in Science Advances,
sociologists Erin Cech at the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor and Tom Waidzunas at Temple University in
Pennsylvania analysed data collected from US-based
members of 21 scientific societies as part of a larger study
on inclusivity in science. The data set included the
responses of more than 1000 people working in science,
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) who
identify as LGBTQ+.

As shown above in the bar graph representation of the data (y-axis indicates a range of 1~5, 1
being strongly disagree and 5 being strongly agree; x-axis shows three different topics of which
participants were asked to rate the level of agreement they experienced each outcome). LGBTQ+
STEM professionals were less likely to report that they had access to the resources they needed
to do their jobs well, in addition to feeling uncomfortable whistleblowing on one of their
coworkers.



This data is well in accordance with prior research about harassment against LGBTQ+ faculty.
Research on LGBTQ+-identifying personnel of the STEM field found that they were more likely
to report harassment and social isolation than those in other departments. A study of federal
employees found that LGBTQ+ workers in STEM-related agencies (e.g., NASA and EPA) had
more negative workplace experiences than LGBTQ+ workers in non-STEM–related agencies
(Pham 2017). Therefore it is not surprising that in Cech’s report, LGBTQ+ professionals feel less
respected in their workplaces and feel uncomfortable calling out their coworkers.

This series of discomforts LGBTQ+ STEM professionals report feeling, especially the
former two of the three, can add to the driving force that not only push existing LGTBQ
professionals out of STEM fields, but also prevent aspiring LGBTQ+ STEM students from
entering STEM fields in the first place. The latter poses a different yet equally serious issue; their
unease of raising ethical and legal concerns at the workplace is extremely fretting, as STEM
professionals nowadays have been pushed to the front lines of public safety and security issues
regarding the rapid pace of technological innovation that defines the status-quo.

Professional devaluation is yet another mode of marginalization LGBTQ+ professionals
report to have faced, and continue to face, in their STEM fields. Professional (also known as
workplace) devaluation is, as defined by Virginia Tech, means devaluing one’s contributions and

demeaning one’s sense of self. Participants were
asked to rate if they have ever felt that they have
experienced professional devaluation due to their
identity on a scale of 1~5, in which 1= strong
disagreement and 5= strong agreement. LGBTQ+
personnel generally scored higher than
non-LGBTQ+ personnel, meaning that they agree
with the statement that they have experienced
professional devaluation. We believe that this can
be one of the most de-incentivizing factors in the
workplace for LGBTQ+ STEM professionals;
continuously being overlooked as a professional
unworthy of recognition, or sometimes not even a
professional at all, would drive those subject to
professional devaluation to no longer find their

work meaningful, or even consider quitting their careers.
Science.org has also conducted polls asking LGBTQ+-identifying and non-identifying

STEM professionals to rate their general wellbeing by requiring them to rate, on a scale of 1~5,
the frequency of which they experience 4 different phenomena: minor health problems, insomnia,
stress from work, and depressive symptoms. The data correspond to the career limitations,
harassment, and professional devaluation LGBTQ+ stem personnel have reported to have
experienced. The undeniable link between social, mental, and physical health can account for the



correlation between the frequency of the events LGBTQ+ professionals experience at the
workplace and their lower levels of general well-being.

Why should anyone — even those not affiliated with LGBTQ+ or STEM— care? To put
it simply, each of the three aspects of marginalization LGBTQ+ STEM professionals currently
report to have faced accumulate into what could be a great threat to the future of the STEM field.

With STEM innovation as the hallmark of the 21st century, it is increasingly important
that STEM fields are brimful with knowledgeable, motivated, and keen professionals who
genuinely enjoy their work and want to contribute to expanding their fields. There is no doubt
that, amidst the era of rapid scientific advancement, losing valuable personnel (especially due to
unfounded reasons) who had the potential to enhance the STEM workforce is a great wound.
Therefore it is unfortunate that the bar graph above shows that LGBTQ+ professionals are more
likely to quit, or consider quitting, their professions than their non-LGBTQ+ counterparts.

Not only that, but losing LGBTQ+ professionals means losing a slice of diversity. As Cech puts
it in her report The diversity-innovation paradox in science, “more diverse groups of problem



solvers offer more creative, productive, and fact-based scientific and technical innovations than
more homogeneous teams” (Cech 9); and losing such a benefit would be something to lament.

All in all, it is vital that we make STEM environments more tolerant, if not welcoming, of
LGBTQ+ professionals, and what matters the most here is cultivating workplaces that show real
commitment to being inclusive and compassionate; to fulfill this goal, team KOREA_HS
suggests a plan of action for workplaces, educational institutions, and other contexts:

Celebrating openness: It is critical that workplaces show they are welcoming to any and
all identities; openness can be showed in many different manners, including but not limited to
asking for and using the appropriate pronouns, using gender-inclusive or gender-neutral language
when addressing everyone in the group, installing gender-neutral bathrooms, even things such as
a small pride sticker in the office can make LGBTQ+ affiliated workers feel welcomed,
comfortable, and as a result, more apt to work effectively in the workplace.

Cultivate compassion for everyone: While it is a priority to make LGBTQ+ employees
feel safe and not discriminated against, it is also important to ensure that everyone (even
non-LGBTQ+ professionals) understands how to respect those who identify as LGBTQ+. Some
employees may understand the concept of gender, sex, and pronouns perfectly — others may
struggle with separating the three. In the event that this is the case, everyone should strive to
actively learn and teach others (especially those who struggle) how to be respectful (ex. Using
the correct pronouns).

Separating the work from the worker: Bias, whether that be conscious or subconscious, is
detrimental to the promotion of equality at the workplace by directly or indirectly harming those
who have biases formed against them — this can take the form of limiting career opportunities,
excluding select personnel from group research, etc. It is therefore vital that employers and
employees

Employing LGBTQ+ inclusive model policies: Policies, if delivered in an inappropriate
manner or time, can backfire and seem more forceful than inclusive; again, that is why
cultivating an overall welcoming and inclusive environment is number one on the list —
everything else usually follows. However, it is also crucial to create a proper, functioning system
that address problems when reported— whether that be pertaining to discrimination, physical or
sexual harassment, verbal harassment, deliberate exclusion, etc. A safe work environment is one
that ensures that individuals who feel they have been subject to discrimination due to their
identities are protected and compensated for.



Inclusivity has been one of the most pivotal issues in the 21st century: from raising
discussions about systematic racism to addressing the gender pay gap, tolerance and equality
have been two interlinked, defining concepts of recent years; yet this report shows that there is
still a long way to go in terms of addressing inclusion issues regarding specific minorities under
specific contexts. And it is critical that we address these issues, or at least begin to try to address
them, as they have the potential to affect whole educational fields and communities (as
demonstrated in this report). It is, in conclusion, absolutely vital that workplaces, labs, etc. adopt
or at least take into consideration our suggestions and findings to make academic environments
more welcoming and inclusive; doing so will not only promote inclusion of LGBTQ+, but also
boost general morale and create a comfortable atmosphere conducive to true learning.
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