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Making Physics Inclusive to

LGBTQ+ Folks

Despite improvements in working conditions, harassment and

discrimination continue to affect the retention of LGBTQ+ physicists;

creating positive workplace climates could help.

By Allison Mattheis

This article is part of a series of pieces publishing today on the
experiences of LGBTQ+ physicists. See also: Q&A: Seeking
Diversity When Faced with Adversity; Podcast: Life as an
LGBTQ+ Physicist; and Opinion: Wanted: LGBTQ+ Allies.

The last few decades have seen an increase in the visibility of
gender and sexual minorities—commonly referred to as LGBTQ+
individuals—both in society broadly and in physics more
specifically (Fig. 1). As a result, there has been a corresponding

Figure 1: Continued work is needed to make physics workplaces
welcoming to those with all identities. The flag in this image is
known as the Progress Pride Flag. The flag includes black and
brown stripes to represent marginalized LGBTQ+ communities of
color, and pink, light blue, and white stripes, which are used on the
Transgender Pride Flag.
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jump in the desire to understand the experiences of LGBTQ+
physicists. Now, Ramoén Barthelemy of the University of Utah
and colleagues explore in detail the findings of a survey of
LGBTQ+ people working in physics [1, 2]. The team finds that
despite improvements in working conditions for many LGBTQ+
physicists, harassment and discrimination continue to be
problems that can create negative workplace climates and
impact retention. Their findings reinforce the need for
continued work to make physics workplaces welcoming to all.

Although physicists often describe their discipline as
curiosity-driven and open to new ideas, demographic data
show the opposite, with a lack of diversity in terms of race,
gender, and other characteristics. People from these historically
excluded groups can face a variety of oppressive
forces—including racism and sexism—when pursuing careers as
physicists [3]. As a result, many of these groups remain
underrepresented in this field.

Previous research has explored the maintenance of gender
disparities in physics, examining how practices in the field
reinforce its associations with masculinity, undermining efforts
to include and support women [4, 5]. Other studies have
documented the experiences of LGBTQ+ professionals in fields
across the sciences, finding reports of harassment, limited
professional advancement, and negative perceptions of
workplace environments [6, 7]. However, there is limited
understanding of how the workplace environment impacts the
experiences and retention of LGBTQ+ physicists, something the
new study explores.
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In their study, Barthelemy and colleagues examine data
presented in a 2016 survey of 324 LGBTQ+ and ally members of
the American Physical Society (APS), the publisher of Physics.
Specifically, the team looks at reported experiences from
LGBTQ+ individuals of their physics-workplace climate. For
example, do they feel social pressures to stay silent about their
personal lives or their identities? Based on previous
scholarship, the team uses a definition of workplace climate
that incorporates the behavioral and psychological aspects of a
person’s interactions with their colleagues. The definition also
considers the differing perceptions of an issue a person can
have depending on their position at an institution and on how
aligned their views are with the predominate ones of their
colleagues.

The team finds that 90% of respondents agree with the
statement that “the atmosphere for LGBTQ+ employees is
improving.” But they also find—quantitatively and
qualitatively—that those who experience or observe
exclusionary or harassing behavior based on gender, gender
expression, gender identity, sexual orientation, or sexual
identity say that they are potentially less likely to stay in the
field. In addition, those who report feeling comfortable enough
to be “out” to colleagues about their LGBTQ+ identities report
greater comfort in the workplace [2]. This finding fits with the
results of a recent study that found a positive correlation
between outness at work—how many colleagues a person is
open with about their sexual identity—and scholarly
productivity for academic professionals in science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) [8]. That said, Barthelemy and
colleagues find that the experiences of LGBTQ+ physicists are
unequally distributed across different identities. For example,
trans and gender nonconforming physicists report more
negative experiences than their LGB peers, men experience
more positive climates than women, and LGBTQ+ persons of
color are less likely to be out in their workplace.

Most respondents of the 2016 APS survey were undergraduate
or graduate students, and their experiences provide a snapshot
of the outlook for the next generation of physicists. It is thus
relevant to note that those who said they had experienced or
observed exclusionary behaviors but had positively rated their
workplace climate planned to remain in the field. That finding
indicates that being in an inclusive environment (not just one
that lacks hostility) may counter experiences of exclusion. It
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also suggests that inclusive workplaces have a protective effect
that can help ensure that the physics community retains the
scientific expertise of early-career LGBTQ+ physicists.

The importance of psychological and physical safety in the
workplace for minority groups in physics is a key takeaway of
the 2016 survey, but the new study adds an important caveat.
These protective policies are unevenly available to transgender
physicists because of inadequate state and institutional policies
governing nondiscrimination in hiring, health care, and other
aspects of employment. Barthelemy and colleagues connect
this finding to other studies that have demonstrated related
challenges for physicists of color, particularly Black and
disabled physicists, emphasizing the importance of utilizing
intersectional frameworks when considering interventions. The
nuance provided by such intersectional analyses can help in
understanding the compounded and interrelated impacts of
racism, ableism, sexism, and heteronormativity and suggest
new interventions.

Exploring the impact of workplace climate is also important
when it comes to implementing inclusive practices. Barthelemy
and colleagues reinforce the need for equitable practices across
STEM when it comes to hiring, training, evaluating, and
retaining scientists because institutional policies can
differentially impact members of minority groups [9]. We
should also acknowledge that one third of the respondents to
the original survey reported being out to everyone—these
physicists are already doing the daily work necessary to
integrate their personal and professional lives and to educate
the broader community. We need to continue to support these
out physicists so that all LGBTQ+ individuals who wish to be
“out” can feel safe to make that move. Let’s learn from these
findings and continue to work toward making physics the safe
and inclusive profession it should be.

Allison Mattheis: California State University, Los Angeles, CA, USA
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