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she’s not willing to risk it. Even though three
close colleagues figured it out and told her it
doesn’t matter to them. Even though that means
she denies her relationship with Drew, her part-
ner of six years. When co-workers visit her
house, Kiana pretends they sleep in different
bedrooms. When Drew comes to her work-
place, Kiana makes sure she stresses that Drew
has been married.

Kiana pretends to be sexually interested in
men. She even changes the names of couples
she socializes with. Kim and Barb become Jim
and Barb, for instance.

“I didn’t know you did that. I can’t believe it,”
Drew says incredulously. It really bothers her
that Kiana pretends, and that it forces her to
pretend, too. 

“I don’t want people talking behind my back
or judging me,” explains Kiana. “You hear these

jokes and people don’t think anything about
telling them. They don’t think they know any
gay people.”

When singer Melissa Etheridge was in the
news for having a baby with her female partner
a few years ago, one co-worker said: “Those
people should be lined up against a wall and
shot.” Kiana shrunk back a little further into her
closet.

Drew, on the other hand, is proudly open
about her sexuality at work. It was tough at first
to let people know, but she’s never regretted it.
She enjoys answering questions and breaking
down the stereotypes that many people hold.

“I look at it as a teaching experience. We can
teach that we’re not deviant, that we have the
same problems that every heterosexual couple
has.”

That’s the same approach that Sue takes.

She’s a nurse in the major surgery unit at Joseph
Brant Hospital, and it’s been known there for 10
years that she’s gay. She couldn’t possibly hide
it, she says. Her personality is much too chatty
and social for that.

“Hopefully, I’ve changed a lot of people’s
opinions, misconceptions and made them more
comfortable interacting with gay people. I’m
kind of proud of myself that I’ve done that.”

“W hen people found out I was gay, they
were hesitant to hang around me be-

cause they didn’t want to be labelled as gay. It
gets to you in some ways,” says Tom Balint, a
quality control manager at the GM components
plant in St. Catharines.

It really wasn’t his decision to come out. In-
stead his relationship with a male employee in
the late 1980s set the plant’s rumour mill ablaze. 

Reactions were mixed. Some didn’t want to
socialize with him anymore. Others wrote
“Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve” on the
wall. Many didn’t seem to care one way or the
other.

Balint says it’s easier to be out in the work-
place because that means you’re less likely to be
confronted with homophobia. Legislation,
workplace diversity programs and educational
efforts by trade unions have gone a long way to
improving workplace environments for all
sorts of minorities, he adds.

“Even if people don’t like it (homosexuality),
they know they have to be respectful to me. It
takes away the schoolyard mentality.

“I’m sure behind my back there have been a
lot of comments I don’t hear. It’s like that on the
schoolyard too. Gossip just goes around like
crazy, but people won’t say it to your face.”

Balint has helped set up a gay and lesbian
committee within the Canadian Auto Workers
local in St. Catharines. He expects that he might
hear a little more negativity from those who
think that homosexuals should stop asking for
so much and just be quiet. But that won’t stop
him from his goal of education and mentoring.

One of the priorities is to help create an at-
mosphere in which being gay at work is ordi-
nary and expected. There seems to be a lot of
work ahead to get there. 

In Balint’s workplace of 4,000 people, com-
monly used statistics would estimate that any-
where from 40 to 400 employees are gay. But
only three people have stepped forward to be
on the committee. 

Two, including Balint, are gay and out at
work. The third is too afraid to take that step,
but wants to work behind the scenes.

Balint says being out at work is much less bur-
densome than hiding. “Being in the closet is
emotionally draining. People think it’s going to
be horrible to come out. They exaggerate how
people will react. Thinking about the apoca-
lypse wastes your life.”

“Dennis,” an executive in a Hamilton social-
service agency, agrees that more gay people
need to make the decision to be out at work,
though he’s not willing to have his real name
used in this article.

“I think sometimes we make it tougher for
ourselves than it really has to be. It’s sad be-
cause people are putting more energy into
denying it than they need to. It’s probably sus-
pected anyway; why not be honest about it?

“Why would anyone want to work in an envi-
ronment where you can’t be who you are?”

For many gay and lesbian people, the journey
to leading an open life comes in baby steps.
Melissa and Jody are a lesbian couple work-

ing in a local manufacturing plant. They have
worked on the line 18 years, a few years shy of
their time together. They have raised Jody’s two
grown sons together, have a comfortable
Hamilton Mountain home and a wide circle of
gay friends.

But for the first eight years in the factory,
Melissa pretended she had a boyfriend. She
says she never wanted to be different, and being
lesbian was about as different as she could be.

Even when people asked about her relation-
ship with Jody — the two were known to share
a house and drive to work together every day —
Melissa would lie.

“She’s a friend,” she’d say, all the while feeling
guilty about denying her true partner.

Jody would get frustrated. She wanted to be
out and honest, but Melissa’s fear wouldn’t al-
low that.

“I have no shame. No one can make me feel
that way. If you are not going to like me because
I’m a lesbian, you’re not worth talking to,” Jody
says.

Now in her late 40s, Melissa is starting to talk
openly to close co-workers. She even finally
agreed to pursue the company’s same-sex ben-
efits with Jody. She says it’s empowering to be
honest.

“These little steps make the next steps easier.
You see the world didn’t fall apart so it makes it
easier the next time.”

But honesty sometimes comes with a price. A
homophobic co-worker stole Jody’s diary one
day — pages upon pages documenting their
lives together, including very personal details
about how they exchanged rings on their an-
niversary. He mocks and insinuates, but doesn’t
cross the line. He knows as well as anyone in
the plant that he can’t harass, so he takes it as far
as he can.

His behaviour is Melissa’s worst fear come to
life. But instead of scaring her off, it’s made her
stronger. She’s even put a gay pride sticker on
her truck.

“Basically, I’m just saying f--- you. I’m not go-
ing to hide anymore. I’m not going to run away.”

Lucy and Renee are both teachers. Lucy is a
kindergarten teacher in Hamilton. Renee teach-
es at Sir John A. Macdonald Secondary School.
Each has her own reasons for not being out.

Lucy fears the parents of her pupils finding
out and worrying about the safety of their chil-
dren. Renee worries about harassment from the
high-school students.

Both say it affects their relationships with co-
workers. Neither can share details about their
personal lives. It makes them feel like outsiders,

and their colleagues probably think they’re in-
different to forging friendships.

Renee says today’s youth need positive gay
role models, but she can’t take the step to be-
come one.

“It would be better for the kids. There are gay
kids at school, and they have no role models.
They have no idea that not everyone around
them is straight.”

Monique Goold decided years ago that she
would be honest about her sexuality. 

The Grade 7/8 teacher in Brantford has never
regretted that decision, but it has been a rocky,
uphill road. Three years ago, she was assaulted
at school by a student and called a whole host of
derogatory names by that boy’s father.

That incident — the first time a hate crime
based on sexual orientation was the focus of a
criminal case in Brantford — almost made the
11-year teaching veteran quit her beloved pro-
fession. The school administration was slow in
reacting when Goold became the target of a
hate campaign.

“Some students began calling me names at
school. Others began talking openly to other
students and to community members when
they entered the school about how I was a
dyke and that I hurt little kids. That people
should stay away from me.”

But all the tribulations are worth it, she says,
to live her life in the open and help the next gen-
eration see that it can be done.

“Society won’t change unless somebody
takes a stand. Everything has confirmed that I
need to be out. It allows me to be a positive role
model and allows me to live my life without
fear.”

Brad Salavich, a campus programs manager
for IBM Canada, firmly believes gay people can
turn their sexual orientation into an advantage
in the workplace. When he came out in the
company about 10 years ago, he found it made
him better able to connect with co-workers,
managers and clients. He could network more
freely, not worrying about what he could and
couldn’t say.

“I took a personal stance because I figured
that if I was going to be out, I should be proud of
it. If I don’t treat it as a liability myself, it can’t
be used against me.”

Salavich says gay workers should scrutinize
the diversity policies of a potential employer
before taking a job. It’s easier than finding out
down the line that your company is not sup-
portive.

“People have to think about it. Do they really
want to work for a company that doesn’t want
to know who you are?”

In an upstairs meeting room on Church Street
in the heart of Toronto’s gay village, a group
called the Pride Employment Network gathers
to discuss, commiserate and advise each other
about being gay in the workforce. There is
everyone from a lesbian financial advisor to a
transgendered construction manager.

One woman is looking for encouragement to
come out in her banking job. She isn’t sure how
to broach the subject with colleagues and man-
agers, even though her company has broad and
stringent diversity policies. The others joke
that being gay in that environment makes her
“fire-proof.”

“And I’m Asian and I’m a woman,” she chips
in. “That’s triple protection.”

Jason Bazinet says he is as out as it’s possible
to be in his job as a financial planner. He jokes
with co-workers and openly shares details
about his dating life. But he has no illusions that
everyone thinks he should be that way.

“There is no doubt some talk behind my back.
There is a big difference between tolerance and
acceptance. You can make people be tolerant,
but you can’t make them accept.”

Carl Miller remembers when even tolerance
wasn’t expected. Now retired, he was one of the
founders of the Gay and Lesbian Organization
of Bell Employees that fought for and won
same-sex benefits from the company in the
mid-1990s. 

Progress was slow and success was measured
in small victories, like convincing Bell to adver-
tise in the Toronto Gay Pride program. “The
Bell culture was very staid. You didn’t rock the
boat there. We proceeded gingerly. It was scary,
but there was this sense it was the right thing to
do.”

A 2001 study found that more than 60 per cent
of of gays and lesbians felt their sexual ori-

entation had affected their career. 
The initial response was that their sexuality

had no impact, said Dr. Margaret Schneider, a
psychologist at the University of Toronto who
conducted the study. But when respondents
delved into the questions, they found other-
wise. “Basically, when other things are more or
less equal, (sexual orientation) factored in. I
think people were surprised by that.”

Some respondents had chosen to go to a big-
city university in the hopes of more tolerance
or access to a gay community. Others said they
had changed careers when they came out. For
instance, a gay male engineer quit his job and
went into theatre.

“He said coming out unstuck him from the so-
cial expectations that he and his family had, and
he could choose the career he really wanted.”

Schneider added she expected to hear more
negativity, but instead found that many respon-
dents felt their homosexuality had opened up op-
portunities or broadened their career path. 

Schneider started her study because she was
hearing from career counsellors at the univer-
sity that people who were trying to make career
choices would say things like: “I can’t be a cor-
porate lawyer because I’m gay and I won’t get a
job.”

There are perceptions of limits that may not
be true, says Schneider, but they hold people
back nonetheless. 

“There is an element of truth, but then this
mythology is added to it. It’s ‘catastrophizing.’
It’s not that it doesn’t matter if you’re gay or les-
bian, but it might not matter as much as they
think it does.”

mmacleod@thespec.com or 905-526-3408.
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S
arah thought a case of sexual ha-
rassment in a downtown Toron-
to school would be handled
swiftly
and harshly.

She had been the target of un-
wanted advances from a col-
league for several months. Late-

night phone calls, uninvited visits to her house
and stacks of e-mails littered with sexual con-
tent piled up until the 34-year-old teacher
reached a breaking point and approached
school administrators.

Sarah, who is gay, says the board didn’t know
how to handle a case of a female harassing an-
other female. Administrators were more con-
cerned about parents finding out than making
sure she was safe. They called it a “personal is-
sue,” the implication being this was a relation-
ship gone wrong.

There had never been a relationship, says
Sarah, but no one, except her union, was listen-
ing to her. “This shouldn’t ever have been about
my sexuality, but that’s exactly what it became.
They didn’t know what to do about two women,
they just wanted it to go away.”

The police agreed the woman’s behaviour
was harassment and warned her that one more
contact with Sarah would result in charges. The
school board still refused to take action.

Last month, Sarah threatened to take the mat-
ter to the Ontario Human Rights Commission
and accuse the board of discrimination based
on sexual orientation. The
other teacher was sudden-
ly and quietly trans-
ferred. But there was
no disciplinary ac-
tion and no note on
her file. A much
different scenario,
says Sarah, than
cases of harass-
ment involving op-
posite-sex teachers.

She feels guilty for
accepting the deal
and for agreeing to
keep quiet about
the incident. “I
let them get

away with it. I felt like I was selling my soul. I
shut up and there were no repercussions and no
costs. They can do it again.”

Sarah says she had believed her sexual orien-
tation would never affect her career, especially
in a big city like Toronto. She doesn’t have that
faith anymore. 

“They will decide how they treat you accord-
ing to their own discomfort. Maybe I’m naive,
but I thought people would do the right thing.
The next time I have an issue, I guess I’ll have to
play the trump card and call on my gay rights. It
shouldn’t be that way.”

Sarah’s case is extreme, to be sure. It is clear-
ly illegal to treat an employee differently be-
cause of his or her sexual orientation, whether
that involves hiring, wages, benefits, promo-
tions or workplace policies covering issues
such as harassment. Every province in Canada,
except Nunavut which is now drafting legisla-
tion, has human-rights legislation protecting
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered peo-
ple.

Many workplaces and unions have formal or
informal “rainbow groups” or “pink triangle
committees” to promote a supportive work en-
vironment for gay employees.

And Canada is light-years ahead of the U.S. on
this. It’s still legal in 37 states to fire someone
because they are gay. Some employers have
blanket policies banning gays and lesbians from
being hired.

But workplace discrimination based on sexu-
al orientation remains real in Canada, says
Christine Donald of the Coalition for Lesbian
and Gay Rights in Ontario.

“Harassment and discrimination in the work-
place is the biggest class of calls we get. It

varies enormously from sneers from co-
workers that makes the environment
miserable to not getting promo-
tions.”

The province’s human rights com-
mission heard 33 cases of discrimina-

tion in the workplace based on sexual
orientation in 2001. But of the total num-

ber of cases before the commission, sexu-
al orientation complaints in the workplace
remain relatively rare — between 1 and 2

per cent a year.
But what is commonplace in workplaces

everywhere is that gay and lesbian employees
continue to struggle with marrying their per-

sonal identity with their working life. 

Some are out — meaning they make it no se-
cret that they are gay. Others try to fly under the
radar, hoping to draw little attention and shar-
ing little of their personal lives with their col-
leagues. Still others live a double life, even ac-
tively pretending to be straight during their
working shifts before heading off home to be
with a same-sex partner or to venture into the
world of gay dating.

Unlike many other minorities, gay people can
hide their identity. But along with that option to
be invisible comes a lot of angst-ridden choices.
Do you take a same-sex partner to the office
Christmas party? Do you put his or her picture
on your desk at work? Do you come out in your
job interview or do it later, after time has
passed? Or maybe not at all?

In a world where Will & Grace is a top-rated
TV show and Canada is talking about granting
marriage rights to gays and lesbians, haven’t we
progressed past all the distress about being gay? 

Sure, there are religious groups that teach ho-
mosexuality is immoral, and there are hate or-
ganizations that spew venom and malice any
chance they get. But aren’t they a tiny minority
among a sea of people who are willing to live
and let live?

In a major way, that is true. But when you are
alone or among only a handful of gay employ-
ees, it takes a lot of courage to be honest about
your sexuality. For one thing, it’s a personal is-
sue. Straight people don’t have to identify or ex-
plain themselves. Coming out, by definition,
means identifying yourself as a member of a
minority that many Canadians simply don’t re-
late to.

And for some gay people, living in the shad-
ows is almost second nature. They’ve done it
for years with friends and family. For them, they
can’t imagine doing anything else but hide at
work, too.

There is also a huge amount of fear that dis-
closing one’s sexual orientation could have a
detrimental affect on relationships with co-
workers and the path to promotion and ad-
vancement.

Is that fear justified? Some, both gay and
straight, say it is, especially in society’s more
conservative occupations. Others say the trep-
idation is overblown.

But researching this story indicates that the
angst is real. We talked to many people who
aren’t out at work, and struggle with that every
day. Even many of those who consider them-
selves out didn’t want their names used,
whether it was to protect their families or to re-
main hidden to those few co-workers who
could pose a problem. Hence, at the request of
interviewees, when a person’s full name could
not be used in this story, a pseudonymous first
name is used.

“Even if they are 99 per cent sure, they don’t
completely know,” said one female factory
worker. “Once they get that confirmation, it
could totally change the way they treat you. Un-
til then, it’s just speculation.”

A Hamilton financial planner, who is presi-
dent of the city’s gay and lesbian business asso-
ciation, doesn’t want her name used. “I hate to
think it would impact my business, but I think it
would,” she said. “A lot of my clients are seniors
and they just aren’t comfortable with it. They
have a don’t-ask, don’t-tell mentality.”

Society can watch all the gay characters on
TV, laugh along with gay comedians and buy
the records of homosexual singers. We can be
supportive of advancing gay rights and approve
of upcoming gay-pride celebrations. But in the
meantime, there are millions of ordinary peo-
ple trying to find a way to live their lives in
peace and respect in a world that is definitely
changing.

“We’ve had legislation against racism for a
long time. Does that mean racism doesn’t exist?
Of course not,” says Carrol Anne Sceviour, hu-
man rights director for gay and lesbian issues
with the Ontario Federation of Labour.

“Sometimes it seems we’ve gone so far, and
then other times it seems like it’s 1951.”

The key is building an alliance against homo-
phobia that includes heterosexual leaders in
the workplace, she says.  “That alliance can cre-
ate a culture and attitudes that legislation alone
can’t force.”

For some, the growing tolerance of gay rights
and culture is coming way too fast. But for those
living it in the factories, offices and businesses,
it can’t come fast enough.

A female teacher interviewed for this story
phoned back to stress that her school’s name
couldn’t appear in the story. There are only
eight teachers there, it’s too big of a risk, she
told us.

One gay man, initially excited to tell his story,
quickly backed off once his boss found out
about his intentions. The boss feared the article
could be perceived negatively and lead to lost
advertising for the firm.

Calls and e-mails to gay advocacy groups and
business associations resulted in very few peo-
ple interested in coming forward.

“It’s Hamilton,” they said.
“It’s not the easiest place to be gay.”
There are stories that circulate in the gay

community. The lesbian cop who didn’t get
backup when she needed it. The gay lawyer
who took the fall for a courtroom defeat that

wasn’t his fault. The construction manager who
can’t land a contract because it’s known he’s
gay. 

They can be passed off as isolated incidents
or even as the homosexual version of urban leg-
ends. But they play a huge role in convincing
some that it’s much easier and safer to keep hid-
ing.

K iana worries that her co-workers won’t like
her anymore if they find out she is gay. 

That seems unlikely, considering she’s a
woman in her late 40s, in a successful health-
care career, who appears to be capable and con-
fident in every other way. But it’s the truth. She
doesn’t want them to stop liking her or confid-
ing in her or laughing with her.

Does she know for sure they will? No. But
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CLOSET
Out of the
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‘Being in the closet is 
emotionally draining,’ 
says Tom Balint, a 
quality control manager 
at General Motors of
Canada’s components
plant in St. Catharines.
Balint helped set up 

a gay union com-
mittee on the 
shop floor.
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