
 

ANALYSIS OF QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTED AS PART OF THE ASSET 2016 SURVEY 
 
Introduction 
 
In the 2015/16 academic year, 7685 staff working in UK higher education (HE) identified as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual or other - this constituted 5.2% of all staff who disclosed their sexual orientation.1 Although we now 
know more about the sexual orientation of staff working in HE, sexual orientation has not yet received the 
same degree of analytical attention as other protected characteristics such as gender, disability, age, and 
race/ethnicity. UK data on protected characteristics that are not mandatory for higher education institutions 
(HEIs) to report to the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA), such as sexual orientation, result in smaller, 
less reliable returns than mandatory data (such as ethnicity and gender). Therefore in Equality Challenge Unit 
(ECU)’s 2017 statistical report on staff equality, sexual orientation was examined in four tables whereas, for 
example, ethnicity was discussed in 43 tables and gender discussed in 31 tables. 
 
However, on a UK level, disclosure rates for sexual orientation are continuing to increase year-on-year and it is 
now possible to present a demographic picture for staff and students in HE.2 Increased disclosure rates will 
provide greater opportunities for analysis in due course but it is also important to consider what we can 
actually discern from the data at present. 

 
To help develop a more detailed 
picture, this Research Insight will 
examine qualitative data from staff 
who disclosed as lesbian, gay or 
bisexual (LGB) in the 2016 version of 
the Athena Survey of Science, 
Engineering and Technology (ASSET) 
survey. The Royal Society, Royal 
Academy of Engineering, Royal 
Society of Biology and The Academy 
of Medical Sciences commissioned 
ECU to design and implement ASSET 
2016. The survey aimed to adapt 
and enhance previous iterations 
(2003/04, 2006 and 2010) and 
assess the current state of the 
association between gender and 

                                                      
1 ECU, Equality in higher education: staff statistical report 2017 (2017), 271. 
2 Dan Aldridge, ‘Do ask, do tell: why quality data is key to improving the student experience’, HEFCE blog (3 August 2017), 
http://blog.hefce.ac.uk/2017/08/03/do-ask-do-tell-why-quality-data-is-key-to-improving-the-student-experience/ 
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experiences, expectations and perceptions of the workplace among academics in science, technology, 
engineering, mathematics and medicine (STEMM). 
 
This Research Insight expands on quantitative findings published in the 2016 ASSET report. For example, the 
report noted that male and female LGB respondents reported a perceived stronger advantage for men in the 
allocation of markers of esteem (such as invitations to conferences and appointments to editorships) than 
heterosexual respondents.3 In addition, LGB female respondents thought that it was easier for a man to obtain 
a senior post in their department than heterosexual female respondents (and in turn, both groups, on average, 
thought this to a greater extent than the average responses from heterosexual and LGB men).4 
 
This Research Insight also provides an overview of key qualitative findings, which will inform the work of 
equality and diversity practitioners and be of interest to those working to advance LGB staff experiences. As 
such, its focus on qualitative data complements quantitative analyses of LGB staff responses in the main ASSET 
report and ECU’s annual HE statistical reports. 

Methodology 
 
The final weighted sample for ASSET 2016 was 4869 respondents (2495 men, 2374 women), of which 305 
identified as LGB (183 men, 122 women). The unweighted sample also included 21 respondents who used a 
title other than male or female. Comments shared by these respondents are also analysed in this Insight. 
Respondents could select from the following options: bisexual, gay man, gay woman/lesbian, 
heterosexual/straight, or other, as well as refuse to provide any information. From this group, 45 gay male 
respondents, 37 gay female/lesbian respondents and 59 bisexual respondents shared freetext comments in the 
survey. The themes identified in the following analyses are thus based on these 141 respondents, with 
consideration to the individual orientations and their intersection with gender presented in turn. 
 
The ASSET survey uses the term ‘LGB’ in place of the term ‘LGBTQ+’ for two reasons. Firstly, transgender was 
included in the survey in relation to gender identity (as assessed through another item on the survey) and has 
therefore been excluded from this term for sexual orientation. Secondly, the ASSET survey did not present 
‘queer’ as a response option. It is therefore not possible to identify the response option selected by queer 
respondents, or reasonable to assume that the results presented here represent their opinions. ECU is aware of 
the limitations of this approach and intends to explore the intersections between gender and sexual orientation 
in future work.  
 
The software package Atlas.ti was used to inductively code freetext comments from the 141 LGB respondents. 
This process involved marking all quotes that expressed a similar theme with a thematic ‘code’ (for example, 
‘positive action initiatives’). Codes that overlapped or conveyed similar themes were combined. This resulted in 
an initial list of 29 codes, which was further refined to create a list of 17 codes (see below). 
 
 

                                                      
3 ECU, ASSET 2016: experiences of gender equality in STEMM academia and their intersections with ethnicity, sexual orientation, 
disability and age (April 2017), 29. 
4 ECU, ASSET 2016, 29 
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Alongside analysis of LGB staff comments in 
general, filters were applied in Atlas.ti so that 
comments shared by gay male, gay female/lesbian 
and bisexual respondents could be studied to 
assess commonalities and differences. This Insight 
excludes comments about sexual orientation 
shared by respondents who identified as 
heterosexual/straight or did not disclose their 
sexual orientation. Although this may overlook 
some perceptions about LGB staff in HE, it is 
justified as this Insight’s focus is on the experiences 
of LGB staff. 
 
The most notable theme from respondents is the 
general absence of comments explicitly related to 
experiences of being LGB. Of the 141 LGB 
respondents who shared freetext comments, only 
19 (13.5%) explicitly referred to their sexual 
orientation, in either positive or negative terms. 
Issues raised by LGB respondents more commonly 
reflected those discussed by the overall sample, 
such as perceptions of preferential treatment 
according to gender and the influence of informal, 
‘masculine’ networks.5 
 

Many respondents shared positive experiences. For these two respondents, for example, their colleagues were 
inclusive and supportive of their same-sex partners:  

 
I have had time away from work to care for my mother, I am gay and in a civil partnership. My team have 
always been completely supportive of both of these and I do not feel that these effect my career in either 
a positive or a negative way.  

Female, Nursing and allied health professions 
 
I think that at many British institutions, lab heads and other staff have been very accepting to me, and 
have offered considerable help to me and my partner upon being told we are a same-sex couple. I think 
this is because many people here are quite supportive of LGBT* equality, but don't often have a way of 
expressing it. I benefit from this.  

Male, Biosciences 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
5 ECU, ASSET 2016. 

Code name 
Frequency 
among LGB 

respondents 
Positive action initiatives 7 
Staff with qualities commonly perceived 
as ‘masculine’ get ahead 

6 

Positive experiences as LGB 4 
Not ‘out’ at work 3 
Feel excluded as a man 2 
Gender norms – negative 2 
Gender norms – positive 2 
Worries about international work 2 
Athena SWAN and other protected 
characteristics 

1 

Homophobia 1 
Intersectionality 1 
Being a lesbian has helped in the 
workplace 

1 

Fears about homophobia at work have 
decreased 

1 

Negative experiences as LGB 1 
Do not feel like one of the 'lads' 1 
Battling their own biases 1 
Sexual violence 1 
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Some respondents commented on how the situation in HE had changed in recent years. As this respondent 
noted, their ability to be open about their sexual orientation had greatly improved in the past decade: 

 
Fear of homophobia and, in the past, an inability to be open about caring responsibilities has slightly 
affected my career but this has improved significantly in the last 10 years. 

Female, Nursing and allied health professions 
 
In some instances, respondents’ sexual orientations intersected with issues in particular ways that differed 
from respondents who identified as heterosexual/straight. For example, this respondent, who identified as a 
lesbian, shared her perception that her sexual orientation had helped her engage with some men at work: 

 
I am a lesbian, and I think this is an asset. I'm more one of the boys because of this. Conversely, I think it 
would be detrimental to be a gay man.  

Female, Psychology and behavioural sciences 
 
This respondent believed that her sexual orientation helped make it possible for her to access ‘masculine’ 
networks. Tellingly, this respondent also noted that although she had benefited because of her sexual 
orientation the same might not be true for some gay men. For the following respondent, her engagement with 
male groups or performance of typically ‘masculine’ behaviours had to be done in a way that avoided 
accusations of being too ‘pushy’:  

 
My line manager told me to my face ‘not to be a pushy woman and to stay behind the boys’. There is still 
a lot of inherent sexism where men wonder why women act defensively (or are ‘too strident’) with very 
little acknowledgement of the middle ground. 

Female, Biosciences 
 
This respondent worried that her sexual orientation might affect opportunities to undertake international 
work: 

 
Since I came out as queer, it has had no effect on my position at work, but I am already at the top of the 
tree, and in a middle class bubble. I'm nervous about travelling to Asia however, and have no desire to go 
to Russia, etc.  

Female, Chemistry 
 
For these two respondents, who identified as bisexual, their sexual orientation had shaped their work life in a 
particular way: 

 
I am bi and have encountered some minor, probably not important homophobic discrimination.  

Female, Biosciences 
 
I identify as bisexual but would never want such information to be disclosed in the workplace and 
consider myself ‘lucky’ that I am currently in a heterosexual relationship and so can conceal this 
information.  

Female, Biosciences 
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Similarly, this respondent explained their decision not to ‘out’ themselves at work because they believed it was 
a private matter: 

 
I consider myself gender non-conformist and gay but I don't perceive this as having a negative impact on 
my work because I have not felt that it has been anyone else's business so have not shared this with my 
colleagues.  

Sex identified as ‘other’, Biosciences 
 
As these final quotes demonstrate, the experiences of HE staff who identify as bisexual or as ‘gender non-
conformist’ can differ from the experiences of gay men and gay women/lesbians. Furthermore, as these 
respondents highlighted, the intersection of multiple aspects of identity might not receive adequate attention 
in the scope of universities’ equality and diversity work: 

 
I think that my gender identity would count against me, but I have not disclosed it to many of my 
colleagues, and present as male in daily life.  

Sex identified as ‘other’, Clinical medicine 
 
Slight concern that other inequalities such as ethnic or racial are overlooked. Or the worst inequalities - 
the simultaneous combination of gender, ethnicity, sexuality can be forgotten.  

Male, Psychology and behavioural sciences 
 
LGB staff represent a diverse group of people and the experiences of any one person might not reflect the 
experiences of others who share this protected characteristic. Foregrounding direct quotes from LGB STEMM 
staff in HE brings voices and experiences, which might sometimes sit in the shadows, more fully into discussions 
about equality and diversity in the HE workforce. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
 
With all equality and diversity research, it is necessary to question the purpose of data collection and analysis. 
Simply establishing that 5.2% of staff working in HE identify as LGB is the first step in working towards a more 
equal, diverse and inclusive workforce. Research into the experiences of LGB staff must therefore complement 
other initiatives such as championing LGB staff as role models, advancing anti-discrimination policies, tackling 
homophobia and ensuring that LGB rights are protected in the UK and when working overseas. 
 
More broadly, quotes shared in this Insight highlight the need for greater discussion about the full range of 
gender and sexual diversities, the complex ways in which they intersect and an awareness of who might feel 
excluded from debates around gender binaries. Quotes presented in this insight also raise a number of key 
themes, including the experiences of ‘minorities within minorities’, such as bisexual staff, and the broad 
spectrum of experiences among staff who identify as LGB. Studies of this nature can also help to plug any gaps 
that can occur in equality and diversity research when examining identities with statistically small numbers, 
such as staff sexual orientation. This insight therefore serves as an initial step towards further qualitative, and 
quantitative, analysis of LGB staff experiences. 

Further resources: 
 
ECU guidance on sexual orientation 

https://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/inclusive-environment/providing-support/lesbian-gay-bisexual-people/
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