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Abstract
In two studies, we examined the impact of concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity in the
context of a recalled or imagined social interaction with one’s coworkers. We propose that
although people may choose to conceal stigmatized identities in order to increase their chances
of acceptance and belonging, identity concealment in fact reduces feelings of belonging and
results in negative work-related outcomes. Participants possessing a concealable stigmatized
identity (in Study 1: LGB identity, N=95; in Study 2, LGBT identity, history of mental illness,
history of physical illness, or history of poverty, N=303) were randomly assigned to recall or
imagine concealing or revealing their identity at work. We found that concealing (vs. revealing)
the identity reduced felt belonging in the recalled or imagined situation, collective self-esteem,
job satisfaction, and work-related commitment. Thus, despite its promise to protect individuals
against workplace discrimination, identity concealment is associated with deleterious outcomes.

Keywords: Stigma, identity concealment, belonging, job satisfaction, work commitment
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People Like Me Don’t Belong Here: Identity Concealment Is Associated with Negative
Workplace Experiences

Individuals living with stigmatized identities are routinely targeted with bias. When one’s
identity is concealable, the decision to reveal it to others is thus particularly consequential.
Keeping the identity concealed is a common identity management strategy whose primary value
lies in its promise to protect the individual against devaluation (Jones et al., 1984). To be
effective, however, this strategy must not only deliver on its key promise; it must do so without
causing further psychological or social costs to the individual. In the present research, we
examined the impact of identity concealment in the context of a recalled or imagined social
interaction in the workplace. We propose that although people may choose to conceal
stigmatized identities to increase their chances of acceptance and belonging (see also Newheiser
& Barreto, 2014), identity concealment in fact reduces feelings of belonging, ultimately resulting
in negative work-related outcomes (e.g., lower job satisfaction and commitment).

Hiding a stigmatized identity can be psychologically and socially costly (Barreto,
Ellemers, & Banal, 2006; Newheiser & Barreto, 2014). For example, concealment is associated
with negative affect, anxiety, and depression (Frable, Platt, & Hoey, 1998; Ryan, Legate,
Weinstein, & Rahman, in press) and an elevated risk of physical and mental illness (Cole,
Kemeny, Taylor, & Visscher, 1996; Meyer, 2003). Especially relevant to the present research,
concealing a stigmatized identity at work is associated with lower job satisfaction, lower
affective organizational commitment, and greater job-related anxiety (e.g., Griffith & Hebl,
2002; Law, Martinez, Ruggs, Hebl, & Akers, 2011; see also Lyons, Zatzick, Thompson, &

Bushe, in press). Thus, there is reason to believe that identity disclosure affords important
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benefits to employees living with stigmatized identities, despite the fact that disclosure can also
make them vulnerable to workplace discrimination.

Due to its correlational nature, prior work on this topic has not addressed direction of
causality. The association between identity concealment and workplace outcomes such as job
satisfaction is in fact likely to be bidirectional. For instance, employees experiencing a negative
work environment are plausibly less likely to reveal their stigmatized identities at work. Thus,
workplace outcomes may impact the likelihood of concealment. Consistent with this possibility,
research investigating identity concealment among transgender employees has underscored the
association between positive interpersonal relationships with one’s coworkers and positive
outcomes such as job satisfaction (Law et al., 2011; Ruggs, Martinez, Hebl, & Law, 2015; see
also Wessel, in press). However, it is important to also examine whether identity concealment
can affect workplace outcomes. As such, we randomly assigned participants to recall or imagine
an experience of concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work and subsequently
assessed felt belonging, job satisfaction, and work-related commitment. This strategy allowed us
to begin to provide evidence for the possibility that identity concealment may cause people to
feel that their workplace experiences may be negative.

In addition, we sought to examine a potential reason why concealing a stigmatized
identity may be associated with deleterious outcomes, relative to revealing the identity. Prior
research has shown that concealing a stigmatized identity from an interaction partner reduces felt
belonging (Newheiser & Barreto, 2014). We thus hypothesized that employees who recall or
imagine concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work experience low belonging in
the recalled or imagined situation, and that this reduced belonging has a negative impact on job

satisfaction and work-related commitment. We tested these hypotheses in two studies.
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Study 1

In Study 1, we investigated the impact of recalling concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB
identity at work. LGB employees regularly experience workplace discrimination (Clair, Beatty,
& MacLean, 2005; Ragins, Singh, & Cornwell, 2007). LGB employees who disclose their
identities thus risk having to contend with bias. At the same time, disclosing one’s sexual
orientation at work is associated with a variety of positive outcomes such as greater job
satisfaction (Ellis & Riggle, 1996; Griffith & Hebl, 2002). Whether to reveal one’s LGB identity
at work is therefore a highly consequential decision.

Study 1 tested the hypothesis that recalling concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB identity
at work reduces felt belonging, with belonging operationalized in two ways. First, we assessed
the extent to which participants felt like they personally belonged during the situation they
recalled. Second, we measured participants’ perceptions of the extent to which their coworkers
value LGB individuals (i.e., public collective self-esteem; Crocker & Luhtanen, 1990). In
addition to creating psychological distance from coworkers, LGB identity concealment may
expose LGB individuals to negative comments about their ingroup (Quinn & Chaudoir, 2009),
which may decrease perceived collective self-esteem. Thus, lack of belonging may be
experienced at both individual and group-based levels of identity definition.

We also examined how recalling concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB identity at work
affects job satisfaction and work-related commitment, expecting to observe a negative impact of
identity concealment on these outcomes. Accordingly, lesbian, gay, and bisexual participants
were randomly assigned to recall a situation in which they either concealed or revealed their
sexual orientation at work, and then completed measures of positive and negative affect, felt

belonging, collective self-esteem, job satisfaction, and work commitment. We predicted that
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recalling concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB identity would reduce positive affect, felt
belonging in the recalled situation, collective self-esteem, job satisfaction, and commitment. We
also predicted that felt belonging and collective self-esteem would mediate the effect of recalling
concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB identity on job satisfaction and work commitment.
Method

Participants. Ninety-five Dutch lesbian, gay, and bisexual participants (46 women and
49 men) were recruited via an online community maintained by COC Nederland, the largest
LGBT rights organization in the Netherlands. Participants reported their age by indicating which
category included their age (range: 18-24 years old to 51-64 years old). Participants worked in a
variety of fields (e.g., healthcare, education, government, non-profits). Median self-reported
income was €30,001-€40,000/year (range: less than €5,000 to more than €50,000/year). Seventy-
eight percent of participants had completed university-level or professional training. We assessed
the extent to which participants were open about their sexual orientation “at work™ and “in
general” (Waldo, 1999; 1=not open, almost no one knows to 7=completely open; almost
everyone knows). The two items were strongly correlated, 7(93)=.60, p<.001, and were averaged
into a single index. Participants reported being fairly open about their sexual orientation
(M=5.08, SD=1.58; no difference between conditions, {93]=1.59, p=.116, d=0.33).

Procedure. A link to a study on “LGB experiences in the workplace” was posted on
COC Nederland’s website. Participants were entered into a prize draw for one of five €50 gift
certificates as compensation. Participants were told the study examined job satisfaction among
LGB individuals, specifically the implications of whether or not they revealed their sexual
orientation at work, and were randomly assigned to one of two conditions. In the Conceal

condition (N=46), participants were asked to recall a situation in which they knowingly
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concealed their sexual orientation at work. In the Reveal condition (N=49), participants were
asked to recall a situation in which they revealed their sexual orientation at work. Participants
were asked to recall how they felt in the situation or, if they had never experienced such a
situation, to imagine how they would feel. Participants then completed key dependent measures.

Measures. All measures specifically referred to how participants felt during or based on
the situation they recalled as part of the experimental manipulation. Participants responded on
scales anchored at 1 (definitely not) and 7 (certainly), unless otherwise specified below.

Eleven items indexed felt belonging (Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2002; e.g., to
what extent did this situation make you feel personally accepted, welcome, isolated; 0=.94).
Eleven items assessed positive affect (e.g., “To what extent do you feel happy?”’; 0=.98). Seven
items assessed anxiety (e.g., “To what extent do you feel tense?”’; 0=.92). Twelve items assessed
negative affect (e.g., “To what extent do you feel depressed?”’; a=.96).

Eighteen items assessed three dimensions of work commitment (Ellemers, de Gilder, &
Van den Heuvel, 1998). Seven items measured commitment to one’s work team (e.g., “l am
prepared to do additional chores, when this benefits my team/department”; 0=.84). Five items
measured organizational commitment (e.g., “I would be very happy to spend the rest of my
career with the organization in which I work™; a=.80). Six items measured career-oriented
commitment (e.g., “My career is one of the most important things in my life”; 0=.91). Finally, 12
items measured job satisfaction (Price & Mueller, 1986; e.g., “I feel that I am happier at my job
than most other people are at their jobs”; 0=.91) and 4 items measured collective self-esteem
(Crocker & Luhtanen, 1990; e.g., “In general, my colleagues have a positive opinion of LGB
people”; a=.89; both 1=totally disagree to T=totally agree).'

Results
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Positive and Negative Affect. Participants reported less positive affect in the Conceal
condition (M=3.71, SD=1.66) than the Reveal condition (M=5.09, SD=1.41), #93)=4.38, p<.001,
d=0.91. Participants also reported more negative affect in the Conceal condition (M=3.07,
SD=1.44) than the Reveal condition (M=1.96, SD=1.30), #(93)=3.93, p<.001, d=0.82. Similarly,
participants reported more anxiety in the Conceal condition (M=3.80, SD=1.54) than the Reveal
condition (M=3.13, SD=1.57), 1(93)=2.10, p=.039, d=0.44. Recalling concealing (vs. revealing)
one’s LGB identity is thus an aversive experience.

Belonging. As hypothesized, participants reported less belonging in the Conceal
condition (M=4.47, SD=1.52) than the Reveal condition (M=5.48, SD=1.34), #93)=3.42, p=.001,
d=0.71. Participants also reported lower collective self-esteem in the Conceal condition (M=4.90,
SD=1.45) than the Reveal condition (M=5.50, SD=1.13), #(93)=2.26, p=.026, d=0.47.

Job Satisfaction and Work Commitment. As hypothesized, participants reported lower
job satisfaction in the Conceal condition (M=4.94, SD=1.13) than the Reveal condition (M=5.47,
SD=0.97), #(93)=2.46, p=.016, d=0.51. Participants also reported marginally lower team-oriented
commitment in the Conceal condition (M=5.03, SD=1.10) than the Reveal condition (M=5.41,
SD=1.06), #(93)=1.72, p=.089, d=0.36. There were no significant differences in organizational
commitment (Mconcea=3.57 VS. Mrevea=4.01), #(93)=1.57, p=.120, d=0.33, or career-oriented
commitment (Mconcea=4.16 VS. MReyvea=3.95), #(93)=0.73, p=.466, d=0.15. Thus, LGB employees
who recalled concealing (vs. revealing) their identities at work reported more negative workplace
outcomes — but this difference was not due to these employees caring less about their careers or
organizations. Rather, they reported being less satisfied with their experiences at work.

Mediation. We tested the hypothesis that differential levels of belonging may help

explain differences in job satisfaction and marginal differences in team-oriented commitment
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across the two conditions. We used bootstrapping (with 10,000 resamples) to estimate 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals for the indirect effects using the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013).

The indirect effect of condition on job satisfaction via belonging was significant, M=0.16,
SE=0.11, 95% CI [0.02, 0.46], as was the indirect effect via collective self-esteem, M=0.15,
SE=0.10, 95% CI [0.02, 0.41]. When both mediators were tested simultaneously in a single
model, the indirect effect via collective self-esteem remained significant, M=0.14, SE=0.09, 95%
CI[0.02, 0.42], but the indirect effect via belonging did not reach significance, M=0.04,
SE=0.09, 95% CI [-0.11, 0.27].

The indirect effect of condition on team-oriented commitment via belonging was
significant, M=0.29, SE=0.12, 95% CI [0.11, 0.59], as was the indirect effect via collective self-
esteem, M=0.20, SE=0.11, 95% CI [0.04, 0.47]. In a simultaneous mediation model, both indirect
effects remained significant (via belonging: M=0.17, SE=0.10, 95% CI [0.02, 0.44]; via
collective self-esteem: M=0.14, SE=0.09, 95% CI [0.02, 0.38]).

We also considered reverse mediation models, with job satisfaction and team-oriented
commitment as simultaneous mediators of the effect of condition on belonging and collective
self-esteem. With belonging as the outcome, both indirect effects were nonsignificant (via job
satisfaction: M=0.07, SE=0.10, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.35]; via team-oriented commitment: M=0.18,
SE=0.11, 95% CI [-0.002, 0.44]). With collective self-esteem as the outcome, both indirect
effects included zero and thus did not reach traditional levels of significance (via job satisfaction:
M=0.13, SE=0.11, 95% CI[0.00, 0.44]; via team-oriented commitment: M=0.15, SE=0.11, 95%
CI[0.00, 0.43]). Thus, the pattern of results was more strongly in favor of the hypothesized
mediation models than the reverse mediation models.

Discussion
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Study 1 revealed that recalling a situation in which one concealed (vs. revealed) one’s
LGB identity at work resulted in decreased feelings of belonging in the recalled situation. Study
1 further showed that the frequently reported negative association between LGB identity
concealment and job satisfaction (e.g., Ellis & Riggle, 1996; Griffith & Hebl, 2002) may be in
part explained by the fact that LGB employees feel that they do not fully belong in the workplace
and that their coworkers do not value LGB individuals.

Although we found that recalling concealing (vs. revealing) one’s LGB identity reduced
job satisfaction and (marginally) team-oriented commitment, we did not observe effects of
concealment on organizational and career-oriented commitment. The null effect on career-
oriented commitment is perhaps unsurprising, as this dimension of commitment primarily
involves a personal motivation to advance one’s career (Ellemers et al., 2002). As such, one may
expect career-oriented commitment to be relatively unaffected by social factors such as identity
concealment and belonging. In contrast, team-oriented commitment reflects a prosocial desire to
help one’s work team (Ellemers et al., 2002) and is directly relevant to interpersonal
relationships, making this dimension of commitment more sensitive to felt belonging. Moreover,
one might expect to observe stronger effects of our experimental manipulation on outcomes that
are more proximal (e.g., job satisfaction; team-oriented commitment), as opposed to more distal
and abstract (e.g., organizational commitment). Organizational commitment might be more
likely to vary based on factors such as organizational reputation and the quality of organizational
practices (e.g., Caldwell, Chatman, & O’Reilly, 1990).

Examining the impact of recalling a situation in which one concealed or revealed one’s
LGB identity is a strength of Study 1, as this procedure allowed us to tap into participants’ lived

experiences. However, this procedure also has limitations. For example, participants were free to
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choose the situation they recalled, raising the possibility that the situations may have differed
beyond the intended contrast between concealing versus revealing one’s LGB identity. Although
participants were asked to provide a brief written description of the situation they recalled, many
descriptions were very brief and could thus not be content analyzed in a meaningful way. To
address this issue, in Study 2 we employed a more controlled experimental manipulation.
Study 2

Study 2 conceptually replicated and extended Study 1, with key improvements to the
design. First, instead of asking participants to recall a situation from their personal experience,
we asked participants to imagine a scenario occurring at work in which they either concealed or
revealed their stigmatized identities. This procedure yielded greater control over the situation
participants imagined. Second, we recruited a larger sample of individuals possessing one of four
different stigmatized identities. As well as allowing for a higher-powered conceptual replication
of Study 1, this procedure provided an opportunity to investigate whether the impact of identity
concealment depends on the specific identity that one possesses. We hypothesized that imagining
concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work would reduce felt belonging in the
imagined situation, collective self-esteem, job satisfaction, and work commitment (specifically,
team-oriented commitment). In addition, we predicted that felt belonging and collective self-
esteem would help explain differences in job satisfaction and team-oriented commitment.
Method

Participants. We recruited 303 participants through Amazon’s MTurk (143 women, 156
men, 2 participants with other gender, and 2 unreported; mean age=32.22, SD=10.13, range: 18-
66; 76% White/Caucasian). Two hundred and ninety-nine participants reported being U.S.

citizens, and 294 reported that English was their first language. Participants reported having had
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their current job for an average of 4.5 years (median: 3 years; range: 0-25 years) and having an
average of 12.75 years of work experience (median: 11 years; range: 1-46 years). Mean self-
reported salary was $30,000-$39,999/year (range: $0-$19,999 to more than $100,000/year). In
terms of political orientation (1=very conservative to T=very liberal), participants were
somewhat liberal (M=5.03, SD=1.56).

Procedure. Participants were told the study examined the role that different identities
may play in workplace experiences and were first asked to report whether they viewed
themselves as possessing a particular identity. We used this task to recruit participants who
possessed one of the following identities: LGBT identity, history of mental illness, history of
physical illness not directly visible to others, and experience with poverty. Participants indicated
which of the following statements best described them: “I am gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
transgender” (N=61); “I have experienced or am currently experiencing mental health issues that
have significantly impacted my life (e.g., depression, eating disorder, personality disorder)”
(N=122); “I have experienced or am currently experiencing physical health issues that are not
immediately visible to others but have significantly impacted my life (e.g., epilepsy)” (N=43); “I
have experienced or am currently experiencing poverty or very low socioeconomic status”
(N=77); and “None of these statements describes me.” The study terminated automatically if
participants selected the last option. Participants who possessed more than one of the identities
were instructed to select the one that was most central in their lives.

Participants next read a description of a situation they might experience at work, and
were asked to imagine how it would make them react (bracketed text varied depending on
identity): “You have a new colleague at work whom you do not yet know well. One day as you

are having lunch with a group of coworkers, this new colleague talks about her cousin who [is
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gay / is in treatment for severe depression / has epilepsy / lives below the poverty line], going
into some detail about her cousin’s life. The group then begins to talk more generally about
people who [are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender / have mental health issues / have epilepsy
or other “invisible” physical health issues / are poor]. None of the coworkers you are with knows
that you [are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender / suffer or have suffered from mental health
issues / suffer from an “invisible” physical health issue / have personal experience with
poverty].” Depending on condition, the text continued: “Now imagine that you [do not reveal /
reveal] to your coworkers that you have personal experience with this identity. You choose [not
to reveal / to reveal] your identity because you believe that disclosing this fact about yourself
might affect the situation you’re currently in, the conversation you’re currently having, or your
work more generally. You continue the conversation with your coworkers, [concealing /
mentioning] this fact about yourself.” Importantly, the text did not imply that the coworkers
devalued the identity or that participants would face any particular consequence based on this
interaction. Participants then completed dependent measures, with instructions to respond in
terms of how they would feel in the situation they had imagined.

Measures. Unless otherwise noted, participants responded on scales anchored with 1
(strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree). Nine items indexed felt belonging (e.g., to what
extent did imagining this situation make you feel personally accepted at work, welcome at your
workplace, isolated at work; 1=not at all to T=extremely; 0=.93). Four items measured collective
self-esteem (e.g., “Most of my coworkers respect [LGBT people / people who suffer from mental
health issues / people who suffer from “invisible” physical health issues / people who have
experienced poverty|”; a=.89). Job satisfaction (0=.94), team-oriented commitment (4=.86),

organizational commitment (0=.83), and career-oriented commitment (0=.85) were assessed as
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in Study 1. Finally, 4 items assessed the perceived positivity of the imagined situation (from
Newheiser & Barreto, 2014; e.g., “I would expect to enjoy this interaction with my coworkers”;
a=.88). The purpose of these items was to provide converging evidence that concealing a
stigmatized identity from others is an unpleasant experience, relative to revealing the identity.’
Results

Initial inspection of the means revealed that participants with a history of mental illness
responded in markedly different ways relative to all other participants. We thus analyzed the
impact of possessing a specific identity with linear regression, using orthogonal contrasts. Each
model employed the following predictors: Condition was contrast-coded (Conceal: -0.5; Reveal:
0.5). Identity contrast 1 compared participants with a history of mental illness to all other
participants (history of mental illness: -0.75; LGBT identity: 0.25; history of physical illness:
0.25; history of poverty: 0.25). Identity contrast 2 compared participants with a history of
poverty to participants with a history of physical illness and LGBT participants (history of
mental illness: 0; LGBT identity: 0.25; history of physical illness: 0.25; history of poverty: -0.5).
Identity contrast 3 compared participants with a history of physical illness to LGBT participants
(history of mental illness: 0; LGBT identity: 0.5; history of physical illness: -0.5; history of
poverty: 0). As a set, these orthogonal contrasts fully represent the effect of possessing a specific
identity. We also modeled interactions between condition and each identity contrast.

Belonging. With belonging felt in the imagined situation as the dependent measure, two
effects emerged (see Figure 1): Participants with a history of physical illness and LGBT
participants reported greater belonging than participants with a history of poverty (identity
contrast 2), b=0.71, SE=0.26, p=.006. More central to our predictions, participants who imagined

revealing their identities reported greater belonging than participants who imagined concealing
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their identities, b=0.33, SE=0.16, p=.037. This hypothesized difference between conditions was
not moderated by participants’ identity (i.e., all interactions were nonsignificant).

With collective self-esteem as the dependent measure, three effects emerged (see Figure
2): Participants with a history of mental illness reported marginally lower collective self-esteem
than all other participants (identity contrast 1), 5=0.29, SE=0.15, p=.051. Participants with a
history of physical illness and LGBT participants reported higher collective self-esteem than
participants with a history of poverty (identity contrast 2), b=1.08, SE=0.25, p<.001. In line with
hypotheses, participants who imagined revealing their identities reported higher collective self-
esteem than participants who imagined concealing their identities, b=0.35, SE=0.15, p=.024.
This hypothesized difference between conditions was not moderated by participants’ identity.

Job Satisfaction and Work Commitment. For each of job satisfaction, team-oriented
commitment, organizational commitment, and career-oriented commitment, only one effect was
observed: Relative to all other participants, participants with a history of mental illness reported
lower job satisfaction, b=0.51, SE=0.16, p=.002, lower team-oriented commitment, »b=0.34,
SE=0.13, p=.012, lower organizational commitment, »=0.51, SE=0.15, p=.001, and lower career-
oriented commitment, »=0.31, SE=0.14, p=.020.

Mediation. To remain consistent with Study 1, and because statistically significant direct
effects are not considered essential for tests of indirect effects (Hayes, 2013), we used
bootstrapping (with 10,000 resamples) to test whether the effects of condition on job satisfaction
and team-oriented commitment were mediated by felt belonging and collective self-esteem.
Belonging and collective self-esteem were entered as simultaneous mediators and the three

orthogonal identity contrasts were used as covariates to adjust for the effect of specific identities.



IDENTITY CONCEALMENT AND WORKPLACE EXPERIENCES 16

With job satisfaction as the outcome, the indirect effect via collective self-esteem was
significant, M=0.06, SE=0.04, 95% BC CI [0.01, 0.16], but the indirect effect via felt belonging
was not, M=0.09, SE=0.06, 95% BC CI [-0.01, 0.22]. Similarly, with team-oriented commitment
as the outcome, the indirect effect via collective self-esteem was significant, M=0.08, SE=0.05,
95% BC CI [0.003, 0.19], but the indirect effect via felt belonging was not, M=0.05, SE=0.04,
95% BC CI [-0.003, 0.15]. No evidence was observed for reverse mediation models, either with
felt belonging as the outcome (via job satisfaction: M=0.00, SE=0.04, 95% BC CI [-0.08, 0.09];
via team-oriented commitment: /=0.04, SE=0.04, 95% BC CI [-0.02, 0.14]) or with collective
self-esteem as the outcome (via job satisfaction: A=0.00, SE=0.03, 95% BC CI [-0.05, 0.05]; via
team-oriented commitment: M=0.06, SE=0.06, 95% BC CI [-0.04, 0.18]).

Perceived Positivity of the Imagined Situation. Participants with a history of mental
illness perceived the situation they imagined as less positive than all other participants (identity
contrast 1), 5=0.60, SE=0.16, p<.001. Participants with a history of physical illness and LGBT
participants perceived the situations as more positive than participants with a history of poverty
(identity contrast 2), b=0.67, SE=0.27, p=.014. In addition, the effect of identity contrast 1 was
moderated by condition, b=0.74, SE=0.32, p=.021 (see Figure 3). Analysis of simple slopes
revealed that LGBT participants, participants with a history of physical illness, and participants
with a history of poverty perceived the imagined situations more positively in the Reveal (vs.
Conceal) condition, 5=0.43, SE=0.21, p=.041. In contrast, for participants with a history of
mental illness, there was no significant difference between conditions, b=-0.32, SE=0.25, p=.198.
Discussion

Conceptually replicating and extending Study 1, Study 2 revealed that imagining

concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work reduced belonging felt in the imagined
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situation and collective self-esteem. Whereas we did not observe direct effects of imagining
concealing (vs. revealing) on job satisfaction or team commitment, we did again observe
evidence of indirect effects via collective self-esteem (though not via belonging felt in the
imagined situation). Although the effects were weaker in Study 2, the fact that we conceptually
replicated these effects across four different identities bolsters our confidence in this pattern.

Study 2 additionally suggested that individuals with a history of mental illness may be
particularly concerned about bias they could face if they reveal their identity, given that
revealing (vs. concealing) this identity was not perceived as a more positive workplace social
interaction (contrary to other identities examined in Study 2). Given the strong stigmatization of
mental illness (e.g., Sibicky & Dovidio, 1986), this concern is apt. However, in prior work we
have found that when participants with a history of mental illness conceal this identity during a
social interaction, they too are vulnerable to the interpersonal costs of identity concealment,
similar to individuals with other stigmatized identities (Newheiser & Barreto, 2014). Based on
these prior findings, we suggest that concealment can be a suboptimal identity management
strategy even for individuals who are likely to expect it to shield them from bias.

General Discussion

In two studies, we demonstrated that recalling or imagining an experience of concealing
(vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity in the workplace context resulted in lower levels of
belonging felt in the recalled or imagined situation, lower job satisfaction, and lower work
commitment. The two studies, conducted in different cultures and with regard to a variety of
different stigmatized identities, provide converging evidence that identity concealment can be
associated with detrimental outcomes. Notably, this is the case even though identity concealment

is often considered to be an effective way to protect oneself against discrimination. Thus,
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although individuals living with stigmatized identities often anticipate negative interpersonal
consequences to follow from revealing their true selves (Newheiser & Barreto, 2014), people can
in fact benefit in important ways when they do reveal their identities (e.g., when they recall a
past experience or imagine a future experience of revealing the identity, as in the present studies;
or when they do reveal the identity in a social interaction, as in Newheiser & Barreto, 2014).
Limitations

Although the present studies provide evidence for the hypothesized deleterious impact of
identity concealment, we acknowledge key limitations. For example, the Study 1 sample size
was fairly small, raising concerns about statistical power. However, this issue was addressed by
the higher-powered Study 2, which also examined generalizability by assessing four stigmatized
identities. Even so, we note that the effects were weaker in Study 2. In particular, unlike Study 1,
Study 2 did not find direct effects of imagining concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity
on job satisfaction or team commitment. This difference may be due to Study 1 participants
recalling situations that varied in ways other than concealing (vs. revealing) the identity that
affected job satisfaction and team commitment. For example, Study 1 participants in the Conceal
condition may have recalled hiding their identities from fellow team members (reducing felt
belonging), whereas participants in the Reveal condition may have recalled revealing their
identities to outsiders (with a lesser impact on workplace variables). Moreover, recalling an
experience from one’s past is vulnerable to memory reconstruction, and thus Study 1 cannot
establish accurate recall of one’s lived experience.

In Study 2, the content of the imagined situation was more tightly controlled, potentially
reducing the direct impact of identity concealment on job satisfaction and work commitment —

though an indirect effect via collective self-esteem was nevertheless observed. However, Study 2
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alone cannot establish whether the observed experimental effects generalize to real-world
situations, nor can it address the question of how long-lasting the effects may be. Future research
will benefit from examining features of “live” workplace social interactions that are more or less
likely to represent an identity management predicament to individuals coping with stigma (e.g.,
revealing vs. concealing one’s identity in interactions with fellow team members, supervisors, or
mentors). Future studies may also test whether making an identity more or less salient in a
specific social context affects how people respond to concealing (vs. revealing) their identities.
We also note that the present studies cannot fully address direction of causality. Whereas
we interpret our findings as showing that identity concealment has deleterious consequences, it is
also the case that individuals may choose to conceal stigmatized identities when they perceive
disclosure to be especially costly (Quinn & Chaudoir, 2009). Thus, Study 1 participants who
considered an experience of identity concealment may have recalled situations in which they
expected less acceptance from others, relative to participants who recalled revealing their
identities. The content of the imagined situation was more tightly controlled in Study 2, but still
left open the possibility that participants asked to imagine identity concealment may have
construed the consequences of revealing their identities as more detrimental, perhaps leading
them to generally perceive their workplace environment as negative. Indeed, insofar as identity
concealment serves to socially isolate the individual (Newheiser & Barreto, 2014), it goes hand
in hand with negative interpersonal experiences. Thus, whereas it is possible to experimentally
control features of the situation people have in mind, it may not be possible to similarly control
the anticipated consequences of concealing versus revealing a stigmatized identity. Accordingly,

it is crucial to consider features of the context in which individuals manage their stigmatized



IDENTITY CONCEALMENT AND WORKPLACE EXPERIENCES 20

identities, as concealment is likely to be reactive to the social context (e.g., being more likely in
environments perceived to be unwelcoming) in addition to causing negative experiences.
Implications for Social Issues and Policy

Our findings suggest that openness about one’s identity is often beneficial for stigmatized
individuals, their ingroups, and the organizations in which they work. Only by revealing their
identities can individuals challenge stigmatizing views held by others, showcase diversity within
the stigmatized ingroup (and the work organization) and question stereotypical preconceptions
(see also Browne, 2014). In addition, identity concealment does not consistently deliver on its
key promise: Although individuals expect concealment to increase acceptance, our evidence
suggests that this is not always the case. Indeed, identity concealment (vs. disclosure) is more
likely to be a preferred strategy in non-inclusive contexts. Thus, organizational climates that
push individuals to assimilate to normative ways of being do not erase difference; instead they
encourage masking and concealment of diversity. Given that identity concealment is by nature an
invisible act, its social and organizational costs may also be difficult to detect, explain, and
correct.

Thus, our results point to the hidden ramifications of prejudice. Future research may
benefit from examining individual differences that may render people living with particular
stigmatized identities more or less vulnerable to these ramifications. For example, the
consequences of identity concealment are moderated by factors such as rejection sensitivity
(Cole, Kemeny, & Taylor, 1997), socioeconomic status (McGarrity & Huebner, 2014), and
disability status (Cook, Salter, & Stadler, in press). Understanding who may be particularly
likely to benefit from openness about a stigmatized identity will help with efforts to create

supportive organizational environments for all employees. Indeed, we do not suggest that
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everyone must be actively “out” in all contexts, but simply that actively concealing one’s identity
can be costly. Thus, not expressing one’s identity if one feels no need to do so is likely not
problematic; but environments that pressure individuals toward concealment are suboptimal.

The present work indicates that concealing a stigmatized identity has negative
consequences for individual wellbeing that impinge on one’s ability to relate positively to others
and feel that one belongs in the workplace. Our findings suggest that identities in part serve the
purpose of interacting with others; when one is not fully open about one’s true self, social
interactions suffer. This deleterious impact reduces work commitment and job satisfaction,
which is likely to ultimately affect team processes and organizational performance in negative
ways. In addition to arguing that individuals can benefit at a personal level from being authentic
and true to themselves, we stress the need to create organizational climates in which the costs of
revealing a stigmatized identity are minimal and its benefits are optimal. Our findings speak to
the value of promoting diversity in all its forms in order to ensure that authenticity and belonging

are possible for everyone.
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Footnotes

! Participants also completed measures of personal self-esteem, workplace absenteeism,
turnover intentions, identity threat, and achievement orientations. These measures were not
relevant to our hypotheses and are thus not discussed further. No differences between conditions
were observed, ps=.121-.743, ds=0.07-0.33.

? Two additional measures were included. First, 2 items assessed openness about one’s
identity (“I am open about this identity at work; most of my coworkers know about it”; “I am
usually open about this identity; most people outside of work know about it”; #[300]=.69;
averaged into a single index). A 4 (identity) x 2 (condition) ANOVA revealed only a main effect
of identity, F(3, 294)=14.20, p<.001, n2p=.13. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc comparisons
showed that participants with a history of mental illness (M=2.98, SD=1.51) were less open
about their identities than all other participants, ps<.004. Participants with a history of poverty
(M=3.82, SD=1.83) were less open about their identities than participants with a history of
physical illness (M=4.66, SD=1.66), p=.048. LGBT participants had an intermediate score
(M=4.20, SD=1.74), which differed significantly only from participants with a history of mental
illness. Second, 2 items measured the importance of one’s identity (‘“This identity is important to
me”’; “I feel a connection to other people who also have this identity”; 7[297]=.59; averaged into
a single index). A 4 (identity) x 2 (condition) ANOVA revealed only a main effect of identity,
F(3,294)=15.70, p<.001, n2p=. 14. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc comparisons showed that
LGBT participants (M=5.66, SD=1.20) reported greater importance than other participants,
ps<.001; no other comparisons were significant (history of mental illness: M=4.21, SD=1.36;

history of poverty: M=4.20, SD=1.67; history of physical illness: M=4.52, SD=1.52).



IDENTITY CONCEALMENT AND WORKPLACE EXPERIENCES

6 -
OConceal Identity
OReveal Identity
51 T
T 1
il T
] T T
e ¢ I = L T
2 1
[
o
[
M 3 -
2 -
1 T T T
LGBT identity History of mental History of physical History of poverty
illness illness

Participant's identity

Figure 1. The effect of imagining concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work on
felt belonging in the imagined situation (Study 2). Error bars represent standard errors of the

mean. Possible range: 1-7; higher values indicate greater felt belonging.
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Figure 2. The effect of imagining concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work on
collective self-esteem (Study 2). Error bars represent standard errors of the mean. Possible range:

1-7; higher values indicate greater collective self-esteem.
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Figure 3. The effect of imagining concealing (vs. revealing) a stigmatized identity at work on
perceived positivity of the imagined situation (Study 2). Error bars represent standard errors of

the mean. Possible range: 1-7; higher values indicate greater positivity.
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