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 In February 2013 over 300 corporations, many of them Fortune 500 companies --  

including Amazon, Apple, Cisco, CitiGroup, Goldman Sachs, Google, Levi Strauss,  

MicroSoft, Verizon, Xerox, and Walt Disney -- filed amicus briefs in support of same-sex 

marriage in two cases before the U.S. Supreme Court, Hollingsworth v. Perry and United 

States v. Winsor.   This sort of corporate support for non-discrimination on the basis of 

sexual orientation would have been inconceivable in 1991 when Lotus Corporation stood 

alone among publically traded companies in offering domestic partner benefits (DPBs).  

Even though in the 1990s, the diffusion of DPBs was studied as an example of 

institutional change (Creed, Scully, & Austin, 2002; Briscoe & Safford, 2008), the 

magnitude of change that the amicus briefs bespeak extends far beyond the adoption of 

any number of discrete human resource practices.   It suggests a deinstitutionalization of 

heteronormativity in corporate American not uncovered by typical diffusion studies of 

discrete adoptions.     

For all of its strengths, the traditional analytical focus in organizational 

institutionalism on the conditions, processes, and outcomes of the diffusion of discrete 

practices would not help us here. We suggest there is more going on than is captured by 

the research strategies often employed in diffusion studies that dichotomize adopters and 

non-adopters as zeros and ones and then give privileged attention to the adopters. This 

paper looks at what happens in both adopter and non-adopter organizations asking: what 
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activities do they engage in and how do they vary; and how do their diverse and 

collective efforts affect the overall change process? We argue the change agents’ efforts, 

including those in non-adopter organizations, build capacity and set the stage not only for 

future adoptions but also for broader change.  

Literature Review 

 First, we open with a review of the related literatures on diffusion from 

organizational and social movement studies.  Here we consider different notions of 

diffusion, from ongoing momentum to increasing routinization.  We look at common 

methodological moves, such as defining a discrete practice to track and binary coding of 

adopters and non-adopters.  Second, we draw upon a range of theories that suggest useful 

ways to look more closely at non-adopters. 

Diffusion 

 The diffusion of practices, tactics, or local chapters is often taken as the evidence 

that change efforts – whether advanced by organizational change agents or social 

movements -- are taking hold and having influence.  Both social movement and 

organizational theorists have used some very similar methodological tools in their study 

of diffusion (such as event history analyses), but they put a very different cast on what 

diffusion represents.  For social movement theorists, diffusion is a process whereby 

contestation and its animating tactics spread from movement to movement, creating eras 

and modes of dissent (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; Meyer and Whittier, 1994). 

The diffusion of effective social movement frames generates legitimacy for a proposed 

change and garners attention from potential supports (Gamson and Meyer, 1996).  

Diffusion provides energy, and generates more change. 

In contrast, organization theorists studying diffusion have built upon Weber’s 

notion of routinization and treat the spread of change as initially meaningful, but then 
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likely to devolve into mere mimicry, conformity, or pro-forma compliance (DiMaggio 

and Powell, 1983; Tolbert and Zucker, 1983).  Champions of change in the corporate 

sphere are likened to social movement activists, in their zeal to spread their ideas (e.g., 

Hackman and Wageman (1995) on total quality management) or in their discontent with 

governance structures (e.g., Davis and Thompson (1994) on shareholder activism). But 

these  ostensible organizational analogs to social movement activism are actually not 

quite analogous to the objects of interest for social movement theorists, such as the local 

instantiations of a broader social movement’s modes of dissent, worker empowerment or 

economic redistribution. Indeed, in organizational contexts, diffusion may signal 

dissipation of energy, rather than new eras of greater dissent. Legitimizing rhetorics may 

aid diffusion (Green, 2004; Zbaracki, 1998), but soon blend into the background of an 

ambiguous taken-for-grantedness. If diffusion means that a once controversial issue or 

practice has gained acceptance, then becoming taken-for-granted suggests a victory, a 

secure place in the corporate landscape.  This is arguable the case with the diffusion of 

work / family programs, which were once a radical feminist agendum (Goodstein, 1994). 

On the other hand, the radical edge of change efforts is blunted if taken-for-grantedness 

means minimal and grudging compliance, such as when work / family programs take 

trivial forms, like corporations permitting the “flexibility” to work from 8am to 4pm 

instead of 9am to 5pm. 

Thus, the diffusion of change sends a messy message.  Diffusion could represent 

the conditions under which change begets change, or it could mean the end of real change.  

In the workplace, there may be evidence of some of both.  Social movement researchers 

may see diffusion as an engine for change, because they study contested and radical 

change programs that require ongoing legitimation and renewal.  Organization 

researchers may see routinization, because they are more likely to study uncontested or 

less politicized changes, such as the diffusion of information technology or corporate 

training programs (Scott and Meyer, 1995), which devolve into an unremarkable 
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familiarity.  To combine these two approaches to diffusion, we look at a contested and 

ongoing change effort in a workplace setting, specifically, a midway point in the 

diffusion of domestic partner benefits (DPBs) for same-sex partners of gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, or transgendered (GLBT) employees. We investigate the lived experience of 

change agents in both adopter and non-adopter organzations to gain a more complete 

understanding of change processes than studies that privilege adopters.  

In this paper, one of our goals is to look beneath the field level dynamics to see 

how the lived experiences of changes agents in both adopters and non-adopters play a 

role.   Such employee activists may scan the field for compelling benchmarks, translate 

and reframe movement logics into local terms (Creed, Scully, and Austin, 2002), and 

provide top executives with the information to diffuse through field-level level interlocks. 

The diffusion of tactics among such activists propels social movements, such that 

activists “do not have to reinvent the wheel at each place and in each conflict.  Rather, 

they often find inspiration elsewhere in the ideas and tactics espoused and practiced by 

other activists” (McAdam and Rucht, 1993:58, quoted in Soule, 1997: 859).  

 

Understanding the Role of Non-Adopters in a Change Effort 

 

In our qualitative research on the adoption of DPBs,, we looked at the individual, 

organizational, and field levels simultaneously.  In the mid 1990s, national level attention 

to workplace discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation catalyzed organizational-

level efforts by employees to push their employers to provide DPBs. We studied the 

diffusion of DPBs in a midway state, examining activities within the diverse 

interorganiational field that had coalesced around the issue (Hoffman, 1999).  Our 

qualitative research shines light on different levels and aspects of the process that have 

eluded quantitative diffusion studies.  For example, we look at the kindred issues 
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surrounding DPBs, learning that they are as a set of practices rather than a single 

contested practice, and what they mean to organizational proponents and opponents on 

the ground.  We look at organizational members’ sense-making concerning their 

organization’s status as an adopter or non-adopter and at how they use comparisons with 

peer companies to gauge not only if and when shifts in their own organization’s stance on 

DPBs might occur, but also how they as activists may advance the process.  We also 

consider repertoires of agentic moves, which started to emerge in organizations prior to 

early adoptions, but continued to evolve in late- and non-adopters, with implications for 

patterns of movement activism across the whole field.  Our analysis provides a 

perspective that is less about discrete state shifts and more about whether and how 

adopters and non-adopters both contribute to broader change by considering how 

workplace activists “inhabit” the diffusion process (Hallett and Ventresca, 2006).   

The literature provides some basis for considering this underexplored but 

promising arena of agency.  First, there is a vein of work on “slow learners.” While fast 

learners are often applauded, in some instances “slow learners” might more fully explore 

new opportunities (Herriott, Levinthal & March, 1985).  Second, there is some work on 

lessons from failed mobilization.  Losing the battle for the Equal Rights Amendment in 

the 1970s pushed the women’s movement to rethink its message and tactics (Mansbridge, 

1983).  Third, political space opens and closes; accordingly, activists’ efforts can affect 

the relative opportunities for change agency (Gamson & Meyer, 1996).  Moments when 

change seems slow, when particular battles appear lost, or when opportunities seem 

closed may be instructive for how a change effort retains momentum and how change 

agents develops new strategies and cultivate new opportunities. 
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The Research Context 

We chose to explore this ongoing diffusion process in a geographic organizational 

field (Astley, 1985) that had a mix of organizations with and without DPBs.  Minneapolis 

and St. Paul, Minnesota, in the United States (“the Twin Cities”) are home to a number of 

Fortune 500 companies and an important crossroads for national, industry-level 

organizational fields. This organizational field offered three features important for our 

investigation of the underlying efforts of change agents across adopters and non-adopters. 

First, the legitimation project was immediate and ongoing; it was neither nearing 

completion (as it perhaps was in San Francisco) nor thwarted and non-existent (as in 

areas of the conservative south in the U.S.).  The Twin Cities were in an intermediate 

stage of social change on these issues.  At the state level, GLBT activists and their allies 

had successfully waged a campaign in the early 1990s for a ballot proposition -- "It's 

Time, Minnesota" -- to amend the Minnesota Human Rights Act to include protections 

for GLBT people, providing a more stable meso environment for GLBT workplace 

activism. A recent lawsuit over the provision of DPBs at the Minneapolis Public Library 

as well as hate crimes targeting GLBT students at the University of Minnesota had 

increased the visibility of GLBT issues.  This context made executives and GLBT 

activists aware of how supporters and opponents were giving voice to their issues and 

interests in a way that would affect any change efforts in the workplace setting. 

Second, the Twin Cities have been well described as a place where executives 

influence one another on corporate social responsibility issues (Galasckiewicz, 1991, 

1997).  We arrived in this setting as such an issue was just coming onto the radar screen 

as a candidate for diffusion. The setting and sample of large firms and established public 

and nonprofit sector organizations offer the opportunity to observe, at the least, the 

mechanisms whereby existing networks are utilized, and further, whether such networks 

require extensive priming or are supplemented by other kinds of linkages.  We learned 
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whether and how workplace activists used, watched, or reshaped these and other network 

flows. .  

Third, there was a local social movement organization (SMO) working with 

workplace activists.  We began our research site selection process by interviewing 

Elizabeth Birch, then the new executive director of the nation’s largest gay and lesbian 

SMO, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC).  She pointed us to the Twin Cities as a region 

with emerging corporate activity that the HRC was tracking.  The Minnesota Work Place 

Alliance (WPA) was created in the early 1990s, when employees from different 

workplaces in the Twin Cities approached a social service agency, the Gay and Lesbian 

Community Action Coalition (GLCAC) for help in organizing. The GLCAC became the 

incubator for the WPA, providing meeting space, placing notices in the local gay press, 

and acting as the contact, often for employees still closeted at work. A group to coalesce 

other groups was itself a social movement innovation at that time; according to Birch, the 

WPA as “one of the most advanced group of groups.” The presence of these two local 

SMOs, the WPA and the GLCAC, offered us the opportunity to examine how workplace 

activists cultivated and used resources at the intersection of the Twin Cities 

interorganizational field and regional and national social movement fields. 

 

The Sample:  Organizations and Agents 

The WPA provided a list of members at 27 large Twin Cities employers; we 

gained access to 24 for this study (activists referred to the other three in their accounts).  

These organizations varied in industry and sector and in stage in the diffusion process – 

early adopter, recent adopter, adopted then retracted, ready to adopt, far from adopting. 

 

In these organizations, we interviewed 66 GLBT workplace activists and their 

allies.  (All individual and organizational names are pseudonyms.) For each organization, 
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we interviewed most of the relevant and most active players. In all organizations, we 

were able to interview at least one member.  In 10 cases, we interviewed two or three 

people; in 5 cases, four to eight people.  Where we interviewed only one person, it was 

often the lone GLBT activist who had given his or her name to the WPA as a contact, so 

their perspective represented the extent of GLBT activism.  The sample includes leaders 

of GLBT employee groups that affiliated with the WPA (n=24), other GLBT workplace 

activists and their straight allies (n=30), human resource professionals (n=9), and 

executive decision makers who had been the target of successful advocacy efforts (n=3). 

The sample was diverse in terms of profession, class, gender, race, and sexual orientation. 

We also interviewed the two directors of the two SMOs, the GLCAC and the WPA.  We 

were not able to identify opponents of GLBT activism for interviews.  They mainly 

operated outside the organizations (such as religious or citizen groups), and if inside, 

were either high level executives who were openly opposed and unapproachable or 

anonymous opponents who, for example, left threatening or hostile voicemails. 

Data Collection 

Three researchers conducted interviews and focus groups using a semi-structured 

interview protocol covering: 1) the history and current status of issues related to GLBT 

inclusion; 2) the nature and role of the GLBT employee group, including their current 

efforts, successes, failures, and next goals; 3) the relationship of the GLBT activists to 

high level decision makers, allies, and other diversity-related employee network groups, 

and 4) connections to other organizations, the WPA, and any other external sources. In 

addition to the interviews, we coded field notes and training handouts from events at the 
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local SMO (the WPA) and the national SMOs (HRC and NGLTF), to characterize the 

social movement field that intersected with the organizational field. 

Data Analysis 

Our analysis proceeded in three stages. 

1. Summarize organization level data. We created a summary portrait for each 

of the 24 organizations.  In these portraits, we noted basic facts about the organization, 

such as industry, size, whether the Twin Cities unit was the corporate headquarters or a 

division of a larger company, whether the organization had multiple divisions or field 

locations in urban or rural settings, and whether they had adopted DPBs.  We found that 7 

had adopted and 17 had not.  We recorded the activists’ responses to the specific 

questions shown in Appendix A. 

2. Coding stalled versus mobilized.  We observed in creating these portraits that 

organizations seemed to have activists who were distinctly in a state of engaged activism 

or distinctly in a state of demoralization or puzzlement about feasible next steps.  Based 

on these observations, we used these organizational portraits to divide these organizations 

into “mobilized” or “stalled” categories.  The main factors for creating this split were: 1) 

the state of the GLBT group (whether the GLBT group met, called meetings, or had more 

than the convenor(s) show up at meetings); 2) whether the activists could name a specific 

current goal or plan; and 3) the activists’ self-assessment of their state.  Regarding this 

last factor, researchers have debated how well activists gauge the state of their political 

opportunity structure (Meyer and Minkoff, 2004) and argue that, if there is any bias in 

their assessments, it is that they tend to be overly optimistic and keep trying despite the 

odds (Gamson and Meyer, 1996).  Our activists’ willingness to describe blocked 
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opportunities, disappointment, and even despair and fear counter this tendency and stood 

out for us as interesting.  We returned to the directors of the WPA and GLCAC for their 

assessments of the states of GLBT activism in the 24 organizations, and their evaluations 

concurred with our coding.  Table 1 gives a flavor of activists’ statements in 

organizations coded as mobilized versus stalled. 

----------- Insert Table 1 about here ----------------- 

 

3. Mapping adoption to mobilization state.  We were surprised to see that being 

mobilized did not correlate with having DPBs.  As a recent win for those organizations 

that had them, DPBs might have been related to active mobilization.  Instead, having 

DPBs or not and being mobilized or stalled were cross-cutting dimensions, as shown in 

Table 2.   The resulting four cells represent four conditions through which organizations 

might pass during a contested diffusion process. We named the four conditions and 

characterize each in detail in the Results section.  Together the quadrants, named below, 

also represent simultaneous or co-existing conditions of the change effort within the 

overall issue field.  Organizations can move through these conditions, particularly 

because, as members of an issue field and a geographic field, they “partake of a common 

meaning system.” Equally important, within the field, the individual and collective 

participants – the employee activists, their affinity groups, and the local and national 

SMOs -- “interact more frequently and fatefully with one another” (Scott & Meyer, 

1994:207-208).  Thus the varying conditions within the field provide signals to activists, 

trigger sensemaking, and inform strategizing and tactical action. Pseudonyms show the 

organizations in each of the four observed conditions the time of the original data 

collection.    
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----------- Insert Table 2 about here ----------------- 

 

Results 

Here we briefly outline each of the cells to provide an overall sense of the field 

and then we go into more detail on each. 

1. Onward and upward. The quadrant resonates with accounts of entrepreneurial 

achievement of institutional change.  Change agents reported successfully mobilizing not 

only those with shared interests in change, but engaged initially disinterested parties.  

After adoption of DPBs, these change agents remain energized by their role as exemplars 

in the broader field, sharing analyses of their advocacy strategies and providing guidance 

to change agents in other WPA organizations. Buoyed by success, they consider new 

initiatives within their companies that go beyond DPBs, shifting their sights to the pursuit 

of other dimensions of a fuller work-place nondiscrimination on the basis of sexual 

orientation. Some also had made their mark on the broader change effort through 

participating in national GLBT social movement programming designed to cultivate 

activism focused on work-place non-discrimination and equity. 

2. Blocked at Every Turn.  The diagonal counterpart in the 2 X 2 is a condition 

where would-be change agents may feel like “zeroes,” dispirited after multiple, 

unsuccessful attempts to make change. They describe facing what they perceive as 

insurmountable institutional obstacles to achieving their goals.  They display cynicism 

about organization change  (Reichers, Wanous, & Austin, 1997).  At the same time, 

although members of the GLBT employee’s groups show cynicism about any near-term 

success on DPBs at their employers, they also remained focused on “keeping the pilot 

light on” as a way to guide unidentified others who shared their identity and interests. In 
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addition, they tracked developments at other WPA member groups and their employers, 

alert to possible implications for their own efforts. 

  3. What next? This quadrant poses an interesting case that invites further 

research.  In these organizations, DPBs were already won, leaving change agents to 

wonder where to direct their next efforts. Three scenarios prevail in this quadrant.  If 

early adoption was won, almost too easily, by leveraging the social capital of an elite 

change agent, then the employee group did not develop grassroots capacity for further 

advocacy.  Alternatively, where early adoption was a step in an ongoing diffusion process 

(Deephouse, 1990) or taken-for-granted as the next legitimate employment practice to 

incorporate (Edelman 1992), then the employee activists were not forced to stock a 

toolkit of frames, allies, and tactics for continuing to mobilize for further progress toward 

work-place nondiscrimination. Where the organization is large and fragmented enough to 

span different pockets of acceptance, then “scaling” the win across these diverse pockets 

is beyond the capacity of change agents whose savvy comes from and lends itself to local 

maneuvers, such as in the headquarters.  The challenges in this third quadrant were an 

unexpected aspect of winning, making DPBs something of a Pyrrhic victory.  These cases 

suggest that the boundary conditions for the notion that “small wins” readily escalate 

toward larger wins warrants reconsideration.   

4. Battle ready.  Perhaps the most inaccessible and interesting story comes from 

the bottom left quadrant, where hidden among the zeros of conventional diffusion studies 

because the change of interest has not (yet) been achieved, the organizations’ inhabitants 

remain mobilized and energized around the issue. We find that these activists, working 

under these organizational conditions, make critical contributions to the changes realized 
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in the field as a whole.  Specifically because they have not achieved change within their 

own organizations, these agents are still motivated to work towards that goal and, unlike 

their counterparts in Blocked at Every Turn quandrant, they retain high expectancy about 

being able to achieve the change in the future.  In this sense, they exhibit what Gamson 

and Meyer’s (1996) see as the necessary optimism if movement leaders are to maintain 

movement mobilization; this optimism enables the systematic framing of political 

opportunity as so capacious that it appears open and viable for many would-be agents of 

change.  Consequently, they seek ways to prolong and widen such political opportunities, 

which leads them to further question the taken-for-granted assumptions underlying the 

institutional context and local organizational conditions, to raise the level of abstraction 

of the issues and values at play (e.g., from DPBs to larger questions of sexual orientation-

based discrimination to even larger questions about heteronormativity), and to more 

explicitly elaborate the linkages among these abstract issues, values, and organizational 

practices. 

Lived Experiences 

We explore the activities and frames of our informants, to uncover how individual 

and employee group activities can effect not only policy changes at their employers, but 

also work across levels of analysis to alter activist strategies and skills within a regional 

issue field, the practices and agenda of national SMOs, and employee groups in other 

regions, thereby altering the conditions for nationwide diffusion of DPBs and other 

workplace non-discrimination practices.   

Part I: Mobilized Adopters and Stalled Non-Adopters 

Condition 1: “Onward and Upward” 
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Organizations in this condition are energized to pursue new projects in the wake 

of successful adoption of DPBs. The links they forged with initially reluctant or 

disinterested top executives served as valuable resources as the groups provided diversity 

programming throughout their organizations and offered moral support, strategic advice, 

and tactical training to others in the WPA network of GLBT employee groups. Group 

leaders fill leadership roles in the WPA.  With their employers’ support, several of these 

leaders conduct training and act as workplace role models at annual conferences 

sponsored by national SMOs such as the Task Force and the Human Rights Campaign.   

Generating Top Executive Allies.   Workplace activists overcame obstacles to 

win staunch allies at the top, whose support continues as a valued resource, envied among 

many other WPA member groups.  At Insure Co., the senior vice president (SVP) of 

human resources (HR) quickly and sharply rebuffed the GLBT group’s first request for 

DPBs.  The lesbian co-founder of the GLBT group invited the SVP to lunch, explaining 

that she believed that the SVP probably had never had a chance to talk about such issues. 

She went “without an agenda” and instead chose an open “just ask me anything” 

approach.  He related that his wife and teenage children describe him as having had an 

epiphany, although he says more simply he overcame his fear.  With his help, the GLBT 

group soon was working with the CEO and meeting with the board over dinner in a way 

that mirrored the first lunch.   They helped their two senior allies frame the business case 

for DPBs and gay-friendly employment policies more generally; in the CEO’s words, it 

was about remaining a leader in the industry and not becoming “a Hartford dinosaur.”  

He saw opportunities to attract both talented GLBT employees as well as GLBT 

customers with specific investing and estate needs. 

While the business case was embraced more or less easily in the Twin Cities and 

some of the coastal field offices, it met strong resistance in some offices in more 

conservative regions.  The CEO’s support for the changes was openly tested, following 

an announcement of a function linked to Gay Pride Week, in the corporation-wide daily 
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email newsletter. As the CEO recounted, it was a normal announcement; "the day before, 

the garden club had been in, that sort of thing."  However, there was a furious backlash 

from the offices in Dallas and Atlanta.   

 

 Half the office in Dallas signed a petition addressed to me. … I got on the 

airplane … to Dallas … the next week. …I conducted 8 one-hour meetings [for 

the office’s 400 employees].  Let me tell you that's growth. ...  By 10:00 the next 

morning everybody in the offices around the country knew exactly where we 

stood on this issue. Or, where I stood. ... I hardly needed to go to Atlanta but I 

already committed to. ... I ended up at that meeting and said "I'm sorry, you may 

not agree with me and you're entitled to that point of view, but … this is the way 

this company is going to run and if you are really uncomfortable with that than 

maybe you might be happier working someplace else." I left it right on the line 

and in one week, the whole issue was gone. ... As I look back now if we had not 

done that ... we could not have introduced benefits for unmarried partners without 

significant backlash. We got no backlash.  

 

This story of his support was recounted by many GLBT workplace activists across the 

organizations in our field to such an extent that he had a sort of heroic standing among 

Twin Cities GLBT employee activists.  

At Heavy Industries, the SVP of HR admitted she had been indifferent to GLBT 

issues and thought there were more pressing diversity concerns and injustices to address; 

she thought sexual orientation should stay at home. However, after not acting on several 

invitations to events sponsored by GLBT employees, she attended a talk hosted by the 

WPA, featuring Karen Thompson, co-author of Why Can’t Sharon Kowalski Come 

Home? (Thompson and Andrzejewski, 1989).  Karen’s partner of several years, Sharon, 

was in a coma after a car accident. Because Karen was not legally next of kin and had 

been prevented from visiting her partner by Sharon’s parents and the hospital staff, she 

could not participate in critical medical decisions.  For the SVP, the idea of being kept 

from her husband in a similar situation was horrifying.  She immediately came to believe 
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that basic human rights were at stake, and she became an instant ally and well-connected 

strategist.   

At MediaCo,  the GLBT group had standing in the Diversity Council, but felt that 

corporate leadership was embracing a rhetoric of inclusion, not walking their talk.  

Leaders of GLBT group planned to take a risk at an important luncheon at which the 

year’s accomplishments in diversity were to be celebrated.  They felt the tone was overly 

self-congratulatory about corporate progress for a company that had not yet implemented 

DPBs.  When it was the GLBT group’s turn at the podium, the co-leader reported that his 

group had failed at its goals that year, because the company had ruled out DPBs until the 

state legally recognized same-sex relationships.  He then told the story of his taking time 

off without pay because he had been denied family leave to care for his seriously ill 

partner who was in the hospital (hastening to add, not with AIDS).  Meanwhile, his co-

worker Dolores had been able to stay home when her husband only had a cold. With 

senior executives and human resource managers in attendance, "wildfire spread 

throughout the company," according to the other GLBT co-leader: 

 

 They were trying to blame each other back and forth and they went to [the 

storyteller] and said, "Sorry, it could have been manager's discretion." ...  They 

were going to give him back pay for the days that he was off without pay.  I told 

him, "They want to buy you off.  Tell them the greater cause is more important to 

you.  Refuse their money and what you want is the policy changed to include us 

or else this will keep happening to other employees."  

Although the leaders at MediaCo were in effect shamed into implementing DPBs, the 

group’s forceful intervention ultimately strengthened their relationship with executives. 

 

Networking with Other Workplace Activists.  The workplace activists in this 

condition also created strong ties to other employee resource groups in their diversity 

networks and to straight co-workers.  Activists at InsureCo created a Gay, Lesbian and 

Friends Network. They likened it to an active national organization, PFLAG or Parents 
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and Friends of Lesbians and Gays. The group’s leader explained that, in addition to 

attracting straight allies, the “friends” category allowed interested GLBT employees to 

safely test the waters before “coming out” at work.  Although committed to the concerns 

of bisexual and transgender co-workers, they explained that they viewed the company 

was not culturally ready for including those terms in the network’s name.   

At all three organizations in this condition, GLBT activists saw that the women’s 

and African American groups had made concrete gains analogous to DPBs a decade or so 

ago (such as equal pay for equal work) and were now battling more subtle injustices and 

straining to figure out what the next tangible battle could be.  The GLBT activists 

borrowed the term “equal pay for equal work” to describe benefits as a fair compensation 

issue.  They used the state of these other groups as both a cautionary lesson and an 

opportunity to reach out to help energize these groups. According to the leader of the 

group at InsureCo, all the groups try to work together, something she personally can 

facilitate due to her widespread memberships.  

I, being Hispanic and a woman, am also involved in the Hispanic Network, the 

Women's Network …so I'm just a big diversity person.  As far as the success … 

our first issue that we tackled was Domestic Partner Benefits and we got that.  So 

then what was next? And it really is to educate and create a safe work 

environment for all of our employees., not just Gay, Lesbian and Friends 

[Network]..  I think that's the success with working with all of the networks. 

 

It helps, in her view, that chairs of all the networks are part of the Gay, Lesbian and 

Friends Network: “they know exactly what is going on.” 

At MediaCo, the workplace activists tried to build connections to other employee 

groups.  When they selected their name, the EAGLES (Equality and Action for Gay and 

Lesbian Employees), some Native American employees reacted angrily, saying that they 

had both stolen their symbol, the eagle, and tainted it with the stigma of gay issues.  The 
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group retained the name and became determined to build ties to other groups.  They noted 

that, when they first created the GLBT group: “The African American Forum was in the 

most direct opposition…. Our existence – and that we got attention and funding – created 

‘sibling rivalry.’… We wanted to show support to them, that our heart was there.”  As 

part of a cycle of diversity programming at MediaCo, the GLBT group created events 

that showcased other groups. One entailed the use of passports at a “Diversity Fair” at the 

company’s main facility. Employees toured the fair, presenting their passports at the 

booths of each of the participating employee network groups to get a stamp. With a 

complete set of stamps, employees got a prize.  This method signaled inclusivity and 

solidarity with the other groups, and also made sure that participants in the event did not 

nervously avoid the GLBT booth because of “courtesy stigma” or rush past some of the 

smaller, new initiatives, such as a group on ageism. 

 

Connections to the Organizational Field.  The ways that GLBT activists in this 

cell fostered and leveraged connections helped set in motion the WPA and its Executive 

Forums and helped create the conditions for their employers to be the first movers in the 

Twin Cities.  At Heavy Industries, the newly supportive SVP of HR set about 

approaching other VPs of HR and created what she called her “Magic Circle,” with 

advice from the director of the GLCAC: 

 I thought this must be difficult for CEOs because they don't know how to be about 

this.  Maybe if you got some movers and shakers from really good companies 

together to talk about it we could figure out a way and maybe if we all announced, 

you know, four of us at once it would take the heat off if they were worried about 

the press …  Then, at the suggestion of one of the gay employees in our company, 

I talked to Anne [DeGroot, Executive Director of the GLCAC].  I said, Anne 

“Who are some of the really good companies?  ...  How about if I just invited 

some people to lunch to talk about it?”  ... And that's how it started.  ... I knew the 

VP of HR at [Insure Co].  ... His CEO is on our board so that was a good network 

to develop and I knew [InsureCo] was thinking about it.  [That VP] said, “Sure, 

I'll come to the lunch. Makes sense to me."  … There was also some thought in 

this since my CEO ... is on [Control Devices’] board.  … [I called around] and 
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said, “I’d really like to see [us] do this.” … They were all struggling with how do 

we do this? 

 

GLBT activists strategized about whom to invite to the first forum, led by 

employees from InsureCo, Media Co, and Control Devices (a fast starter, now in the 

“Blocked at Every Turn” condition, because key players left or retired).  An InsureCo 

employee recounted: 

What is so important is getting a good mailing list out. [Organizers] really took 

the time to invite all these key people from many organizations.  …Pretty much 

everybody who was meeting was a human resources manager.  There were CEOs.  

[A woman] in human resources from MediaCo…. just had the most empowering 

speech and I think for the first time, people were asking questions.  The people in 

the panel had this great response and Q+A was the most stimulating part. People 

were just standing up and as it started the momentum just built.  It was almost one 

of them stand-up-and-cheer meetings.  Everybody walked out there … like, 

"Wow.  This is incredible".  Then I was so proud that [our SVP] stood up- he was 

on the original panel too- which I thought was a very bold step.  He said, "We're 

gonna' host the next one.” 

 

At the second forum, the CEO of InsureCo, announced the adoption of DPBs in his 

welcoming comments.  

 

Connections to the Social Movement Field.  The “onward and upward” 

organizations were often held up in the field and by the WPA as inspiring successes.  The 

workplace activists in these organizations believed it was vital to talk about their 

struggles as well as their best practices.  One activist explaining that “giving it away” 

kept them honest and vital and that they “feed off” doing workshops for other 

organizations.  They draw energy from being active resources for other companies, both 

in the WPA network and nationally. In addition, at InsureCo, the lesbian payroll 

accountant who first invited the SVP of HR to lunch ended up with a new job that 
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formalized her outreach leadership, Employee Involvement Liaison, with responsibility 

for the corporate matching gift and United Way programs and employee volunteerism.  

Activists in these organizations also continue to innovate, for example, creating speakers’ 

bureaus.   

We created a professional speakers bureau. We didn't wait for diversity trainers to 

come in and do diversity training for employees. It just wasn't gonna' happen fast 

enough and besides that, diversity trainers aren't necessarily gay or lesbian.  The 

exposure, even though it was good, … is going to be totally different than if a gay 

and lesbian employee came and talked to a group.  So we send a gay man, a 

lesbian, and a friend of the network to do presentations to approximately twenty 

to thirty people.  So far this year we've already had over two hundred. …  We just 

have an endless number of presentations lined up for the rest of the year.  I mean 

we are just rolling out divisions and doing one on one practically. 

 

What do speakers’ bureaus and friends talk about?  Onward and upward groups 

inventory questions raised and script responses to predictable questions to share with 

other clustered.  They give straight allies a chance to feel the heat and practice supportive 

responses. They fuel normative isomorphism with good stories.  Beyond making the 

business case, employees offered managerial decision-makers ways to interpret why 

DPBs are “the right thing to do.”  GLBT workplace advocacy is often hampered by the 

retort that sexual orientation has “nothing to do with” the workplace.  Stories about the 

subtle -- and not so subtle -- ways organizations are heterosexist explain why this is a 

workplace issue that hinges on fairness.  The story of a gay man’s experience at a team 

diversity workshop showed the relevance of GLBT inclusion to work team performance.  

The trainer used an ice-breaker exercise in which he asked each team member to write on 

a card the name of a Hollywood dream date.  He put the cards into a bowl, pulled one out 

at a time, and participants were to guess which co-worker wanted to date which star.  The 

gay man faced a dilemma: write a woman’s name or come out on the spot by writing a 
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man’s name.  With no safe way to be who he was -- in a diversity workshop of all 

settings -- he left it blank and was later chided as “aloof” and “not a team player.”   This 

story was retold in numerous settings as a compelling example of how sexual orientation 

is very much an everyday workplace issue.  Through honing particularly good stories, 

activists were creating new things to be diffused – the stories themselves – as well as new 

frames and mechanisms to guide diffusion of their controversial changes (Morrill and 

Owen-Smith, 2005). This activity bespeaks patterns of sensemaking that goes on 

across the cells.  The adopters and non-adopters cells are linked in ways that sustain 

the diffusion of local myths, aspirations, and practices.   

 

 

Condition 2: “What Next?” 

The employee groups in the What Next condition -- Pediatric Hospital, 

Consolidated Health Care (CHC), Atlas Health System (Atlas), and the Foster Family 

Foundation (Foster) -- all won changes in their employers’ EEO statements and DPBs 

easily. Consequently, as a gay man at Foster reported during a focus group, “we are 

drifting down the stream as opposed to negotiating rapids.”  A lesbian colleague added: 

“We have considered disbanding and we decided not to simply because, although there 

might not be work that needs to be done right at this moment, we still need to continue a 

presence.” Once the mission of obtaining DPBs was accomplished, the GLBT groups 

floundered, which activists themselves attributed to a combination of the success of their 

carefully focused strategic campaigns for DPBs and the related lack of attention given to 

developing a group infrastructure capable of extended activism.  A high-level informant 

at Atlas explained the lack of mission: 
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I don’t know that there is a lot of shared vision about what the group could or 

should be.  … Frequently [there is] only a small overlap in terms of the people 

coming from one meeting to the next.  It is not exactly like starting from square 

one every time but there is … that feel to it. …The situation is contributed to by 

the fact that for the most part the specific issues that we have tried to advocate for 

in the company have been resolved in our favor easily. 

 

A colleague at Atlas suggested that the administration was so comfortable with both how 

the GLBT activists handled the campaign for DPBs and how the other health care 

organizations in the Twin Cities were taking similar approaches, that the activists just 

relaxed: “So the pace at which things are unfolding is probably fine, but the group doesn't 

have any formal structure or way of perpetuating itself.”   

However, across these four organizations there was consensus that there remained 

work to be done, particularly around making all workplaces within their complex 

organizations safer. Acceptance of GLBT employees was uneven, with some smaller 

urban clinics seeming more GLBT-positive, while some rural clinics and departments in 

the very large hospitals were known to be more hostile settings. Few physicians had 

come out, and pediatricians reported their fear that being gay got equated with being a 

pederast. 

The activists in these groups showed in their successful campaigns for DPBs that 

they were savvy and trustworthy insiders, most with extensive social capital accumulated 

through years of working in their organizations.  Almost like SWAT teams, they scanned 

the external environment for all of the information and benchmarking data that decision-

makers could possibly want, scoped out high level influence targets to whom they already 

had access, and selected the best people to make the case. Thus, the clearest common 

theme in this cell is that the ability to leverage existing connections and to operate like an 

executive task force can mean that the work of creating a grassroots group infrastructure 
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for extended social change can be left undone. While small core groups of elite activists 

were able to execute strategic political campaigns, movement bystanders and 

beneficiaries were often left out of the effort.  

Connections to Top Executives.  All of the key players in the four employee 

advocacy groups in this cell had excellent connections to top executives, not all for the 

same reason.  In three of the four cases, the employee advocates were high-status, 

openly-gay employees who were well connected to executive decision-makers and to 

each other; in the fourth, the activists were recruited by proactive high level HR 

executives. 

Consolidated Health Care (CHC) – a parent HMO with two autonomous 

subsidiaries, the Medical Center and a physicians group practice known as the Clinic, 

provides a good example.  In the wake of their recent merger, each of the three corporate 

units had retained separate HR policies and infrastructures, with no imminent intergration 

likely.  In 1994, the parent, CHC, established a diversity council with the purview of 

focusing on workplace and employment issues.  Member diversity network groups had to 

find an executive sponsor from a specified pool.  The head of the CHC legal department 

and the highest ranking openly gay executive at CHC, was the GLBT group’s obvious 

choice.  As a result of the merger, he was in a position of significant influence and power 

and he was one of the 25 eligible executives.  Along with a physician executive, he 

presented a proposal for DPBs, which was rejected because it was too late in the budget 

cycle.  This actually worked in their favor, it seems.  The interim enabled them to plan a 

strategy.  They did their homework, gathering data on bellweather organizations’ 

programs and cost projections.  They met with executives, “matching up strategically 
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based on existing relationships.”  Although there were points when derailment seemed 

possible, ultimately the issue never even went to the CHC board, because when the 

question was called at a meeting of the executive staff, it passed.  This change applied 

only to the corporate parent’s work force, however.  At the Clinic, the most powerful of 

the three units because its work force is composed of physicians, a lesbian doctor’s 

request made the issue concrete.  The conservative chair of the Benefits Committee 

rejected the request on moral grounds.  However, vocal members of the Clinic Board – 

including a lesbian physician and several straight allies, framed the issue as a matter of 

equity and persuaded the Board to reject the Benefits Committee recommendation.  

Shortly thereafter, the initial point person on the effort, the head of the CHC legal 

department, was promoted to chief executive of the Medical Center, where he was able to 

implement DPBs unilaterally.   

At Foster, a philanthropy that focuses on several comprehensive youth and family 

programs, two of the GLBT advocates for DPBs were executive directors of foster care 

and social services programs, reporting directly to the CEO.  The CEO, a deliberate 

decision-maker, was not immediately in agreement but was always a “considerate and 

willing listener … struggling with the whole concept. He would dialogue with us 

regularly when anything came up that caused him to rethink.”  Because of Foster’s family 

focus, the issue of acknowledging and affirming GLBT employees had perceived risks, 

because they said they were afraid of the pernicious equating of homosexuality with 

pedophilia in some people’s thinking.  

At Atlas Health, like CHC a complex corporation stemming from multiple 

mergers with semi-autonomous units, one key instigator of the DPBs campaign related 
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that the effort involved a select circle of individuals whose positions gave them excellent 

access.  He invited six people with high positions, credibility, and an understanding of the 

top executives that would be lobbied to meet in his home. He himself had eleven years of 

highly visible project management in a variety of administrative roles and chose as a goal 

a very discrete policy change. The highest status participant was the manger of the 

Medical Unit, who described his knack for manufacturing casual but purposeful 

encounters:  

I have enough of a rapport with both of our two top guys that if necessary I would 

feel comfortable leaving them a voicemail or e-mail message about it.  If it is the 

sort of thing that is better done face to face …. it would be informal…. . People 

talk about more decisions being made in the 10th floor hallways rather than in the 

boardroom. … On the rare occasion … I need one of those people to bless 

something … the first step [is] to go up there and wander around … assuming that 

we are not talking about some major initiative that needs a formal presentation. 

 

While not trying to diminish the work of the task force, he sees the CEO, like many 

people, as simply needing “the language that they can use to understand what they are 

doing” as the right thing to do.  

In contrast to these three cases, the two employee activists at Pediatric were of 

much lower status; both had been at Pediatric only a short time. One, a gay man in social 

services, had another type of social capital and skill base.  He had been a community 

organizer before working at Pediatric.  Pediatric’s aggressive efforts to solicit employee 

involvement in its diversity initiatives attracted his attention; through the outside 

grapevine he learned of and recruited the help of a lesbian in middle management.  They 

were a savvy duo that collaborated closely with the rapidly evolving diversity 

infrastructure at Pediatric, becoming in the EVP of HR’s view the model for other 

employee resource groups in terms of their excellent programming, their patient focus on 
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one-on-one educative encounters with people in the administration, and their 

contributions to the integration of diversity into the evolving strategy of the organization.   

 

 Connections to Other Internal Activists.  While these cases show effective 

efforts to connect within a limited circle of similarly well-connected GLBT employees, 

they reveal a common inability, if not also a failure, to get outside of these circles.  

Consequently, more enduring GLBT groups did not coalesce.  For example, at Atlas, the 

host of the living room strategy meeting related: “There was no attempt to make a public 

meeting [of GLBT employees]. We just wanted to get together some people we knew, 

ideally from different corners of the organization … to brainstorm and strategize.”   

Indeed, later when the rank and file of the GLBT employee group was agitated over 

being denied use of the corporate banner for the “Pride” march, the original host, who 

had become the key driver of the DPBs campaign, labored to “maintain, not 2 or 6 

degrees of separation, but the 100 degrees of separation” between the people concerned 

over the banner and those deliberating DPBs.  

Similarly, at CHC, in the interim between budget planning cycles, the advocates’ 

strategizing involved only high status people who were well positioned for executing 

person-by-person action plans and who were willing to do the work.  

Nobody wanted to do the work. You'd come to a meeting and everybody would 

have a few pieces of paper and a little bit of information … Everybody always 

[had] too many jobs to do.  Nobody wanted to take that one on.  That's why the 

three of us just said, "Screw it.  Take the bull by the horns and go and talk to the 

Medical Director.”   We never imagined that the new VP of HR wasn't  as 

opposed as we thought. … Basically it was the [gay] attorneys … our liaisons in 

that office who were nervous about that.  We thought that we would really need to 

have all of our ducks set up. … [Ultimately] we just said, ‘We're just going to do 

it.’ We put it together and got it done in 10 days.   
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At the Foster Family Foundation, the unfolding pattern of dialogue with the CEO 

involved a small circle of director level people, able to apply what one person described 

as “slow elegant pressure.”   At Pediatric, the two group leaders were lower status people 

who were recruited from the work force.  They reported (as did the EVP of HR) that the 

two of them were frustrated in their recruitment efforts and ended up carrying out most of 

the early successes.   

The driver of the campaign at Atlas related that his focus was always on DPBs, 

while the formation of an employee group was at best secondary. 

What I cared about was the benefits issue. …If we hadn't gotten [DPBs] I think 

that would  have continued to be an organizing issue for the group and the group 

might have looked somewhat different. Had the company shown a certain amount 

of hostility by saying, “No, we are not going to recognize your relationships,’ we 

would probably have a different sort of group, a more political group, a group that 

would say, “How are we going to get these people to respect us?’ In the context of 

what they did say, ‘OK we recognize your relationships and  we are offering you 

benefits, I think we are getting a different sort of group, but I don't know how 

much I thought about, quote, “the group” at the outset.  

 

 

Connections to the Organizational and Social Movement Fields.  Of the 

groups in this condition, most had little or no contact with movement organizations, 

except to gather extensive information on leading adopter organizations.  Outside links 

were opportunistic, such as getting ideas from a GLBT trainer at the university or using 

the activist community to find a lesbian to co-lead the internal GLBT group with a gay 

man.  The focus across these organizations was on internal connectedness and access, not 

on fostering external connections.  Attaining DPBs was a discrete, and discreet, goal. 

Workplace settings can create savvy activists, who become politicized and 

sometimes leave to join the SMO field (Segal, 1997). A gay man at Pediatric went to 

work at GLCAC and became the WPA workplace advocacy liaison.  Tapping his 
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connections at Pediatric, he got meeting space for early WPA meetings and even 

persuaded the CEO and SVP of HR at Pediatric to come to a meeting.  Thus, the 

relationship between the workplace activists and the SMO field was reciprocal; having a 

workplace activist as a leader gave credibility to the WPA, which in turn empowered 

other workplace activists. 

 In sum, groups in this cell have been more or less content to adopt a stance of 

letting things “run their natural course” in the wake of DPBs. The next moves seem big 

and daunting, whereas DPBs were a discrete, achievable goal, perfect for micro-

mobilization.  Hence, ironically, while DPBs initially appeared a large win when so few 

companies had them, they began to look like a small win in retrospect – a case of means 

becoming ends.   

Condition 3: “Blocked at Every Turn” 

Workplace activists in this condition tell disheartening stories.  The most common theme 

is the difficulty in finding an executive sponsor.  A related theme concerns the 

consequences of losing early leaders or champions, either to retirement or to firms with 

more supportive policies.  Most organizations in this cell are engineering and 

manufacturing firms where a widespread fear of “coming out” is a major impediment to 

group coalescence.  There is a resulting loneliness among those activists who are out, 

who voice empathetic frustration toward their colleagues who do not come out and 

shoulder their share of the advocacy work.  GLBT group leaders are sometimes leaders 

by default and present themselves as willing but not always adept “water carriers.”   

Workplace activists in these organizations describe immediate goals like “keeping 

the pilot light burning” and share simple aspirations: finding senior executive support or 
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sponsorship; increasing participation and visibility; developing group capabilities and 

programming.  The goals of changing the climate and company policies are more distant.  

As we focus on the most salient dimensions of connection for this condition, what 

emerges is a picture of organizations with weak internal connections, led by people who, 

for a variety of structural reasons, lack the social capital of many of the employee 

advocates in the other three conditions.  For these groups, the WPA represents a crucial 

connection and even lifeline, albeit not always a well leveraged one. 

 Connections to Top Executives.  The search for executive sponsorship frustrates 

most activists in this cell, in part because of the widespread consensus in the field about 

its importance.  Mega Manufacturing (Mega) provides a good example.  We interviewed 

three people who had at one time or another been leaders of the GLBT employee group; 

given that they had each been in the leadership role, to distinguish between them in this 

part of our analysis, we will give them pseudonyms: Naomi, Silvio, and Ron.  Naomi 

spoke about the issue of sponsorship:   

We have to get more key sponsors in upper-level management to help us carry the 

ball here. …We had our key sponsor to help us get the EEO statement.  Maybe 

[Silvio] is still searching for the key sponsor for Domestic Partner Benefits, but 

whatever the next steps … more visibility for example, we need that sponsor.  I 

think that is a lesson that I have learned from the WPA.”   

 

She said the problem at Mega was that DPBs were a “hot potato” easily handed off in the 

organizational matrix of unclear accountability for the issue. Senior EVPs, whose job 

descriptions required sponsoring a diversity group, scrambled for less stigmatized group 

rather than sign up for the GLBT group – possible to avoid courtesy stigma (cite), 

particularly in an engineering culture.  (A nearly identical explanation came from an 

interviewee at Control Devices, another firm in this cell: “As soon as these executive 
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sponsors found out that they have to sponsor a group, they rushed and took whatever, 

whether they really believed in that group or not, as long as they didn't have to take on 

sponsoring our group.”) The result was a recurring run-around and an inability to gain 

access to key decision-makers. For example, the corporate HR and Benefits Departments 

each said DPBs fell under the other’s purview.  The Mega GLBT group’s first ally was 

Mega’s Corporate Director of HR.  An African American approaching retirement, he 

attempted to create opportunities for GLBT employees to raise key executives’ comfort 

levels: “… just getting people to meet us like, ‘Here is a live gay person and they are not 

going to bite your head off.’” He also spoke on GLBT issues with the most prestigious 

executive group at Mega, the Council of Technology Directors, but with his retirement, 

that effort died out and the Mega GLBT group has never been able to re-assert access.  

Naomi explained that one does not simply get on the agenda of the highest executive 

councils: “… you have to have someone to bring you there, and there has to be a clear 

agenda, and they have to not feel that you are by-passing Human Resources or Benefits 

or whatever.”   

Ron, another former leader of of the GLBT group, spoke to question of whether 

fear impeded their finding “ a real corporate sponsor” in the vein of the retired Corporate 

Director of HR: “We have had two that recently moved up to front but only on the eve of 

their own retirement.  That’s a pretty good indication … that there are straight supportive 

people in the company, but they too are fearful about making too visible a statement 

about their support.”  Naomi linked the challenge to other companies’ experiences: “ [In] 

the stories from InsureCo or from MediaCo. … it's like you have found a really senior 
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exec who you were able to get an audience with.  It was hard and you worked at it. …My 

optimism says we need to keep trying to find… the right network."  

While finding executive sponsorship was an issue at Mega and Control Devices, 

two of the largest firms in our sample, leaders at two of the smallest firms, also 

engineering and manufacturing firms, highlighted the emphasis put on sponsorship in a 

surprisingly different way.  At PumpEngineering, a lone gay manwas trying to raise the 

issue of DPBs.  His working the night shift on the factory floor meant that he had 

difficulty linking to potential executive allies. Guidance from the WPA catalyzed his 

coming out:  

One of the things that I remember [learning] in particular is to come out to the 

person that is in the highest echelon that I had contact [with].   That was one of 

the things that I did. … It’s a must. ...   The last [WPA forum] I invited the two 

people that I am closest to in the administrative chain … the Shift Leader … and 

his boss.  … She came also.  That, for me, was a nice way to introduce myself as 

… .a gay person in the workplace. …. Everybody knows now.”    

 

It had not been that easy with every manager he had addressed, even though he 

was carefully non-confrontational. For example, he described his frustration with some 

managers’ mean-spiritedness.  

[I want to start] pounding on the desk and say, ‘I've been working with this three 

years at Pump Engineering. … You don't even have an EEO policy that says 

GLBT.  Can't we start there?  … It's been legislated, you know.’ Until I came out 

to them [it made no impact]. They thought, ‘Well, this [applies] just to people in 

Minneapolis, St. Paul.’ I said, ‘No, this is statewide.’ ‘Are you sure?’ ‘Yes, I'll 

bring the documents.’ I talked to [director of the WPA] …and had another 

meeting with [manager of HR] and said, ‘If you are interested you can keep it.’  

   

Connections to Other Internal Activists.  Connecting to other GLBT employees 

has proven to be far more difficult in the organizations in this condition than in the others, 

because of disempowering structures, silencing discourses, and entrenched heterosexism.  

Silvio, another of the three people who led the GLBT employee group at Mega saw 
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silencing in the design of diversity training, where there was an effort to “fuzzy it up, try 

to make it more generic and more applicable to all employees but that also means 

stepping away from having a specific training module about sexual orientation issues.”  

Ron, another of the former group leaders, saw entrenched heterosexism as a form of 

coerced complicity in GLBT isolation.   

Not only is there a real resistance to being too open about it in the company, but 

… there is still a simultaneous resistance by the [straight] employees to [GLBT 

employees’] being too visible.  It’s a collaboration in remaining invisible. … 

When we approach management or when we want to do something …it’s like the 

… Republican [rhetoric of] ‘special rights.’ ‘Why do you want to do this?’ … 

Almost to the point where they can't even say gay or lesbian or homosexual.” 

 

At Pump Engineering, the employee working solo had his activism catalyzed by being 

refused permission to post a notice on the factory bulletin board presenting ways for 

GLBT employees to safely contact one another. For one lesbian, a Philippine-American 

factory worker at MedDevices, the route to connecting with GLBT co-workers started 

with noticing company booths at the Pride celebration.   

… there was none [for MedDevices]. … [At] one of the first WPA meetings… I 

…asked if anyone knew if MedDevices had a group or not. … [Trainer at the 

university] … suggested that I talk to some other employee groups to see how 

they got started. …  I talked to someone from [Best Baking] and that is when I 

talked to … our old diversity manager.  She said, ‘I think it is a good idea that you 

form a group.  You can put an ad in the local gay paper that you are forming a 

group, and maybe people will read it that way.’  I had no idea … at work.  Slowly, 

one by one, people started seeing the article and calling in. 

  

Even so, she had no co-workers join her at WPA meetings, in part because GLBT 

workers in the factory’s distant suburb found it difficult to make trips to Minneapolis; this 

was in her view just another dimension of being disconnected.  
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Connections to Other Internal Activists.  Activists in this condition have 

weaker connections to other diversity groups for a variety of reasons, ranging from some 

people’s unwillingness to be associated with the GLBT group to a systemic climate that 

marginalizes the GLBT group. At MedDevices, the lesbian factory worker, encountered 

homophobic opposition among some of the leaders of the women’s group, when she 

proposed that the GLBT group be a co-sponsor of a workshop on women’s health issues. 

The women’s group members were, according to our interviewee, was already afraid of 

being labeled “feminists,” and even more afraid of being labeled “lesbians.” In contrast, 

she also found great support for starting an alliance of straight and GLBT employees: 

“There are people that are straight that want to support our group  … We had a PFLAG 

brown bag lunch, and it was standing room only.”  The PFLAG lunch triggered support 

that the GLBT employees, not accustomed to high-level networking, did not know how 

to leverage: 

One HR person in particular called us up, and he said, ‘I really enjoyed the 

PFLAG meeting. I am really willing to help in any way.  Let me know if you need 

my help.’  We haven't been able to figure out how we need his help.  We know 

we need help, we just don't know how to ask for help, I guess.  He has never 

gotten a call from us, which is unfortunate.  I think maybe part of that is that 

people are afraid to just jump off the diving board, because that takes coming out, 

and it takes working with people in the Benefits Department or HR, and making 

their names known, that …they are in this group.   

 

At Mega, systemic impediments play a role.  The diversity council structure 

mirrors the matrix structure of the corporation as a whole, which fragments social identity 

groups, isolates people with common interests, and creates levels of deliberation -- with 

all the ensuing problems of consensus building and unclear authority.  Silvio explains 

how this undermines advocacy. 
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We are really stuck … trying to find a procedure where our proposal would be 

heard by Mega officially.  … We have the support of 7 or 8 diversity groups. … 

Some of the diversity groups refuse to endorse our proposal…. The Diversity 

Committees of a number of Mega’s divisions -- so [that] is a higher level diversity 

committee -- debated among themselves and decided to endorse, but their 

[executive] sponsor told them that they couldn't do that. 

 

Connections to the Organizational and Social Movement Fields.  Activists in 

this condition were distinct in having uneven and weak boundary-spanning connections, 

both to competitor and benchmark organizations, as well as to the WPA. Activists knew 

about leading adopters, but realized their companies would dismiss them as from the East 

Coast or Silicon Valley or another industry – not relevant comparisons.  Mega and 

Control Devices were tracking a clearly defined set of engineering and manufacturing 

benchmarks. 

  Meanwhile, the WPA mediated a connection to other organizations, but activists 

like factory workers at MedDevices and Pump Engineering voiced their uncertainty about 

how to use these networks, particularly because they were essentially working solo in 

factories where GLBT co-workers were not coming out.. 

 The GLBT leader at Control Devices described how attending a WPA workshop 

on “How do you groom the next generation of leaders?” got him thinking.  He identified 

a 26-year-old part-time employee who, though in a lower position, was more outgoing 

than many of the closeted engineers, whom the group leader described as “the reserved 

descendants of Lutheran settlers.”  This young part-timer was enthusiastic but admitted to 

a lack of confidence: 

Personally I feel I need to better educate myself. … I want to learn the business 

management procedures or the approachable skills on a VP level. ... It holds me 

back [from] actually stepping out into the limelight and taking more on just for 

the fact that I am kind of scared.  I don't want to trash a group or the company. … 

You want to be able to go in there … in such a manner that it's not upsetting but it 
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is also serious. …‘How can I work with you?  How can you work with me?’ That 

team effort.  I am working on those types of skills. …  You learn those if you 

interact with various people, and you can learn from watching, almost like an 

apprenticeship. 

 

Many of the leaders in this cell report hearing recurring talk of the same issues – leader 

burnout, limited participation, and the need for help in developing more activists.  

Ironically, while the WPA does attempt to respond to these very needs, in some ways, 

leaders of groups in this cell experience the downside of knowing what is happening in 

the Twin Cities organizational field.  In contrast to action in some neighboring companies, 

inaction in one’s own employer is easy to see as a lack of support.  

[At the second forum] InsureCo’s CEO [addressed] a group of five or six hundred 

people, including management executives from other companies, and his first 

words are … ‘Employees of this organization are our most valuable asset and 

gays, and lesbians, and transsexuals are amongst that group that we value highly 

and we wouldn’t be successful if we didn’t embrace them.’  So you know, they 

can be mere words, but if you’re one of the employees sitting in that big audience, 

hearing that, all of a sudden you have this sense of belonging, ‘I’m not hated.’ 

When we can’t hardly get meetings with our own executives, those contrasts are 

very disconcerting.   

 

Condition 4: “Battle Ready” 

 

None of the groups in this condition had DPBs at the time of our interviews, so in 

conventional binary research on diffusion, they would have indistinguishable from other 

organizations still in the risk set for adoption. Yet they vary from each other in terms of 

how close they might be to getting DPBs and even on what side of the DPBs divide they 

have fallen in the past.  For example, the two public sector organizations, Major 

University and County Government had once had DPBs, but lost them due to a successful 

court challenge by the local Catholic League. At others, such as two Fortune 500 

consumer products companies, activists foresee a time when they and several competitors 

will adopt in rapid succession in order to dilute the risk of backlash in their sector.  Still 
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others, such as the two super regional bank holding companies, seem held up not so much 

due to homophobic challenges, fear of consumer backlash, or even the reputed 

conservatism of the industry as due to strong decentralization in the administration of the 

many formerly independent banks.  Scattered across as many as 14 states, these two 

networks had come together in the early stages in interstate bank consolidation, with the 

result that they formed, metaphorically, a wholly-owned interorganizational field through 

which GLBT friendly practices had to diffuse before the holding company tipped toward 

adoption of DPBs.   

 What these groups have in common is that despite facing some of the same 

impediments as groups in the other conditions, they continue to broaden the scope of 

their activism beyond the quest for DPBs. This broader scope can include pursuing 

smaller wins, such as soft benefits like family leave or allowing a same-sex partner to use 

the company car on weekends. It can also include taking on bigger challenges, such as 

addressing the impacts of homophobia and heterosexism in the everyday workplace, 

enhancing diversity training in meaningful ways, increasing the visibility of GLBT 

employees, strengthening the standing of the GLBT employee group as a corporate 

resource, and introducing gender identity and transgender issues into the conversation.  In 

the process, they also create innovative strategies and tactics for legitimating DPBs and 

other GLBT-friendly policies and practices.  Through their ongoing networking across 

organizational boundaries, these tactics themselves diffuse in a way that alters the social 

movement industry field.   

Connections to Top Executives.  The membership of these GLBT groups spans 

all levels of their organizational hierarchies.  While groups include employee activists 
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with significant social capital, few have the levels of access seen in the groups in either 

the What Next or Onward and Upward conditions.  All have been able to groom better 

access than in the Blocked at Every Turn condition.  As relatively skilled insiders, the 

leaders of these groups have figured out how to work within the structural constraints, so 

whatever the level of access they may have had at the start, they have worked to develop 

connections and bring executives along.  

An IT administrator at UpperMidWest Bank explained the multi-pronged 

approach necessitated by the bank holding company’s many separate units.  The group’s 

leaders believed that the CEO’s preference for decentralized decision making meant that 

whatever the various enterprise units agreed to, the Twin Cities headquarters would 

support, but it would have to be system wide.  

Corporate has a notion that if they are going to roll out Domestic Partner Benefits, 

it must be rolled out … to [units in] all [fourteen] states. [But they expect] some 

of our regions are not going to be as well receiving of such a notion either because 

of strong religious right Christians … or other notions.  

 

Yet, a co-leader of the group reported that two powerful allies, the EVPs of both 

Corporate Banking and Consumer Banking in the Minnesota bank, had been advocating  

implementing the benefits for the Twin Cities region “even if the rest of the corporation 

did not feel. . .the regions in other states were ready for that from a public relations 

standpoint.”  An unwillingness in corporate Human Resources to approve a separate 

benefit for a single region meant there was a “kind of a stalemate … be overcome.” As a 

result, the network of GLBT activists approached the challenge of winning executive 

support in a distributed manner. 

 

We wind up doing it most by talking to each other and pushing it up through all of 

our channels.  I mentioned it to my manager …. [and] the president of my 

division. … I am the only queer in my division. … [Another leader] has some 

contacts with the top level of HR and the top level of corporate. … [Another 
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leader] works with a lot of the managers in [the Mortgage Co.]. …  We try to 

bring it up through all of our divisions so that the word is coming up.  It will 

hopefully have enough momentum when it gets to the top to keep rolling.  

As another leader employed at a mortgage company reported, the two EVP allies were 

updating them about developments, even discussing changes at other companies, such as 

Disney.  

  

At this point the group feels that there is activity on Domestic Partner Benefits. … 

Obviously through our individual efforts, we are trying to build support for DPBs 

in the different regions.  UpperMidWest Mortgage reports up through the Iowa 

banking region, which would be another EVP. We are working with the people in  

Mortgage to raise awareness and support up through our EVP who we feel is very 

supportive … has been on other issues. 

 

A senior administrator at Major University, recognized by other activists in the 

WPA for working the system with consummate skill, explained how she built support for 

the wide-ranging GLBT friendly agenda of a special task force following a spate of hate 

crimes on campus.  With 28 years of service, much of it as a tenured professor, she was 

well-respected by the college community and had a mix of deep loyalty to the institution 

and commitments to student well-being and the GLBT community. Developments on 

campus were regularly in the press and while she wanted to capitalize on the urgency and 

new visibility of the issues, she felt she needed to minimize political surprises for 

university leadership.  : 

Part of our strategy was to identify people in the various constituency groups and 

formal committees ... who might help us....  That was one of the strategies going 

on totally separate from [the formal] networking for [the official university task 

force]....  There isn't a move that I made that [she],... the Special Assistant to the 

President, didn't know about.  There was no way that I was going to embarrass a 

sitting president, who frankly, was trying to be supportive.  Through e-mail, 

letters, phone calls -- [She] is knowing the skinny on what is coming on.  She and 

I are talking and strategizing.  The same with the EEO Director....  I'm sending 

communications out so that people know where we are going, when we are going 

to be there, what it is about, what they need to do.... If you don't keep them 

informed you are going to lose them on the goals. 
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Accounts of this approach became widely influential, particularly because of the 

educational role that activists from Major University played in creating early training 

materials and handbooks for the WPA.   

At Consumer Products Corporation, the GLBT employee group, known as 

Grandma’s Family, quickly won a change in the EEO statement.  The group’s name is a 

reference to the CPC’s marketing icon, a sage homemaker who appears on its packaging.  

They recount that this early win was quickly blunted.  Grandma’s Family was directly 

instructed by the head of HR not to speak of DPBs and not to attempt to talk to anyone in 

the executive suite. Implementing what the attorney in charge of EEO reportedly called 

“equal non-access,” HR put in place an official liaison to the group. Activists in 

Grandma’s Family saw this move as a brazen instance of “gatekeeping.” After a period of  

“licking our wounds,” the group put together an Advisory Committee composed of CPC 

executives in an effort to build trust.  They developed a list of candidates for the liaison’s 

vetting.  Once formed, the Advisory Committee supported the group’s bringing in a well-

known lesbian consultant for what was an eye-opening training on GLBT work place 

issues: “You could just see on the face[s] of the Advisory Committee a recognition of 

…why we had to fix this.”  In many of the organizations in this condition, participating in 

the design or delivery of training proved  to be one of the most important mechanisms for 

connecting with management. At UpperMidWest bank, GLBT employees participated as 

panelists for an afternoon of a three-day diversity immersion that all senior managers.    

The whole immersion process, and the [GLBT employees’] presentation … had a 

very significant impact on a large number of those senior executives.  [The GLBT 

employees] received comments back … how it really shocked [the executives]. … 
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Senior management was very much understanding of their issues and several … 

were very strong allies after that meeting.  

 

Connections to Other Internal Activists.  In the multi-pronged approach at 

UpperMidWest Bank, connections have been more organic than formal from the start.  

The very emergence of the official group reflected what was for HR a surprising pattern 

of existing social networking. The group met as a group for the first time immediately 

upon corporate HR announcing it was going to put together employee resource groups in 

Minnesota modeled on those already operating in the Colorado subsidiary.  The people in 

HR were shocked to learn that that approximately 70 people from multiple divisions and 

crossing all levels of management had come together and discussed their objectives 

without there having been a formal announcement.  The notion that the GLBT employees 

had such an extensive social network – “not controlled by the corporate structure … and 

[able to] pull so extensively from everywhere was a little threatening,” especially, 

according to the group leaders, in banking, an industry adamantly opposed to 

unionization.  Consequently, the charters of the resource groups precluded organizing and 

negotiating over benefits.  The GLBT group accepted this in stride, using their informal 

network to work around it.  

We are not allowed to negotiate employee benefits.  We are certainly able to 

assist management by bringing articles and information to their attention. … We 

network with each other.  We just say, "What have you got?  Do you have an 

article?  Can you send me a copy and I will give it to my manager too and I'll 

forward it to my chains and I'll send one to my HR rep.’  We share information. 

…  We don't have a specific task force … due to two things.  One, if we had a 

task force or committee specifically for doing that, it might be more threatening 

and it would look more like  ‘time to negotiate employee benefits.’  Two, it is just 

hard to get us from all of the different parts of the city together. At most we just 

want to do a conference call or e-mail.    
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At CPC, Grandma’s Family pursued outreach to other employees by working 

within the diversity infrastructure to sponsor educational and social events, including 

brown bag lunches, films, theatre, and other presentations in the work place. It also build 

relationships with other CPC diversity groups by supporting their initiatives, such as 

buying tables at the United Negro College Fund benefit.  At PremierBank, the other 

regional bank holding company in this cell, the group’s relationship with the Hispanic 

employee group was strengthened by an attempt to get permission to carry a corporate 

banner in the 1994 Minnesota AIDS Project Walk.   

There was a contingent of the DAC [Diversity Advisory Council] that didn't want 

to approve it because … we have a matching funds policy and [PremierBank] 

doesn’t match [for diseases].  …  What was interesting there was [that] the person 

who spoke up in favor of it and basically shut down these negative people, was a 

woman by the name of [Monica Mendoza].  She was with the Hispanic group in 

Denver.  … afterwards [I] thanked her for it and she says, ‘You know, look, 

what's good for one group is good for any group.  You people go ahead and do as 

much as you want.   I'll be there to make sure that it gets approved.’ We've gotten 

very strong support from her on the DAC. 

 

Connections to the Organizational Field. The groups in this cell were 

extraordinarily connected to groups at other firms in the interorganizational field.  

Naturally, the groups at Consumer Products and Best Baking, the Twin Cities' two 

consumer product giants, saw each other’s employers are clear referent organizations for 

one another. In particular, their flow of communication was that much easier because two 

of the prominent players in the two companies’ respective GLBT groups were domestic 

partners. (This similar domestic connection actually existed between the groups at 

Premier and UpperMidWest Banks also.)  Making connections with sister groups at four 

other consumer products giants nationwide was also important. As one activist at 

Consumer Products explained: "I have contacts at Nestle, Nabisco, Kraft. ... Nestle called 
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me when they put together a presentation on DPBs, and they wanted to see our 

presentation and what we had done.”    Leaders from each of these groups concurred that 

no giant branded food producer wanted to be the first to adopt DPBs or gay-friendly HR 

policies out of a fear of consumer backlash.  The GLBT groups suspected that by 

coordinating their advocacy they could engineer these peer companies to take the leap 

together, diluting the risk of backlash: "It's kind of a big circle.  If the companies are 

looking ... the first one to do something, and the rest of them are going to jump in."  

The GLBT groups Premier Bank and UpperMidWest also focused attention on 

each other’s as competitors. One leader at Premier explained how he was attempting to 

leverage UpperMidWest’s apparent successes at their PRIDE Festival booth :   

 UpperMidWest ... had personal bankers at their booth.  ... Next year we will.  ... 

The fact that UpperMidWest is doing something, you play off of it.  You do it for 

all that it's worth.  ... If UpperMidWest did it [offered DPBs], Premier Bank 

would be forced to do it just to maintain parity.... Just the fact that I can show that 

these other major companies are supporting this effort puts pressure on them in 

the sense that, 'We don't want to be first, but we don't want to be last.' 

 

Employees at UpperMidWest likewise tried to use information about their 

competition to feed an escalating level of public commitment to the GLBT community in 

an otherwise conservative industry.  Moreover, when festival attendees signed up for 

bank services at the booths, bankers brought back data on the economic importance of 

this potential customer group.  This focus on the competition actually enables cementing 

a group’s standing within a company, potentially reinforcing connections with executives 

and co-workers so they turn to you for both product and management issues. A GLBT 

leader explained how he felt it was working UpperMidWest Mortgage. 

… it still is probably our top priority to have the company see us as a partner that 

they can [use to] reach gay and lesbian customers the way that they deserve to be 

treated -- not only get[ting] them in the door, but what do you do with them after 
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that?  … We still have some work to do to convince the marketing department to 

come to us and get our opinion. They are at least hearing from us. That has been 

the biggest impact.  … How we approach our current products?  … We have loan 

officers at Mortgage who are straight but have an understanding of GLBT issues, 

who will call an underwriter, “No this person is getting a gift letter from their 

partner's parents,” and “It make sense why they are doing this" to kind of explain 

some of those things, to actually change the decision on a loan from a no to a 

yes. . . because the underwriter didn't understand the situation. … Certainly the 

product and the process exists to set up pretty much anything that people would 

need.  It's just really, how do you relate to those people as you are setting up that 

product?  Do you relate to them as a household or as 2 individuals?  "Come to us 

as a resource" is the message that we want to have.  By proving that, essentially 

doing it one thing at a time, and you get a reputation for being a resource. Then 

people will come to you … about gay and lesbian issues, wherever it comes up. 

 

As one bank learned how to adapt products and services to make them more workable for 

same-sex couples, activists at its cross-town competitor were positioned to point to the 

need to imitate the growing success of mortgage lenders who work well with same-sex 

couples.    

 

 Connections to the Social Movement Field.  Groups in this cell developed 

connections with a variety the WPA and a variety of social service organizations, 

accomplishing several things simultaneously: first, they enacted the corporate citizenship 

norms that characterized many of the Twin Cities most respected corporations, thereby 

signaling strong identification with valued aspects of their employers’ corporate 

identities; two, their choice of charities created opportunities for educating straight co-

workers and potential executive allies about aspects of GLBT experience.    

To demonstrate shared values and reverse the patterns of distrust and antagonism 

that had accompanied “equal non-access” at Consumer Products, the members of 

Grandma’s Family systematically and in concert took advantage of an existing 

opportunity for CPC employees to recommend social service organizations to the CPC 
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Foundation for consideration. Grandma’s Family identified some local charities that 

worked on GLBT issues, including Local 202, an agency serving homeless youth in the 

Twin Cities, many of whom are gay and lesbian runaways or children expelled from their 

family homes.  Local 202 had not been among the agencies garnering significant 

attention from the CPC Foundation, but as a result of the efforts of the GLBT group, 

Local 202 received one of the Foundation’s largest grants for the year.  While the 

Foundation’s decision-making apparatus was officially independent, the grant was so 

sizable and the agency’s mission so clearly GLBT-oriented that it generated some 

controversy and attracted corporate attention. Several senior executives did a site visit 

and interviewed people at the agency.  The grant remained in place because Local 202’s 

work was unquestionably consistent with the stated mission of the Foundation. 

Grandma’s Family came to feel this controversy had been positive because it opened 

some executive’s eyes to some of the consequences of GLBT stigma. 

The strategy of leveraging corporate philanthropy as a means of helping the 

GLBT community and raising corporate awareness became a widespread practice, 

facilitated by spreading systems of diversity management that incorporated sponsorship 

of identity based charities.  At UpperMidWest Bank, the GLBT group attempted to use it 

as a means of enhancing the corporate brand in the GLBT community in a way that 

advanced their top-priority, positioning themselves as a valuable resource for the 

corporation’s efforts to reach the GLBT market.   

 

Anytime that we have a need for funding we just describe the need to the Director 

of Diversity. …  We have not had any requests for funding denied to date in our 

1and 1/2 years of existence.  We haven't asked for a whole lot [but] right now we 

were very pleased to get funding for the Philanthrofund Network Night.  I think 

UpperMidWest was a $10,000 sponsor. … We are now working to get more 

sponsorship of the Human Rights Campaign Dinner in September. 
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Many of the groups in this cell and the Onward and Upward cell have successfully 

obtained corporate funding as recognized employee resource groups for sponsoring 

outside fundraising events, like Philanthrofund, a sort of GLBT United Way in the Twin 

Cities. 

GLBT leaders from UpperMidWest, CPC, Best Baker, and Major University are 

on the board of the WPA.  Others regularly participate in monthly WPA programming or 

bring executives from their employers to the quarterly WPA Executive Forums. Their 

successes in getting this kind of executive participation are far superior to those of groups 

in the Blocked at Every Turn and What Next cells. While connections with the WPA 

enable skill-building and sharing for groups in all of the cells, the networking seems to do 

more than maintaining activists’ morale or providing some basic coming-out and 

networking skills, as was the case for many of the leaders of groups in the Blocked cell.  

Instead, the deeper connections and more widespread patterns of participation seem to go 

further in enhancing the agency of the core activists in these groups.  As veteran 

administrator at Major University described it, “We fed [sic] off each other.... You have 

companies just starting to bubble.”  

A few well-connected activists kept the broader dialogue about homophobia 

going, such as an educator from Major University who struggled with central tension we 

describe at the beginning of this paper.  She thought about whether DPBs were a 

diversion from the broader cause or a crucial piece of workplace-based social change: 

 Why am I doing all of this corporate organizing?  Why am I not organizing for the 

homeless gays and lesbians?  Here are people who are middle-class.... Their major 

bitch is no health insurance.  Why am I looking at DPBs and not universal 

healthcare?’... The unflattering way of saying [it is], ‘Here are these privileged white 

guys who never thought that they needed anything from the gay community before 



46 
 

and why are we putting our energy here?’  I had to resolve that.  As I got to know 

folks, it was clear why ...  because these are folks who were having a tremendous 

amount of discrimination at work and were getting so empowered and so energized 

by all of this, it was just incredible to watch.... And they certainly were not all white 

guys.  That is the first level of stuff.  The piece that clicked for me ...  if one believes, 

which I still sort of do, that American business runs the world, if you change 

American business about how it deals with issues of diversity and sexual orientation, 

I don't think it is too grandiose to say that we are changing the world.  

 

Discussion 

This paper invites attention to cases where non-adoption is nonetheless instructive.  

We found change agents in “battle-ready” non-adopter organizations who tap the 

creativity of social movement activism (Jasper, 1999), improvise new tactics, and share 

numerous tactics across organizational boundaries.  Indeed, they even contribute to 

shifting the domain of the issue field from DPBs per se to combating heteronormativity 

and homophobia in the workplace.  It is in these battle-ready employee groups at 

employers where DPBs are yet to be adopted that “innovative agency” is crafted.  

Furthermore, the actions taken by agents in these battle-ready employee groups can 

influence changes in the state of change efforts of employee groups in other quadrants, 

for example in those groups that are asking “what next” or have been “blocked at very 

turn.”  In other words, the energy and innovative actions and strategies of battle-ready 

employee groups can influence the energy, perception of opportunities and strategies in 

other employee groups in the WPA.  

Fueled by the unique combination of optimism and unrealized goals, agents in 

this quadrant develop the most complete repertoire of activities, developing new 

variations and innovative approaches in their attempts to realize what they believe is an 

imminently attainable change.  Independent of whether they are successful within their 
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own employers, these innovative tactics are often mimicked by others in the field, and 

may spark change at organizations other than where they were created.  In fact, in our 

data, this quadrant, though not a site of successful organizational change as measured by 

the adoption of DPBs, really serves as a primary engine driving change around DPBs and 

heteronormativity more generally.  

 Interestingly, of course, in the more macro-oriented, field level studies of 

institutional change, this type of cross-organizational agency would be lost because most 

field level studies adopt variations of hazard-rate models, looking for the change in some  

variable from 0 to 1.  Any understanding of the diffusion of inter-organizational agency is 

subordinate to the operationalization of that dependent variable.   For example, in 

Leblebici, Salancik, Copay, & King’s (1991) study of U.S. Radio Broadcasting, they 

track adoption of innovative practices from peripheral players to more central players 

over time by looking at the specific innovative broadcast formats.  Thus, they could trace 

the diffusion of distinct broadcasting activities from one organization to another because 

the agency was directly embedded in the innovative broadcast formats.   

Studying the adoption (or not) of DPBs provides helpful insights into the 

diffusion of this one particular practice at the organizational level (Briscoe & Safford, 

2008).  However, it does not provide any insight into the diffusion of agency or activities 

of inhabitants decoupled from their success at the organizational level.  The dependent 

variable privileges the organizational level of analysis and disregards the capacity-

building that change agents on the ground provide for the full field-level mobilization, 

whether in adopter or non-adopter contexts.   Recent theorizing suggests that what is 

being diffused will vary as it diffuses (Strang and Meyer, 1993; Ansari, Fiss & Zajac, 
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2010), and our study shows, by looking across levels, how this adaptation might unfold in 

particular in the space of contested issues. 

Research Implications 

 Our study provides insights into the more general dynamics of field level change.  

Returning to Gamson and Meyer’s (1996) arguments regarding the construction of 

optimism and overstatement of political opportunity, we propose that variants of these 

four quadrants are likely to exist during the process of institutionalization of field 

practices, and that optimism affecting mobilization and motivation flows between these 

quadrants in ways that are both predictable and necessary for sustaining institutional 

change efforts.  For example, there is a general flow of optimism resulting from 

comparison between the top and bottom rows.  Agents embedded in organizations not yet 

adopting the change effort gain optimism from the success of others in the field.  As the 

adage says, nothing succeeds like success and each incremental success moves toward 

the tipping point where legitimacy will promote adoption.    

This also applies at the activity level, and particularly with the flow of optimism 

from Onward & Upward to the Battle Ready.  As Hirshman (1991) points out, one way in 

which the Rhetoric of Reaction undermines change is with claims of futility, that is, 

framings that present achieving change around complex issues as impossible, so 

attempting it is futile (see also Dorado and Ventresca 2012, on Hirschman).  But, success 

both at the organizational level – and perhaps more importantly, seeing specific strategies 

and tactics as successful – undermines that sense of futility.  This is especially true for 

organizations which have won hard-fought battles employing a range of strategies and 

tactics; these wins enliven the call for perseverance, for the pursuit of innovative 
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strategies and tactics, and for optimism and hope in the face of what must surely be 

temporary obstacles.  They become the stuff of legend, invoked like gospel stories.  

Taken together, there is a multi-directional flow of capacity-building agency among 

quadrants.  The Battle Ready quadrant, as an incubator for new practices, strategies, and 

framings exports innovative tactics to others, helping them transition to the upper row of 

“1s”.  Simultaneously, those successful in effecting change (the top row) export optimism 

to the bottom row, bolstering agency by mitigating the sense of futility and helping to 

paint political opportunities as not only real but widening and expanding. 

In each of these forms of distributed agency, employee activists in one 

organization engage in activities that facilitate building the capacity for change among 

employee activists in other organizations.  This challenges the parochial assumption that 

self-interest is the primary driver of institutional change efforts.   Agents embedded in the 

Battle Ready quadrant may be central to field-level change agency, yet due to the 

structural constraints of their particular organization, may not benefit from the very 

changes their activities help facilitate in other organizations in the field.    

Tactics promoting right-to-left movement – in our table, from stalled to engaged – are 

important in achieving field level change, independent of their success for individual 

organizations.  Such tactics might include setting one’s organizational up as an 

exemplary “city on the hill” (Onward and Upward) or disseminating and promoting the 

success of various tactics (Battle Ready) to help pull inhabitants from the right hand 

column to the left.  As our study is cross-sectional, and based only on retrospection, our 

data only imply this dynamic.  But, future research could use this framework across both 

successful and failed field-level change efforts to see if, in fact, specific patterns of 
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movement among these quadrants are associated with the success of field level change 

efforts.  

Coda:  

 At the time of our study, the Human Right Campaign was in the early stages of 

developing a corporate scorecard.  Then it largely tracked adoption of DPBs and and 

changes in EEO statements and publicly applauded companies that had done so.  By 2013, 

the scorecard hardly gives a few points of credit to companies that have adopted DPBs, 

perhaps now regarding it as a baseline or fairly routinized aspect of GLBT support.  The 

“higher bar” that they set for companies to get strong scores now includes many of the 

kinds of activities that were pioneered, not just by mobilized early adopters, but by the 

protracted late or non-adopters of DPBs in our study. For example, the HRC raters 

consider a wider range of benefits (harkening to the stories we heard of unequitable sick 

leave policy or  company car usage).  They consider activities aimed at creating a climate 

of inclusiveness, including discussion forums and transgender awareness.  And they 

consider the role of straight allies.  Thus, the tendency in the diffusion literature to track 

the movement of one discrete thing, such as DPBs, misses the broader context of activism. 
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Table 1 

Table 1. Illustrations of Factors for Characterizing Organizations  

                      on the Mobilized / Stalled Dimension 

 

                        State: 

Factors 

  Mobilized           Stalled 

The GLBT group 

 

 Clear group 

exists or loose 

group/lone 

member 

 Meetings 

frequent or rare 

 Attendance 

regular or 

scattered 

Adding straight allies to the 

group has given us some new 

energy. 

 

Sometimes we meet in 

subgroups to focus on a 

specific issue, otherwise our 

meetings are just too big 

now. 

We have considered disbanding 

and we decided not to simply 

because, although there might 

not be work that needs to be 

done right at this moment, we 

still need to continue a presence. 

 

Frequently [there is] only a 

small overlap in terms of the 

people coming from one 

meeting to the next.  It is not 

exactly like starting from 

square one every time but there 

is … that feel to it. … 

Plans and goals 

 

 Explicit or 

searching 

 On target or 

floundering 

 Clear or 

hesitant 

We are very unique in that 

we created a speakers 

bureau, a professional 

speakers bureau. ….We just 

have an endless number of 

presentations lined up for the 

rest of the year. 

 

 

Maybe we need a champion at 

the VP level or whatever….I'm 

not trying to say [our] 

Domestic Partner Benefits 

group hasn't tried that….We 

need to keep trying to find the 

right network.   

 

Our general malaise was 

ambiguity about where “the 

club” [nickname to say the 

GLBT group is trivial] was 

going.… With time, as other 

companies have progressed 

really well, I think there’s an 

increasing noise that we’re 

being stalled. 

Self-assessment 

 

 Hopeful or 

dispirited 

 Peak or lull 

There was so much 

happening, we just fed off it. 

 

I never would have thought 

it, but we are really changing 

We are keeping the pilot light 

on.  

 

We are drifting down the stream 
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 Energized or 

weary 

things around here. 

 

 

as opposed to negotiating 

rapids. 
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Table 2: Mapping the field: Different states regarding adoption and mobilization 

                                    State of the change effort 

Forward-looking / hopeful Stalled / dispirited 

 

Adoption 

of DPBs 

Yes 

 
Onward and Upward (n=2) 

InsureCo 

Big City Media 

 

What Next? (n=5) 
Atlas Health Care 

Pediatric Health Care 

Health Group 

Heavy Industries 

Generosity Foundation 

No 

 
Battle Ready (n=9) 
Credit Card Company                                

Nationwide Health Coverage                     

Premier Bank  

Consumer Products Co. 

UpperMidwest Bank                                   

Best Baker Company                                 

Discount Retailer Co                                   

Associated Charities                                     

MinnCollege    

Blocked at Every Turn (n=8) 
Mega Manufacturer   

Engine Tooling Inc 

County Govt. Entity 

Control Devices Inc. 

Medical Devices Co.  

Local Public Library 

Engineering Co. 

Municipal Govt. Entity 
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Table 3: Varieties of engagement: Locating surprising activism and unexpected stasis 

                                    State of the change effort 

Forward-looking / hopeful Stalled / dispirited 

 

Adoption 

of DPBs 

Yes 

 
Onward and Upward (n=2) 

  

Mobilize reluctant top leaders 

 

Seek and share information 

with other activists 

 

Celebrate the “big win” of DPB 

adoption 

 

Shift focus to broader social 

movement and aspirational 

goals 

 

 

 

What Next? (n=5) 
  

Tap supportive top leaders 

 

Share information with other 

activists when approached 

 

Keep the DPB win on the backstage 

so as not to jeopardize it 

 

Shift focus to more vulnerable 

populations including remotely 

located employees, under-served 

clients, partner organizations in 

more conservative cities, etc. – 

difficult to define achievable goals 

 

No 

 
Battle Ready (n=9) 
   

Work around reluctant top 

leaders and seek other 

audiences 

 

Engage in social comparisons to 

other organizations to discover 

tactics and update odds of DPB 

adoption 

 

Experiment with alternative 

issues framings and new kinds 

of change actions 

 

Seek “small wins” instead of 

DPB adoption 

 

   

Blocked at Every Turn (n=8) 
  

Acknowledge reluctant top leaders 

and take a waiting stance 

 

 

Engage in social comparisons to 

other organizations and determine 

those strategies will not work in this 

context 
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A table from the old paper, relabeled a bit 
 
Table 4.  Creating and accessing the ecosystem of the issue field   

 

 

 

 

Dimensions of 

Connection 

Onward and 

upward 

 

What next Blocked at every 

turn 

Battle ready 

Internal 

 

    

Power and 

Resources: 

Mobilizing Top 

Executives as 

Allies 

Relationships 

forged through 

risk taking, 

opening, and 

direct challenges. 

Top executives 

have become 

champions and 

spokespersons. 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

Inviting EVPs to 

lunch and 

presentations at 

InsureCo and 

Heavy 

Industries; 

Leadership 

challenged for 

not walking the 

talk at MediaCo.  

 

High status, 

social-skilled 

gays and lesbians 

with extensive 

social capital,  

leverage pre-

existing 

connections and 

channels to 

decision makers 

to win DPBs with 

relative ease.  

 

Illustrations: 

Small circle 

grooms channels 

at Atlas Health; 

Program 

directors have 

running dialogue 

with chief 

executive at 

Foster Family 

Foundation. 

 

Access to decision-

makers actively 

blocked;  executive 

sponsors difficult to 

find; groups get the 

run-around. Low 

status leaders’ access 

primarily to mid-level 

managers. 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

DPBs a hot-potato 

issue at Mega 

Manufacturing; 

Night shift worker 

comes out to highest 

managers he has 

contact with at 

PumpEngineering.  

 

Mid-level activists 

groom allies, map 

landscape in the 

executive suites.  

Distributed 

networks focus on 

their units in large 

companies. 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations:  

Group forms 

Executive Advisory 

Council at CPC; 

Activists “push it 

up” their units at 

UpperMidWest 

Bank.  

Building 

mobilization 

capacity: 

Linkages 

among 

Activists, 

Active GLBT 

groups forge 

cooperative 

relationships 

developed 

through inclusive 

networks and 

mutual support. 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

The Gay, 

Lesbian & 

Friends Network 

Rank and file 

GLBT employees 

and elite activists 

disconnected and 

groups 

undeveloped 

overall 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

100 degrees of 

separation 

preserved during 

Lonely activists left to 

carry the ball in work 

places with structural 

impediments to 

connection. Low 

participation due to 

burn-out, losses, or 

fear of being “out” in 

the work place. 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

Night shift work 

isolates committed 

leader at 

Active GLBT group 

devise diverse 

actions to pursue 

while building a 

stronger case for 

DPBs and broader 

support throughout 

the network.  

Networked 

employees pursue 

changes in their 

units.  

 

Illustrations: 

Grandma’s Family 

works together to 

get CPC 
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puts together 

speakers bureau 

at InsureCo 

Diversity 

Passports link 

groups at Media 

Co.  

DPB 

deliberations at 

Atlas Health; 

Leaders 

frustrated in 

attempts to raise 

participation at 

all organizations.  

 

 

 

PumpEngineering; 

Malaise and 

ambiguity divides 

group at Mega 

Manufaturing. 

Foundation to 

support GLBT 

charities;  

Activists share 

articles and stories 

for advocacy use in 

their units at 

UpperMidWest.. 

External 

 

    

Connections to 

Competitors, 

Benchmarks, 

and others in 

the 

Organizational 

Field.  

 

Activists link 

executives to 

other 

organizations in 

the Twin Cities 

community 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

Activists 

facilitate 

formation of 

Magic Circle 

linking 

InsureCo, 

Control Devices, 

and Heavy 

Industries. 

InsureCo 

employees put 

together 

invitations for 

first WPA 

Executive 

Forum.   

 

Elites gather 

information about 

benchmarks in the 

organizational 

field, but have 

little contact with 

activists at local 

competitors 

during self-

contained 

campaigns. 

 

Illustrations: 

Activists at three 

local health care 

organizations 

report essentially 

no direct 

interaction 

during DPBs 

campaigns. 

Activists lack social 

capital, skills or 

opportunities for 

connecting to 

benchmarks. 

Benchmarking seen as 

possessing its own 

logic. 

 

 

 

 

Illustration: 

Networking with 

competitor off the 

radar at Medical 

Devices. 

Movement at leading 

Twin Cities 

companies seen as 

depressing evidence 

of stasis at Mega.  

Activists develop 

dense networks with 

competitors in their 

sectors or use 

market competition 

to support business 

case. 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

Consumer 

products giants in 

the Twin Cities 

and national 

strategize ways of 

leaping together to 

diffuse consumer 

backlash. 

Twin Cities banks 

point to 

competitor’s 

inroads in GLBT 

mortgage or 

consumer banking 

markets. 

Issue 

embeddedness: 

Connections to 

local SMOs 

and national 

social 

movement 

Groups provide 

advice and 

inspiration &  

share best 

practices locally 

and nationally.  

Groups connect to 

local charities. 

 

 

 

Illustrations:  

Insure 

Groups pointed to 

as successes in 

terms of DPBs, 

but otherwise 

have little to no 

connection with 

the WPA. 

 

 

 

 

Illustration: 

Only Pediatric 

Lonely activists have 

valued but tenuous 

connected to WPA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustrations: 

Leader at Medical 

Group leaders on 

the WPA board and 

core members active 

in networking 

nights.  Groups use 

GLBT oriented 

charity as stepping 

stones to raising 

GLBT workplace 

issues. 

 

Illustrations: 

Group at 
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employees 

deliver training 

at national 

conferences of 

SMOs . 

Group leaders 

on the board of 

the SMO (WPA).  

 

has active 

connection with 

WPA due 

primarily to co-

leader’s going to 

work for WPA.   

Devices unable to get 

co-workers to attend 

WPA functions with 

her. 

Leader at 

PumpEngineering 

cites valuable 

lessons, but can’t 

always take time off 

to attend evening 

meetings.   

Consumer 

Products show 

embrace of 

corporate 

citizenship values 

by pushing grant 

to Local 202. 

Group gets 

UpperMidWest to 

sponsor at table at 

Human Rights 

Campaign gala.   

  

 

 


