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THE STORY

When a senior manager at Downer New Zealand sent out a business-wide email describing
her experiences as a married lesbian woman in the workplace, the responses - both
positive and negative - highlighted the need for a support network for LGBTTQIA+
employees.

The StandOut Community was formed in 2022 to provide a safe place for Rainbow
employees at Downer to come together, connect and share experiences, resources and
support, while challenging stereotypes and raising awareness of the importance of an
inclusive workplace.

Downer New Zealand employs 10,000 people providing services across several sectors
including transportation, telecommunications, facilities management, hospitality,
laundries, water, open spaces and energy.

StandOut Community Manager Jake Barker says before StandOut was formed, there was a
small group of LGBTTQIA+ who provided support for each other. However, an email sent
by National Manager for Defence Facilities Janet Mays calling for expressions of interest in
forming a national Rainbow community brought about significant change.

“Janet Mays’ email generated over 300 responses, most positive — but some not. On one
hand these responses highlighted the large support for the community in Downer, but on
the other highlighted the need for a community to be formed,” says Jake.
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After the StandOut community was formed, self-
identified Rainbow community members working
at Downer increased by 600 per cent from five to
30 people.

The group has led to a number of initiatives
including hosting a forum to bring together
community members, a national roll-out of
supportive signage, training and education
opportunities for all employees, an Allies and
Members register, and the development of several
events to celebrate Pride both at Downer, and
within the wider community.

The inaugural forum was significant for StandOut members.

“Community members were flown from around the country to Auckland and came
together to share stories and discuss important issues and plan out the group’s top
priorities. This forum, the first of its kind in Downer, drove workplace diversity by putting
community members directly in touch with each other, giving life to this important
community support,” says Jake.

Support from senior leadership has been significant. Many of the negative responses to
the original email came from the Transport sector. Executive General Manager Craig West
quickly took action.

“On becoming aware of the attitudes expressed by people in his business, Craig stepped
in, bringing his mana to support the Rainbow communities as the StandOut Executive
Sponsor,” says Jake.

“From the beginning, Downer executives have provided strong support for the community
and played a crucial role in governing StandOut.”

Feedback from community members demonstrates the effect StandOut has had on both
their professional and personal lives.

“ have worked in the construction industry for five-plus years and actively hid my
sexuality out of fear | would be discriminated against, disadvantaged, or simply be bullied.
It is extremely tiring, thinking through every word you are going to say before you say it, to
ensure you don’t slip up, however it just becomes the norm. A second ‘self’ | would turn
on when | walked into work.

“This was me when | first started with Downer. There was no visibility for Rainbow
matters anywhere in the business. However, once StandOut formed, | joined and found my
community. A community that | am proud to call my whanau. StandOut has helped me
own my difference, it has provided me connection to those like me and has signified to
me that | can simply be me at work and | have Downer’s support!”

LGBTTQIA+ staff members at Downer wanted to create a safe community of support
within the workplace.



STRATEGIES FOR SUCCESS

StandOut formed to provide a safe space for Rainbow employees to come
together, connect and share experiences, resources and support

Strong emphasis on the community being run by members, for members
Executive-level sponsorship provided

StandOut has a permanent seat on the Downer Inclusion and Belonging committee
Initiatives include:

Forum for LGBTTQIA+ community members

Permanent Rainbow signage launched for all depot entryway doors during Pride
month

More than 270 participants attended Allyship and Rainbow Education sessions help
in partnership with Rainbow Tick

SharePoint site launched on the Downer interweb where employees can register as
either a community member or an ally

Rugby player Ruby Tui shared her experiences of being LGBTTQIA+ in the sports
community at an event that was open to all employees in the Auckland office

RESULTS AND BENEFITS

The number of self-identified Rainbow community members working at Downer
has increased by 600 per cent from 5 to 30

A close relationship with executives has resulted in greater empathy from leaders
and an understanding around the need for advocacy and support

Since a SharePoint site was launched on the Downer interweb in July 2022, it has
gained 176 members and allies from all over New Zealand

KEY LEARNING

Downer understands that being “out” at work is an individual choice. StandOut focuses on
creating a culture that allows all Downer employees to be “out” on their own terms
without fear of negative reactions.

DO WORKPLACE DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION WELL
AND DO WELL BECAUSE OF IT.
Visit diversityworksnz.org.nz or call 0800 DIVERSITY (0800 348 377)


https://diversityworksnz.org.nz/

