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Abstract
The decision to express a stigmatized identity inside and outside of the workplace is highly complex, with the potential for both
negative and positive outcomes. This meta-analysis examines the intrapersonal and interpersonal workplace and non-workplace
outcomes of engaging in this identity management strategy. Synthesizing stigma and relationship formation theories, we hy-
pothesize and test boundary conditions for these relationships including the visibility and controllability of the stigma, the study
setting, and the gender of the interaction partner. Through our analysis of 65 unique samples (k = 108), we find that expression is
more likely to lead to beneficial outcomes in interpersonal, workplace, and non-workplace domains, but only for less-visible
stigmas and for studies conducted within a field vs. lab setting. Finally, we explore stigma expression across specific stigmatized
identities and determine that there are consistently positive outcomes of expression for individuals with stigmatized religious and
sexual orientation identities.
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The decision of whether, when, where, how, and to whom to
express a stigmatized identity is extraordinarily complex.
Stigma, defined as a devalued characteristic within a social
setting (Goffman, 1963), encompasses a variety of marginal-
ized characteristics, including but not limited to identities
based on race, gender, age, religion, sexual orientation,

disability status, and certain types of diseases. A great deal
of research documents the difficulties associated with having
a stigmatized identity, including interpersonal negativity; in-
ternal conflict such as stress, life satisfaction, and job commit-
ment; and a variety of negative outcomes that can occur in
both social settings, including effects on social support, life
satisfaction, positive affect, and stress, and work-related set-
tings, such as workplace anxiety/stress, role ambiguity, job
satisfaction, and affective commitment. (e.g., Clair, Beatty,
& MacLean, 2005; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002;
Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009). As a result, individuals
possessing a stigmatized identitymust learn how to effectively
manage their identities in order to try to minimize the internal
turmoil and external backlash that they may experience. A
defining experience among stigmatized individuals involves
balancing a need to act in socially desirable ways and a need to
be authentic in social interactions (Jones & King, 2013).

Previous meta-analyses on self-expression more generally
have determined that there are positive interpersonal benefits
of revealing information about one’s self, including social
support, perceptions of authenticity, and social connections
(Bself-disclosure;^ Collins & Miller, 1994; Frattaroli, 2006).
Self-disclosure is typically a positive experience because it
allows people to improve connections and form relationships
with others and free their minds of unwanted thoughts
(Frattaroli, 2006). Expressing, or bringing attention to a
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stigmatized identity (through disclosing, or expressing an in-
visible, unknown stigma or through acknowledging, or ex-
pressing a visible stigma), however, has much greater poten-
tial for undesirable outcomes due to the negative perceptions
that society often holds towards these groups. In accordance
with stigma theory, expressing a stigmatized group member-
ship reveals that the individual is associated with a group that
is devalued by society (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998), and
this expression can cause one’s status to change from
Bdiscreditable^ to Bdiscredited^ (Goffman, 1963). Thus, ex-
pressing a stigma is likely to lead to both positive and negative
outcomes.

Indeed, empirical studies have uncovered contradictory
findings regarding the outcomes associated with express-
ing a stigmatized identity to others. Some studies have
found that expressing a stigma predicts increased experi-
ences of prejudice and discrimination (e.g., Hebl, Foster,
Mannix, & Dovidio, 2002). Other studies, however, have
shown that expressing a stigma positively relates to one’s
internal psychological outcomes, such as increased life
happiness (Beals, Peplau, & Gable, 2009), well-being
(Balsam & Mohr, 2007), and job satisfaction (Ragins,
Singh, & Cornwell, 2007; Balsam & Mohr, 2007). The
current study aims to resolve this discrepant literature by
determining whether and under what conditions stigma
disclosure is beneficial.

One potential reason for these discrepancies may be the
existence of individual and situational boundary condi-
tions that influence the nature of expression outcomes.
First, stigmas differ in a number of significant ways, such
as their level of visibility, controllability, perceived threat,
esthetics, dynamism, and disruptiveness (Jones et al.,
1984). Goffman’s (1963) seminal work, as well as current
literature (Goodman, 2008; Hebl & Kleck, 2002; Hebl &
Skorinko, 2005; Jones & King, 2013) theorize that visi-
bility and perceived controllability of stigmas have the
greatest impact on expression outcomes. Accordingly,
using the framework of stigma theory, we explore how

these two important stigma characteristics moderate out-
comes of expression. Second, interactions between stig-
matized and non-stigmatized individuals also vary in
terms of the contexts in which they take place and the
extent to which an interaction partner is accepting of
one’s stigma will likely determine whether the expression
of that stigma is related to positive or negative intraper-
sonal and interpersonal outcomes (Griffith & Hebl, 2002).
Thus, we examine the moderators of context and recipient
gender to assess the influence of one’s environment on
expression outcomes. In doing so, this meta-analysis will
determine the specific individual and situational factors in
which stigma expression is likely to yield positive
outcomes.

Overall, this meta-analysis study will contribute to
existing literature in two significant ways. First, it will help
to resolve existing equivocal theories and findings by pro-
viding meta-analytic results determining whether express-
ing a stigma is associated with positive or negative intra-
personal and interpersonal consequences in workplace and
non-workplace domains. In doing so, it will provide a di-
rect test of the contradictory assertions proposed by stigma
theory and relationship-forming theories. Second, it will
explore some of the key boundary conditions that may help
to determine the specific situations and characteristics that
elicit the most optimal expression outcomes for stigma-
tized individuals. To begin, we explore the theoretical
and empirical evidence regarding the intrapersonal, inter-
personal, workplace, and non-workplace outcomes of ex-
pressing a stigmatized identity. Then, we examine the
boundary conditions that determine the specific situations
and characteristics that are more likely to lead to the most
optimal outcomes of expressing within each of these four
domains. Finally, we provide the meta-analytic results of
these relationships and interactions. Thus, this study will
provide the first comprehensive test of theoretical asser-
tions regarding whether and when expressing a stigma pre-
dicts beneficial outcomes (see Fig. 1).

Model of Hypothesized Relationships. Fig. 1 Model of hypothesized
relationships
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Outcomes Associated with Stigma Expression

Intrapersonal Outcomes

Research tends to suggest that expressing (compared to sup-
pressing) a stigma produces positive intrapersonal outcomes,
such as decreased stress and anxiety and increased life and job
satisfaction (Munir, Leka, & Griffiths, 2005; Velez, Moradi, &
Brewster, 2013). Alternatively, stigmatized individuals who
suppress or avoid talking about their stigmas may develop
stress and other negative internal, cognitive outcomes for three
primary reasons. First, stigmatized individuals who suppress
their identities may create fewer opportunities to attain re-
sources associated with emotional and social support (Sabat
et al., 2015). Second, some individuals who suppress must
continuously monitor their hidden identities, which can be
highly cognitively taxing, especially if they engage in differ-
ent levels of expression across life domains (Ragins, 2008).
Third, individuals who suppress may experience stress due to
feelings of inauthenticity (Clair et al., 2005; Goffman, 1963).
Individuals are highly motivated to express themselves as
complete individuals (Friskopp& Silverstein, 1996) and reach
consistency in the way that they and others view themselves
(Moorhead, 1999; Swann Jr, 1983). Thus, suppression has the
potential to produce a lack of internal self-consistency, thereby
eliciting pernicious stress-related outcomes.

Several studies have supported these theoretical assertions.
With respect to intrapersonal life outcomes, studies have
found that expression is related to decreased psychological
stress (Major & Gramzow, 1999) and increased life satisfac-
tion (Beals et al., 2009). Regarding intrapersonal job out-
comes, survey studies have found stigma expression to be
associated with improved job satisfaction, job commitment,
and career commitment and decreased turnover intentions
(Ragins & Cornwell, 2001; Ragins et al . , 2007).
Additionally, a meta-analysis determined that more general
experiential disclosures (disclosures about thoughts, feelings,
or information about personally meaningful topics) led to var-
ious positive health and psychological outcomes (Frattaroli,
2006). Meta-analyses have not yet examined the psychologi-
cal and health outcomes specific to expressing or information
regarding one’s stigmatized identity. However, given these
empirical findings, it stands to reason that internal processes
will be similar for both types of expression. Thus, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 Greater levels of expression will be associated
with more positive intrapersonal outcomes.

Interpersonal Outcomes

The effects of expressing a stigmatized identity on interper-
sonal outcomes (such as perceived social support and

interpersonal discrimination) are less straightforward. Prior
literature theorized that expressing a stigma would be associ-
ated with less negative outcomes. Early scholars proposed that
stigma expression caused one to be viewed as an out-group
member compared to the non-stigmatized majority within a
particular context. Thus, expressing was expected to result in
social alienation and fewer opportunities for social support
(Badgett et al., 2007; Clair et al., 2005; Corrigan &
Matthews, 2003; Goffman, 1963). Additionally, according to
stigma theory, stigmatized identities are those who are per-
ceived negatively by others (Goffman, 1963). Thus, drawing
attention to one’s stigma may elicit negative interpersonal
outcomes.

Countering these initial theories, more recent scholarship has
uncovered three reasons why stigma expression may be more
likely to lead to positive rather than negative interpersonal out-
comes. First, communication researchers have theorized that
disclosures are one of the primary building blocks in develop-
ing positive interpersonal relationships (Collins &Miller, 1994;
Miller & Read, 1987), and many of the well-known interper-
sonal benefits of general self-disclosure are likely to carry over
to the expression of stigmas. Second, individuals generally pre-
fer others who reveal information about themselves compared
to those who are perceived to be withholding information. To
demonstrate, Oswald (2007) found that lesbian and gay male
targets who were described in hypothetical vignettes as
attempting to suppress their stigmas were rated more negatively
compared to those who were described as being expressive
about their stigmas. This may be due to the fact that individuals
who express their identities are viewed as more authentic, open,
and self-affirming compared to those who suppress or conceal
their identities (Hebl & Skorinko, 2005). Third, expressing
one’s identity may elicit increased social support and social
connections. Individuals who express are likely to receive so-
cial support from other stigmatized individuals or individuals
who are supportive of those stigmas (Beals et al., 2009; Clair
et al., 2005; Smith, Rossetto, & Peterson, 2008). Indeed, recent
survey research has indicated that expressing a stigma predicts
positive interpersonal interactions (Balsam & Mohr, 2007).
Thus, we assert that, stigma expression will generally be more
likely to lead to positive interpersonal outcomes. These effects
may differ depending on other individual and contextual factors
that we will consider below.

Hypothesis 2 Greater levels of expression will be associated
with more positive interpersonal outcomes.

Workplace Outcomes

Recently, organizational scholars have examined the influence
of stigma expression on job-related outcomes, including af-
fective commitment, job stress, job satisfaction, and work-
place discrimination. These studies have come to different
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conclusions about whether expression improves or harms
work outcomes for stigmatized employees (Hebl et al.,
2002; Ragins &Cornwell, 2001). On the one hand, employees
who express their stigmatized identities may make themselves
more susceptible to experiences of discrimination and mis-
treatment (Clair et al., 2005). On the other hand, scholars have
identified several ways in which expressing at work is associ-
ated with beneficial outcomes. Expressing can allow the stig-
matized employee to alleviate workplace anxiety and stress
associated with suppressing. This act of workplace suppres-
sion can be especially pernicious if the employee discloses to a
high degree outside of their workplace (Ragins, 2008).
Suppressing can also reduce network ties, team cohesion,
and opportunities for mentoring relationships with individuals
who share similar interests, values, and identities (Day &
Schoenrade, 1997), each of which can negatively impact one’s
career advancement (Clair et al., 2005). Relatedly, the act of
suppression can cause one to detach and withdraw from one’s
organization, ultimately leading to turnover intentions (Ragins
et al., 2007). Conversely, expressing one’s stigmatized identi-
ty to one’s coworkers and supervisor can elicit improved job
satisfaction, especially to the extent that coworkers are sup-
portive of such disclosures (Griffith & Hebl, 2002). Finally,
expressing at work may communicate to employers that cer-
tain forms of diversity not only exist but also are important to
take into consideration when making personnel decisions.

Thus, these expressions may encourage employers to cre-
ate and promote policies that support these stigmatized indi-
viduals within their organizations. Indeed, employers and co-
workers will be less likely to provide support in dealing with
the barriers associated with these stigmas if they do not be-
lieve that the policies would apply to or benefit the employees
within their organizations. Thus, expressing at work should be
associated with positive outcomes overall, such as decreased
job anxiety, decreased role ambiguity, improved job satisfac-
tion, and increased affective commitment (Day& Schoenrade,
1997; Law, Martinez, Ruggs, Hebl, & Akers, 2011). Thus, we
expect that:

Hypothesis 3 Greater levels of expression will be associated
with positive workplace outcomes.

Non-workplace Outcomes

Lastly, we believe that expressing will be associated with ben-
eficial life outcomes in non-workplace settings, including in-
creased life satisfaction, life stress, positive affect, and per-
ceived social support. Outside of the workplace, individuals
will likely have developed strong interpersonal relationships
with others that can be significantly harmed or hampered by
suppressing or concealing one’s stigma (Pachankis, 2007).
Indeed, there is often a social norm of being open about and
discussing important parts of one’s identity to one’s friends

and family, and individuals who suppress these identities from
others outside of the workplace are likely to be viewed as
withholding and more interpersonally awkward (Newheiser
& Barreto, 2014). In line with this rationale, previous studies
have suggested that individuals who express their stigmas
outside of the workplace experience increased social support,
reduced stress, increased positive affect, and increased life
satisfaction (Beals et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2008; Wegner &
Lane, 1995). We anticipate that:

Hypothesis 4 Greater levels of expression in non-workplace
domains will be associated with more positive life outcomes.

Stigma Characteristics as Moderators

Stigmas differ in a number of important ways that may influ-
ence the effectiveness of identity management strategies.
According to Jones et al.’s (1984) seminal work, stigmas can
be characterized using six different dimensions, including
their visibility (the extent to which they are concealable), con-
trollability (whether the stigma was brought on by actions of
the individual or by uncontrollable circumstances), threat (the
extent to which a stigma is perceived as dangerous), course
(the extent to which the stigma changes over time), disruptive-
ness (the extent to which the stigmatized characteristic im-
pedes social interaction), and esthetics (the extent to which
the stigma elicits disgust or negative reactions from others).
The majority of work on this topic, however, has focused on
two of these characteristics: the visibility of a stigma and per-
ceived controllability of a stigma (Crocker et al., 1998;
Goffman, 1963). These two characteristics are thought to have
the greatest impact on the outcomes of stigma expression, and
thus, we focus on how these characteristics may moderate
these expression-outcome relationships.

Visibility of Stigma

Several stigmatized identities are highly visible, such as race,
age, gender, height, weight, and certain physical disabilities.
In contrast, other stigmas are less visible, and therefore are not
typically salient in initial interpersonal interactions. These in-
clude religion, sexual orientation, early stages of pregnancy,
and certain types of mental or physical disabilities and dis-
eases. The extent to which a stigma is visible to others before
an interaction takes place has been a primary focus of expres-
sion research (e.g. Goodman, 2008; Jones & King, 2013;
Stutterheim et al., 2011a, 2011b). This research has concluded
that acknowledging an already-known stigma (such as
highlighting one’s race) is associated with negative outcomes,
presumably because the individual who expresses an already
visible stigma is viewed as overly sensitive or proud of their
stigma (Hagiwara, Wessel, & Ryan, 2012).
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We believe that expressing an invisible or less-visible stig-
ma should be more impactful and meaningful to others com-
pared to expressions of stigmas that more visible in nature.
Because the stigma is unknown prior to disclosure, the expres-
sion will not be viewed as a demonstration of pride regarding
one’s stigma, but rather a sign of trust or closeness to the
recipient. Thus, these forms of expression will be more likely
to elicit positive reactions. Additionally, those who suppress a
stigma that is highly visible may be less likely to experience
intrapersonally negative outcomes due to the implicit assump-
tion that others can already have knowledge about these iden-
tities. Those with less visible stigmas may suppress these iden-
tities due to fears associated with being Bdiscovered,^ an act
which has been linked to pernicious stress and health-related
outcomes (Meyer, 2003; Sabat et al., 2015). In alignment with
this literature, we propose that visibility will moderate the
expression-outcome relationships such that these relationships
will be more positive for expressions of less visible stigmas
and less positive for expressions of highly visible stigmas.
Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 5 Perceived visibility will moderate the relation-
ships between expression and (a) intrapersonal, (b) interper-
sonal, (c) workplace, and (d) non-workplace outcomes, such
that these relationships will be positive, especially for stigmas
that are less visible.

Perceived Controllability of Stigma

Previous research on stigma expression has also focused a
great deal of attention on the degree to which stigmas are
perceived as controllable. Indeed, in alignment with stigma
theory (Goffman, 1963), stigmas vary in terms of origin, such
that they can be present at birth, can be caused accidentally, or
can be caused purposefully and deliberately by the target.
Indeed, research on the perceived controllability of stigmas
has identified several stigmas that are viewed by the general
public as highly uncontrollable (such as race, gender, age, and
physical disabilities) and several others that are perceived as
highly controllable (such as pregnancy, HIV status, and obe-
sity). Stigmas that are thought to be caused by internal, con-
trollable factors are viewed more negatively compared to
those that are perceived to be caused by external, uncontrol-
lable factors (Jones & Gordon, 1972). Indeed, people who
express or acknowledge a stigma that is viewed as more con-
trollable (obesity) are often treated more negatively compared
to those that acknowledge a stigma that is often viewed as less
controllable (physical disability; Hebl & Kleck, 2002).
Similarly, an experimental study by Hebl and Skorinko
(2005) found that manipulating the perceived controllability
of the same stigma had a profound impact on interpersonal
ratings, such that describing the physical disability as caused
by factors outside of the person’s control led to more favorable

ratings, whereas suggesting that the disability was caused by
the target’s own carelessness led to more negative interperson-
al ratings. Given this empirical and theoretical research, it
stands to reason that expressing stigmas that are perceived as
more controllable will be more likely to lead to worse out-
comes. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 6 Perceived controllability will moderate the rela-
tionships between expression and (a) intrapersonal, (b) inter-
personal, (c) workplace, and (d) non-workplace outcomes,
such that these relationships will be positive, especially for
stigmas that are perceived to be less controllable.

Contextual Moderators

Setting

The relationship between expression and positive outcomes
likely depends on the setting that is used. Typically, researchers
either conduct studies in a laboratory setting or a field setting. In
a laboratory setting, undergraduate students often either receive
an expression or suppression condition through vignettes or
interactions with a confederate, and outcomes of such hypothet-
ical scenarios are examined (e.g., Hebl & Kleck, 2002; Hebl &
Skorinko, 2005; Wessel, Hagiwara, Ryan, & Kermond, 2015).
In contrast, researchers conducting studies in field settings typ-
ically survey individuals or employees regarding the intraper-
sonal and interpersonal outcomes that they personally experi-
enced as a result of their own expression decisions (e.g., Day &
Schoenrade, 1997, 2000; Griffith & Hebl, 2002; Ragins &
Cornwell, 2001) or they examine how individuals in the real
world view others who express or suppress a stigmatized iden-
tity (e.g., Hebl et al., 2002; Morgan, Walker, Hebl, & King,
2013; Singletary & Hebl, 2009). The study design/setting is
likely to influence these overall outcomes of expression
(Frattaroli, 2006).

In field samples, researchers typically examine more per-
manent and long-lasting relationships. Individuals who have
known each other for some time are likely to build stronger
relationships before the stigmatized individual discloses this
identity, which may be associated with more beneficial out-
comes. Individuals who get to know and connect with a stig-
matized target before an expression takes place likely view
that target more favorably following the eventual expression.
In lab and experimental studies, individuals receive expres-
sions from ostensibly stigmatized targets immediately upon
meeting them.Within these simulated interactions, individuals
have less opportunity to form positive impressions of the tar-
gets that could have buffered against the negative interperson-
al reactions associated with the devalued characteristic.
Additionally, expressions that occur within these experiments
may receive backlash because they occur too early during an
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interpersonal interaction, which may be viewed by others as
socially inappropriate (Collins & Miller, 1994; Herek &
Capitanio, 1996). Indeed, recent research on the timing of
expression has suggested that expressing too early tends to
elicit negative interpersonal reactions (King, Reilly, & Hebl,
2008). Thus, it is likely that expressions of stigmatized iden-
tities can produce more beneficial outcomes overall, but that
these expressions will be received more negatively if they
occur immediately upon interacting with a new individual,
as often occurs in these hypothetical lab simulations. Thus,
we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 7 Setting will moderate the relationships between
expression and (a) intrapersonal, (b) interpersonal, (c) work-
place, and (d) non-workplace outcomes, such that these rela-
tionships will be positive, especially for field studies vs. lab
studies.

Recipient Gender

Research on self-disclosure (broadly defined) has often exam-
ined differences in the gender of the recipient of the disclosure
(Collins & Miller, 1994; Derlega et al., 1993; Dindia & Allen,
1992). First, disclosure research has found that women are
more likely than men to be the recipients of disclosures as
their typical communication styles facilitate the disclosure or
expression of personal information (Dindia et al., 2002).
Alternatively, men may be more embarrassed or uncomfort-
able discussing intimate topics (Clair et al., 2005). Second,
research on prejudice and discrimination typically finds mean
differences in how women vs. men perceive and treat stigma-
tized others. Indeed, women are often more accepting of stig-
matized identities such as sexual orientation (Herek, Chopp,
& Strohl, 2007) and thus, we presume that the gender of the
recipient will influence the outcomes of expression such that
expressions to women will be more associated beneficial out-
comes. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 8 Gender of recipient will moderate the relation-
ships between expression and (a) intrapersonal, (b) interper-
sonal, (c) workplace, and (d) non-workplace outcomes such
that these relationships will be positive, especially when inter-
action partners are women vs. men.

Differences Among Stigmatized Identities

There are various stigmatized identities that have been studied
in the literature, and we inductively explore the differences
among the outcomes of expression of these different identities.
That is, we examine the overall positivity of the outcomes of
expression (collapsing across our four domains of interest) for
the 13 primary stigmas identified in our literature search (sex-
ual orientation, religion, gender, race, mental illness, physical

disability, HIV status, pregnancy, gender identity, obesity,
transgender identity, infertility status, and prior abortion).
Differences in expression outcomes among these stigmatized
identities could determine interesting patterns in the types of
stigmas that are most and least beneficial to express.

Research Question 1 Do outcomes of expression differ based
on the stigmatized identity?

Method

Literature Search

We utilized three methods for identifying articles in order to
ensure that we had retrieved all relevant effect sizes for inclu-
sion in this meta-analysis. First, journal articles and doctoral
dissertations were located through a search of the Google
Scholar, PsycINFO, and Web of Science computerized data-
bases. Searches in these databases were performed using var-
ious combinations of the following keywords: expression,
disclosure, stigma identity management, stigma expression,
stigma suppression, stigma acknowledgment, stigma visibility,
and stigma impression management. Second, we scanned the
reference lists of particularly applicable reviews (e.g., Ragins,
2008; Clair et al., 2005) for other relevant studies. Third, rel-
evant conference papers and presentations were sought from
authors who presented at the annual Society for Industrial and
Organizational Psychology (1998–2013) and Academy of
Management academic conferences (1996–2013). These
search strategies resulted in 155 articles for possible inclusion.

Criteria for Inclusion

Several decision rules were used to determine whether studies
were eligible for inclusion in this meta-analysis. First, studies
had to include adults of working age (18 and over). Second,
the study needed to empirically examine the relationship be-
tween expression of any stigmatized identity and interpersonal
and/or intrapersonal outcomes. Importantly, expression could
either be manipulated in a lab setting or measured in a field
setting; both possibilities fit our inclusion criteria.

Coding of Studies

Four psychology graduate students familiar with the literature
and meta-analysis were involved in the coding of studies. Each
of the 155 studies were coded by two coders to ensure appro-
priate levels of agreement. For each sample, the following in-
formation was recorded: (a) any effect sizes/significance tests of
interest, (b) whether the effect was measuring intrapersonal or
interpersonal outcomes, (c) whether the effect was examining a
workplace or a non-workplace outcome, (d) sample size, (e)
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reliability of the independent variable(s), (f) reliability of the
dependent variable(s), (g) the type of stigma under investiga-
tion, (h) the visibility of the stigma, (i) the controllability of the
stigma, (j) the setting (lab or field study), and (j) the gender
composition of the interaction partners. For both visibility and
controllability, coders were told to rate each stigma based on
societal perceptions. Specifically, for controllability, coders
were instructed, BPlease rate the extent to which society views
the stigma of ___ as controllable^ from 1 (completely uncon-
trollable) to 7 (completely controllable). Similarly, for visibility,
coders were instructed, BPlease rate the extent to which society
views the stigma of ___ as visible^ from 1 (completely invisi-
ble) to 7 (completely visible). These questions were worded in
this way to mitigate response bias and control for the lack of
generalizability in our sample of coders.

Several precautions were taken to ensure that coding was
consistent across coders. As a first step, the four coders inde-
pendently coded a small subset of studies and subsequently
met to assess agreement. Because agreement was at an accept-
able level (85%), the four coders continued to code indepen-
dently of one another (with individuals from the same pair
coding the same articles). This coding process resulted in a
remaining sample of 65 studies, with a total of 108 effect sizes
utilized in the final meta-analytic analyses.

Meta-analytic Calculations

The meta-analytic procedures proposed by Hunter and
Schmidt (1990) were used to correct correlations for unreli-
ability and to account for the effects of sampling error on the
variance of the correlations. The accuracy of the meta-analytic
effect size estimate was estimated using 95% confidence in-
tervals constructed around the uncorrected sample size-
weighted mean effect size using the standard error of uncor-
rected effect sizes. This indicated the extent to which sampling
error influenced the estimate of the population effect size
(Whitener, 1990). Homogeneity of effect sizes (whether the
studies in the meta-analysis should be viewed as components
of one or more sub-populations) were determined using 95%
credibility intervals, which were created around the corrected
sample-size-weighted mean effect size using the standard de-
viation of corrected effect sizes. A large credibility interval
would imply that the mean (corrected) effect size is an esti-
mate of the average of several subpopulation parameters
(Whitener, 1990) and that moderator analyses are required.

Importantly, expression (our primary independent variable)
could be manipulated in lab settings or measured in field set-
tings within our primary studies. Thus, we converted all t and
d statistics obtained from these experimental studies into cor-
relations using the method developed by Hedges and Olkin
(1985). These correlations were used in meta-analytic analy-
ses to test our study hypotheses.

In addition to the 95% credibility intervals, the Q statistic
was calculated in order to test for the presence of moderators
(Hunter & Schmidt, 2004). In addition, we reported the I2

index (Huedo-Medina, Sánchez-Meca, Marín-Martínez, &
Botella, 2006) in order to quantify the degree of heterogeneity
in our samples. In order to aid in the interpretation of the I2

index, Higgins and Thompson (2002) proposed a tentative
classification of I2 values: I2 = 25–50%, I2 = 50–75%, and
I2 > 75% would be interpreted as reflecting a low, medium,
and high amount of heterogeneity, respectively.

To test the extent to which these stigma characteristics
moderated the expression-outcome relationships across the
four domains of interest, we employed the subgroup method
advocated by Hunter and Schmidt (2004). For continuous
moderators, we regressed the effect sizes from each study onto
the set of moderators using weighted least squares regression.
Within this analysis, sample size was the weighted variable
such that studies using larger samples were weighted more
heavily than studies with smaller samples.

Lastly, we assessed for the potential impact of publication
bias by visually examining funnel plots for symmetry and by
statistically testing for funnel plot asymmetry with Egger’s
test of regression (Egger, Smith, Schneider, & Minder,
1997). In all cases, we found that the funnel plots were rela-
tively symmetric, and that Egger’s regression test was non-
significant (p ≥ .39), suggesting that publication bias is unlike-
ly to account for our findings. To examine for the potential of
influential outliers, we examined studentized deleted resid-
uals, Cook’s distances, and COVRATIO values (Viechtbauer
& Cheung, 2010). In all, only two studies were identified as
potentially important outliers (King et al., 2008; Wessel et al.,
2015), and thus were further scrutinized. The two studies were
unique in context (UK individuals with mental illnesses and
US women in masculine job contexts) and help to provide a
more robust picture of the overall state of the literature.
Further, their removal did not significantly change our overall
conclusions. Thus, in line with recommendations cautioning
against removal of outliers in meta-analysis (Schmidt &
Hunter, 2014; Schmidt, 2008; Viechtbauer & Cheung,
2010), we retain these studies in our analyses.

Results

Below, we present the main effects associated with express-
ing a stigmatized identity within each of the four outcome
domains (intrapersonal, interpersonal, workplace, and non-
workplace outcomes). For each of the four expression-
outcome relationships of interest, we report the number of
samples on which the estimate is based (k), the total sample
size aggregated across studies (N), the mean sample-size-
weighted uncorrected correlation (ro), and the mean
sample-size-weighted corrected correlation (rc) (see
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Tables 1, 2, 3, 4). Furthermore, significantQ statistics for the
overall expression-outcome relationship in all four outcome
domains point to the presence of between study moderators:
for intrapersonal outcomes,Q(40) = 194.43, p < .005; for in-
terpersonal outcomes, Q(48) = 345.47, p < .005; for work-
place outcomes, Q(32) = 119.00, p < .005; and for non-
workplace outcomes,Q(51) = 12,186.5, p < .005.Given that
the Q statistic for all outcomes was statistically significant,
we display the results associated with categorical modera-
tors for each of the outcome domains (see Tables 1, 2, 3, 4).

Following the analysis of main effects, we then test the
hypothesized moderation effects. These continuous (visibility,
perceived controllability) and categorical (setting, gender)
moderators are tested with regard to each of the four
expression-outcome domains for the sake of completeness.
When comparing effect sizes associated with different levels
of a categorical moderator variable, t statistics were computed
following the procedure outlined by Aguinis, Sturman, and
Pierce (2007) for evaluating the significance of meta-
analytic moderator variables.

Main Effects

As can be seen in Table 1, the overall sample size-weighted
corrected correlation between expression and positive intra-
personal workplace outcomes was rc = .12 (k = 40), 95% CI
[− .03, .22]. Thus, expression of a stigmatized identity was not
significantly related to intrapersonal outcomes, failing to sup-
port Hypothesis 1.

The overall sample size-weighted corrected correlation be-
tween expression and positive interpersonal outcomes was r-
c = .15 (k = 48), 95% CI [− .01, .26], as shown in Table 2.
Therefore, expressing a stigmatized identity was not related
to improved interpersonal outcomes, failing to support
Hypothesis 2.

For workplace outcomes, the overall sample size-weighted
mean corrected correlation was rc = .09 (k = 32), 95% CI
[− .04, .21], as shown in Table 3. This finding did not support
Hypothesis 3, which predicted that expressing a stigmatized
identity would be associated with more positive workplace
outcomes.

Table 1 Meta-analytic relationships between expression and positive
intrapersonal outcomes

Analyses k N Q ro rc

Expression overall 40 9676 194.43 0.10 0.11

Setting

Lab 3 393 3.18 0.06 0.06

Field 37 9283 190.54 0.10 0.11

Recipient gender

Male 19 4152 143.15 0.06 0.07

Female 19 4396 40.58 0.12 0.15

k number of samples,N total number of data points, ro uncorrected sample
size-weighted mean correlations, rc weighted sample size mean correla-
tions corrected for reliability

Table 2 Meta-analytic relationships between expression and positive
interpersonal outcomes

Analyses k N Q ro rc

Expression overall 48 9898.16 345.47 0.13 0.15

Setting

Lab 9 1832.5 47.56 − 0.08 − 0.09**

Field 23 3944.66 89.26 0.13 0.15**

Recipient gender

Male 15 4084 166.28 0.07 0.09*

Female 27 5168.16 115.05 0.18 0.21*

k number of samples,N total number of data points, ro uncorrected sample
size-weighted mean correlations, rc weighted sample size mean correla-
tions corrected for reliability, * p < .05, ** p < .01

Table 3 Meta-analytic relationships between expression and positive
workplace outcomes

Analyses k N Q ro rc

Expression overall 32 6115 119.00 0.07 0.09

Setting

Lab 8 1634.5 24.26 − 0.03 − 0.04**

Field 24 4480 69.36 0.11 0.14**

Recipient gender

Male 11 3162 61.70 0.07 0.08

Female 15 2306.5 25.15 0.09 0.11

k number of samples,N total number of data points, ro uncorrected sample
size-weighted mean correlations, rc weighted sample size mean correla-
tions corrected for reliability, * p < .05, ** p < .01

Table 4 Meta-analytic relationships between expression and positive
non-workplace outcomes

Analyses k N Q ro rc

Expression overall 51 12,186.5 440.15 0.09 0.10

Setting

Lab 10 2024.5 86.79 − 0.10 − 0.11**

Field 41 10,162 276.09 0.12 0.14**

Recipient gender

Male 21 4899 249.30 − 0.01 − 0.01**

Female 28 6159.5 113.12 0.16 0.18**

k = number of samples, N total number of data points, ro uncorrected
sample size weighted mean correlations, rc weighted sample size mean
correlations corrected for reliability, * p < .05, ** p < .01
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The overall sample size-weighted mean corrected correla-
tion between expression and positive non-workplace out-
comes was rc = .10 (k = 51), 95% CI [− .07, .22], as shown
in Table 4. Thus, expressing was not associated with benefi-
cial outcomes within non-workplace domains. Therefore,
Hypothesis 4 was not supported.

Continuous Moderator Analyses

Four separate meta-regression analyses were performed in or-
der to evaluate several continuous variables as potential mod-
erators of the expression-outcome relationship. The continu-
ous moderators of interest included visibility of stigma (coded
on a 1–7 scale with lower numbers indicating less visibility)
and perceived controllability (coded on a 1–7 scale with lower
numbers indicating less perceived controllability). A dataset
was constructed wherein each primary study reflected a sepa-
rate case. The two continuous variables were entered as pre-
dictors into a weighted least squares regression (with larger
samples weighted more heavily), and the effect size was en-
tered as the dependent variable. The meta-regression of visi-
bility and perceived controllability onto effect size was per-
formed on the four domains of interest (intrapersonal, inter-
personal, workplace, and non-workplace outcomes). Below,
we present standardized beta weights for significant predictors
to ease interpretation.

Visibility Visibility did not moderate the expression-outcome
relationship for intrapersonal outcomes (β = − .19, p = .25).
Thus, Hypothesis 5a was not supported. Interestingly, visibil-
ity did moderate the expression-outcome relationship for in-
terpersonal outcomes (β = − .301, p = .03), workplace out-
comes (β = − .441 p < .01), and non-workplace outcomes
(β = − .448, p < .01). As predicted, higher levels of stigma
visibility weakened the positive outcomes associated with ex-
pression. Thus, Hypotheses 5b–d were supported.

Controllability Perceived controllability did not moderate the
expression-outcome relationship for intrapersonal outcomes
(β = − .19, p = .37), interpersonal outcomes (β = − .15,
p = .30), workplace outcomes (β = .02 p = .92), or non-
workplace outcomes (β = − .25, p = .10). Thus, Hypothesis 6
was not supported.

Categorical Moderator Analyses

Setting Moderator analyses suggested that the setting of the
study (lab vs. field) did not moderate the relationship between
expression and intrapersonal outcomes (t(4) = 1.76, p = .15).
The effect size was rc = .06 for studies that took place in a lab
setting (k = 3), and rc = .11 for those that took place in the field
(k = 37). For interpersonal outcomes, setting did significantly
moderate the expression-outcome relationship (t(16) = 3.76,

p < .001). The average corrected effect size for studies exam-
ining expression in a lab was − rc = .09 (k = 9) whereas the
corrected effect size for studies examining expression in the
field was .15 (k = 23). For workplace outcomes, setting once
again moderated these relationships (t(14) = 3.56, p < .001)
such that studies examining expression in a lab setting yielded
an effect size of − .04 (k = 8) whereas those examining ex-
pression in a field setting yielded an effect size of .14 (k = 24).
Lastly, non-workplace outcomes of expression were also
moderated by setting (t(18) = 3.33, p < .01) such that field
settings elicited more positive outcomes of expression (.14,
k = 41), compared to lab settings (− .11, k = 10). Thus,
Hypotheses 8b–d were supported, but Hypothesis 8a was not.1

Recipient Gender Within the intrapersonal outcome domain,
recipient gender did not moderate the expression-outcome re-
lationship (t(36) = 1.49, p = .16). Expressions to men yielded
an effect size of rc = .07 (k = 19) whereas those directed to-
wards women, yielded an effect size of rc = .15 (k = 19).
Among interpersonal outcomes, receiver gender did not mod-
erate the expression-outcome relationship (t(28) = 1.89,
p = .07), in that expressions to men yielded an effect size of
rc = .09 (k = 15) whereas expressions to women yielded an
effect size of rc = .21 (k = 27). For workplace outcomes, recip-
ient gender did not significantly moderate these relationships
(t(20) = 0.42, p = .68). For studies in which the recipients of
expression were mostly male, the average corrected effect size
was rc = .08, whereas for those in which the recipients were
mostly female, the average corrected effect size was rc = .11.
Lastly, the non-workplace outcomes of expression were sig-
nificantly moderated by recipient gender (t(40) = 3.13,
p < .01), such that studies in which the recipient of expression
was mostly men yielded lower effect sizes (rc = − .01, k = 21).
Compared to those in which recipients were mostly female (r-
c = .18, k = 28). Thus, only Hypothesis 9d was supported.

Type of Stigma Lastly, we examined overall outcomes of ex-
pression for each stigmatized identity. This analysis collapsed
across intrapersonal, interpersonal, workplace, and
nonworkplace outcomes to examine whether expressing each
stigma produced overall positive or negative outcomes.
Interestingly, this analysis yielded significantly positive out-
comes for expressions of sexual orientation (rc = .16 (k = 34),
95% CI [.02, .22]), and religion (rc = .23 (k = 40), 95% CI
[.07, .32]). Expressing one’s gender yielded consistently neg-
ative outcomes (rc = − .29 (k = 2), 95% CI [− .31, − .17]).
Expressions of all other stigmas did not significantly predict
positive or negative outcomes (p > .05). Specific effect sizes

1 We also examined the study method (experiment vs. non-experiment) as a
moderator but did not find any meaningful differences in our results given that
there was a large overlap between study setting and study method.
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for each form of stigma expression across all outcomes are
presented in Table 5.

Discussion

The purpose of this meta-analysis was to determine the
workplace, non-workplace, intrapersonal, and interperson-
al outcomes of expressing one’s stigmatized identity, as
well as boundary conditions for these relationships. This
study found that expression was not related to positive
intrapersonal outcomes, such as increased life and job
satisfaction and decreased anxiety, stress, and depression.
Expression also did not cause others to view and treat the
stigmatized individuals more favorably, such as through
more warm and affirming behaviors (Barron, Hebl, &
King, 2011), or through rating the disclosed stigmatized
individuals as more likeable and competent (Tagalakis,
Amsel, & Fichten, 1988). Although theoretical arguments
have been made suggesting that expressing a stigma
should lead to improved intrapersonal outcomes while
sacrificing interpersonal outcomes, the current findings
suggest that this is not the case. Indeed, perhaps the most
important finding from this meta-analysis is that individ-
uals typically did not experience a backlash for expressing
their stigmatized identities to others in terms of interper-
sonal outcomes.

Similarly, expressing a stigma did not relate to workplace
outcomes, such as improved job satisfaction, decreased turn-
over intentions, and increased hireability and job evaluation
outcomes. This is not entirely surprising, given the recent
research on workplace expression that has often determined
that there are various workplace costs and benefits of

expressing and being open about one’s stigmatized identity
(Clair et al., 2005; Ragins & Cornwell, 2001). Lastly, expres-
sion was not associated with positive outcomes in non-
workplace domains. Thus, expressing a stigma was not asso-
ciated with outcomes such as improved life satisfaction, de-
creased anxiety, and increased liking.

In sum, this meta-analysis found no direct outcomes of
expression across the four domains under investigation (intra-
personal, interpersonal, workplace, and non-workplace out-
comes). Thus, it seems as though expressing one’s stigma is
associated with both positive and negative outcomes.
Interestingly, our data suggest that outcomes depend on the
visibility, study setting, and recipient gender associated with
expression.

The visibility of one’s stigma was found to moderate the
relationship between expression and interpersonal, workplace,
and non-workplace outcomes. In accordance with our hypoth-
eses, expression was associated with positive outcomes for
stigmas that were less visible, but was not associated with
positive outcomes for stigmas that were more visible. This
finding supports the notion that expressions of visible stigmas
are less surprising, meaningful, and interesting to others. Also,
it may be the case that these expressions of previously visible
stigmas were viewed as a form of advocacy or heightened
pride in one’s stigma that may elicit more negative reactions
compared to expressions that are truly invisible in nature. As
such, these negative reactions may have counteracted the pos-
itive outcomes associated with expression.

It is also interesting to note that visibility did not moderate
the relationship between expression and intrapersonal out-
comes, meaning that visibility did not impact internal out-
comes of being able to express these identities outwardly
and openly to others. Thus, expressing was not associated
with intrapersonal benefits, regardless of stigma visibility.
This finding was surprising given that previous theoretical
and empirical work has demonstrated that there are generally
positive intrapersonal outcomes of stigma expression, espe-
cially for stigmas that are previously unknown (Clair et al.,
2005; Munir et al., 2005; Ragins & Cornwell, 2001; Velez
et al., 2013). Previous research has identified mixed findings
regarding the interpersonal outcomes of expression. The dif-
ferences in the visibility of stigmas that have been examined
may help to elucidate these contradictory findings.

The perceived controllability of a stigma did not signifi-
cantly impact the relationships between stigma expression and
any of the investigated outcome domains, counter to our hy-
potheses and prior literature. There are many potential reasons
for these findings. First, this may be due to the fact that pre-
vious work primarily examined the varying degrees of per-
ceived controllability of the same stigma and how these dif-
ferential perceptions impact reactions to expression. The one
study that compared perceived controllability across stigmas
only compared two specific stigmas (physical disability and

Table 5 Meta-analytic relationships between expression and overall
positive outcomes across stigmatized identities

Stigma k N Q ro rc

Sexual orientation 34 8897 139.50 0.13 0.16*

HIV status 27 5183 136.59 0.10 0.13

Physical disability 13 2412 10.73 0.13 0.15

Mental illness 7 1502 135.34 0.13 0.16

Religion 6 1411 8.69 0.19 0.23*

Pregnancy 5 1065 19.56 0.09 0.11

Race 4 449 13.29 − 0.01 − 0.01

Transgender 3 294 1.46 − 0.07 − 0.08
Gender 2 1348 20.63 − 0.24 − 0.29*

Infertility 1 151 – − 0.10 − 0.11
Abortion 1 442 – 0.02 0.02

k = number of samples, N = total number of data points, ro = uncorrected
sample size weighted mean correlations, rc =weighted sample size mean
correlations corrected for reliability, * p < .05

J Bus Psychol (2020) 35:171–186180



obesity; Hebl & Kleck, 2002). Thus, studies have not previ-
ously compared the effects of expression across all stigmas
with varying levels of controllability. Second, these results
may suggest that the perceived controllability of a stigma
has less of an impact as the perceived visibility of a stigma.
Indeed, the visibility of a stigma is an extremely salient char-
acteristic that is most easily and readily observable, which
may account for these differences in the strength of these
moderators.

The setting in which the study took place did moderate the
relationship between expression and outcomes for interper-
sonal, workplace, and non-workplace outcome domains. As
expected, field studies compared to lab studies yielded more
positive effect sizes associated with expression, likely due to
the fact that expressions within these studies occur among
individuals that have deep, previously formed interpersonal
connections. Alternatively, within these studies, the reverse
may also be true in that stigmatized people may be better at
selecting to whom they disclose (choosing to disclose only to
people who are expected to be supportive) and when to dis-
close (making sure that they do not disclose too early or too
late in a relationship). Thus, these outcomes are likely to be
more positive in comparison to those associated with express-
ing in a lab setting, in which individuals are interacting with
others during brief interpersonal interactions, in which they
have no prior knowledge of each other. Thus, within these
brief immediate interpersonal interactions, expressing a stig-
matized identity yields less positive outcomes in terms of in-
terpersonal, workplace, and non-workplace outcomes. Thus,
stigmatized individuals in the real world may need to ensure
that they are expressing to the right individuals at the right
time in order to elicit positive reactions. Once again, setting
did not moderate the expression-outcome relationship for in-
trapersonal outcomes. Thus, individuals did not report bene-
ficial intrapersonal outcomes of expressing, regardless of the
study setting.

Recipient gender also moderated the relationship between
stigma expression and non-workplace outcomes. This is con-
gruent with previous literature that demonstrates that individ-
uals are more likely to disclose to women compared to men,
and that women are more egalitarian and more accepting of
expressions overall (Collins & Miller, 1994; Clair et al.,
2005). Interestingly, these gender differences were only ob-
tained for studies that examine non-workplace outcomes, such
as perceived family supportiveness and life satisfaction. This
may be explained by the fact that women are viewed as higher
in warmth (Fiske et al., 2002) and warmth (relative to compe-
tence) is most salient within non-workplace and family do-
mains (Cuddy, Glick, & Beninger, 2011).

Lastly, we found that the disclosure of a target’s religion
and sexual orientation led to significantly positive outcomes,
whereas the disclosure of a target’s gender led to significantly
negative outcomes. These results align with our moderator

analyses that show that revealing a less visible stigma, such
as religion or sexual orientation, would relate to positive out-
comes whereas revealing a more visible stigma, such as gen-
der, would relate to negative outcomes. These findings also
corroborate existing research on the backlash that women face
for expressing or bringing up their gender or feminist identi-
ties (Roy, Weibust, & Miller, 2007; Wessel et al., 2015).
Future research should examine the specific characteristics
of gender that explain these consistently negative reactions.

Theoretical Implications

This meta-analysis has a variety of important theoretical im-
plications. First, it demonstrates that stigma expression does
not impact overall internal, external, workplace, and non-
workplace outcomes. Results demonstrate that interpersonal
reactions to expressions of stigma are generally neutral. Thus,
the Bdisclosure dilemma^ (Griffith & Hebl, 2002) may reflect
an internal dilemma that does not often entail any real, nega-
tive interpersonal consequences. We are not proposing that
stigmatized individuals face zero barriers compared to
nonstigmatized individuals. Indeed, discrimination against
various stigmatized groups continues to persist (EEOC,
2011). However, according to this meta-analysis, stigmatized
individuals may not experience negative outcomes directly
associated with their decisions to express or suppress their
identities, contradicting the assertions of stigma theory.
Second, as we found in our moderator analyses, however,
there are specific conditions in which expressing actually re-
lates to positive outcomes.

As predicted, interpersonal, workplace, and non-workplace
outcomes of expression were more positive for less-visible
stigmas. This is likely due to the fact that expressing/
acknowledging these types of stigmas was less surprising
and therefore less impactful. This finding is at odds with many
theoretical and empirical studies that suggest that expressing
stigmas that are more visible is more likely to lead to more
positive interpersonal outcomes compared to expressing stig-
mas that are less visible (Hebl & Kleck, 2002; Hebl &
Skorinko, 2005). However, this finding corroborates the tenets
of general self-disclosure (Collins & Miller, 1994) and
relationship-forming theories (Miller & Read, 1987) in that
revealing information about one’s self that was not previously
known or discernable is associated with the most positive
interpersonal outcomes. Thus, it appears as though individuals
appreciate gaining new information about others and do not
necessarily appreciate when others continue to call attention to
stigmas that are immediately observable.

Interestingly, this study did not find that the perceived con-
trollability of a stigma moderated the expression-outcome re-
lationship for any of the four outcome domains. This finding
was surprising given previous theoretical and empirical work,
which suggested that expressing stigmas that are perceived as
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controllable would be more likely to lead to more negative
interpersonal reactions (Hebl & Kleck, 2002; Jones et al.,
1984). This finding may be explained by the fact that stigma
visibility accounts for the greatest variance in these
expression-outcome relationships, and thus should continue
to be the focus of stigma identity management research. This
builds on previous work by demonstrating that the various
dimensions of stigma do not equally determine the valence
of expression outcomes.

This study suggests that the interpersonal reactions to stig-
ma expression are based not on the stereotypes or nature of the
stigmatized identities in question, but rather on the degree of
information that is being shared. Counter to stigma theory
(Goffman, 1963) but in alignment with theories of general
self-disclosures (Collins & Miller, 1994) and relationship
forming (Miller & Read, 1987), expressing stigmatized iden-
tities that were previously unknown is associated with the
most positive intrapersonal and interpersonal outcomes, re-
gardless of the negative attributions that may accompany the
specific identities in question.

Practical Implications

This study identifies the specific conditions that facilitate pos-
itive outcomes for stigmatized targets within workplace and
non-workplace domains. The information in this meta-
analysis can be used to help workplaces and policy makers
to determine potential individuals that are most vulnerable or
most likely to experience negative outcomes of expression.
Indeed, this meta-analysis could be useful to practitioners in-
terested in maximizing the inclusion, acceptance, and ulti-
mately, the effectiveness of stigmatized individuals, especially
within workplace domains.

In addition, this meta-analysis would be especially useful
to stigmatized individuals and employees who are interested
in optimizing their own internal and external outcomes.
Indeed, the decision to disclose is often based on a cost-
benefit analysis of the internal and external advantages and
disadvantages of expressing (Clair et al., 2005). According to
this meta-analysis, many of the fears that stigmatized individ-
uals have about expressing their stigmas leading to negative
reactions and repercussions from others may be unjustified, in
that these individuals do not experience interpersonal harm by
suppressing their identities.

In fact, for stigmas that are less visible, expressing is
associated with more positive interpersonal, workplace,
and non-workplace outcomes. Expressing stigmas that
are more visible is not associated with these same positive
outcomes, and thus, visibly stigmatized targets should uti-
lize other identity management strategies, such as in-
creased positivity (Singletary & Hebl, 2009) or providing
individuating information (Singletary & Hebl, 2009;
Morgan et al., 2013). Also, this meta-analysis determined

that the visibility of a stigmatized identity is more impor-
tant than the perceived controllability of a stigma in terms
of its moderating influences on the positivity of these
outcomes. This study also found that non-workplace out-
comes of expression are more positive when interaction
partners are women compared to men. Lastly, this study
found that expression was associated with generally pos-
itive outcomes for sexual orientation and religious minor-
ities and negative outcomes for women.

Limitations and Future Directions

This meta-analysis was limited in the amount of studies in-
cluded for certain stigmatized identities such as religion and
physical disability. Given the increasing number of EEOC
cases filed for religious discrimination claims (EEOC, 2003)
and the increase in islamophobia (Sheridan, 2006), as well as
the salience of the ADA in HR practice (Durlak, 2017), it is
critically important to better understand how expressing these
particular stigmas influences workplace experiences.
Relatedly, more could have been done to incorporate time into
the current meta-analysis, and future research should identify
how recent changes in societal prejudices and socio-political
climates impact these expression outcomes.

This meta-analysis also did not have a large-enough sample
size to examine intersectional effects. Given that stigmas do
not occur in isolation and that these identities can often inter-
act with other identities to produce multiplicative barriers
(Berdahl & Moore, 2006), it is important to examine how
individuals with multiple stigmatized identities engage in ex-
pression as well as the outcomes of these behaviors. Indeed,
recent research has begun to show that expressing a more
invisible stigmatized identity (such as an LGBTQ identity)
may not produce similarly positive outcomes for those who
also possess a more visible stigmatized identity (such as an
African-American identity; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter,
2004). Clearly, more research incorporating an intersectional
perspective is greatly needed.

Our meta-analysis was also limited given that most of
the research identified was conducted within US contexts.
More research examining expression outcomes in differ-
ent contexts would be beneficial, especially given that
cultural differences in individualism, egalitarianism, and
uncertainty-avoidance likely influence expression out-
comes. This work would be especially useful given the
increasing globalization experienced by modern-day orga-
nizations (Morgan, 2007). Lastly, future research should
examine the predictors of expression within and outside
of the workplace. Doing so will help to paint a more
complete picture of the individual and societal factors that
predict stigma expression in addition to the outcomes of
these stigma expression decisions.
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Conclusion

This meta-analysis will hopefully help organizations, practi-
tioners, and stigmatized individuals to maximally improve
internal and external outcomes associated with having and
managing their stigmatized identities in and out of the work-
place. Theoretically, this study meta-analytically investigates
the tenets of stigma theory and relationship-forming theories,
and summarizes the interpersonal, intrapersonal, workplace,
and non-workplace outcomes associated with expressing, dis-
closing, or acknowledging a stigmatized identity, as well as
the boundary conditions that foster or inhibit these potentially
positive outcomes. In general, expressing a stigma does not
associated with consistently positive or negative outcomes,
but characteristics of the stigma and of the context in which
the expression takes place may relate to positive effects.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdic-
tional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.
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