
Drawing from the experiences of transgender

individuals to study workplace gender inequalities

in the Dutch labour market

Mara Lorenz-Meyer

Lorenz-Meyer, M. (2023). Drawing from the experiences of transgender individuals to study workplace

gender inequalities in the Dutch labour market. Public Note, 10(2), 21-25.

Abstract

This study examines the labour market experiences of transgender individuals in Dutch workplaces through

seven in-depth interviews with transgender women and men. The pre-and post-transition experiences of

transgender workers reveal that they are discriminated against for being transgender and for being women

in the workplace. The former depends on the degree to which a transgender person is visibly transgender to

others and the latter seems to be produced through gendered stereotypes embedded in organizational

structures and workplace interactions that disadvantage women and advantage men. The trans women in

this study report a devaluation in their skills, abilities, authority and respect when becoming women at

work while most of the trans men report the reversed when becoming men at work, although their human

capital and childhood socialization remain the same. It follows that human capital and gender socialization

theories cannot explain why gender inequalities between women and men persist in the Dutch labour

market.

Lessons for Practice

● Creating more gender identity awareness is needed for greater transgender acceptance.

● Workplaces particularly, should more actively engage in gender identity discussions and broaden

their scope to an intersectional framework.
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Introduction

Although the economics of the LGBTQ+ community is an emerging field of study, research is still in its

infancy. Especially, the labour market experiences of transgender
I
people have been almost entirely ignored

in the Dutch academia (Geijtenbeek and Plug, 2018). Since only 0,28% of the Dutch population identify as

transgender, they constitute a very small minority group (Kuyper, 2017). Even though the Netherlands is

ranked as one of the most tolerant countries towards gender and sexual minorities in the world (Andersen

& Fentner, 2008), transgender individuals unfortunately, continue to occupy a marginal position within

society and Dutch workplaces (Vennix, 2010; Verbeek et al., 2020).

In an attempt to improve their often marginalized position, this

research aims to illuminate their workplace experiences.

Furthermore, similar to Schilt’s studies (2006; & Wiswall, 2008),

this paper understands that the exploration of pre-and

post-transition experiences can serve a broader interest and

provide unique insides to the discussion on why gender inequalities

seem to persist in workplaces. This is because, unlike cisgender
II

women and men, due to a gender transition, the same transgender

person is able to experience the workplace as a woman and as a

man while maintaining the same level of human capital. This

perspective allows to challenge existing economic theories.

Theoretical framework

Attempting to explain workplace gender inequalities, several socioeconomic theories emerged. Human

capital theory views the labour market as a neutral environment in which workers are rewarded for their

abilities, experiences and productivity (Becker, 1962). Because women are more likely than men to take

time off from work for child-rearing and family duties, they eventually have fewer work experiences and

skills, respectively. Consequently, human capital theory argues that gender workplace disparities are the

result of these differences in skills and experiences between women and men and not of gender

discrimination.

According to gender socialization theory, children receive messages from socialization agents such as

parents, peers, teachers and the media about what kind of behavior is appropriate for their gender (Marini,

1989; Subich et al., 1989; Kimmel, 2000). Girls are taught that “feminine“ traits include caring and

nurturing and thus, are more likely as women to seek occupations that reinforce these traits such as primary

school teaching and nursing. Women are further socialized to prioritize family obligations. Consequently,

they are more likely to seek out lower-paying jobs that carry less opportunity for advancement, however,

provide more flexibility for family schedules (Paap, 2006). Men, in contrast, are socialized to seek

higher-paying jobs with greater authority to reinforce their sense of masculinity (Gould, 1974; Kimmel,

2000). The theory posits that this early childhood socialization creates gender specific job preferences

which eventually account for gender differences in human capital accumulation later on in life (Corcoran &

Courant, 1985).

A third theory, namely gendered organization theory suggests that employers and coworkers rely on

gendered stereotypes when assessing which workers are best suited for which jobs (Williams, 1992, 1995;

Valian, 1999; Padavic & Reskin, 2002). The theory claims that what is missing from the before-mentioned

theories is how the male advantage is maintained and reproduced in the form of gender expectations and

stereotypes that are deeply embedded in organizational structures and workplace interactions (Acker, 1990;

Williams, 1992, 1995; Martin, 2003).

Conclusively, human capital and gender socialization theories would predict that the experiences of this

study’s participants do not change for the same worker pre-and post-transition because the skills and work

experience remain the same. Gendered organization theory, on the other hand, would predict a deteriorated

position of trans women for becoming women in the workplace and an improved position of trans men for

becoming men in the workplace. The following analysis will test these theoretical predictions.

Results and analysis
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The analysis is structured into key mechanisms that emerged from the data collected. The data collected

stems from personal interviews with four transgender women and three transgender men who are active

participants in the Dutch labour market and narrate their pre-and post-transition experiences. Further

characteristics of the participants can be found in Appendix II.

Differences in treatment pre- and post-transition

The trans women respondents of this study report a devaluation in their skills, abilities, authority and

respect as women in the workplace while most trans men

respondents report an increase in their skills, abilities, authority

and respect as men at work, although their human capital and

childhood socialization remain the same. This shift in treatment

suggests that workplace gender inequalities are not persistent only

because women make different educational and work-related

choices than men but rather because employers and coworkers

often rely on gendered stereotypes to evaluate women’s and men’s

abilities and job performance. All of the respondents encountered

gendered stereotypes in workplace settings, mainly from

coworkers, clients and/or students (teaching profession). These

gendered stereotypes seem to harm trans women respondents

more and thus, might be able to partially explain their

disadvantaged position in the Dutch labour market.

Furthermore, gendered stereotypes seem to not only apply to the binary gender roles of women and men

but also to transgender identities that break the gender binary. Therefore transgender people face

workplace discrimination and barriers to enter or remain in the labour market mainly when others perceive

them as “different“ from cisgender. Transgender discrimination seems to occur more often from cisgender

men and within male groups which explains why transgender workers tend to self-segregate into

female-dominated workplaces. Trans women seem to be marginalized twice because the Dutch labour

market punishes them for transgender visibility and for being a woman. Their typically greater visibility as

transgender makes them even more vulnerable to transgender discrimination as compared to trans men.

Conclusion

This study examines the pre- and post-transition experiences of transgender individuals in the Dutch labour

market and thereby challenges existing socioeconomic theories. It concludes that gendered organization

theory can partially account for the experiences and challenges transgender people encounter in Dutch

workplaces, however, human capital and gender socialization theories cannot. The findings of this research

can be socioeconomically relevant in two ways. First, they can stimulate the transformation of Dutch

workplaces in order to improve the marginalized position of transgender workers. Explicit policy

recommendations given by the participants to workplaces can be found in Appendix III. Second, they can

have valuable implications for the collective feminist aim to challenge persisting gender workplace

inequalities.

I have not actively been discriminated but it's little remarks, for example, the jokes when people didn't

know in most situations that I was transgender. But that does kind of set the tone. […] It’s those things

that make you feel excluded and like you're different. And that's kind of at the core of discrimination, of

course, that you're different […] and no one wants to be different. (Josh, trans man)

The author would like to mention that this paper is a modified and shortened version of the original research paper.
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