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READING 48

Do Workplace Gender 
Transitions Make  
Gender Trouble?
Kristen Schilt and Catherine Connell

Gendered expectations for workers are deeply embedded in workplace structures 
(Acker, 1990; Britton, 2004; Gherardi, 1995; Padavic and Reskin, 2002; Valian, 1999; 
Williams, 1995). Employers often bring their gender schemas about men and women’s 

abilities to bear on hiring and promotion decisions, leading men and women to face very dif-
ferent relationships to employment and advancement (Acker, 1990; Britton, 2004; Valian, 1999; 
Williams, 1995). However, when an employer hires a man to do a “man’s job,” he or she typically 
does not expect this man to announce that he intends to become a woman and remain in the 
same job. Open workplace gender transitions—situations in which an employee undergoes a 
“sex change” and remains in the same job—present an interesting challenge to this gendered 
division of labour. While the varied mechanisms that hold occupational sex segregation in 
place often are hidden, gender transitions can throw them into high relief. Becoming women 
at work, for example, can mean that transwomen lose high powered positions they are seen as 
no longer suited for (Griggs, 1998). On the other hand, becoming men can make transmen 
more valued workers than they were as women (Schilt, 2006). Beyond illuminating deeply 
naturalized gendered workplace hierarchies, however, these open transitions also have the 
potential to make workplace “gender trouble” (Butler, 1990), as transsexual/transgender people 
denaturalize the assumed connection between gender identity, genitals and chromosomal 
makeup when they “cross over” at work.

This article considers the impact of open gender transitions on binary conceptions of gender 
within the context of the workplace. Drawing on in-depth interviews, we illustrate how trans-
sexual/transgender people and their co-workers socially negotiate gender identity during the 
transformative process of open workplace transitions. As gendered behavioural expectations 
for men and women can vary greatly depending on organizational cultures and occupational 
contexts (Britton, 2004; Connell, 1995; Salzinger, 2003), transmen and transwomen must 
develop a sense of how to facilitate same-gender and cross-gender interactions as new men or 
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444  PART IX WorK and orGanizations

new women in their specific workplaces. In this renegotiation process, some of the interviewees 
in our study adopt what can be termed “alternative” femininities and masculinities—gender 
identities that strive to combat gender and sexual inequality. However, regardless of their per-
sonal commitments to addressing sexism in the workplace, many transmen and transwomen 
are enlisted post-transition into workplace interactions that reproduce deeply held cultural 
beliefs about men and women’s “natural” abilities and interests. We argue that the strength of 
these enlistments, and the lack of viable alternative interactional scripts in the context of the 
workplace, limit the political possibilities of open workplace transitions. Rather than “undoing 
gender” (Butler, 2004) in the workplace, then, individuals who cross over at work find them-
selves either anchored to their birth gender through challenges to the authenticity of their 
destination gender, or firmly repatriated into “the other side” of the gender binary.

[. . .]
Putting our focus on the context of the workplace, we examine how our interviewees nego-

tiate cross-gender and same-gender workplace interactions after their open workplace transi-
tions. Rather than causing gender trouble, transmen and transwomen report that their 
co-workers either hold them accountable to their birth gender, or repatriate them into the 
“other side” of the gender binary. Even when our interviewees want to challenge this rigid 
binary thinking about gender, they can feel pressured to downplay their opposition because of 
their need to maintain steady employment. . . .

Methods

This research was conducted with 28 transsexual/transgender people in Los Angeles, California 
and Austin, Texas between 2003 and 2005. Both cities have vibrant transgender communities, 
as well as recently adopted citywide employment protections for transgender workers. 
Seventeen interviewees came from the first author’s study of the workplace experiences of 
transmen in southern California and 11 interviewees came from the second author’s study of 
transwomen’s workplace experiences in Austin, Texas. . . .

The interviews ranged from two to four hours.
[. . .]

Analysis

Workplaces are not gender-neutral locations filled with bodies, but rather complex sites in 
which gender expectations are embedded in workplace structures and reproduced in interac-
tions (Acker, 1990; Britton, 2004; Williams, 1995). Gendered behavioural expectations for men 
and women vary greatly depending on organizational cultures and occupational contexts 
(Connell, 1995; Salzinger, 2003). While there is always some personal leeway in how to do 
gender, workers face pressures to conform to specific gender expectations for their workplaces. 
Not meeting these expectations can result in gender harassment, ostracization and loss of 
advancement possibilities (Miller, 1997; Rhode, 1997; Talbot, 2002; Valian, 1999).

In undertaking an open workplace transition, transgender people face the task of doing 
gender in their new social identity in a way that fits with both gendered workplace expectations 
and their personal gender ideologies. In the next two sections, we outline how interviewees see 
their transitions impacting on cross-gender interactions, interactions with co-workers who do 
not share their destination gender, and same-gender interactions, interactions with co-workers 
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who do share their destination gender. Rather than challenging binary views on gender, we 
demonstrate that these renegotiations often push transmen and transwomen towards repro-
ducing workplace gender hierarchies that privilege masculinity and devalue femininity, thereby 
reaffirming their co-workers’ belief in the naturalness of the gender binary in the workplace.

Negotiating Cross-Gender Interactions

[. . .]

New gender boundaries. After the public announcement of their gender transition in the 
workplace, both transmen and transwomen describe the erection of new cross-gender bound-
aries in workplace interactions. As transmen increasingly develop a masculine appearance, 
many find that they are less frequently included in “girl talk” at work—generally conversations 
about appearance and dress, menstruation and romantic interests. For transmen who describe 
themselves as “always already men” (Rubin, 2003) despite being born with a female body, 
these new boundaries are a relief. Illustrating this type of reaction, Aaron says:

Even when I was living as a female, I never did get the way women interacted. And I was 
always on the outside of that, so I never really felt like one of them.

For Paul, who transitioned while working in one of the “women’s professions” (nursing and 
teaching), these new boundaries signaled a welcomed end to being held accountable to stereo-
typical feminine interactional expectations, such as noticing new hairstyles or offering compli-
ments about hair and clothing—interactions he describes as not coming to him naturally.

Some transwomen also express relief about the cessation of gendered expectations to par-
ticipate in stereotypically masculine interactions. Laura, who transitioned in a professional job, 
notes that her actual interactions with men changed little with her transition. When working 
as a man, he—at the time—had removed himself from “guy talk”; generally conversations about 
cars, sports, and the sexual objectification of women, as participating in these types of interac-
tions did not fit with his personal sense of being a woman, despite having a male body. Now 
that she has made her feminine identity public at work, she feels that men in her workplace 
have a new interpretative frame for understanding these boundaries. “I think they understand 
a little more why I could have cared less who won the football game!”

Rather than challenging their ideas about the permanency of gender, interviewees felt that 
co-workers reincorporated their pre-transition interactions into an understanding of “being 
transgender” and the innateness of gendered interests. In other words, Laura’s lack of interest 
in football and Paul’s lack of participation in the feminine niceties were re-evaluated as proof 
that transgender people are somehow trapped in the wrong body, a situation that is made right 
through a gender transition.

Not all interviewees felt a sense of relief at the creation or sudden acceptance of cross-gender 
boundaries. For some transmen who formerly identified as queer, bisexual or lesbian women, 
these new boundaries create a sense of sadness and exclusion. Describing this feeling, Elliott, 
who transitioned in a retail job, says:

It’s just like a little bit more of a wall there [with women] because I am not one of the girls 
anymore. . . . Like [women] have to get to know me better before they can be really 
relaxed with me. . . . I grew up surrounded by women and now to have women be kind 
of leery of me, it’s a very strange thing.
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446  PART IX WorK and orGanizations

Transmen who are saddened by their perceptions of a new distance between themselves and 
women in the workplace still try to be respectful of these boundaries. This acceptance, how-
ever, does little to challenge notions of the gender binary; rather, conceding a loss of participa-
tion in “women’s space” reifies divisions between men and women as natural. Yet, showing the 
importance of context in theorizing the potential of gender crossing to undo gender, transmen 
who seek to have masculine social identities at work have few other options, as most work-
places do not provide accepted interactional scripts for men who want to be just one of the 
girls. In order to keep social relationships smooth during the turmoil of an open workplace 
transition, then, transsexual/transgender people can hesitate to create additional challenges to 
gendered workplace expectations, as they desire to retain steady and comfortable employment.

In some cases, these new cross-gender boundaries can translate into workplace penalties. 
Agape, who transitioned in a high-tech company, remembers her boss worrying that taking 
estrogen would adversely affect her programming abilities. She says:

I think he just doesn’t really have that high of an opinion of women. I think it’s just he, 
he thinks fire and aggression is what gets things done. . . . And I guess he sees women as 
being more passive, and was worried my productivity would decrease.

Lana faced a similar situation. As a man, Lana co-owned a professional business, a company 
she describes as a “real boys’ club,” with three other men. While they began their business as 
close friends, the friendship did not survive the announcement that Lana—he at the time—
intended to become a woman. Moving from being a hegemonically masculine man who did 
not outwardly acknowledge his inner feminine gender identity, Lana’s transition disrupted the 
homosocial bonds of the company’s power elite. After multiple expressions of their discomfort 
about both the transition and having a woman as a business partner, Lana was forced out of the 
company. Underscoring the gendered aspect of these drastic new boundaries, she recalls that 
during the negotiations to buy her shares of the company:

The only thing I remember [my business partner] saying in the entire three days was, 
“How can you expect to run a company when all you’re going to be thinking about is 
nail polish?”

As this comment suggests, Lana’s partners locate their challenge to her in terms of gendered 
expectations that women cannot be serious business partners because they are too concerned with 
frivolities of appearance. Her transition does not undo gendered expectations, but rather is reincor-
porated into a workplace gender hierarchy that disadvantages and devalues women and femininity.

Interactional styles. Open workplace gender transitions reveal the gender dynamics behind 
what are considered workplace-appropriate cross-gender interactions. Both transmen and 
transwomen recount their sudden realization that changing gender at work requires a renego-
tiation of once comfortable interactional styles. In some cases, transmen and transwomen 
make personal decisions about changing cross-gender interactions in an effort to meet their 
personal ideals of how men and women should act—such as the case of Preston, who transi-
tioned from woman to man in a blue-collar job. When working as a woman, Preston—who 
publicly identified as a lesbian—describes frequently engaging in joking, sexualized banter 
with both men and women in her dyke-friendly workplace. However, after his transition, he 
suddenly felt uncomfortable engaging in similar conversations:
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I used to flirt a lot as a lesbian! It was easy for me to flirt. . . . Since I have transitioned, a 
lot of the stuff that I could say as a dyke is so inappropriate! [laughs]. There is this one 
woman at work . . . she is just really straight. Very much. I used to tease her 
about . . . switching sides. . . . And if I say that now [as a man], it is just like so fucking 
inappropriate. There is no way for me to find a justification for that, even though that is 
the history of our relationship. It is the history of how we have interacted with one 
another. . . . [It] could be perceived wrong. Even though my motive for it hasn’t changed, 
but it is still inappropriate.

Preston’s sense of discomfort with this interactional style translates into adopting a policing 
role toward sexualized banter at work. His co-workers were surprised at his behavioural 
changes, as he used to engage in the same type of behaviour he now critiques. However, for 
him, this type of behavioural change was necessary, as he did not want to enact a form of mas-
culinity that can be construed as sexist. As he gains cultural competency in the variety of ways 
men and women interact, he might feel more leeway to adopt different interactional styles, as 
some men in his workplace did engage in sexualized banter with women. At the onset of tran-
sition, however, many transmen err on the side of caution by policing their behaviour, as—even 
with legal protections for gender identity in the workplace—they can feel vulnerable as openly 
transgender employees.

Other changes to cross-gender interactional styles can be a result of implicit or explicit pres-
sure from co-workers. Ellen, who transitioned from man to woman in a customer service job, 
describes implicit pressure to tone down stereotypically masculine styles of interaction:

There is one thing that really drives me crazy—when I’m asked for my opinion on a subject 
[from men], I have to remember—”Do not express it as firmly as I actually believe.”

While she personally does not wish to change, she realizes that muting opinions and emo-
tions is the predominant interactional style for women in her workplace. She continues:

At work I tend not to trumpet my own horn very much, and the workplace environment 
demands that [women keep quiet]. I don’t know if that’s anything about me as transgender. 
I think that’s just being a woman.

While this change to her interactional style does reproduce men doing dominance and 
women doing deference (West and Zimmerman, 1987), Ellen, like Preston, feels she needs to 
make these concessions in order to gain a feminine social identity at work and to keep friendly 
relationships with her co-workers.

Pressures to change cross-gender interactional styles also can be explicit. Several transmen 
describe women in their workplaces enlisting them into what can be termed “gender rituals” 
(Goffman, 1977), stereotypical interactions that are typically played out between heterosexual 
men and women. After the announcement of their transition from woman to man, transmen 
recount women raising expectations that they will now, as men, do any requisite heavy lifting 
around the workplace, such as changing office water bottles, moving furniture, or carrying 
heavy boxes. Interestingly, this change in behavioural expectations occurs almost immediately 
after the transition announcement. The change was so rapid that many transmen were, at first, 
not sure how to make sense of these new expectations. Kelly, who transitioned in a semi-
professional job, notes:
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Before [transition] no one ever asked me to do anything really and then [after], this one 
teacher, she’s like, “Can you hang this up? Can you move this for me?” . . . Like if anything 
needed to be done in this room, it was me. Like she was just, “Male—okay, you do it.” That 
took some adjusting. I thought she was picking on me for a while. And then I realized that 
she just, she just assumes that I’m gonna do all that stuff.

Ken describes a similar experience in his semi-professional workplace. While his co-workers 
were slow to adopt masculine pronouns with him, women did enlist him in performing masculine-
coded duties in the workplace immediately after his transition announcement, such as carrying 
heavy items to the basement and unloading boxes.

For some transmen, being enlisted into these masculine gender rituals is exciting, as it 
gives them access to chivalrous behaviour they were sanctioned for when they performed 
them as masculine women. For others, this enlistment is viewed as blatant sexism. Describing 
this reaction, Trevor says:

[In one job] I had a supervisor who kept asking me to move fucking furniture and to do 
electronic equipment. And I would have to explain to her all the time. This would happen 
several times a day because it was a new program and we were setting up the office. There 
was furniture that needed to be moved but I have a hand disability, so I can’t do it. I had 
already told her that like four or five times. And in the meanwhile, there were a couple of 
big, strong women who were much bigger and stronger than I was. But [my supervisor] 
asked me. I am kind of a little guy! I pointed out to her [assuming a man should do heavy 
lifting] is a really sexist assumption.

While this enlisting signals a certain level of social validation for his masculine social iden-
tity, it conflicts with his physical abilities as well as his personal gender ideology. Trevor’s frus-
tration comes from this supervisor’s constant slippage into gender rituals that position women 
as frail and men as able. Even when he challenges what he sees as a sexism assumption, how-
ever, she continues to make the requests, illustrating how gendered workplace assumptions 
come to be naturalized. In other words, his attempt to undo this kind of gendered interaction 
has little impact on workplace ideas about what tasks are appropriate for men and women.

Challenges to authenticity. A small number of both transmen and transwomen experienced 
explicit challenges to the authenticity of their destination gender in cross-gender interactions. 
Kirsten transitioned from man to woman in a retail setting that was predominantly staffed by 
women and gay men. She found that once she began to transition, her friendly relationship 
with a colleague, a gay man, ended: “We used to laugh and joke together on the floor all the 
time. But he totally changed.” As a drag performer, her colleague appeared to be threatened by 
Kirsten’s decision to become a woman. Kirsten notes that while her co-worker had adopted 
facial surgery and had breast augmentation to enhance his drag performances, he thought 
transition “was wrong, and [said] he would never do that.” He began to critique her appearance 
and behaviour after her transition.

[He would say], “Sometimes you look a little thrown together, and I think you need to 
work on that . . . and you need to build relationships with [co-workers] at the counter 
because they’re saying that you’re real bossy.”
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This co-worker’s response is unsurprising—there is a history of competitive border wars 
between gay men who do drag and transwomen (Perkins, 1983; Rupp and Taylor, 2004). In the 
case of Kirsten, her co-worker’s animosity precludes her from becoming a woman at work, as 
he is continually referencing her birth gender. Additionally, he challenges her feminine authen-
ticity by suggesting she retains too many masculine traits—assertiveness that is suddenly 
labelled as “bossy” once she gains a feminine social identity. Located within this challenge, 
again, is explicit pressure for Kirsten to conform to a particular type of femininity to fit into her 
specific workplace.

For transmen, challenges to the authenticity of their masculinity were less explicit. 
Typically, it came in the form of feminine advice. Jake, who transitioned in a professional job, 
recounts his irritation at a woman he worked with who began to offer unsolicited advice about 
hysterectomies after he announced his transition. While this advice might have been well 
intentioned, he read it as an attempt to connect with him on a level of bodily sameness, a move 
that disregarded his transman identity. In this context, this type of advice can take on a 
mother/daughter dynamic that is uncomfortable and unwanted by many transmen.

Paul encountered similar advice at work from women who were concerned about his deci-
sion to pursue chest surgery—a procedure that requires a complete mastectomy. Attempting 
to relate to him as woman, these colleagues encouraged him not to “cut off his breasts,” a 
decision they saw as mutilation of healthy tissue. This type of reaction from women appears 
to be located in body identity, as these women co-workers make sense of transmen’s surgical 
choices through the lens of something shared—a female body by birth.

Women, then, react with consternation to transgender body modification from their own 
position of feeling “appropriately” gendered, or not trapped in the wrong body. However, while 
these reactions from women negate transmen’s masculine social identities on some level, they 
also keep them anchored in a binary view of gender: transmen are still women rather than 
really men.

Negotiating Same-Gender Interactions

[. . .]

Interactional styles. Open workplace transitions bring with them opportunities for engaging 
in same-gender interactions as new men or new women. In describing their relationships with 
other women in the workplace posttransition, transwomen express a new sense of freedom. 
When they were working as men, many transwomen had very stereotypically masculine work-
place personas, as do many pre-transition transwomen (Griggs, 1998). Achieving these perso-
nas meant that they did not acknowledge their personal sense of relating more to women and 
“women’s interests” than to men and “men’s interests.” As women, however, they now are able 
to openly express interest in feminine things that they often denied when they were working as 
men. Describing this new freedom, Laura, who transitioned in a professional job, notes:

I got a bigger field of friends in this building. And of course, they’re all female, because 
we all have lots of talk about. You know, I have grandchildren that range from two and 
up, so you know, we can talk about kids, we can talk about babies, you know, just about 
anything any other woman would talk about is what I’m knowledgeable and like to talk 
about. I like to cook, I like to sew. So it makes it pretty easy.
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Prior to her transition, she did not, as a man, attempt the same types of interactions with 
women, as she worried these interactions would be seen as inappropriate, or she would be 
labelled as an atypical or gay man.

Illustrating the greater leeway for women to admit interest in activities coded as masculine 
(Thorne, 1993), transmen do not recount having to hide their preference for masculinity—
indeed, most transmen in this study describe themselves as embodying this preference in their 
personal appearance. Yet, many transmen recount men explicitly engaging them in “guy talk” 
immediately after their announcement of their impending transition. Kelly, who transitioned 
in a semi-professional workplace where men were the minority, says:

I definitely notice that the guys . . . they will say stuff to me that I know they wouldn’t 
have said before [when I was working as a woman]. . . . And like one guy, he never talked 
to me before. I think he was uncomfortable [that I was a lesbian]. . . . Recently we were 
talking and he was talking about his girlfriend and he’s like, “I go home and work it [have 
sex] for exercise.” And I know he would never have said that to me before.

Jake describes a similar enlisting into what can be described as masculine gender rituals. In 
his professional workplace, he recounts making few changes in his interactional style with men 
in his workplace. However, he notes:

One of the funny things that happened that was gender specific was that a lot of my male 
colleagues, at least at first, started kind of like slapping me on the back [laughs]. But  
I think it was with more force than they probably slapped each other on the back. . . . And 
it was not that I had gained access to “male privilege” but they were trying to affirm to 
me that they saw me as a male. . . . That they were going to try to be supportive and that 
was the way they were going to be supportive of me as a guy, or something of the sort 
[laughs]. Slapping me on the back.

As he remarks, he does not take this backslapping as a signal that these men have forgotten 
his birth gender. Rather, he interprets these actions as a kind of social validation performance 
his colleagues are acting out in an attempt to signal acceptance. The awkwardness of these 
backslaps illustrates his colleagues’ own hyperawareness of trying to casually do gender man to 
man. As Jake actively cultivates a transman identity, he, like Kelly, is uncomfortable with this 
incorporation, as he perceives it as intended to gloss over his life history. Yet, while he is able 
to disrupt this incorporation momentarily by mentioning things from his life as a woman, such 
as when he was a Girl Scout, he notes that men in his workplace appear more comfortable try-
ing to relate to him as “just a guy” rather than a transman with a female history.

Gender apprenticing. Rather than challenging the authenticity of transmen and transwomen’s 
destination gender, some same-gender colleagues took their transitioning colleague on as what 
can be described as a gender apprentice. For transmen, this form of apprenticing typically came 
from heterosexual men who sought to socialize them into how to be a man. Colin, who transi-
tioned in a professional workplace, remembers being stopped by the director of his office the 
first day he came to work in a tie. “He’s like, ‘Oh no, no, no. That’s not a good tie. Come here!’ 
And he showed me how to tie a Windsor knot.” In this situation, his older colleague adopts 
Colin as a younger protégé, teaching him “masculine” knowledge—how to tie a Windsor 
knot—that typically is handed down from father to son.
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Simon, who transitioned in the “women’s professions,” also encountered apprenticing from 
the father of one of the children he worked with, as well as from his brother-in-law. While 
some transmen appreciate this form of apprenticing, others chafe at it, as it coerces them into 
hegemonic performances of masculinity that do not fit with their personal identity projects. 
This pressure from men in the workplace to do gender as men in the “right” way suggests, as 
well, that co-workers may have more anxiety about appropriate gender performances than the 
person who is actually transitioning.

While transwomen describe less frequent occurrences of gender apprenticing, they are, in 
contrast to transmen, typically appreciative of these apprenticing efforts of women they work 
with. This gender difference in reactions may be a result of the different reactions to gender 
crossing. In other words, as women, pre-transition transmen have more leeway for adopting 
masculine appearances and behaviour, which gives them more experience with masculinity 
when they transition. As men, on the other hand, pretransition transwomen face severe social 
sanctions for expressing interest in feminine styles and behaviour. This difference, an adult 
version of the “tomboy/sissy” dynamic (Thorne, 1993), means that transwomen have little 
experience with how to do femininity once they become women, and are appreciative of 
women’s efforts to socialize them. Describing this reaction, Laura, who transitioned in a profes-
sional job, recounts how moved she was when a woman at her work took her shopping for 
make-up:

I’ve had other women here help me with make-up. . . . There’s a lady here who said, “Oh, 
let me do it! I can show you simple things.” I said, “Ok!” and we went shopping, that kind 
of thing. . . . I forgot how it was brought up—but somebody said, “You know, Crystal 
loves to do makeup.” And I said, “I’m gonna have to get a hold of her and see what her 
ideas are.” And that is how it began. And so—I paid for lunch and we ran out to Target 
or someplace and picked out a few things that would work. And she taught me how to 
put it on.

Laura initiates her own apprenticing by directly approaching her colleague for make-up 
advice. This apprenticing allows her to develop more confidence in her feminine appearance. 
While other transwomen describe being “allowed” to engage in “girl talk” about children, 
romance, and fashion, they do not recount such strong incorporation into their destination 
gender by women as transmen do from men. As with the previous examples in this section, 
men appear more invested in including transmen as just one of the guys than women are  
in incorporating transwomen into the world of women at work. In both cases, however, this 
kind of gender apprenticing reinforces strongly held cultural beliefs about how men and 
women should act and look. Even when transmen attempt to create new ways to be a man at 
work, they often are socially repatriated into the gender binary as men—showing again the 
difficultly of undoing gender in the context of the workplace.

Discussion

In this article we consider the impact of open gender transitions on binary conceptions of 
gender in the context of the workplace. While transsexuals often are represented as being 
gender overachievers (Garfinkel, 1967; Kando, 1973; Raymond, 1979), this article shows that 
in open workplace transitions, co-workers, rather than transmen and transwomen, can overdo 
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and reinforce gender. This over-doing of gender typically occurs when co-workers attempt to 
demonstrate their acceptance of their transitioning colleague. Men slap transmen on the back 
and engage them in “guy talk,” while women begin to ask transmen to do heavy lifting. 
Co-workers also try to teach transmen how to be men, or begin to hold transwomen account-
able to restrictive standards of appropriate work femininity.

As everyone re-negotiates the meaning of gender and sexual difference made visible by 
open workplace transitions, binary thinking about gender is often upheld and the resulting 
gender hierarchies interwoven with heteronormativity and sexism are reproduced. Transmen 
and transwomen can be frustrated by the rigid gender expectations placed upon them by 
co-workers. For some transwomen, facing the devaluation of femininity in the workplace is 
detrimental to their careers, as they are rejected from powerful homosocial men’s networks 
or classified as less able workers. The reactions transmen and transwomen describe to their 
gender transitions suggest that co-workers may face more anxieties about how to properly do 
gender in open workplace transitions than their transitioning colleague. Rather than causing 
gender trouble, however, these anxieties result in a reinforcement of binary views on gender 
through the reproduction of gendered hierarchies that disadvantage women and rigid adher-
ence to the “right” way to do gender.

[. . .]
In open workplace transitions, co-workers, transmen and transwomen all are renegotiating 

and managing gender and sexual difference. Yet, within this identity work, these data suggest 
there is little initial challenge in the workplace to naturalized attitudes about the immutability 
of gender, binary views about the complimentary nature of masculinity and femininity, or 
gendered workplace hierarchies. In other words, the mere introduction of a visibly transgender 
subject does not result in an undoing of gender or the creation of gender alternatives, such as 
a third gender category or a gender continuum (Bornstein, 1994; Garber, 1992).

[. . .]
Transgender workers—a vulnerable population economically—must balance political 

desires to shake up gender with job security. Retaining job security can mean participating in 
existing workplace gender structures of doing dominance for men and doing deference for 
women. As transgender workers settle into their new gender at work, they may have more 
leeway for creating gender trouble. However, organizational cultures are slow to change, even 
with direct confrontation or legal reforms, making the documentation of this type of workplace 
transformation difficult.

In conclusion, we suggest that theoretical conceptions about the transformative potential 
of gender performances that are not in line with birth gender (Butler, 1990, 2004) should pay 
close attention to context, as well as the way in which these performances are socially inter-
preted. While intentional gender trouble performances can have political possibilities, such as 
in certain drag performances (Rupp and Taylor, 2004), they also can—as in the context of the 
workplace—be repatriated into a binary, or dismissed as inauthentic.
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