
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Sexuality Research and Social Policy 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13178-021-00592-9

You, Me, and Them: Understanding Employees’ Use of Trans‑Affirming 
Language within the Workplace

Francisco Perales1,2  · Christine Ablaza1,2 · Wojtek Tomaszewski2,3 · Dawn Emsen‑Hough4

Accepted: 13 May 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Introduction As the benefits of workplace inclusion become progressively recognized, employers are making greater efforts 
to cultivate inclusive organizational environments where employees from diverse backgrounds can thrive. Yet academic 
research has often neglected issues of sexual orientation and gender diversity. We contribute to redressing this knowledge 
gap by examining processes of workplace inclusion for employees with diverse genders and sexualities, focusing on an 
under-researched area—the role of language.
Methods Using a regression framework, we empirically examine how different individual and workplace factors are asso-
ciated with employees’ inclusive language use toward their trans- and gender-diverse colleagues. To accomplish this, we 
undertook the first-ever analyses of unique survey data from the 2020 Australian Workplace Equality Index Employee Survey 
(n ~ 27,000 employees and ~ 150 employers).
Results Our results highlight the role of employees’ socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., their gender and sexual ori-
entation, age, education, and religiosity) as well as the role of features of the workplace environment (e.g., employer’s size, 
location, and inclusion culture).
Conclusions While use of appropriate language toward individuals with diverse genders and sexualities constitutes an 
important stepping stone to their workplace inclusion, this study has demonstrated that its adoption remains incomplete and 
highly segmented.
Social Policy Implications These findings bear important implications for the design, targeting, and implementation of 
programs aimed at fostering trans-affirming language and the workplace inclusion of individuals from sexual and gender 
minorities.
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Introduction

The benefits of workplace diversity and, particularly, work-
place inclusion are progressively recognized by academ-
ics and employers alike (Mor Barak, 2015). As a result, 

employers across sectors are making greater and more con-
certed efforts to cultivate inclusive organizational environ-
ments where employees from both majority and minority 
social groups thrive (Ferdman, 2014). Academic research is 
well-placed to guide these efforts; for example, by empiri-
cally elucidating the individual- and structural-level fac-
tors that foster or inhibit processes of workplace inclusion. 
However, the bulk of the existing scholarship on diversity 
and inclusion has focused on socio-demographic traits 
such as age, gender, and ethnicity (Jackson et al., 2003), 
whereas other important personal qualities—such as sexual 
orientation and gender diversity—remain relatively under-
researched (Day & Greene, 2008).

In this paper, we contribute to filling this gap in scholarly 
knowledge by providing a better understanding of the fac-
tors that contribute to the workplace inclusion of employees 
with diverse genders and sexualities. This is an important 
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endeavor, as individuals from both sexual minorities (e.g., 
those who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual, 
asexual, etc.) and gender minorities (e.g., those who iden-
tify as trans, binary or non-binary) experience comparatively 
poor labor-market outcomes (Badgett et al., 2007). Further, 
their suboptimal outcomes in the realm of work compound 
with their generally higher levels of social disadvantage in 
other life domains, including education (Birkett et al., 2014), 
health and wellbeing (Institute of Medicine, 2011), and fam-
ily life (Reczek, 2020). Previous scholarship on workplace 
inclusion among members of these social groups has con-
centrated on discrimination throughout the employment pro-
cess (e.g., hiring, promotions, and termination) (Drydakis, 
2019) as well as harassment and bullying within the work-
place (Collins et al., 2015). Here, we focus on an aspect 
that has received comparatively little attention—the role of 
language within the workplace.

As we elaborate on below, language can serve as a power-
ful tool for both inclusion and exclusion, in the workplace 
and elsewhere (Diversity Council Australia, 2016). Language 
constitutes a core component of most of our everyday written 
and verbal interactions (Collins & Clément, 2012), and con-
ventions about what constitutes appropriate language in the 
public sphere are in constant flux. In recent years, there have 
been substantial changes in language-related expectations in 
relation to individuals from some sexual and gender minori-
ties. This applies for example to trans men and women, who 
may legally or socially change their name and/or align their 
personal pronouns to affirm their gender (Zimman, 2017). It 
pertains also to a growing number of people who identify as 
gender diverse and who often utilize gender-neutral personal 
pronouns that differ from those assigned at birth (e.g., “they/
them” pronouns). Research studies have demonstrated that 
being addressed by the correct name and personal pronouns 
has important positive repercussions for the mental health and 
feelings of workplace inclusion of trans and gender-diverse 
employees (Budge et al., 2010; Thoroughgood et al., 2020). 
However, there is also emerging evidence indicating that 
many employees remain unwilling, hesitant, or uncomfortable 
to change the language that they use to refer to their trans and 
gender-diverse colleagues (Grant et al., 2011). Which employ-
ees are comfortable with changing their language to make 
these colleagues feel included, and which are not, remains an 
open question.

In the remainder of this paper, we theorize and subse-
quently test the individual and workplace factors that are 
associated with employees’ use of inclusive language toward 
their trans and gender-diverse colleagues. Enhancing our 
knowledge on these factors is timely and important, as it 
can meaningfully contribute to the design and implementa-
tion of programs and policies to foment the workplace inclu-
sion of individuals with diverse genders and sexualities. As 
explained below, a feature that distinguishes our research 

from earlier efforts to interrogate processes of workplace 
inclusion among gender and sexual minorities is our reli-
ance on quantitative methods. Specifically, we are able to 
undertake first-time academic analyses of an internationally 
unique survey that collects rich information on workplace 
inclusion from a large sample of Australian employees from 
multiple employers and sectors (the 2020 Australian Work-
place Equality Index Employee Survey, n ~ 27,000 employ-
ees and ~ 150 employers). These unique data enabled us to 
provide a rare overview of the individual and organizational 
factors that act as enablers of, or barriers to, trans-affirming 
language use within the workplace.

While we recognize that some individuals may iden-
tify as “gender non-conforming,” “gender non-binary,” or 
“gender diverse” rather than explicitly as “trans,” for par-
simony; hereon, we use the umbrella term trans as a short-
hand to refer to individuals whose gender identity differs 
from the sex they were assigned at birth. Where specificity 
is required, we use the qualifier “binary” to refer to trans 
people who identify as men or women, and the qualifier 
“non-binary” to refer to trans people who do not.

Literature Review

Diversity and Inclusion in the Workplace

The term diversity refers to “differences between individuals 
on any attributes that may lead to the perception that another 
person is different from the self” (Roberge & van Dick, 
2010, p.296). This includes perceived differences based on 
readily observable traits (e.g., age, sex, and race/ethnicity) 
and less easy-to-observe attributes (e.g., religion or sexual 
orientation) (Mor Barak, 2015; Roberge & van Dick, 2010). 
Achieving a diverse workforce means that members of dif-
ferent groups across these social divisions are adequately 
represented within the organization.

The benefits of workplace diversity are increasingly 
recognized and supported by a robust body of research. 
Diversity can provide organizations with a competitive 
advantage in recruitment, customer service, and research 
and innovation (Cox, 1994; Mor Barak et al., 2016) and has 
been empirically linked to improvements in employee job 
satisfaction (Acquavita et al., 2009), creativity and problem-
solving skills (Richard et al., 2013), and commitment and 
retention (Giffords, 2009; Groeneveld, 2011). Furthermore, 
having a diverse workforce can be seen as exercising social 
responsibility, as it contributes to empowering marginalized 
social groups (Mor Barak, 2015; Mor Barak et al., 2016), 
while also enhancing corporate image (Cox, 1994). How-
ever, diversity is not universally associated with positive out-
comes, with some studies reporting links to intergroup con-
flict, workplace dissatisfaction, and decreased cooperation 
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(Jackson et al., 2003; Mor Barak et al., 2016; Roberge & 
van Dick, 2010).

These contradictory findings have been reconciled by 
recognizing the role of inclusion as a moderator of the rela-
tionship between workplace diversity and organizational 
outcomes (Nishii, 2013). Simply put, the benefits of work-
place diversity cannot be realized without workplace inclu-
sion (Ferdman, 2014). Here, inclusion refers to the degree 
to which employees perceive themselves as being a valued 
member of the organization, something that occurs when 
their needs for belongingness and uniqueness are satisfied 
(Mor Barak, 2015; Shore et al., 2011). Employee’s needs are 
significantly influenced by behaviors, policies, and practices 
operating at different levels of the organizational structure—
including intra-personal, inter-personal, and organization-
level factors (Ferdman, 2014; Mor Barak, 2015). Given its 
significance for individual and organizational outcomes, 
understanding the factors fostering workplace inclusion is 
an important endeavor.

Workplace Experiences of Trans Employees

Diversity and inclusion research has traditionally focused 
on socio-demographic traits such as age, sex, and ethnicity/
race (Jackson et al., 2003). More recently, there have been 
timid attempts to examine workplace inclusion in relation to 
sexual orientation and gender identity (Day & Greene, 2008). 
Despite this, studies on sexual and gender minorities have 
tended to lump these groups together and/or prioritize sexual 
orientation, particularly the experiences of gay and lesbian 
employees (Beauregard et al., 2018). Workplace inclusion 
amongst trans employees, defined as individuals whose gen-
der identity or expression diverges from their sex assigned at 
birth, remains poorly understood (Patev et al., 2019). Because 
trans employees are numerically under-represented and have 
little voice in the workplace (Beauregard et al., 2018), they 
are considered a “blind spot” for many organizations (Ozturk 
& Tatli, 2016, p.782).

Sexual orientation and gender identity are overlapping yet 
distinct constructs. While trans employees share their minor-
ity status with lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) employees, 
they also face unique challenges that make their workplace 
experiences distinctive. Trans individuals may be more 
visually distinct (Grant et al., 2010) and thus more easily 
identifiable than LGB employees, and hence more likely 
to be perceived and/or treated as “different” or as “outsid-
ers.” Further, public support for trans individuals and anti-
discrimination laws protecting this group are lower than 
the analogous support and laws toward LGB people (Lewis 
et al. 2017). As a result, trans employees are more frequent 
targets of discrimination and bullying in the workplace 
than individuals with minority sexual orientations (Sawyer 
et al., 2016). Because trans people are typically a smaller 

workplace minority than LGB people, their ability to seek 
and receive support from other in-group members is more 
limited. In addition, the process of gender transitioning (or 
gender affirmation), whereby an individual aligns their gen-
der presentation to their gender identity, also poses unique 
challenges for trans employees (Ozturk & Tatli, 2016). This 
process can be highly stressful for trans people, who often 
meet skepticism or resistance from co-workers and supervi-
sors, and who may require psychological and even medical 
support (Ozturk & Tatli, 2016; Pepper & Lorah, 2008).

McFadden (2015) distinguishes between two types of dis-
crimination: formal discrimination (prejudices manifesting in 
formalized contexts, such as in job hiring, performance evalu-
ation, or employment termination) and informal discrimina-
tion (interpersonal incidents, such as being bullied, ostracized, 
or harassed). Research on trans employees has largely focused 
on the former, documenting that these employees are substan-
tially less likely to find employment (Badgett et al., 2007) and 
get promoted (Grant et al., 2011) and much more likely to 
quit—or be fired from—their jobs (Budge et al., 2010; Dietert 
& Dentice, 2009; Grant et al., 2011). Nonetheless, in-depth 
interviews with trans employees also reveal the high extent 
of interpersonal discrimination that they experience. These 
experiences range from outright physical threats and verbal 
harassment (Budge et al., 2010; Nadal et al., 2012) to more 
subtle stressors, such as being the target of malicious gossip, 
transphobic jokes and remarks, or being ostracized by col-
leagues (Collins et al., 2015; Dietert & Dentice, 2009).

Fostering Trans‑Inclusive Workplaces: The Role 
of Language

While language is often invoked in the context of discrimi-
nation, it can also serve as a powerful tool for the work-
place inclusion of trans employees (Collins & Clément, 
2012; Diversity Council Australia, 2016; Sawyer et al., 
2016). Central to this is the correct use of pronouns to refer 
to trans employees, binary and non-binary (Zimman, 2017). 
Although not all trans individuals use pronouns that dif-
fer from those corresponding to their sex at birth, many 
of them choose to do so. For instance, 84% of the 27,700 
respondents in the US Transgender Survey reported using 
a different set of pronouns than those assigned at birth to 
refer to themselves (James et al., 2016). The most commonly 
used pronouns amongst trans individuals (binary and non-
binary) were “he/his” (37%), “she/her” (37%), and “they/
their” (29%). A smaller share used the pronouns “ze/hir” 
(2%) or others not identified in the survey (4%). Importantly, 
pronouns are highly personal. For instance, not all trans non-
binary individuals choose to use “they,” and others may use 
more than one set of pronouns or no pronouns at all (only 
first names) (National LGBT Health Alliance, 2013).
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One type of language-related discrimination that is spe-
cifically targeted towards trans employees is misgender-
ing. Misgendering refers to “the use of gendered language 
that does not match how people identify themselves, such 
as when people who identify as women are described as 
men” (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014, p.260). It often involves 
the use of personal pronouns that do not align with how 
a trans individual identifies—a practice known as mispro-
nouning (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). One example is when a 
trans woman using the pronoun “she” is addressed by oth-
ers as “he,” either intentionally or unintentionally (Nadal 
et  al., 2012). Mispronouning is a common experience 
amongst trans employees. Of the nearly 6500 respondents 
in the 2008 National Transgender Discrimination Survey 
in the USA, 26% of trans non-binary respondents and 51% 
of trans binary respondents reported having been mispro-
nouned “repeatedly and on purpose” at work (Grant et al., 
2011, p.62). These findings are consistent with those from 
a recent general-population online survey conducted in the 
USA, UK, Canada, and Australia, where between 12% (UK) 
and 22% (USA) of respondents admitted using incorrect pro-
nouns when addressing trans binary people (Ipsos, 2018).

Qualitative studies focusing on the workplace experiences 
of trans individuals show that incorrect pronoun use not only 
creates stress, but also leads to feelings of rejection and invali-
dation (Budge et al., 2010; Kelly et al., 2020). The few stud-
ies exploring the impacts of appropriate pronoun use on trans 
employees have demonstrated that they help cultivate feelings 
of inclusion (Hanssmann et al., 2008). Based on interviews with 
trans employees, Budge and colleagues (2010) concluded that 
the use of correct pronouns was interpreted by trans individuals 
as a sign of workplace acceptance. Similarly, Thoroughgood 
et al. (2020) argued that trans employees attached great impor-
tance to simple acts of promoting proper pronoun usage by 
their co-workers. Taken together, these findings suggest that 
inclusive language plays a critical role in shaping the workplace 
experiences of individual trans employees. Critically, cumu-
lative experiences of this type of discrimination may accrue, 
resulting in profound, detrimental effects on the long-term work 
careers of trans people (see, e.g., Ozturk & Tatli, 2018).

Given the importance of inclusive workplace language for 
the wellbeing of trans individuals and the fact that its use is 
not uniform, it is important to gain a clearer understanding of 
the individual- and organizational-level factors that promote 
and/or inhibit this. In the remainder of the paper, we develop 
and test different hypotheses about these factors, which con-
stitute our key contribution to the scholarly literature.

Theorizing the Predictors of Trans‑Affirming 
Language Use

In theorizing potential predictors of inclusive and non-inclusive 
language use toward trans individuals in the workplace, we 

adhere to several principles. First, we follow socio-ecological 
models of workplace relations by recognizing that these pre-
dictors may manifest at different levels of the organizational 
structure (Ferdman, 2014; Mor Barak, 2015). For instance, they 
may relate to the characteristics of individual employees (e.g., 
their age or gender), but also to broader workplace conditions 
(e.g., location or organizational culture). Second, we theorize 
inclusive and non-inclusive language use as being underpinned 
by three broad sets of factors: cognitive factors (e.g., awareness 
of inclusion issues or about the appropriate way to address trans 
individuals), language factors (e.g., level of English-language 
proficiency and ability to incorporate new language into one’s 
lexicon), and attitudinal factors (e.g., degree of support for 
workplace diversity and/or trans people). Third, we focus on 
individual and organizational traits that are measurable in the 
data at hand, thereby deriving theoretical propositions that we 
are able to test empirically.

A first set of factors that may influence an employee’s 
use of inclusive language use towards trans colleagues per-
tains to the employee’s gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion. Cisgender heterosexual women as well as individuals 
from gender and sexual minorities hold more supportive 
views about sexual and gender diversity than cisgender 
heterosexual men (Flores, 2015; Grollman, 2017; Perales 
& Campbell, 2018). For women, the difference is often 
attributed to a higher capacity for empathy and a stronger 
sense of solidarity with disadvantaged groups due to their 
own experiences of discrimination and oppression (Perales 
& Campbell, 2018). For individuals from diverse genders 
and sexualities, explanations often emphasize their higher 
investment in fostering inclusive workplace practices. These 
employees have an enhanced awareness of the value of inclu-
sion and of what constitutes inclusive language and experi-
ence more direct personal gains through inclusion (Badgett 
et al., 2013). For these reasons, we hypothesize that the 
degree of comfort using trans-affirming language will be 
greater among female, gender-minority, and LGB employ-
ees than that of cisgender, heterosexual men (Hypothesis 1). 
However, there may also be disparities in the degree of com-
fort using trans-affirming language across members of dif-
ferent sexual-minority groups. For example, evidence shows 
that some gay men are highly supportive of cis-normative 
standards, penalizing gay men who behave or dress in gen-
der non-conforming ways (see, e.g., Ozturk et al., 2020). 
For this reason, we compare the degree of comfort using 
trans-affirming language across finely defined sexual- and 
gender-minority groups.

In addition to gender and sexual expression, we expect 
other socio-demographic characteristics of employees to be 
associated with inclusive and non-inclusive language use 
toward trans individuals in the workplace. Concerning age, 
we expect younger individuals to be more comfortable using 
inclusive language than older individuals. This responds to 
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evidence of more progressive attitudes toward sexual and 
gender minorities among individuals born in more recent 
cohorts (Flores, 2015; Smith et al., 2014), coupled with 
greater cognitive barriers to expanding one’s lexicon associ-
ated with ageing (Wright, 2016). We also expect education to 
be positively related to the use of inclusive language, given 
its association with increased verbal ability and greater sup-
port for civil liberties (Ohlander et al., 2005; Perales, 2018). 
In contrast, religiosity is likely to have a negative effect on 
inclusive language use, given widespread disapproval of 
same-sex behavior and support for traditional gender roles 
across individuals from different religious denominations 
(Perales et al., 2019). Finally, individuals from a culturally 
and linguistically diverse (CALD) background—defined 
here as Australian residents coming from countries whose 
main language is not English—may be less likely to use 
inclusive language. This responds to both evidence of more 
conservative attitudes toward gender and sexuality in many 
non-Western cultures (Kite et al., 2019) and possible diffi-
culties in incorporating new terms and complex pronouns in 
a non-native language. Altogether, we expect that the degree 
of comfort using trans-affirming language will be greater 
among younger, more educated, non-religious, and native 
English-speaking employees (Hypothesis 2). We formulate 
no explicit prediction for employees being of Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander (i.e., Indigenous) descent. However, 
given the significance of this demographic indicator in the 
Australian context, we include a relevant variable as a model 
covariate to explore its independent influence.

As noted earlier, broader factors at the organizational or 
workplace level may also influence the use of trans-inclusive 
language. Levels of structural stigma against sexual and 
gender minorities vary across different workplaces and/or 
organizations based on their physical or sectoral location. 
For example, stigma may be greater in less urbanized areas 
(Valfort, 2017) and in more male-dominated industries and/
or sectors of employment (e.g., mining, law enforcement, or 
construction) (Collins, 2015). As a result, both the awareness 
of appropriate conventions to address trans individuals and 
the predisposition to adapt one’s language to suit their needs 
may be lower among employees working in these settings. 
Given shifting organizational discourses around the impor-
tance of diversity and inclusion, we also expect individuals in 
more senior roles (e.g., managerial and executive positions) to 
“lead the way” in terms of using inclusive language for trans 
employees (Cottrill et al., 2014). Altogether, we hypothesize 
that the degree of comfort using trans-affirming language 
will be greater amongst employees working in urban areas, 
certain industries/sectors, and those occupying senior roles 
(Hypothesis 3). Another plausible influence is the organi-
zation’s size. On the one hand, smaller firms may provide 
enhanced opportunities for meaningful inter-personal contact 
with individuals from gender and sexual minorities (Tee & 

Hegarty, 2006). On the other hand, larger firms tend to have 
greater resources to allocate to diversity training and aware-
ness and formal channels to combat workplace discrimination 
and harassment (Day & Greene, 2008). Given these compet-
ing forces, we make no a priori predictions about the relative 
levels of comfort using trans-appropriate language among 
employees in smaller and bigger organizations.

Finally, a positive workplace climate cultivated through 
inclusive policies and practices should encourage organiza-
tional citizenship behaviors, including the use of inclusive 
language (Nishii, 2013; Panicker et al., 2018). This should 
apply most strongly to organizations that score highly in 
objective and externally defined markers of workplace diver-
sity and inclusion in the space of gender and sexuality. Thus, 
our final hypothesis is that the degree of comfort using trans-
affirming language will be greater among employees in 
organizations with highly inclusive climates (Hypothesis 4).

The Australian Context

We study the individual and organizational predictors of 
trans-inclusive language in the workplace in a relatively pro-
gressive country: Australia. Public attitudes toward LGBT 
issues in Australia have become substantially more support-
ive in the last few decades (Perales & Campbell, 2018). In a 
cross-country survey measuring attitudes toward homosexu-
ality, Australians averaged 6.3 on a scale of 1 (low accept-
ance) to 10 (high acceptance) over the 2001–2014 period, a 
substantial increase from an average of 4.2 in the previous 
two decades (Valfort, 2017). Attitudes toward trans indi-
viduals, more specifically, are difficult to gauge due to the 
scarcity of suitable data (Valfort, 2017). One exception is a 
2016 survey conducted by Ipsos and the Williams Institute, 
where Australia ranked eighth of 23 countries in relation to 
public support for transgender rights.

Australia has also made significant inroads in improv-
ing legal protections for sexual and gender minorities in 
recent years. In 2013, the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 was 
amended to explicitly prohibit discrimination on the basis 
of a person’s sexual orientation, gender identity, or intersex 
status (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2014). The 
Act encompasses key areas of public life, including employ-
ment, education, housing, and the provision of goods and 
services (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2013). 
Another important milestone was the legalization of same-
sex marriage in 2017, which paved the way for couples to 
marry regardless of sex or gender (Perales & Campbell, 
2018; Riseman, 2019). While Australia’s legal protections 
toward LGB people rank highly in international comparisons 
(OECD, 2020), Australia lags behind the OECD average in 
relation to laws protecting gender minorities (OECD, 2020). 
For example, unlike countries such as France, Germany and 
the Netherlands, Australia still requires trans binary people 
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to undergo medical procedures to change their legal gender 
(OECD, 2020). This is consistent with Riseman’s (2019) 
observation that trans and intersex rights and acceptance 
were somewhat slower than LGB rights to enter the Austral-
ian public agenda. Indeed, recent Australian evidence points 
to the existence of significant barriers to inclusion amongst 
trans people, in the workplace and otherwise (Bates et al., 
2020; Jones, 2016; Sullivan, 2018). In the next section, we 
describe the data and methods that we deploy to examine 
trans-inclusive language in the workplace within this insti-
tutional context.

Data and Methods

Dataset and Sample

Pride in Diversity is a program of ACON, Australia’s larg-
est not-for-profit Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Queer 
(LGBTQ) community health organization. The program 
was set up to provide employer support for all aspects of 
LGBTQ workplace inclusion. Since 2011, Pride in Diver-
sity has monitored LGBTQ workplace inclusion policies 
and practices through its Australian Workplace Equality 
Index (AWEI). A key component in this task is an annual, 
repeated cross-sectional, national employee survey aimed 
at documenting the impact of LGBTQ inclusion initiatives 
on organizations and their employees: the AWEI Employee 
Survey (Pride in Diversity, 2019). This study is based on 
data from the 2020 AWEI Employee Survey, the ninth and 
largest iteration of the employee survey. This is a volun-
tary, online survey issued to employees within organiza-
tions that either were members of Pride in Diversity or that 
participated in the benchmarking process as non-members. 
These organizations encompass a wide range of sectors 
and industries. A total of 26,700 individuals completed 
the survey module on inclusive language use. After los-
ing approximately 3% of cases due to missing data on the 
covariates, the final analytic sample encompasses 25,776 
to 25,815 individuals (depending on the model) from 149 
organizations.

The 2020 AWEI Employee Survey collects rich infor-
mation on topics such as personal beliefs about inclusion, 
visibility of LGBTQ issues at work, ally behaviors, and 
workplace experiences. While there are some limitations 
associated with the online and voluntary nature of the 
survey (including an over-representation of individuals 
from gender and sexual minorities), these are far out-
weighed by the novel insights into processes of work-
place inclusion that this unique dataset can offer.As we 
discuss later, the nature of our analyses makes them less 
vulnerable to the selection bias typically associated with 
non-probability samples.

Survey Measures

We use the AWEI Employee Survey data to derive two 
outcome variables tapping into different dimensions of lan-
guage use towards trans employees. The questions ask the 
full sample of respondents to rate their degree of agreement 
with the following statements: (1) “I would be comfortable 
using they/their/them personal pronouns for a non-binary 
person at work” and (2) “I would be comfortable referring 
to a colleague by a different name or personal pronouns if 
they were affirming their gender (transitioning) at work”. 
Responses are in a Likert scale going from [1] “strongly dis-
agree” to [5] “strongly agree.” As seen in Table 1, a major-
ity of survey respondents “agree” or “strongly agree” with 
both propositions, although there is some variation across 
statements.

The AWEI Employee Survey allows us to derive an 
encompassing set of variables capturing individual- and 
employer-level factors that may predict inclusive-language 
use toward trans employees, and which are used as explana-
tory variables in our models. These variables align with the 
theoretical factors discussed before, and fall into four blocks.

Respondents’ gender and sexual identity is captured 
through an exhaustive and mutually exclusive set of eight 
dummy variables distinguishing between the following 
categories: cisgender heterosexual man, cisgender hetero-
sexual woman, cisgender non-heterosexual man, cisgender 
non-heterosexual woman, trans man, trans woman, trans 
non-binary (assigned male), and trans non-binary (assigned 
female). We also include an additional dummy variable for 
individuals who did not provide sufficient information to be 
classified into these categories.

Respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics 
include the respondent’s age (six categories ranging from 
“ < 24 years” to “65 + years”), highest educational attain-
ment (six categories ranging from “primary education” 
to “postgraduate degree”), and dummy variables (0 = No, 
1 = Yes) capturing whether respondents identify as coming 
from a culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) back-
ground, being Indigenous, and being religious.

Employment-related characteristics include workplace 
location (urban, regional, rural, remote), industry (24 cat-
egories), sector (federal/state/local government, higher edu-
cation, private, not-for-profit), and organization size (four 
categories from “small (< 500 employees)” to “significant 
(> 8000 employees),” as well as the respondent’s position 
within the organization (senior and executive level, middle 
management, regular employee).

Workplace environment is approximated through the 
use of the 2020 Australian Workplace Equality Index (the 
Index), a composite measure capturing the quality of an 
organization’s LGBTQ-inclusion policies and practices. 
The Index is constructed by adding up scores on separate 
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Table 1  Summary statistics Variables n (%)

Comfortable using they/their/them pronouns for non-binary person
  Strongly disagree 1194 (4.5%)
  Disagree 1569 (5.9%)
  Neither agree nor disagree 2996 (11.2%)
  Agree 7106 (26.6%)
  Strongly agree 13,846 (51.8%)

Comfortable using different name or personal pronouns after transitioning
  Strongly disagree 690 (2.6%)
  Disagree 827 (3.1%)
  Neither agree nor disagree 2008 (7.5%)
  Agree 7254 (27.1%)
  Strongly agree 15,970 (59.7%)

Sexual orientation and gender diversity
  Cisgender heterosexual man 8312 (31.0%)
  Cisgender heterosexual woman 12,257 (45.8%)
  Cisgender non-heterosexual man 2606 (9.7%)
  Cisgender non-heterosexual woman 2238 (8.4%)
  Trans man 90 (0.3%)
  Trans woman 114 (0.4%)
  Trans non-binary (assigned male at birth) 73 (0.3%)
  Trans non-binary (assigned female at birth) 139 (0.5%)
  Insufficient information to classify 960 (3.6%)

Age group
  < 24 years 1389 (5.2%)
  25–34 years 7081 (27.2%)
  35–44 years 7745 (28.9%)
  45–54 years 6808 (25.4%)
  55–64 years 3255 (12.2%)
  65 + years 258 (1.0%)
  Prefer not to say 253 (0.9%)

Respondent identifies as Indigenous
  No 25,189 (97.4%)
  Yes 664 (2.6%)

Respondent identifies as having a CALD background
  No 23,064 (89.2%)
  Yes 2789 (10.8%)

Respondent identifies as religious
  No 22,024 (85.2%)
  Yes 3829 (14.8%)

Highest educational attainment
  Primary education 91 (0.3%)
  Secondary education 2745 (10.2%)
  Certificate or diploma 6055 (22.6%)
  Bachelor degree, or equivalent 11,573 (43.2%)
  Postgraduate degree 6121 (22.8%)
  Other 204 (0.8%)

Remoteness of work location
  Urban area 22,751 (84.9%)
  Regional area 3117 (11.6%)
  Rural area 534 (2.0%)
  Remote area 387 (1.4%)
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Australian Workplace Equality Index Employee Survey 2020 data
CALD culturally and linguistically diverse

Table 1  (continued) Variables n (%)

Position in organization
  Senior and executive level 3166 (11.8%)
  Middle management 3459 (12.9%)
  Regular employee 20,164 (75.3%)

Organizational size
  Small (< 500 employees) 1382 (5.7%)
  Medium (501–1999 employees) 3432 (14.5%)
  Large (2000–8000 employees) 10,600 (46.4%)
  Significant (> 8000 employees) 7413 (33.4%)

No data 3962 (14.8%)
  Industry of employment
  Aged care 144 (0.5%)
  Banking and financial services 2421 (9.0%)
  Community services 750 (2.8%)
  Construction 292 (1.1%)
  Education 2459 (9.2%)
  Energy and utilities 1531 (5.7%)
  Health and wellbeing 220 (0.8%)
  Hospitality 907 (3.4%)
  Insurance 1258 (4.7%)
  Law enforcement 2737 (10.2%)
  Legal 1506 (5.6%)
  Media and entertainment 454 (1.7%)
  Mining 1105 (4.1%)
  Pharmaceuticals 318 (1.2%)
  Professional services and consulting 1768 (6.6%)
  Property 368 (1.4%)
  Public service 5817 (21.7%)
  Rail and logistics 114 (0.4%)
  Recruitment 132 (0.5%)
  Research and development 241 (0.9%)
  Retail 1102 (4.1%)
  Technology and telecommunications 729 (2.7%)
  Tourism and gaming 60 (0.2%)
  Transport 356 (1.3%)

Sector of work
  Government 10,884 (40.6%)
  Private sector 12,920 (48.2%)
  Higher education 2433 (9.1%)
  Not-for-profit 552 (2.1%)

Inclusion Index quartile
  Q1 2347 (8.8%)
  Q2 5809 (21.7%)
  Q3 8021 (29.9%)
  Q4 6650 (24.8%)
  No data 3962 (14.8%)
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dimensions, such as human-resource policies, diversity prac-
tices, employee networks, training and professional develop-
ment, and community engagement—for details, see Pride in 
Diversity (2019). To make the Index comparable between 
small and standard employers (which are subjected to dif-
ferent scoring mechanisms), we collapse the raw scores into 
quartiles. Organizations in the top quartile (Q4) have the 
most inclusive LGBTQ policies relative to other participat-
ing organizations.1

Descriptive statistics on all explanatory variables are pre-
sented in Table 1.

Analytic Approach

To examine the associations between the explanatory vari-
ables and each of the ordered outcome variables capturing 
respondents’ comfort using trans-affirming language, we 
estimate two ordered logistic regression models—one for 
each outcome. To ease interpretation, the model coefficients 
on the explanatory variables are exponentiated and thus 
expressed as odds ratios (ORs). The ORs give the probabil-
ity of being in a higher (compared to an equal or lower) level 
of the ordered outcome variable associated with a one-unit 
increase in a given explanatory variable, controlling for all 
other variables in the model. ORs greater than one denote 
positive associations with inclusive language use, whereas 
ORs smaller than one denote negative associations.

Empirical Evidence

Main Analyses

The results from our multivariable ordered logistic regres-
sion models are presented in Table 2. Columns 1 to 3 show 
the results for the model pertaining to the degree of comfort 
using they pronouns to refer to a trans non-binary person at 
work, whereas columns 4 to 6 show the results for the model 
pertaining to the degree of comfort using different names 
and pronouns for a colleague undergoing a gender transition.

Gender and Sexual Identity

In both models, respondents who identify as cisgender het-
erosexual men (the reference category) were significantly 
less likely to be comfortable using trans-inclusive language 
at work than all other groups, all else being equal. This can 

be inferred from the fact that the ORs for all of the gender/
sexuality categories in the model were greater than one and 
statistically significant. Women were more likely to be com-
fortable using trans-inclusive language than men in the cis-
gender heterosexual, cisgender non-heterosexual, and trans 
groups. This is evidenced by larger ORs among women than 
men, with such differences being statistically significant in 
Wald tests.2 In both models, trans women were the most 
likely to be comfortable using trans-inclusive language in 
the workplace, followed by trans non-binary individuals. 
The magnitude of these associations was substantial, as can 
be grasped from the average marginal effects presented in 
columns 3 and 6. For example, the probability of falling 
into the strongly agree category of the outcome variable 
was 55.2% (model 1) and 50.8% (model 2) higher for trans 
women than for cisgender heterosexual men. Overall, these 
results are highly consistent with Hypothesis 1, which pos-
ited that women and individuals from gender/sexual minori-
ties would be more likely to use trans-affirming language 
than cisgender heterosexual men.

Socio‑demographic Characteristics

The results for the socio-demographic variables also offer 
empirical insights that align largely with our theoretical pre-
dictions. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, age was negatively 
and linearly related to comfort using trans-affirming lan-
guage in both models. For example, the odds of expressing 
higher levels of comfort using they pronouns among employ-
ees aged 65 + years were 0.374 times (p < 0.01) those of 
employees aged 24 years and younger—which translates into 
a 22.6% lower probability of falling into the strongly agree 
category. Similarly, religious individuals were substantially 
less comfortable with inclusive language than their non-
religious peers, all else being equal. For instance, the odds 
of expressing higher levels of comfort using a new name 
and pronouns for a colleague who transitioned decreased 
by a factor of 0.435 (p < 0.01) among religious compared 
to non-religious employees. This equates to a 17.4% lower 
probability of selecting the strongly agree response option. 
We also observed a clear positive gradient in trans-affirming 
use by employees’ level of education, ceteris paribus. As an 
example, individuals with a bachelor degree exhibited sig-
nificantly higher levels of comfort than individuals with sec-
ondary education using they pronouns (OR = 1.221, p < 0.01) 
and using the correct name and pronouns for colleagues who 

1 Because information on employer size and Index scores is only 
available for organizations that participate in Pride in Diversity’s 
benchmarking process, we use dummy variables to flag cases with 
missing data on those variables.

2 Concerning comfort using they pronouns, Wald tests showed statisti-
cally significant differences between cisgender heterosexual men and 
women (χ2(1) = 1056.10, p < 0.001), cisgender non-heterosexual men 
and women (χ2(1) = 151.93, p < 0.001), and trans men and women 
(χ2(1) = 16.09, p < 0.001). The same pattern of results emerged in the 
model for using different pronouns for trans colleagues.
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Table 2  Odds ratios from ordered logistic regression models of trans-inclusive language use

Variables Comfortable using they/their/them
pronouns for non-binary person

Comfortable using different names or pronouns 
for colleague who transitioned

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Odds ratio Standard error AME Odds ratio Standard error AME

Sexual orientation and gender diversity group (reference: Cisgender heterosexual man)
  Cisgender heterosexual woman 2.495*** 0.070 0.208 2.816*** 0.083 0.234
  Cisgender non-heterosexual man 3.493*** 0.168 0.283 4.374*** 0.232 0.321
  Cisgender non-heterosexual woman 8.359*** 0.512 0.447 9.642*** 0.671 0.440
  Trans man 3.625*** 0.895 0.291 2.778*** 0.691 0.231
  Trans woman 20.276*** 7.154 0.552 19.647*** 7.759 0.508
  Trans non-binary (assigned male at birth) 13.501*** 5.243 0.511 7.871*** 2.890 0.415
  Trans non-binary (assigned female at birth) 15.587*** 4.982 0.527 12.528*** 4.183 0.469

Age group (reference: ≤ 24 years)
  25–34 years 0.795*** 0.061  − 0.031 0.845** 0.061  − 0.031
  35–44 years 0.555*** 0.043  − 0.100 0.596*** 0.043  − 0.100
  45–54 years 0.450*** 0.033  − 0.155 0.458*** 0.033  − 0.155
  55–64 years 0.396*** 0.030  − 0.187 0.394*** 0.030  − 0.187
  65 + years 0.374*** 0.046  − 0.226 0.328*** 0.046  − 0.226
  Respondent identifies as Indigenous 0.907 0.073  − 0.021 0.905 0.077  − 0.020
  Respondent identifies as CALD 1.011 0.041 0.002 0.994 0.043  − 0.001
  Respondent identifies as religious 0.472*** 0.016  − 0.159 0.435*** 0.015  − 0.174

Educational attainment (reference: Secondary education)
  Primary education 0.861 0.188  − 0.032 0.774 0.179  − 0.053
  Certificate or diploma 0.998 0.046  − 0.000 0.983 0.047  − 0.003
  Bachelor degree, or equivalent 1.221*** 0.053 0.042 1.127*** 0.052 0.024
  Postgraduate degree 1.373*** 0.067 0.067 1.233*** 0.063 0.042

Remoteness of work (reference: Urban area)
  Regional area 0.872*** 0.035  − 0.029 0.893*** 0.037  − 0.023
  Rural area 0.830** 0.073  − 0.040 0.800** 0.072  − 0.045
  Remote area 0.597*** 0.061  − 0.108 0.648*** 0.069  − 0.089

Position in organization (reference: Senior and executive level)
  Middle management 0.830*** 0.041  − 0.039 0.780*** 0.042  − 0.047
  Regular employee 0.681*** 0.028  − 0.080 0.614*** 0.027  − 0.095

Industry of employment (reference: Public service)
  Aged care 1.106 0.192 0.022 0.995 0.182  − 0.001
  Banking and financial services 0.920 0.048  − 0.018 0.923 0.052  − 0.016
  Community services 1.269*** 0.108 0.051 1.430*** 0.131 0.071
  Construction 0.931 0.119  − 0.015 0.986 0.133  − 0.003
  Education 1.338*** 0.073 0.062 1.509*** 0.089 0.081
  Energy and utilities 1.108 0.070 0.022 1.242*** 0.082 0.043
  Health and wellbeing 0.686*** 0.100  − 0.081 0.711** 0.108  − 0.071
  Hospitality 0.964 0.070  − 0.008 0.906 0.069  − 0.020
  Insurance 1.075 0.070 0.015 1.124* 0.078 0.024
  Law enforcement 0.454*** 0.024  − 0.167 0.544*** 0.029  − 0.127
  Legal 0.915 0.063  − 0.019 0.993 0.073  − 0.002
  Media and entertainment 1.070 0.115 0.015 1.283** 0.147 0.050
  Mining 0.891 0.063  − 0.025 0.857** 0.064  − 0.032
  Pharmaceuticals 0.809* 0.094  − 0.045 0.839 0.102  − 0.036
  Professional services and consulting 0.968 0.056  − 0.007 1.007 0.063 0.001

  Property 0.735*** 0.082  − 0.066 0.740** 0.087  − 0.062
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transitioned (OR = 1.127, p < 0.01). In contrast, against the 
predictions in Hypothesis 2, we found no statistically sig-
nificant differences in the degree of (dis)comfort concerning 
trans-affirming language use between employees with and 
without a CALD background. Neither were there differences 
by Indigenous identification.

Employment‑Related Factors

Our theoretical framework also led us to expect certain 
employment-related characteristics to be associated with 
the use of trans-affirming language at work (Hypothesis 3). 
Consistent with these hypotheses, the models showed that 
the distance from urban areas is inversely related to comfort 
using trans-affirming language. For instance, compared to the 
reference category of “urban area,” the ORs for the category 
“remote area” were 0.597 in model 1 (p < 0.01) and 0.648 in 
model 2 (p < 0.01). In the metric of predicted probabilities, 
these ORs equate to decreases in the probability of strongly 
agreeing with the statements presented of 10.8% and 8.9%, 
respectively. Also consistent with expectations, employees 
who hold more senior positions within the organization 
expressed greater comfort using inclusive language toward 
their trans peers than other employees, all else being equal. 
As an example, the odds of reporting higher levels of comfort 

using they pronouns among regular employees decreased by 
a factor of 0.681 (p < 0.01) compared to senior leaders—or 
an 8% decrease in the probability of selecting the strongly 
agree response option. The results further revealed signifi-
cant heterogeneity in inclusive-language use across industry 
sectors, with remarkable consistency across both models in 
the sectors that performed better (e.g., education, commu-
nity services, and research and development) and those that 
performed worse (e.g., recruitment, health and wellbeing, 
property, and law enforcement).

While we made no explicit predictions concerning employer 
size, we found that employees in the smallest organizations 
exhibited the greatest adjusted levels of comfort using trans-
inclusive language. For instance, the odds of individuals being 
comfortable using the correct name and pronouns of trans col-
leagues in organizations with 8000 + employees were 0.710 
times (p < 0.01) those of employees in organizations with less 
than 500 employees. This is equivalent to a 6.7% decrease in the 
probability of strongly agreeing with the statement.

Organizational Climate

As posited in Hypothesis 4, we found that employees in 
those companies who scored highly on the inclusion Index 
exhibited greater levels of trans-affirming language use, 

Australian Workplace Equality Index Employee Survey 2020 data. Results for “Prefer not to say,” “Others,” and missing data categories omitted
AME average marginal effects for the “Strongly agree” category, CALD culturally and linguistically diverse
Statistical significance:   *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01

Table 2  (continued)

Variables Comfortable using they/their/them
pronouns for non-binary person

Comfortable using different names or pronouns 
for colleague who transitioned

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Odds ratio Standard error AME Odds ratio Standard error AME

  Rail and logistics 1.008 0.197 0.002 0.918 0.187  − 0.017
  Recruitment 0.476*** 0.088  − 0.157 0.476*** 0.092  − 0.155
  Research and development 1.650*** 0.244 0.105 1.870*** 0.304 0.120
  Retail 1.043 0.073 0.009 1.151* 0.087 0.028
  Technology and telecommunications 1.360*** 0.117 0.065 1.569*** 0.148 0.088
  Tourism and gaming 1.288 0.383 0.054 1.564 0.497 0.088
  Transport 0.924 0.109  − 0.017 1.155 0.145 0.029

Organizational size (reference: Small (< 500 employees))
  Medium (501–1,999) 0.908 0.066  − 0.020 0.899 0.070  − 0.020
  Large (2000–8000) 0.709*** 0.049  − 0.072 0.707*** 0.052  − 0.068
  Significant (> 8000) 0.664*** 0.050  − 0.086 0.710*** 0.057  − 0.067

Inclusion Index quartile (reference: Q1)
  Q2 1.051 0.060 0.010 1.006 0.061 0.001
  Q3 1.215*** 0.071 0.041 1.129* 0.070 0.024
  Q4 1.233*** 0.073 0.044 1.181*** 0.074 0.033

n 25,776 25,815
Pseudo  R2 0.081 0.096
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ceteris paribus. For example, organizations in the top quar-
tile of the Index had ORs that were 1.233 times (model 1) 
and 1.181 times (model 2) greater than those of organiza-
tions in the lowest Index quartile (p < 0.001 in both cases). 
That is, individuals in the most inclusive organizations had a 
3.3 to 4.4% lower probability of selecting the strongly agree 
category, all else being equal.

Despite strong evidence of significant factors associated 
with inclusive language use in both models, our variables 
collectively explained approximately 8–9% of the variance 
in the outcomes of interest (as denoted by the pseudo-R2 val-
ues). This pattern of results serves to underscore the diver-
sity of observed and unobserved factors that contribute to 
individuals’ embracing inclusive workplace language.

Sensitivity and Additional Analyses

To ascertain the robustness of our findings to different analytic 
decisions, we implemented a range of sensitivity analyses and 
specification checks, with reassuring results (see Tables A1 
to A3 in the Online Supplementary Materials). First, we con-
firmed that the pattern of results was similar when we treated 
our ordered outcome variables as cardinal variables within 
a linear model (Column 2, Tables A1 and A2). Second, we 
examined whether results changed when implementing more 
complex multilevel models where individuals (Level 1) are 
nested within organizations (Level 2). The patterns of asso-
ciation were highly consistent to that in our main analyses in 
models treating organization-level heterogeneity as a random 
effect (column 3) and as a fixed effect (column 4).3 Third, 
it could be argued that the inclusion Index taps into some 
of the mechanisms that may connect other organizational 
characteristics to employees’ levels of comfort using trans-
affirming language. This could lead to downward-biased esti-
mates on the organizational characteristics. For this reason, 
we replicated our main models excluding the Index (column 
5). Reassuringly, the estimated model coefficients on the 
organizational characteristics remained similar. Fourth, since 
employment sectors overlap to a large extent with industry 
sectors, we fitted separate models including the former instead 
of the latter. The results of these alternative specifications 
are presented in Table A3 and reveal theoretically meaning-
ful differences in inclusive-language use across employment 
sectors. All else being equal, employees in the not-for-profit 
sector expressed the greatest levels of comfort using inclusive 
language across both models, followed by those in the higher-
education sector, those in the private sector, and, finally, 

those in the public sector. Finally, we examined whether the 
industrial differences observed had their roots in a culture of 
hegemonic masculinity. We accomplished this by replacing 
the original set of industry dummy variables with a continu-
ous-level variable capturing the percentage of AWEI Survey 
respondents who identified as cis-gender heterosexual men 
in the respondents’ industry of work. A greater percentage 
of cis-gender heterosexual men in the industry were associ-
ated with lower odds of an employee being comfortable using 
trans-affirming language—irrespective of the employee’s own 
gender or sexuality (Table A3). This suggests that a culture of 
hegemonic masculinity is partially responsible for industrial 
disparities in use of trans-affirming language.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite strong evidence indicating that trans individuals 
occupy disadvantaged positions within the labor market, 
we know very little about the factors that facilitate their 
workplace inclusion. In this study, we have contributed to 
filling this gap in knowledge by theorizing and empirically 
examining processes of workplace inclusion among trans 
individuals, with a focus on the underexplored domain of 
language. Through innovative use of a large-scale, linked 
employer-employee dataset and multivariable statistical 
modelling, we were able to generate unique insights into 
the individual- and employer-level factors associated with 
the use of trans-affirming language in Australian workplaces.

Consistent with our first hypothesis, employees’ own gen-
der and sexuality were powerful predictors of their language 
practices toward trans colleagues. Specifically, we found that 
women and people from gender and sexual minorities were 
more comfortable using inclusive language when address-
ing their trans peers than cisgender heterosexual men. As 
discussed before, the magnitude of these associations was 
fairly substantial. These results may reflect a greater degree 
of awareness about inclusive language among trans people 
themselves (see Zimman, 2017), as well as among individuals 
from sexual minorities. They also indicate that as previously 
reported for attitudes toward same-sex relations (Perales & 
Campbell, 2018) and overall use of inclusive language (Patev 
et al., 2019)—cisgender heterosexual men also lag behind 
in the adoption of inclusive language practices toward trans 
colleagues. Interestingly, cis-gender non-heterosexual men 
were less comfortable using trans-affirming language than 
individuals from most other groups. This finding is consistent 
with earlier studies documenting differences in support for 
hegemonic masculinity across sexual- and gender-minority 
groups (see, e.g., Ozturk et al., 2020), and underscores the 
importance of considering “diversity within diversity” when 
examining individuals’ support for gender (non-)traditional 
practices.

3 In fact, inspection of the intra-class correlations revealed that 
organization-level factors explained only 4.22 to 4.87% of the total 
variance in the outcome variables in linear random-effect models 
with no predictors, and 0.33 to 0.34% of the unobserved variance in 
fully specified linear random-effect models.
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Our second hypothesis pertained to other socio-demographic 
traits of employees, besides their gender and sexual identity. 
Consistent with expectations, we observed higher levels of 
comfort using trans-affirming language amongst younger, 
more educated, and non-religious employees—with moder-
ate effect sizes. These associations resemble those reported by 
previous studies examining socio-demographic correlates of 
attitudes toward LGBTQ issues (Perales & Campbell, 2018). 
Contrary to our expectations and to this literature, however, 
we found no differences between CALD employees and other 
employees. Neither did we find differences between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous employees. This pattern of results suggests 
that ethno-migrant background is not an important factor in 
structuring the use of inclusive language in relation to trans 
issues within Australian workplaces. It is possible that many 
CALD and Indigenous employees are more acutely aware of 
inclusion issues due to their own minority identities, but also 
that this is offset by some subgroups within these umbrella 
categories holding traditional values about gender and sexual-
ity. Further, people from CALD backgrounds who are native 
speakers of languages that accommodate gendered and non-
gendered pronouns to various degrees may differ in the ability 
to adopt they pronouns when speaking English. Either way, our 
findings point to the importance of future research exploring 
inter-group heterogeneity.

Following multilevel approaches to conceptualizing 
workplace inclusion, we hypothesized that certain employer-
related characteristics would foster or inhibit the use of 
trans-affirming language—net of differences in employees’ 
socio-demographic traits. Our analyses yielded support for 
this hypothesis, indicating that factors such as employer’s 
location, industry, and sector were all important determi-
nants of inclusive language use. Specifically, better practices 
were observed in urban, not-for-profit, and higher-education 
employers compared to regional, rural, private-sector, and 
public-sector employers. None of these associations came as 
a surprise, as they resemble patterns that have been identi-
fied between the same employer-related factors and other 
markers of workplace inclusion—such as rates of harass-
ment or discrimination (Brolis et al., 2018; Saunders & 
Easteal, 2013).

The industrial and sectoral differences observed are 
important and, in some cases, a cause for concern. Employ-
ees in the public sector and those in certain industries aimed 
at safeguarding and enhancing people’s welfare (e.g., health 
and wellbeing, law enforcement, and recruitment) were sig-
nificantly less likely to be comfortable using trans-affirming 
language. The fact that employees in the health and wellbeing 
sector were among the least inclusive resonates with litera-
ture documenting challenges in accessing healthcare for indi-
viduals from diverse genders and sexualities (Puckett et al., 
2018). These individuals often report postponing or avoiding 
treatment due to a fear of being stigmatized or discriminated 

against (Grant et al., 2010; Puckett et al., 2018), and non-
inclusive language is recurrently cited as an instance of these 
experiences (Goldberg et al., 2019). The results regarding 
employees in law enforcement and recruitment echo those 
of previous studies showing that trans individuals routinely 
experience discrimination from the police and during the 
hiring process (Grant et al., 2011). Apart from reinforcing 
stigma against trans employees, these patterns may also harm 
organizations indirectly by reducing their effectiveness and 
restricting their capacity to attract talent (Mallory et al., 
2015; Badgett et al., 2013).

Individuals’ positions within the organization were also 
important, with more senior employees “leading the way” 
in the use of trans-inclusive language. This finding under-
scores the significant role that managers, supervisors, and 
senior executives can play as innovators in the space of 
workplace inclusion, through leadership and role mode-
ling (Boekhorst, 2014; Mor Barak, 2015). Our results also 
revealed that employees in firms that had attained higher 
scores in an Index of diversity and inclusion practices in the 
workplace were more likely to use inclusive language. This 
finding was consistent with our fourth and final hypoth-
esis and speaks to the importance of cultivating workplace 
environments that promote understanding and respect of 
the needs of employees with diverse genders and sexuali-
ties. While we did not have a priori expectations about firm 
size, our empirical results suggested that trans-affirming 
language was more prevalent in smaller rather than larger 
firms. This finding aligns with perspectives emphasizing 
greater flexibility to encourage behavioral change within 
smaller firms (Richard et al., 2013) and that these firms 
provide greater opportunities for meaningful interpersonal 
contact, which can in turn help overcome stereotypes and 
stigma (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). It also aligns with previ-
ous research findings indicating that small firms benefit the 
most from inclusive workplace practices (Sels et al., 2006).

In relation to theory, our findings confirm the usefulness 
of theoretical frameworks that conceptualize workplace 
inclusion as a multilevel process, recognizing the significant 
contributions made by both individual- and employer-level 
factors. Research that considers only either set of processes 
is likely to offer only a partial picture of the factors moti-
vating inclusive language use within the workplace. How-
ever, despite the richness of the data and high number of 
covariates, our models explained only a modest amount of 
the variance in language use among employees (approxi-
mately one tenth). This underscores the multifaceted and 
complex nature of workplace inclusion processes, includ-
ing those pertaining to language. It also suggests that future 
studies should consider additional factors not measured 
here as plausible drivers of such processes. Based on previ-
ous research, putative candidates may include employees’ 
personality traits, cognitive styles and frequency of contact 
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with trans people at the individual level, and organization’s 
staffing profiles and presence or visibility of trans people at 
the aggregate level. The examination of cross-level interac-
tions between socio-demographic factors and employer-level 
characteristics also constitutes a potentially fruitful way to 
expand the explanatory power of the models presented here.

Despite the novel insights and important contributions 
of this study, a noteworthy caveat of the AWEI Employee 
Survey is that, like other opt-in online surveys, it is prone to 
selection issues. First, the potential covered population (i.e., 
all employees of participating organizations) may not be 
fully representative of the target population (i.e., all employ-
ees in Australia). This could result in under-coverage bias 
(Valliant & Dever, 2011). Second, the realized sample (i.e., 
all respondents) may not be fully representative of the poten-
tial covered population and/or the target population (Valliant  
& Dever, 2011). In relation to this, the non-probabilistic  
nature of the sample means that the use of inferential  
statistics is contingent on several untestable assumptions. 
Nevertheless, selection bias is likely to be comparatively 
small for our purposes. This is because results from non-
probability surveys are less likely to be biased when analyses 
focus on relationships between variables rather than on point  
estimates (Pasek, 2016). In addition, there is growing rec-
ognition that surveys need to be evaluated not only on their 
statistical features, but also on their “fitness for use” (Baker 
et al., 2013, p.98). In this regard, use of the AWEI Employee 
Survey is fully justified by its incorporation of unique infor-
mation that is currently unavailable in population-based 
survey in Australia—and rarely available internationally. A 
second, more minor, limitation is that our outcome variables 
measured employees’ comfort using trans-inclusive lan-
guage, rather than their actual use. Nevertheless, we expect  
these two constructs to be strongly correlated.

Despite these limitations, our findings yield important 
lessons for workplace inclusion policies. At a broad level, 
the results underscore the need to address not just formal 
types of discrimination against trans employees, but also 
informal forms occurring at the interpersonal level. How-
ever, they also highlight the value of moving beyond “blan-
ket approaches” to providing inclusive workplace climates 
for different groups of workers (Ozturk & Tatli, 2016, 
p.797). Instead, organizational policies and practices need to 
be tailored to suit the specific needs and unique experiences 
of trans workers—including the use of trans-affirming lan-
guage. This is a crucial endeavor, as cumulative experiences 
of informal discrimination can have profound, negative 
effects on trans people’s employment trajectories (Ozturk 
& Tatli, 2018).

Further, the present study confirms the existence of bar-
riers to the use of trans-inclusive language that are une-
venly distributed across employee and employer “types” 
(Kelly et al., 2020; Patev et al., 2019). To the extent that 

socio-demographic characteristics reflect attitudinal, cogni-
tive, or language-related barriers, efforts need to be directed 
toward educating employees concerning the appropriate use 
of names and pronouns when addressing their trans col-
leagues (Sawyer et al., 2016). In this regard, our findings are 
invaluable in qualifying which employees and which employ-
ers are more likely to require training and support in adopting 
trans-affirming language, paving the way for more targeted 
and efficient interventions. Specifically, training programs 
that manage to engage cisgender heterosexual men; older, 
less educated, and religious employees; and workers in non-
managerial roles have a greater chance to make a genuine 
difference. Similarly, training needs seem particularly acute 
in large firms; employers without a strong track record of 
overall inclusion practice; public- and private-sector employ-
ers; and organizations within certain industries (e.g., recruit-
ment, health and wellbeing, and law enforcement).

Finally, our study reaffirms the importance of organiza-
tional policies and practices aimed at fostering an inclusive 
environment for trans employees. Specifically, organizations 
should adopt policies that facilitate appropriate language 
use toward trans employees affirming their gender iden-
tity, including the recognition of new names and pronouns 
through informal channels and in formal document and 
communications (Sawyer et al., 2016). Examples of positive 
practices include—but are not limited to—incorporation of 
non-binary options when asking about employees’ gender, 
enabling employees to self-select their personal pronouns 
within human-resource systems, and ensuring congruence 
in salutation fields on forms.

Our findings also point to important avenues for further 
research. First, our theoretical model linked socio-demographic 
and employer-level characteristics to trans-affirming language 
through cognitive, language, and attitudinal factors. However, 
we were unable to explicitly capture these factors in our empiri-
cal models and doing so would enable the refinement of inter-
ventions aimed at fostering inclusive language in the workplace. 
Qualitative research is perhaps best placed to identify the pre-
cise nature of the mechanisms (both barriers and facilitators) 
implicated in these processes—for example, through in-depth 
interviews or focus groups with employees whose comfort levels 
using trans-inclusive language are distinctively high and low. 
Second, the field would benefit from new studies that under-
take similar analyses to those presented here in different country 
contexts. As described before, Australia represents a relatively 
supportive institutional environment for individuals with diverse 
genders and sexualities. Identifying whether or not our findings 
hold in less supportive (e.g., the USA) or more supportive (e.g., 
the Netherlands) countries, and the macro-level factors that may 
moderate the relationships of interest, represent important path-
ways for further inquiry.

To conclude, while use of appropriate language toward 
individuals with diverse genders and sexualities constitutes 
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an important stepping stone to their workplace inclusion, 
this study has demonstrated that its adoption remains 
incomplete and highly segmented. Greater efforts should be 
directed at understanding what drives inclusive language use 
across workplaces, and at devising policies and programs 
that encourage employees to embrace it.
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