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Abstract
Narratives are a means of voicing in organizations. What it follows is a short reflection
concerning the challenge taken by narratives of being the lens through which hearing voice
from transgender people in organizations. This paper is aimed to scrutinize in what extent the
role of transgender people narratives aids inclusion in organizations, through an
organizational account of the underlying meanings in writing organizational stories. The
reflection is mainly based on two concepts: the first one is silence, as a way to hide themselves
in the workplace, and the second one is identity, as an apparatus of comparison between
individual and organizational subjectivity. In this reflection, transgender people played the
role of being a source of knowledge, triggering a debate concerning voice and silence in
organizations.

Introduction
This contribution is aimed at providing a preliminary framework to investigate to what
extent the role of transgender narratives aids inclusion in organizations. Inclusion is the
primary purpose of Diversity Management (DM), broadly meant as the practice of knowing
sources of difference among people in organizations. DM has increasingly become paramount
for scholars due to many reasons. Globalization, for instance, requires more “interaction
among people from diverse culture, beliefs, and background than ever before” (Senichev, 2013:
337), and the demographic change in society is also reflected in organizations (Gotsis and
Kortezi, 2013).
From a theoretical point of view, the inclusiveness of Diversity Management can be analyzed
with a particular focus on transgender people as an instance of a minority population in
organizations. Since Davis (2009) pointed out that “transgender issues in the workplace
represent the bleeding edge of the cutting edge in the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender) diversity human rights movement” (Davis, 2009: 109), meaning that they are
subtly discriminated in and outside the policies adopted for LGBT+ individuals, they represent
an extreme sample of the whole population that challenges the consolidated binary view of
gender.
Therefore, discrimination in organizations does not only occur through visible and
acknowledgeable practices (Barry, 1994), although they are accountable for lack of inclusion
and for an increase of ‘existence’ of the binary system. The inclusion of minority groups, or of
individuals belonging to minority groups, is also related to the majority group’s perception of
the advantages stemming from the introduction of inclusive practices. Indeed, if the majority
group feels like they have something to lose from diversity, they will resist it (Ashikali and
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Groeneveld, 2015). The otherness related to minorities has a paramount relevance in inclusive
processes; their perception of goodness or badness of inclusion will be reflected on the
inclusiveness of the whole organization, possibly producing exclusion (Solebello et al., 2016).
Stories give the possibility of inclusion because they represent an expression of voice in
organizations. Writing stories about their own account portray an individual point of view
that allow the readers to dialogue with otherness. Transgender people writing stories of
themselves engage a process of identity construction through corporeality (Phibbs, 2008) and
organizational experience (Gherardi et al., 2018). Here I advocate a more performative
approach to narrative research (Riach et al., 2016), meaning that narrative is not solely a
method of social inquiry, but something capable of constructing identity in the organization
(Dawson and Hjorth, 2011; Gartner, 2007). Reflecting on stories as a source of knowledge, more
than empirical data, this contribution is organized as follows: in Section 2, a brief examination
on how the binary view of gender makes organizations less inclusive is provided. In Section
3, the concept of silence in organizations presented before the one of identity (Section 4) is
explored. In the present reasoning, voicing transgender people in organizations through the
use of narratives fosters an interaction concerning the identity, individual and organizational
one. The modalities in which this latter occurs are addressed in the last part of this reflection,
together with the conclusions.

The binary view of gender in organizations
For transgender people, performing their identity (Butler, 1999) means, on the one hand,
challenging and defying the binary view of gender; on the other, seeking forms of acceptance
and identification. The way transgender individuals ‘live’ the organization entails two aspects
only apparently contradictory. Firstly, there is the challenge to gender binarism, which is not
concealed by the identity cultivated by the hegemonic culture. Conversely, there is the need
to be recognized as a member of the opposite sex, despite their own identity being different
from both of the two most known gender. In other words, “the narratives of trans people who
both embrace and challenge gender norms indicate the fragility of rigid dichotomous thinking
with respect to ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, sex and gender” (Sanger, 2010: 270). Moreover, as Gagné
and Tewksbury (1998) maintain, resistance and the willingness to adhere to the gender binary
system are two faces of the same coin. Even individuals whose gender identities do not fit
within the gender-binarism system have understood well the dominant belief system, for it is
against that system that they react (Gagné et al., 1997). Despite the institutionalized nature of
gender, its enactment has been analyzed from a Foucauldian perspective as a cultural
statement (Townley, 1993). Following this tradition, the ways in which transgender
individuals both are in opposition and conform to normative gender through their enactments
of alternative gender identities have been analyzed. Acts or non-acts of opposition are often
induced by the fear of discrimination and lack of acceptance and inclusion (Schwabenland and
Tomlinson, 2015). This is the reason why the practice of silence is considered one of the most
used practices in resisting to organization (Ward and Winstanley, 2003; Bell et al., 2011). Silence
can be used not to increase or affirm new binary gender practices or to hide transgender
people’s own identity: it is also a way not to contribute to the construction of organizational
identity, to keep separate the organizational identity from the individual one (Bizjak, 2018).
Although these issues push individuals toward conflicting ends of a binary system, the
commonality is that these are all pressures to stay within the binary system itself. Transitions
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from one gender to the other challenge the assumption that gender is a natural outgrowth of
sex, to “the extent that gender rebels can be pressured to perfect their presentations of
alternative gender to more closely approximate the ‘opposite’ sex” (Gagné and Tewksbury,
1998: 86-87). In this way, “the binary system is preserved, with those known as transgendered
relegated to the third gender category of ‘unnatural’ or deviant” (Gagné and Tewksbury, 1998:
87).
Transgender individuals can teach a valuable lesson to the power dynamics of gender, as
well as the possibility of resistance to the binary gender system’s encroachment into the
consciousness and identity of social actors. The performativity of their gender is an act of
opposition to resistance aimed at negotiating their identity with the organizational one (Riach
et al., 2014). Although many transgender people conform to binary expectations, according to
which, for instance, feminine individuals will be female by actively transitioning, therefore,
from one gender to the other, work and organizational context constitute essential settings for
sexual minorities, through which they feel able to actively negotiate their terms of existence
(Sanger, 2010), creating an opportunity to define their sense of self. Conversely, even resistance
could lead to acts of discrimination, intimidation, and violence (Thomas and Plaut, 2008).
Sometimes, the actual actors who resist are not conscious at all of their acts of resistance but
that action is explicit and acknowledgeable by other members of the organization (Hollander
and Einwohner, 2004), although we should consider the fact that “reciprocity and the idea of
taking the other into account reflect masculine discourses of separation between self and
others – a separation that can only be bridged by the recognition and attempted fulfilment of
each other’s (instrumental) self-interest” (Knights, 2015: 208).

Voice/silence in organizations
The silenced attitude of LGBT people in organizations contributes to perceive them as absent,
so facilitating the lack of sexual orientation and gender identity in the agenda of diversity in
organizations (Ward and Winstanley, 2003), despite the significant amount of literature on
gay, lesbian and queer theory. Therefore, analyzing the role of transgender people concerning
the silencing/voicing process is considered of paramount importance for this research.
Furthermore, language is one of the factors that influence people in remaining silent (Ward
and Winstaley, 2003). “Foucault is recognizing that discourse may be made up of silence and
of things that do remain unsaid may be, in some way, forbidden. Silence, can therefore be
illustrative of power being articulated, or as a means of resistance” (Ward and Winstanley,
2003: 1260). This section aims to understand how the categories of voice and silence impact on
pathways of inclusion/exclusion. Silence and voice can be considered as two opposites
categories, but sometimes silence can be interpreted as something different from the lack of
voice (Van Dyne and Botero, 2003). The category of voice, on the one hand, is usually identified
as a process to contribute either to the strategy or some practice considered too bad to keep
the silence. Silence, on the contrary, is often seen by the LGBT community as a way to hide
themselves from the other members of the organization and to avoid any performance about
their sexual orientation or gender identity; i.e., organizational silence occurs when individuals
choose to withhold their opinions about organizational problems (Morrison and Milliken,
2000). Even in the research field, the instance for inclusion and disclosure of sexual orientation
are considered as “voice lesser heard in organization” (Ward and Winstanley, 2005). Lack of
voice is usually attributed to lack of power (Morrison and Milliken, 2000), and for stigmatized
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groups, silence is considered to be either quiescent (voluntarily withholding of voice to protect
oneself) or acquiescent (involuntary withholding of voice) that reflects an acceptance of
adverse circumstances as being normal (Pinder and Harlos, 2001).
We can identify at least three types of silence linked to sexual orientation and gender identity
in organizations:
-

silence as covering the own sexual orientation and gender identity;

-

silence as the transparency of heteronormativity, that it is always taken for granted;

silence as the lack of acknowledgment by colleagues when the sexual orientation
becomes overt.
These categories of voice and silence have been fruitfully scrutinized in organization studies
to deal with the gender issue in organizations (for a literature review about this issue see
Simpson and Lewis, 2005). What is still missing is the consideration of a poststructuralist view
(Reingardė, 2010) of the performativity of gender identity and sexual orientation (Butler, 1999),
instead of a binary view of gender.
According to Reingardė (2010), our knowledge about the experiences of silence or coming
out at work and the influence of these experiences on their identity is still scarce, indeed,
members of traditionally disadvantaged groups frequently experience discrimination in
different forms that influence their silencing/voicing behavior, concerning the expression of
dissenting views and their power to effect change (Bowen and Blackmon, 2003; Roberson and
Stevens, 2006). As Allen (1995) noted, a high level of authentic voice in an organization is an
indicator of successful diversity management. The next section is aimed to explain
methodologically how to explore silence and voice processing in managing diversity in
organizations.

Identity in organizations
The concept of organizational identity is widely debated in organizational literature and,
more generally, in management studies, up to the point where organizational identity is linked
almost to everything (Van Tonder and Lessing, 2003; Alvesson et al., 2008). Until the 1970s, in
the field of sexual minorities in organizations, the word ‘identity’ was inexistent. As Anteby
and Anderson (2014) underline, it was not until the 1980s that researchers in organizational
contexts considered the concept of identity worthy of scholarly attention. The literature in the
1980s represents the matching between sexual minorities’ identities and organizational
identity, as “theories and research suggest that members’ identities and organisational identity
are closely linked” (Scott and Lane, 2000: 43).
From the extensive literature available on this topic, only those contributions that allow us to
foster interaction between identity, at the organizational level, and the construction of identity,
at the individual level, are considered relevant. Following this criterion, the concept of identity
evolves, in organizational studies, from an individualistic (Albert and Whetten, 1985; Fiol and
Huff, 1992; Brown and Starkey, 2000; Gioia et al., 2000) to a social view (Ashforth and Mael,
1989; Scott and Lane, 2000; Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Alvesson et al., 2008; Hatch and
Cunliffe, 2013). In this paper, they are investigated as two steps in the evolution of the concept
of identity that can be subsumed under two broad categories: the permanence of those
elements strictly linked to the organizational identity, and the construction of its own social
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identity, where elements of the individual identity interact with the organization, and vice
versa. The two categorizations have been referred to as the classical and constructivist
approach.
Albert and Whetten (1985) can be considered the pioneers of the classical approach. They
were the first scholars to use the term ‘organizational identity’ in order to identify those
elements that remain stable, substantial, and distinctive over the time. The concept of identity
argued by Albert and Whetten (1985) is quite close to the etymology of the word ‘identity’: ‘id’
in Latin means ‘the same’, enduring over the time. The authors analyzed a period of economic
crisis in their university, interviewing some of their colleagues and asking them what they
would do and what their future plans would be in case they were fired. Their answers shed
light on how the concept of identity crisis moves from individuals to organizations (Hatch and
Cunliffe, 2013). From this point of view, the organizational identity becomes more visible and
acknowledgeable during periods of crisis, in that precise moment when people are forced to
question which elements are stable and which are not.
Gioia et al. (2000) expand on Albert and Whetten’s (1985) elements of stability and
distinctiveness over the time in organizational identity by adding that, while an organization
might not be considered stable over time, it nevertheless preserves some of its features, thus,
conveying a certain halo of stability. Thus, according to Gioia et al. (2000), what changes are
the meanings associated with those labels that represent the stable elements of the
organizational identity. In other words, while individuals perceive organizations as stable,
they are always at the mercy of change as the meanings associated with those labels change.
Gioia et al. (2000) call this process “adaptive instability” (Gioia et al., 2000: 63), which allows
organizations’ members to interpret specific organizational labels, in order to increase their
self-esteem (Brown and Starkey, 2000).
Corley and Harrison (2009) state that organizations need to change to preserve their own
identity. Therefore, identity is not only an individual issue but a collective one. Hence, it is
strictly correlated with the interaction among individuals and the interaction between
individuals and the organization in the broader social context. Likewise, the organization’s
identity is of significance for all the individuals belonging to that organization and,
correspondingly, individuals’ identity is of paramount significance for the organization. Thus,
people who are undergoing a process of identity (gender) transition or those who are planning
to do so should be valued by managers and by all the organization’s members.
In the case of transgender people, individual identities are constantly, if not at the same time,
resorting to different ways of displaying and hiding themselves (Ward and Winstanley, 2007),
since their social identity is not correctly recognized by others (McLemore, 2015). While the
non-recognition of a given social identity may be psychologically disruptive (McLemore,
2015), when an individual’s gender identity is accepted, a strong feeling of inclusion is
engendered (Rundall and Vecchietti, 2010). Transgender people construct their identity in the
workplace because there is a dialectical relationship between social identity (also shaped by
the organization) and the occupation (Beagan et al., 2012).
The constructivist approach assumes that the social context is a lever for the shaping of
identity. Indeed, the Social Identity Theory (Ashforth and Mael, 1989) argues that the
individual tries to obtain a better social identity thanks to the feeling of belongingness to
groups that are highly considered and valued. Organizations’ members face a social
identification process through the organizational identity. Even for protected categories of
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workers, gender binarism lies behind the corner. Thus, even transgender and gender nonconforming people need to categorize themselves (Rundall and Vecchietti, 2010). Drawing on
the social constructivist view of organizational identity means to admit that organizations do
not remain stable over the time but, rather, they construct themselves every day, shedding
light on the more evident phenomenon of whether the recognition of the individuals’ identities
matters for the whole organization as much as it matters for the individuals themselves.
According to Knights (2015), it is possible to go beyond the subjectivity, looking at knowledge
that derives from the individuals’ representation. This representation is not limited to the
categories imposed by society, but he argues for a dynamic ontology of the subject, aiming at
dissolving, and not only challenging, the binary system of gender. While most people support
biological determinism, we should question whether or not biology actually determines
gender identity and if it is possible to change one’s sex and assume a new identity (Dentice
and Dietert, 2015).

Final reflections and directions forward
Traditionally, the literature dealing with transgender individuals in organization and the
way they deal with binarism has paid attention to the perception of identity. As
aforementioned, practices of silence have also been quite investigated in the literature, with a
particular focus on acts of resistance to these practices (Riach et al., 2014; Ward and Winstanley,
2003).
Personal narratives permit oppressed people to affirm their subjectivities. The constitution of
the subject through the act of writing is more suitable to a performative narrative analysis
(Riach et al., 2016) as stories permit identifying rules and social interpretations of acts
breaching and violating the rules. Narrative accounts, therefore, may provide examples of
attempts to change or overcome the binary system. Therefore, stories enact voices in
organizations, that is a way not to hide itself but conversely, construct a social reality where
affirmative traits interact with a collectivity. Here comes up a measurable extent of inclusion,
seen in the previous reasoning as the interaction between individual and organizational
identity. Identity meant as putting together both stable and constructing elements, as a
dialectic process in which not only the belongingness is realized, but even the uniqueness.
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