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The present research examined the relation between authentic identity expression and transgender
employees’ work-related attitudes and experiences. Drawing on Kernis’ (2003) theoretical conceptual-
ization of authenticity and expanding on current workplace identity management research, we predicted
that employees who had taken steps to reduce the discrepancy between their inner gender identities and
their outward manifestations of gender would report more positive job attitudes and workplace experi-
ences, in part because the reduction of this discrepancy is related to greater feelings of authenticity. In
Study 1, we found that the extent to which one has transitioned was related to higher job satisfaction and
perceived person-organization (P-O) fit and lower perceived discrimination. In Study 2, we replicate and
extend these results by showing that the extent to which employees felt that others at work perceived
them in a manner consistent with how they perceived themselves (relational authenticity) mediated the
relations between extent of transition and all 3 of these outcomes. However, perceptions of alignment
between one’s felt and expressed identity (action authenticity) only mediated this link for job satisfaction.
We discuss the theoretical and practical implications of our results, as well as avenues for future research
on authenticity in the workplace.
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“The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you truly are.”
—Carl Jung

Social identities represent how we define ourselves, in part, by
categorical difference criteria. That is, a person’s identity can be
grouped with those who are similar and distinguished from those
who are different (Brewer, 1991; Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament,
1971). Social identities are important in the workplace, given that
they represent how we perceive ourselves both as employees and

in relation to others with whom we spend a great deal of time
(Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000). Some employees possess stigmatized
identities, and thus are often the targets of discrimination at work
(Badgett, Lau, Sears, & Ho, 2007). The decision to express or
suppress a stigmatized identity at work, especially for those with
invisible (e.g., sexual orientation) or dynamic stigmas (i.e., those
that become more visible or serious over time, including preg-
nancy or chronic illness), is often made with trepidation over fear
of negative repercussions (Ragins, Singh, & Cornwell, 2007).

Despite these fears, many individuals with stigmatized identities
decide to express their identities openly in the workplace (Clair,
Beatty, & MacLean, 2005). Identity expression through acknowl-
edgment of a stigmatized identity has been found to decrease
perceptions of interpersonal discrimination (Singletary & Hebl,
2009), and disclosure of one’s stigma has been found to be
positively related to job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment (Griffith & Hebl, 2002; Law, Martinez, Ruggs, Hebl, &
Akers, 2011). Researchers studying nonstigmatized populations
have further argued that identity expression tends to result in other
positive outcomes, including greater psychological well-being and
life satisfaction (e.g., Goldman & Kernis, 2002; Ryan, LaGuardia,
& Rawsthorne, 2005; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne, & Ilardi, 1997),
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given that one is able to achieve an authentic sense of self at work
(Griffin, 1992). Yet, the psychological mechanisms responsible for
these outcomes are not well understood. That is, although prior
studies have demonstrated positive outcomes of identity expres-
sion for individuals with and without stigmatized identities across
various domains, little empirical research has explicitly focused on
why positive outcomes occur. Understanding why identity expres-
sion may be related to positive outcomes for individuals with
stigmatized identities is vital, given that such knowledge may lead
to more targeted research on identity management and more ef-
fective organizational policies that recognize and promote healthy
forms of identity expression.

As such, the goals of the present study are to examine the
relations between identity expression and employee job outcomes
and to explore the psychological mechanisms that serve to explain
these relations. We focus on job outcomes that previous research
has shown to be related to expressions of one’s identity in the
workplace in order to extend such work. To test our hypotheses,
we use three samples of transgender employees, given that this is
a social identity group that historically has been stigmatized across
various social and organizational contexts (Badgett et al., 2007;
Irwin, 2002) and a group for which authenticity is an increasingly
important issue in the workplace (e.g., Budge, Tebbe, & Howard,
2010; Connell, 2010; Sawyer, Thoroughgood, & Webster, 2016;
Schilt & Connell, 2007).

We contribute to the literature in two important ways. First, we
advance the identity management literature by lending insight into
the psychological mechanisms by which identity expression may
be related to employee outcomes. In particular, we examine the
roles of two forms of authenticity—(a) feeling that one’s outward
expression of identity matches one’s internal identity (action au-
thenticity), and (b) feeling that others recognize one’s identity in a
manner consistent with one’s self-concept (relational authentici-
ty)—in mediating the relations between identity expression and
employee outcomes. We suggest that striving for authenticity is an
important underlying psychological mechanism that explains why
people engage in identity management strategies, such as disclos-
ing hidden characteristics (e.g., sexual orientation, chronic illness;
Griffith & Hebl, 2002; Martinez, White, Shapiro, & Hebl, 2016)
and acknowledging visible characteristics (e.g., wheelchair use,
obesity; Hebl & Kleck, 2002; Lyons et al., 2016). Traditionally,
disclosure is purported to ease intrapersonal tension related to
identity expression, whereas acknowledgment is thought to ease
interpersonal discomfort among others who may feel uneasy
around those with stigmatized traits. Yet, we propose that identity
management of any form allows one to achieve an authentic sense
of self at work, which, in turn, is related to positive job attitudes
and experiences. Thus, authenticity acts as a superordinate psy-
chological mechanism that can manifest in a wide array of identity
management behaviors.

Second, we contribute to a growing body of research on trans-
gender employees in the workplace by drawing on the unique
work-related experiences of this greatly understudied population
(Sawyer et al., 2016). In so doing, we address calls for greater
attention to the work experiences of understudied and marginal-
ized populations (Casper & Swanberg, 2011; Paetzold, Dipboye, &
Elsbach, 2008) and, specifically, employees with concealable and
dynamic identities (Jones & King, 2014; Ruggs et al., 2013). Such
research is important because it contributes greater understanding

regarding the extent to which existing theories align with the
experiences of an increasingly diverse workforce.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

Authenticity is defined as “the unobstructed operation of one’s
true, or core, self in one’s daily enterprise” (Kernis, 2003, p. 13).
Workplace authenticity has been linked to improved physical and
psychological well-being, including lower anxiety, depression, and
negative affect, and greater life satisfaction (Goldman & Kernis,
2002; Ryan et al., 2005; Sheldon et al., 1997). Authenticity com-
prises four related, yet distinct, elements: awareness, unbiased
processing, action authenticity, and relational authenticity (Kernis,
2003). Awareness and unbiased processing refer to being cogni-
zant of and honest about self-relevant cognitions, respectively.
Action authenticity involves feeling as though one’s actions are
consistent with one’s inner, or true, self, as opposed to feeling that
one is conforming to external pressures. Relational authenticity
refers to achieving a sense of self among others that aligns with
one’s self-concept, or the extent to which one is perceived or
characterized by others in a way that is consistent with how one
defines themself. We focus on the latter two dimensions, given that
the former two are related to identity formation and coherence,
which are intrapersonal phenomena, rather than behaviors and
relationships that manifest at work.

Within the context of gender identity, action authenticity in-
volves enacting gender-relevant behaviors that are consistent with
one’s inner conceptualization of their gender (West & Zimmer-
man, 1987). For most people, their gender identity is consistent
with the one assigned to them at birth based on biological char-
acteristics. Yet, for transgender individuals, this is often not the
case, given that many feel that their physical attributes do not align
with their internal gender identities. Strong societal norms related
to being male or female (Bem, 1983; Eagly, 1987) partly shape the
extent to which individuals experience congruity between their
inner self-concepts and outward expressions of gender, as well as
the outcomes of these “fit” assessments. When one’s inner gender
identity and outward expressions of gender are misaligned at work,
dissonance, or the possession of conflicting attitudes, beliefs, or
behaviors (Festinger, 1962), may result. Reducing this felt disso-
nance is believed to promote action authenticity.

Relational authenticity occurs when a person’s inner conceptu-
alization of their gender aligns with others’ perceptions of their
gender. When self- and other-perceptions are misaligned, individ-
uals will often engage in activities to align others’ perceptions with
their self-views (e.g., self-presentation, body modification; Swann,
1983). One activity that is particularly relevant for transgender
employees involves displaying “identity cues” that signal the iden-
tity by which they wish to be defined (Swann, 1983). Authentically
displaying one’s true gender identity at work may be particularly
important to transgender employees, given that individuals obtain
personal meaning and information about their identities at work
via their interpretations of others’ responses to them (Ashforth &
Mael, 1989; Pratt, 1998). Feeling that others recognize one’s
gender in a manner that is consistent with one’s own identity
enhances relational authenticity.

Transgender employees who seek to align their inner gender
identities with their outward appearances should feel greater free-
dom from the inner conflicts between their gender identities and
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their outward expressions of gender (action authenticity). That is,
physically transitioning should be positively related to feelings of
action authenticity. The transition process may also help align self-
and others’ perceptions of one’s gender identity (relational authen-
ticity). It is important to note that although action and relational
authenticity may seem conceptually similar to extent of physical
transition, there are important distinctions. Extent of transition
represents a behavior and authenticity reflects an attitude that may
or may not result from extent of transition. Prior research has
demonstrated that individuals may have fully transitioned in order
to “pass,” but not felt that their outward gender expression was
completely consistent with how they felt inside (Schilt, 2006).
Further, many transgender individuals report that they prefer to
craft their own conceptualizations of gender after transitioning
instead of aligning with societal gender norms (Schilt & Connell,
2007). Thus, action authenticity is not guaranteed as one transi-
tions. Individuals may also engage in subtle non-gender-
conforming behaviors at work before formally transitioning as a
means of anticipating others’ reactions (Budge et al., 2010). Such
actions can result in greater feelings of relational authenticity from
others in the absence of a formal transition. These findings suggest
that both forms of authenticity are meaningful and independent
throughout the gender transition process.

By examining the roles of action and relational authenticity in
explaining why authentic expressions of identity relate to work-
place attitudes and experiences, we build on prior research that has
shown that disclosure of a transgender identity is related to posi-
tive employee outcomes. Specifically, Law et al. (2011) found that
disclosure was related to more positive reactions from coworkers,
which, in turn, was related to positive job attitudes. Further, Ruggs,
Martinez, Hebl, and Law (2015) later found that positive reactions
of coworkers were more negatively related to perceived discrim-
ination than the presence of organizational policies or degree of
disclosure. These studies allude to, but do not directly test, the
possibility that transgender employees may achieve authenticity by
displaying aspects of their identities at work and that felt authen-
ticity may be one reason why identity expression is related to more
positive attitudes.

Based on this past research, we posit that extent of transition
should be related to work outcomes including job satisfaction,
perceived P-O fit, and perceived discrimination. We propose that
the relations between extent of transition and outcomes should be
mediated by both action and relational authenticity because indi-
viduals may feel less restricted and more comfortable being who
they truly are at work and believe that others see them as their true
selves. Furthermore, to the extent that the transition process allows
one to achieve a consistent sense of self at work and promotes
others’ awareness and recognition of one’s true self, transitioning
should foster perceptions of congruence between oneself and the
work environment, or greater perceived P-O fit. Under such con-
ditions, individuals who have transitioned to a greater extent may
also perceive less workplace discrimination. Indeed, Davis (2009)
described how transitioning reduced her fears of prejudice at work,
a sentiment echoed in other accounts of those who transitioned
(Budge et al., 2010). Thus, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 1 (Studies 1 and 2): Extent of transition will be
positively related to (a) job satisfaction and (b) perceived P-O
fit, and (c) negatively related to perceived discrimination.

Hypothesis 2 (Study 2): Action authenticity will mediate the
relations between extent of transition and (a) job satisfaction,
(b) perceived P-O fit, and (c) perceived discrimination.

Hypothesis 3 (Study 2): Relational authenticity will mediate
the relations between extent of transition and (a) job satisfac-
tion, (b) perceived P-O fit, and (c) perceived discrimination.

Pilot Study

Prior to testing our hypotheses, we conducted interviews with
transgender employees to determine the importance of and motives
behind transitioning, as well as to better understand the process of
transitioning at work. Two of the authors conducted semistructured
interviews with 17 transgender employees, focusing on their mo-
tives for transitioning, the effect of transitioning on their work
attitudes, and the influence of coworkers/supervisors in the tran-
sition process. We recruited participants via personal contacts,
social media, and snowball sampling. Interviews were by tele-
phone, Skype, or Google Hangouts and lasted between 11 and 32
minutes. A team of research assistants and one of the authors
transcribed the interviews, and two of the authors analyzed the
transcriptions for common themes. Participants represented vari-
ous industries (e.g., public health, education, engineering, law
enforcement) and had been employed between one and 28 years at
their current organizations. Nine individuals identified as male-to-
female (MTF) transgender, six identified as female-to-male trans-
gender (FTM), and two did not identify along the gender binary.
Ages ranged from 23 to 62 years old.

Interview Findings

One of the most consistent themes that emerged from the
interviews was the importance of transitioning. All participants
indicated that they would have transitioned at work regardless of
whether their coworkers, supervisors, or the organization were
supportive. One person stated, “It got harder to be fake. I had to
finish transitioning. I would’ve transitioned regardless of whether
my employer supported it” (MTF, logging). Another stated, “Be-
fore I started transitioning, [it] really affected my ability to func-
tion at work. [Transitioning] was an absolute necessity” (FTM,
education). Thus, participants often saw their transitions as critical
to their professional lives. In terms of individuals’ motives for
transitioning, we found evidence for both action and relational
authenticity, as well as the potential positive effects of these forms
of authenticity on their work-related attitudes (Table 1). Overall,
these findings offer some context for testing our hypotheses by
suggesting that identity expression is related to more positive
workplace outcomes (Study 1) and that authenticity may function
as an explanatory mechanism in these relations (Study 2).

Study 1

Method

Participants and procedure. We recruited 173 individuals at
a large conference for transgender health issues in the northeastern
United States. Two of the authors obtained a booth and invited
attendees to participate in a survey about their workplace experi-
ences. Five people were removed from the analyses due to sub-
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stantial missing data, four were removed because they were cis-
gender,1 and 28 were removed because they were not employed
(final n � 136). Demographic data are presented in Table 2.

Measures. Participants’ extent of gender transition was as-
sessed with one item: “Which of the following best describes your

status?” Individuals selected one of five options: “Not begun
transitioning,” “Considering transitioning,” “Preparing to transi-
tion,” “In the process of transitioning,” and “Fully transitioned.”
Nine items (� � .94) from the Job Descriptive Index Job in
General Scale (Kinicki, McKee-Ryan, Schriesheim, & Carson,
2002) were used to assess job satisfaction (e.g., “My job is . . .”
“pleasant,” “great”). Three items (� � .91) from Cable and Judge
(1996) were used to assess perceptions of P-O fit (e.g., “My values
match those of current employees in the organization”). Six items
(� � .87) adapted from Griffith and Hebl (2002) assessed per-
ceived discrimination (e.g., “I feel I have experienced job discrim-
ination in my company”). All outcomes were assessed on a 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale.

Results and Discussion

Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations are
presented in Table 3. We include a consideration of potential
control variables for Studies 1 and 2 in the Appendix.2 To examine
the proposed relations, we used structural equation modeling
(SEM), following a two-step approach in which we first tested the

1 “Cisgender” refers to individuals whose conceptualizations of their
gender match their biological indicators of sex and therefore are not
“transgender” (see Schilt & Westbrook, 2009).

2 Including theoretically relevant control variables did not substantively
change the pattern of results. However, we provide them for interested
readers in the Appendix, in line with contemporary recommendations
(Spector & Brannick, 2011).

Table 1
Example Quotes Regarding Authenticity and Improved Job Attitudes From Interviews

Action authenticity
• “I felt that I was always living a lie. Outwardly, I was not consistent with who I really believed I was inside—who I felt I was. I really needed to

do it [transition] because I was not who I was really supposed to have been. And so, it was important for me to do this” (MTF, office
administration).

• “I’m just tired of not being authentic. I dealt with that with every faculty member who walked in my door. Thinking, ‘I’m a liar. I’m a fraud.’
I’m not a fraud. And that means I have to make some more changes [by transitioning]” (MTF, higher education).

• “It’s a conflict between the way you feel inside and the physical body that you have and changing the way you present yourself; like, you don’t
want to be a guy in a dress” (MTF, finance).

• “Right now, I’m thirteen, almost fourteen months [since transitioning] at work . . . my internal/external is very consistent. I love it. I don’t have
any problems” (MTF, education).

Relational authenticity
• “There was a point where people started seeing me as just one of the guys. And I think that at that point I started feeling like I fit in a lot better

. . . it’s the individuals [specific coworkers] who make that possible. So, in terms of fitting in, it’s actually more about the people that are there
than about my exact gender presentation” (FTM, museum curator). (This quote also highlights the distinct natures of action and relational
authenticity).

• “I have no problem living full time as a woman because I’m pretty much accepted as one. And I think acceptance is also related to self-
acceptance . . . A lot of your feelings of being complete and who you are as a person comes from the responses of others. You can’t help but
feel good about yourself when people respond in a positive manner rather than a negative manner” (MTF, office administration).

• “Nothing makes you happier during and after your transition than people calling you by your proper pronoun and assuming that you are who you
present to be . . . that’s what you want” (MTF, finance).

• “[I didn’t feel authentic at work] because of not being reassured from other people. I think that did play a part in not feeling like myself. When I
was affirmed in a different setting, then I was happier about it, but yeah, there [his former job], I wasn’t [supported]” (FTM, retail).

Improved job attitudes after transitioning
• “I was happier at work because I was happier being myself. I was happier presenting myself, even if it weirded people out” (MTF, finance).
• “I feel more included. I feel like I’m living as an authentic person. When I wasn’t me, I was miserable. It created work-related conflicts. Pre-

transition conflicts are not an issue now . . . I feel like I fit better with the faculty I work with, with everyone” (MTF, education).
• “Before, she [a coworker] said I was unapproachable, untalkative, seemingly upset, and now I’m smiling, enjoying myself, enjoying others’

company and doing work better and reacting to others in a more positive way” (MTF, education).
• “I was not involved at all [at work], and then once I started [with my transition] I definitely felt more included, more involved, and a lot more

comfortable [at work]” (FTM, retail).

Note. MTF � male-to-female transgender; FTM � female-to-male transgender.

Table 2
Demographic Data for Participants in Study 1

AgeAverage 37.15 years (SD � 13.40)
Gender representation MTF transgendera (33%)

FTM transgenderb (39%)
Gender queerc (20%)
Neither male nor female (4%)
Other (4%)

Work experienceAverage 15.10 years (SD � 12.38)
Race White (84%)

Black (4%)
Hispanic (4%)
Asian (2%)
Pacific Islander (1%)
Other (5%)

Industry representation Healthcare (21%)
Business (13%)
Education (13%)
Government (7%)
Information (5%)
Other (41%)

a Indicates male-to-female (MTF) transgender participants. b Indicates
female-to-male (FTM) transgender participants. c Individuals who iden-
tify as gender queer reject the notion of “male” and “female” altogether.
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measurement model followed by the structural model (Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988). A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated
better fit to the data when the items were modeled onto their four
respective latent factors, �2(147) � 238.22, p � .001, comparative
fit index (CFI) � .95, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) � .94, root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) � .07, Akaike
information criterion (AIC) � 7,753.99, compared with an alter-
native model that specified a single common factor, �2(152) �
757.78, p � .001, CFI � .65, TLI � .60, RMSEA � .17, AIC �
8,263.55; ��2(5) � 519.56, p � .001, lending support for the
four-factor model (extent of transition, job satisfaction, perceived
P-O fit, perceived discrimination).

H1 stated that extent of transition at work would be related to
higher job satisfaction and perceived P-O fit and lower perceived
discrimination. This model displayed adequate fit to the data,
�2(147) � 238.22, p � .001, CFI � .95, TLI � .94, RMSEA �
.07, AIC � 7,753.99. The path coefficients each support H1

(Figure 1), although the coefficient for job satisfaction did not
reach conventional levels of statistical significance.

The results of Study 1 suggest that extent of transition was
related to more positive work-related outcomes, providing further
support for the benefits of identity expression at work. In Study 2

we assess the roles of action and relational authenticity in explain-
ing why extent of transition may be related to job satisfaction,
perceived P-O fit, and perceived discrimination.

Study 2

Method

Participants and procedure. We collected data from 96 in-
dividuals at the same transgender health conference the following
year using the same procedures outlined in Study 1. Furthermore,
we obtained 205 responses by recruiting through websites and
support groups dedicated to transgender issues. Eighty-one people
were excluded due to missing data, two were removed because
they were cisgender, and 19 were excluded because they were not
currently employed (final n � 199). Demographic data are pre-
sented in Table 4.

Measures. Job satisfaction, perceived P-O fit, and perceived
discrimination were assessed with the same items as in Study 1.
Reliabilities were all � .89. Action authenticity (� � .94) and
relational authenticity (� � .92) were assessed using three and
four items, respectively, which were written for the present study
(Table 5). Before administering the items, we consulted with
several experts who have conducted authenticity research and
incorporated their feedback. Next, we asked participants from the
pilot study to complete a card sort task to assess how well the
measures reflected their respective constructs. We followed An-
derson and Gerbing’s (1991) procedure for establishing whether
items adequately represent the constructs they are designed to
measure. This was important because no previous measures cap-
ture authenticity related to expressing gender identity at work. We
used our pilot study participants for the card sort task because they
were similar to, but not included in, our focal studies and thus
could provide reliable responses from the perspective of transgen-
der employees who have transitioned at work. These individuals
read a description of action and relational authenticity from Kernis
and Goldman (2006), then indicated whether each of the items

Table 3
Zero-Order Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and
Reliability Coefficients for all Study 1 Variables

Construct M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Extent of transition 3.86 1.42
2. Job satisfaction 5.35 1.29 .15 (.94)
3. Perceived P-O fit 4.58 1.62 .19� .53�� (.91)
4. Perceived discrimination 2.57 1.34 �.23� �.35�� �.37�� (.87)

Note. Extent of transition was coded such that 1 � not begun transition-
ing, 2 � considering transitioning, 3 � preparing to transition, 4 � in the
process of transitioning, and 5 � fully transitioned. P-O � person-
organization.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.

Extent of Transition

Action 
Authenticity

Relational 
Authenticity

.52; .78 (.10)***

.47; .78 (0.11)***

.22; .15 (0.07)*

.57; .36 (0.07)***

.06; .05 (0.09)

-.46; -.34 (0.08)***

.38; .29 (0.08)***

-.44; -.65 (0.13)***

S1: .16; .16 (0.09)

S1: .22; .25 (0.10)*

S2: .17; .17 (0.07)*

S2: .12; .15 (0.09)*

S2: -.27; -.32 (0.09)***

.64; 1.83 (0.26)***

Job 
Satisfaction

Perceived 
P-O Fit

.57; .97 (0.16)***

-.52; -.98 (0.17)***
S1: -.23; -.22 (0.09)*

.04; .04 (0.08)

Perceived 
Discrimination

Figure 1. Structural equation model for all relations tested in Studies 1 and 2. Double-headed arrows indicate
correlated error terms for the two mediators and the three outcomes. Total effects for Studies 1 (S1) and 2 (S2)
are presented as dotted lines and indirect effects for Study 2 are presented as solid lines. All path coefficients
and covariances listed first are standardized and those listed second are unstandardized. Standard errors appear
in parentheses. � p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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reflected action authenticity, relational authenticity, or neither. All
action authenticity items were classified as such at least 70% of the
time and relational authenticity items were classified as such at
least 82% of the time, suggesting items are representative of their
respective constructs (Anderson & Gerbing, 1991).

Results

Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations are
presented in Table 6. As in Study 1, we followed a two-step SEM
approach to examine the hypothesized relations (Anderson &
Gerbing, 1988). A CFA indicated a better fit to the data when the
items were modeled onto their six respective factors, �2(285) �
545.68, p � .001, CFI � .94, TLI � .93, RMSEA � .07, AIC �
16,321.27, than on a single common factor, �2(299) � 2502.31,
p � .001, CFI � .49, TLI � .44, RMSEA � .19, AIC �
18,249.89; ��2(14) � 1,956.63, p � .001, lending support for the
six-factor model (extent of transition, action and relational authen-
ticity, job satisfaction, perceived P-O fit, perceived discrimina-
tion).

Tests of hypotheses. H1 stated that the extent of transition
would be positively related to job satisfaction and perceived P-O
fit and negatively related to perceived discrimination. A structural
model provided adequate fit to the data, �2(147) � 327.32, p �
.001, CFI � .93, TLI � .92, RMSEA � .08, AIC � 11,641.73 (see
Figure 1). H2 and H3 stated that action and relational authenticity
would mediate the links between extent of transition and our three
outcomes. A structural model testing these relations also fit the
data well, �2(288) � 546.84, p � .001, CFI � .94, TLI � .93,
RMSEA � .07, AIC � 16,316.43 (see Figure 1). We then tested
the significance of the indirect effects with the bias-corrected
bootstrapping method outlined by MacKinnon, Lockwood, and
Williams (2004). The effect of extent of transition through action
authenticity was significant for job satisfaction, but not for per-
ceived P-O fit or perceptions of discrimination. The effects of
extent of transition on all three outcomes through relational au-

thenticity were significant (Table 7). Overall, H1 and H3 were fully
supported and H2 was partially supported.3

Discussion

Although research suggests that identity expression is associated
with positive outcomes for individuals (e.g., Goldman & Kernis,
2002; Ménard & Brunet, 2011; Sheldon et al., 1997), including
those with stigmatized identities (Griffith & Hebl, 2002; Law et
al., 2011; Singletary & Hebl, 2009), the psychological mechanisms
that explain these links are not well understood. Drawing on the
authenticity literature, the present study illuminates some of the
reasons why expressing one’s true identity, in this case gender
identity, may be related to positive outcomes at work. Our results
revealed that extent of transition was related to greater congruence
between one’s inner experience and outward expression of gender
(action authenticity), which, in turn, was related to increased job
satisfaction but not to perceptions of P-O fit or discrimination.
Extent of transition was also related to the feeling that one’s own
conceptualization of their gender identity and others’ perceptions
of their gender were in alignment (relational authenticity), which,
in turn, was related to all three outcomes.

Prior research may lend insight into why relational, but not
action, authenticity mediated the relations between extent of tran-
sition and employees’ perceptions of P-O fit and discrimination.
Although the quality of one’s relationships with their coworkers is
inherently related to perceptions of organizational fit (Kristof-
Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005) and discrimination (Brew-
ster, Velez, De Blaere, & Moradi, 2012; Nye, Brummel, & Dras-
gow, 2009), global job satisfaction is more strongly related to
satisfaction with the actual work than satisfaction with coworkers
(Ironson, Smith, Brannick, Gibson, & Paul, 1989). Thus, achieving
higher levels of congruence between one’s inner self-concept and
outward expression of their identity (action authenticity) may
allow one to focus and enjoy their work more, but it may not
impact the extent to which they feel that they fit within their
organizations or experience discrimination. However, receiving
feedback from coworkers that conveys that they recognize one’s
gender in a way that is consistent with one’s own gender identity
(relational authenticity) likely represents a signal that one is ac-
cepted as their true self. These findings highlight the importance of
others’ reactions to one’s expression of their true gender identity at
work in predicting outcomes that may be more relational in nature.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

From a theoretical standpoint, the present study contributes to
research on identity management in organizations. It has been
argued that the act of disclosing an invisible stigma leads to
positive outcomes, given that one is able to relieve the strain
associated with leading a double life and achieve a sense of

3 A reviewer pointed out that these results may differ for individuals who
do not remain at the same organization for the duration of their transition.
To examine this possibility, we collected follow-up data from Study 2
participants 1 year later and tested our model using a subset of respondents
(n � 43) who experienced their entire transition at the same organization.
We used Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS Model 4 due to a sample size that is
untenable for SEM. These results completely replicated those reported in
Study 2.

Table 4
Demographic Data for Participants in Study 2

AgeAverage 42.27 years (SD � 13.27)
Gender representation MTF transgender (48%)

FTM transgender (37%)
Gender queer (9%)
Neither male nor female (3%)
Other (3%)

Work experienceAverage 20.97 years (SD � 12.97)
Race White (77%)

Black (7%)
Hispanic (7%)
Asian (3%)
Pacific Islander (1%)
Other (5%)

Industry representation Education (17%)
Healthcare (16%)
Business (14%)
Government (41%)
Other (41%)

a Indicates male-to-female (MTF) transgender participants. b Indicates
female-to-male (FTM) transgender participants. c Individuals who iden-
tify as gender queer reject the notion of “male” and “female” altogether.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

220 MARTINEZ, SAWYER, THOROUGHGOOD, RUGGS, AND SMITH



psychological wholeness (Griffin, 1992; Ragins, 2008; Reynolds
& Hanjorgiris, 2000). Yet, empirical findings have been mixed,
with disclosure yielding positive, negative, and nonsignificant
relations with employee job attitudes and psychological well-being
(Ragins, 2008; Ragins et al., 2007). For example, although Griffith
and Hebl (2002) and Law et al. (2011) found that disclosure of a
gay and transgender identity, respectively, was positively related
to job satisfaction and negatively related to job anxiety, Driscoll,
Kelley, and Fassinger (1996) and Day and Schoenrade (2000)
found no significant relations between disclosure of a gay identity
and job satisfaction or stress. Tejeda (2006) even found that
disclosure of a gay identity was positively related to turnover
intentions. These findings suggest that certain moderators may
influence the relations between disclosure and employee out-
comes. Our results suggest that although authentic identity expres-
sion may allow one to achieve greater coherence between their
private and public selves (Ellis & Riggle, 1996), the reactions of
others at work likely play a critical moderating role in determining
when authenticity leads to positive employee outcomes. Moreover,
the reactions of certain individuals may be more important than
others. Few relationships are as important at work as one’s rela-
tionship with their supervisor (Scandura & Graen, 1984; Tsui &
O’Reilly, 1989), and, as some researchers point out (e.g., Tejeda,
2006), disclosure of a stigmatized identity to supervisors can lead
to significant work-related consequences, given the hierarchical
nature of these relationships. Thus, the degree of support and
acceptance that supervisors display in response to employees’
authentic identity expressions may be critical in determining such

individuals’ subsequent job attitudes and well-being. Thus, future
research might explore the extent to which responses from super-
visors and other relevant stakeholders (i.e., coworkers, customers,
upper managers) potentially impact these relations.

In the current research we focused on the misalignment between
one’s inner gender identity and outward manifestations of gender;
however, the theoretical underpinnings of our findings may hold
for other identity-based incongruities at work as well. Feeling free
to express one’s true identity in authentic ways at work—regard-
less of the nature of the identity or how it is expressed—should,
generally speaking, contribute to more positive workplace attitudes
and experiences under the right circumstances. Further, although
research has supported the benefits of identity expression more
generally across nonstigmatized populations (e.g., Goldman &
Kernis, 2002; Ménard & Brunet, 2011), our findings help to
understand why individuals—regardless of the nature of their
identities—possess some need to express their true selves to oth-
ers. When individuals are able to achieve a sense of authenticity,
this may increase their happiness, feelings of positive self-regard,
and well-being in and outside of work.

More broadly, given that coworkers and supervisors play a key
role in enhancing perceptions of organizational support, it is im-
portant to examine the role that perceived organizational support
may play in predicting authentic employee behavior. For example,
it may be that more supportive work environments promote au-
thentic identity expression among members of all groups, regard-
less of identity. It may also be the case that authenticity is en-
hanced only when group-specific support is demonstrated (e.g.,

Table 5
Action and Relational Authenticity Items Used in Study 2

Action authenticity
At work, how often do you feel like . . .
• . . . your perceptions of your gender identity are inconsistent with your outer appearance? (R)
• . . . your inner gender identity does not match your outward appearance? (R)
• . . . your external gender identity does not align with the ways in which you perceive your gender identity inside? (R)

Relational authenticity
• People at work perceive my gender identity in the same way that I do.
• My coworkers’ perceptions of my gender identity match my own perception of my gender identity.
• People at work refer to me using gender pronouns that match those I use for myself.
• There’s a lack of alignment between the ways in which people at work view my gender identity and the ways in which I view my gender identity. (R)

Note. All action authenticity items were assessed on a 1 (never) to 7 (all the time) scale. All relational authenticity items were measured on a 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. (R) � reverse-coded items.

Table 6
Zero-Order Correlations, Means, Standard Deviations, and Reliabilities for all Study
2 Variables

Construct M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Extent of transition 3.92 1.26
2. Action authenticity 4.84 2.05 .51�� (.94)
3. Relational authenticity 4.49 1.97 .48�� .72�� (.92)
4. Job satisfaction 5.52 1.23 .18� .19�� .42�� (.94)
5. Perceived P-O fit 5.08 1.53 .11 .20�� .34�� .60�� (.92)
6. Perceived discrimination 2.57 1.37 �.26�� �.35�� �.50�� �.51�� �.52�� (.88)

Note. Extent of transition was coded such that 1 � not begun transitioning, 2 � considering transitioning, 3 �
preparing to transition, 4 � in the process of transitioning, and 5 � fully transitioned. P-O � person-
organization.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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support specific to gender expression). In fact, the lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) literature has demonstrated that
supervisor and coworker support (Ragins et al., 2007), as well as
organizational policies and practices (Badgett et al., 2002; Law et
al., 2011; Ragins & Cornwell, 2001; Rostosky & Riggle, 2002;
Tejeda, 2006) play a role in predicting disclosure behaviors. Thus,
we encourage future research that focuses on (a) the psychological
experience of achieving authenticity regardless of whether this is
achieved through disclosing hidden, or acknowledging visible,
characteristics; (b) the role of coworkers and managers in helping
stigmatized employees achieve greater authenticity at work; and
(c) the impact of organizational support on authenticity in the
workplace.

From a practical standpoint, our results have implications for
organizations that seek to foster smooth gender transitions for
employees who wish to begin this process. This is especially
timely, given recent controversial city and state legislation ensur-
ing or removing protection from workplace discrimination based
on gender identity (e.g., denying access to bathrooms that match
transgender employees’ gender identities). To improve employees’
work-related attitudes and experiences, organizations might imple-
ment training programs that encourage individuals to be their true
selves at work and simultaneously create work environments that
promote greater acceptance of employees from different identity
categories through awareness and inclusion initiatives. Indeed, a
number of our participants highlighted the importance of organi-
zational leaders’ explicit support and efforts to educate and prepare
coworkers to ensure smoother transitions for transgender employ-
ees.

Some employers already implement such initiatives. For exam-
ple, Zappos, an online shoe retail company, places a heavy em-
phasis on employees being themselves, and also focuses on culti-
vating an organizational culture that celebrates and embraces the
diversity of each employee (Tolley-Stokes, 2009). At Johnson and
Johnson, policies and programs have been implemented that not
only assist transitioning employees (e.g., by providing medical
coverage, information about the transition process, and coaching),
but also educate managers and coworkers to promote increased
awareness and acceptance (Smith, 2013). Other large firms, such
as Boeing, Google, and Chevron, have acknowledged the impor-
tance of addressing issues related to gender realignment for trans-

gender employees (Smith, 2013), however, there is little system-
atic research to inform existing policies and interventions. Our
results provide support to such companies by highlighting the
potential work-related benefits of gender transitions for transgen-
der employees, as well as the need for organizations to create work
environments that support these processes. By successfully imple-
menting and enforcing inclusive policies that foster smooth tran-
sitions for transgender employees, organizations can act as models
for larger societal changes and legislative actions (Martinez,
Ruggs, Sabat, Hebl, & Binggeli, 2013).

Although the current study highlights some benefits of authen-
ticity at work, it is important to note that revealing one’s stigma-
tized identity is not always related to positive outcomes. The
effects of transitioning for transgender employees may be similar
to those of other dynamic stigmas. There are within-person vari-
ations in how people with dynamic stigmas express their identities
across time and situations based on whether the motivation to feel
authentic outweighs the motivation to protect oneself against po-
tential stigmatization (King & Botsford, 2009; Ragins, 2008). As
with other dynamic stigmas, openly transitioning may not be
advisable due to psychological and physical safety concerns. In-
deed, as prior research has shown, authentic identity expression
can lead to negative health symptoms (Jones, Peddie, Gilrane,
King, & Gray, 2013) and increased prejudice (Mizock & Mueser,
2014) and discrimination (Budge et al., 2010; Schilt, 2006). In
some cases, transgender employees receive pressure to conform to
gender roles, even from supportive coworkers who attempt to
teach them how to behave as a new member of their gender (e.g.,
providing an MTF coworker with makeup tips; Schilt & Connell,
2007). In our own pilot study interviews, some participants re-
ported negative consequences related to transitioning, including
lack of effectiveness of established diversity policies and initial
confusion or hostility among coworkers. Although we focus on the
relations between the transition process, feelings of authenticity,
and job attitudes, we acknowledge that negative outcomes related
to transitioning at work can and do occur.

Thus, transgender employees should assess their work environ-
ments for potential support when making decisions related to
authentic identity expression. The decision to be truly authentic at
work is often highly personal and should be made with consider-
ation of potential work-related consequences—especially for in-

Table 7
Mediation Analyses for the Effect of Extent of Transition on Workplace Outcomes Through
Action and Relational Authenticity

Mediators grouped by
outcome

Standardized
indirect effects

Unstandardized
indirect effects

Standard
errors

95% CI

Lower Upper

Job satisfaction
Action authenticity .11� .12� .07 .01 .52
Relational authenticity .27��� .28��� .08 .28 .86

Perceived P-O fit
Action authenticity .03 .04 .09 �.24 .47
Relational authenticity .18� .22� .10 .11 .82

Perceived discrimination
Action authenticity �.02 �.03 .08 �.27 .31
Relational authenticity �.22��� �.26��� .08 �.82 �.28

Note. P-O � person-organization; CI � confidence interval.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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dividuals with stigmatized identities. Organizations can help to
mitigate some of the negative consequences by creating environ-
ments in which discrimination is not tolerated and respect and
inclusion are highly promoted, thus encouraging relational authen-
ticity. Further, organizations can actively create safe spaces for
individuals to talk about identity issues and seek guidance about
managing their identities at work. As our findings suggest, in
environments where authenticity can be realized, transgender
workers may experience positive job-related outcomes.

Limitations

The present study is not without limitations. Our research design
does not allow us to rule out the possibility that transgender
individuals may self-select into organizations that are more accept-
ing of gender transitions. Thus, they may have been more likely to
report increased job satisfaction and perceptions of P-O fit and
lower perceived discrimination as a result of transitioning in such
settings. Relatedly, we did not limit our study to participants who
remained in the same organization for the entirety of their transi-
tion. The fact that some individuals may not have remained in the
same organization throughout their transition could represent a
confound, given that individuals’ perceptions of relational authen-
ticity may differ if they complete the transition among different
coworkers than when they began the transition. Although we
attempted to address these issues by collecting more data (see
Footnote 3) and even though our interview data suggest that the
decision to transition at work was not highly dependent on work-
place characteristics, these are not perfect solutions to remedy
this confound. Future research should more rigorously account
for the possible effects of organizational membership through-
out the transition process. Specifically, we recommend measur-
ing attitudes before, during, and after changes in transition
status within the same workplace or experience sampling meth-
odologies to more rigorously capture the dynamic nature of
transitioning at work.

The cross-sectional nature of our data does not allow us to rule
out alternative causal orderings of our predicted relations. It might
be argued that transgender individuals who report higher job
satisfaction and perceived P-O fit and lower perceived discrimi-
nation may feel more authentic at work, increasing their likelihood
of transitioning. However, these assertions do not make sense
theoretically. Additionally, the causal ordering of our predictions
are supported by our qualitative data, in which participants over-
whelmingly suggested that their decisions to transition outweighed
their professional concerns and that their attitudes improved as a
result of transitioning at work. Indeed, none of our respondents
suggested that their work situations or attitudes impacted their
decisions to transition.

Finally, the correlation between action and relational authentic-
ity was high, potentially calling into question these constructs’
distinctiveness. Despite being related, previous theoretical discus-
sions have characterized these forms of authenticity as separate
elements in the daily operation of one’s true self (Kernis &
Goldman, 2006). Further, evidence for their distinctiveness was
found in our interviews and CFA results. Finally, action and
relational authenticity displayed differential effects on our focal
outcomes, suggesting they are distinct constructs.

Conclusion

The results of the present study underscore the importance of
achieving an authentic sense of self at work, especially for trans-
gender employees. Although individuals vary in their needs for
authenticity across life domains, including at work, the need for
action authenticity and, in particular, relational authenticity appear
to be important explanatory mechanisms by which identity expres-
sion influences job attitudes and experiences. As such, we would
add to Jung’s opening quote the importance of not only becoming
who one truly is but also being recognized by others for being
one’s true self.
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Appendix

Consideration of Control Variables

Consideration of Control Variables in Study 1

Consistent with prior studies of LGBT populations, we consid-
ered a range of potential control variables, including age, race, and
gender identity (e.g., MTF vs. FTM). Although each of these may
be related to extent of transition, job satisfaction, perceived P-O fit,
and/or perceived discrimination for a variety of reasons, contem-
porary recommendations caution against including controls simply
because past research has done so, because controls are believed to
be related to focal constructs, or due to an assumption that doing
so will “purify” the relations (Becker et al., 2016; Bernerth &
Aguinis, 2016; Carlson & Wu, 2012; Spector & Brannick, 2011).
As there is no reason to believe that these characteristics could
contaminate the measurement of or cause spurious relations be-
tween our focal variables (Spector & Brannick, 2011), we follow
current recommendations and omit these characteristics as control
variables (Carlson & Wu, 2012).

Consideration of Control Variables in Study 2

Consistent with Study 1, we do not include demographic con-
trols. However, although we did not consider doing this in our
Study 1 data collection, in line with research that highlights the
influence of organizational and individual phenomena on trans-
gender employees’ workplace experiences (e.g., Law et al., 2011;
Ruggs et al., 2015), we included organizational supportive policies
and transgender identity centrality as potential controls in this
second data collection. Employees who work in organizations with
more supportive policies for gender identity diversity may feel
more comfortable undergoing the transition process and also report
higher job satisfaction and perceived P-O fit and lower perceived
discrimination. Indeed, research suggests that organizational pol-
icies regarding LGBT equality are related to job satisfaction,
commitment, and turnover intentions (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001).
Thus, the relations between extent of transition and our outcomes
could be simply due to the presence of these policies. Further,
identity centrality refers to the extent to which individuals feel that
their transgender identities are important components of their
self-concepts. Individuals who feel stronger centrality may be
more likely to undergo the transition process, to value action and
relational authenticity, and to perceive discrimination. For exam-
ple, identity centrality has been found to predict stronger interpre-
tations of daily events that have an impact on one’s identity (Cross,
1991), to interpret ambiguous events as discriminatory (Shelton &
Sellers, 2000), and to experience discrimination (Neblett, Shelton,
& Sellers, 2004; Sellers, Caldwell, Schmeelk-Cone, & Zimmer-
man, 2003; Sellers & Shelton, 2003). On the contrary, identity
centrality has also been found to buffer against the effects of
discrimination (Sellers et al., 2003). Due to these alternative ex-
planations, we include supportive policies and identity centrality as
control variables in the current analyses.

Supportive policies (� � .83) was measured using five items
from Ragins and Cornwell’s (2001) scale of organizational sup-
portive policies for sexual orientation diversity. We altered the
items so they referred to gender identity instead of sexual orien-
tation, and one item was removed because it only applied to sexual
orientation (i.e., “Welcoming same-sex partners at company social
events”). Participants indicated the presence (coded as 1) or ab-
sence (coded as 0) of each policy and an overall score was
calculated by taking the sum across items. Responses of “I don’t
know” were coded as missing values. Identity centrality (� � .70)
was measured using five items from Law et al. (2011; e.g., “My
identity as a transgender individual is extremely central to my
self-concept.”). Items were rated on a 1 (Not at all agree) and 7
(Very strongly agree) scale.

A CFA indicated better fit to the data when the items were
modeled onto their respective factors �2(325) � 598.97, p � .001,
CFI � .94, TLI � .93, RMSEA � .07, AIC � 17,684.58, than
when they were modeled on a single common factor, �2(350) �
2,577.62, p � .001, CFI � .49, TLI � .45, RMSEA � .18, AIC �
19,613.23; ��2(25) � 1,978.65, p � .001, thus providing support
for an eight-factor solution (extent of transition, action and rela-
tional authenticity, job satisfaction, perceived P-O fit, discrimina-
tion, organizational policies, identity centrality). In all cases, we
entered our control variables as single items (Hayduk & Littvay,
2012) and calculated and fixed their error variances in the model
in line with recommendations (Brown, 2006) and to preserve
degrees of freedom.

A structural model that replicates Study 2, H1, but which in-
cluded the control variables, provided adequate fit to the data,
�2(177) � 360.63, p � .001, CFI � .93, TLI � .92, RMSEA �
.07, AIC � 12,998.90. The structural model that replicates Study
2, H2 and H3, but with control variables added also provided
adequate fit to the data, �2(328) � 600.64, p � .001, CFI � .94,
TLI � .93, RMSEA � .07, AIC � 17,680.25.

With respect to H1, all of the relations match those reported in
the manuscript with the exception of the relation between extent of
transition and perceived P-O fit, which is no longer significant by
conventional standards (	 � .09std., b � .11unstd., p � .19). With
respect to H2 and H3, the pattern of relations match those reported
in the body of the manuscript such that all the significant paths
reported maintain their levels of significance by conventional
standards. In addition, no differences were found with respect to
the indirect effects when control variables were added.

Given that including these theoretically relevant control vari-
ables did not substantially alter the pattern of results presented in
the manuscript, we only include them here for interested readers,
in line with contemporary recommendations (Spector & Brannick,
2011).
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