
Abstract

Transgender women and men continue to encounter barriers, motivated by discrimination, in their daily lives and—although much less studied—in achieving 
a satisfactory career. The objective of  this study is to describe transgender women’s and men’s labor market discrimination. A cross-sectional study was performed 
using data from 384 participants who identified as having a gender different than the one assigned at birth. Regarding their current work situations, 33.85% 
of  transgender women and 45.16% of  transgender men stated that they do not have a current occupation. A good extend reported having been denied a job 
opportunity because of  their gender identity. Those who do get a job are exposed to discrimination and receive little or no social support from their colleagues 
and their bosses. The present research reinforces the necessity of  policies to guarantee inclusion, and permanence of  transgender people in the labor market.
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Resumo

Mulheres e homens transgênero continuam a encontrar barreiras resul-
tantes de discriminação em sua vida cotidiana e na busca de uma carreira 
satisfatória - esta última muito menos estudada. O objetivo deste estudo 
é descrever a discriminação de mulheres e homens transgênero no mer-
cado de trabalho. Realizou-se estudo transversal com 384 participantes 
que se identificaram como tendo um gênero diferente daquele que lhe foi 
atribuído no nascimento. Em relação à situação atual de trabalho, 33,85% 
das mulheres transgênero e 45,16% dos homens transgênero afirmaram 
não possuir ocupação atual. Parte dos participantes relatou ter sido re-
cusada uma oportunidade de emprego por causa de sua identidade de 
gênero. Aqueles que conseguiram um emprego são expostos à discrimi-
nação e recebem pouco ou nenhum apoio social de seus colegas e chefes. 
A presente pesquisa reforça a necessidade de políticas que garantam a 
inclusão e permanência de pessoas transexuais no mercado de trabalho.

Palavras-chave: pessoas transgênero, trabalho, discriminação, inclusão 

Resumen

Las mujeres y los hombres transgénero continúan encontrando barreras 
en su vida diaria, motivadas por la discriminación, aunque mucho me-
nos estudiadas, para lograr una carrera satisfactoria. El objetivo de este 
estudio es describir la discriminación en el mercado laboral de mujeres 
y hombres transgénero. Se realizó un estudio transversal con 384 parti-
cipantes que identificaron un género diferente al asignado al nacer. Con 
respecto a situaciones laborales actuales, el 33.85% de las mujeres trans-
género y el 45.16% de los hombres transgénero declararon que no tenían 
una ocupación actual. Una buena proporción informó que le negaron 
una oportunidad de trabajo debido a su identidad de género. Aquellos 
que tenían un trabajo fueron expuestos a la discriminación y recibieron 
poco o ningún apoyo social de sus colegas y sus jefes. La presente in-
vestigación refuerza la necesidad de políticas para garantizar la inclusi-
ón y la permanencia de las personas transgénero en el mercado laboral.

Palabras-clave: personas transgénero, trabajo, discriminación, inclusión.
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In Brazil, the high degree of  prejudice against lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgender populations is well known (Costa, Peroni, 
de Camargo, Pasley, & Nardi, 2015). According to the Trans Murder 
Monitoring Project, Brazil has one of  the highest transgender-
related homicide rates in the world (Balzer/LaGata & Berredo, 
2016). In addition to explicit violence, transgender populations 
continue to encounter barriers, motivated by direct or indirect 
discrimination, in accessing healthcare services (Costa et al., 2018) 
and—although much less studied—in achieving a satisfactory 
career (Brown et al., 2012; Scott, Belke, & Barfield, 2011).

For transgender individuals, the long trajectory of  labor 
discrimination began at school. Accordingly, most transgender 
youth from the United States disclosed feeling unsafe at school 
because of  their gender identity (Grossman et al., 2009; Kosciw, 
Greytak, Giga, Villenas, & Danischewski, 2016). They also 
reported high levels of  school victimization, ranging from verbal to 
physical violence (Day, Perez-Brumer, & Russell, 2018; Grossman 
et al., 2009). Not surprisingly, a hostile school environment has 
many deleterious outcomes on transgender youth academic 
success and engagement in the labor market (Birkett, Espelage, & 
Koenig, 2009; Greytak, Kosciw, Villenas, & Giga, 2016; Kosciw 
et al., 2016). Therefore, starting at the school level, transgender 
people face multiple obstacles to their work trajectory (Carvalho, 
2015; Sausa, Keatley, & Operario, 2007). The educational losses 
caused by dropping out of  school can result in an even more 
fragile inclusion in the labor market. In addition to bullying at 
school, transgender people are also confronted with negative 
stereotypes related to transgender women seen as sex workers, 
which is reflected even in programs and public policies that target 
this population (Carvalho, 2015; Pelúcio, 2011; Pelúcio & Miskolci, 
2009;). The necessity of  fulfilling social roles by choosing activities 
predominantly considered masculine or feminine may also 
aggravate their inclusion into the job market (Brown et al., 2012; 
Evans & Diekman, 2009). Furthermore, waiting for the realization 
of  social and medical gender-affirming processes may delay the 
start of  professional activity (Budge, Tebbe, & Howard, 2010).

This study, and the survey that was used for data collection, are 
informed by the minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003). This theory 
was developed to understand the specific stressors in the form of  
discriminations that affect sexual minorities. It comprises three 
factors: the direct experience of  discrimination, the anticipation 
of  discrimination, and the internalization of  prejudice. In addition 
to gay men, lesbian women, and bisexual people, the theory has 
been successfully applied to transgender individuals (Hendricks 
& Testa, 2012). Direct and indirect experiences of  stigma and 
discrimination are still the primary barriers to the professional 
development of  transgender populations. Discrimination in 
the workplace can present itself  on a microystemic level (e.g., 
microaggression, oppression among peers, lack of  support from 
people close to them), a mesosystemic level (e.g. the specific social- 
or professional group the transgender individual is inserted in), or 
a macrosystemic level (e.g., maladaptation of  the health system, 
educational institutions, public policies). This discrimination 
increases the levels of  anxiety, depression, apprehension and 
interpersonal difficulties among transgender people (Brown et al., 
2012; Budge et al., 2010; Dispenza, Watson, Chung, & Brack, 2012). 

Despite the importance of  having a job and a satisfying career, 
the relationship between gender identity and career development 
has been poorly researched and remains a still-emerging area of  
study (Chung, 2003; Hill et al., 2017). It has been observed that 
for the LGBT populations, enacted, perceived and anticipated 
discrimination play a fundamental role in career choice and work-
adjustment (Schneider & Dimito, 2010). Among the various career 
development theories, Gottfredson’s (1996) circumscription 

theory has been proved useful in investigating the relationships 
between gender identity and career development, especially by 
considering the influence of  discrimination (Gottfredson, 1996).

Gottfredson (1996) proposed that individuals make 
professional choices through a process of  eliminating options and 
narrowing choices. During their career development, people tend 
to reject occupations that: a) are incompatible with their gender, 
b) are perceived as inappropriate to their social class and skill 
level, and c) do not fit their interests and values. Individuals, then, 
construct a cognitive map of  occupations that are regarded as 
potentially viable. This process, which leads to the delimitation of  
professions acceptable to the individual, is called “circumscription” 
(Gottfredson, 1996). Occupational preferences are presented as 
the result of  the compatibility between the accessibility judgments 
and the perceived occupations. Accessibility refers to obstacles or 
opportunities in the social context that affect a person’s chances 
of  securing a particular occupation. Perceptions of  accessibility 
are based on factors such as assessment of  an occupation in a 
preferred geographical area and anticipation of  discrimination. 
Because occupations are not always accessible, concessions must 
be made. In general, the typical pattern of  concessions involves 
first sacrificing interests, then prestige, and finally, giving in 
to sexual typing. The process by which the individual gives up 
preferred career aspirations when they do not coincide with 
work or training opportunities is referred to as “commitment” 
(Gottfredson, 1996). Therefore, transgender individuals face 
a professional trajectory full of  particularities and very specific 
challenges that must be considered in order to improve their 
access to job opportunities. In this context, the objective 
of  the current study is to describe transgender individual’s 
experiences of  discrimination and inclusion in the labor market.

Method

Participants

Seven hundred and one volunteers were approached to answer 
the overall study. Of  them, 384 transgender people answered 
the questions related to the present study. The mean age of  the 
participants was 26.79 years (SD = 8.78). Most of  the sample (53.22%) 
consisted of  emerging adults (ages between 18 and 24 years). 
Additional sociodemographic characteristics are shown in Table 1. 

Instruments

The instrument used in this study was an adapted version 
of  the survey used in the TransPULSE project (TransPULSE, 
2012), which was one of  the first large-scale studies to address the 
health needs and vulnerabilities of  transgender populations and 
their barriers to healthcare access. The TransPULSE survey was 
translated and adapted to Portuguese, specifically for use among 
Brazilian transgender people. The translation and adaptation 
were carried out by a group of  health practitioners who work in 
gender and sexual diversity fields, and assessed by members of  the 
trangender communities in Brazil. The procedure for cross-cultural 
adaptation was based on the International Test Commission 
(2017), according to the following steps: (1) contextual equivalence 
and review by expert committee; (2) translation; (3) evaluation by 
the target audience; and (4) evaluation by the original authors of  
the instrument. The major changes in the instrument were related 
to the specificities of  the Brazilian public healthcare system, 
the racial/ethnic background of  the target population, and the 
inclusion of  the Brazilian cultural-specific gender identity travesti 
(see below). In the present study, the assessed sociodemographic 
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variables were gender identity, number of  inhabitants in the 
participant’s city of  residence, ethnicity and educational level. 
Gender identity was evaluated using the two-question method 
(sex assigned at birth and current gender identity), and subjects 
were considered eligible to participate if  they reported a gender 
different from that assigned to them at birth (Reisner et al., 2014). 
Organized social movements in Brazil prefer the terms travesti, 
transsexual and trans person (man or woman) to the Anglophone 
umbrella term transgender (Carvalho, 2018; Carvalho & Carrara, 
2013). Travesti is a culturally specific gender identity term used 
in Brazil (Barbosa, 2013). Based on their self-reported gender 
identity, participants were re-categorized as transgender women, 
transgender men or gender-diverse persons. Transgender women 
were those who were designated male at birth but identified 
as women, trans women or travestis. Transgender men were 
those designated female at birth, but identified as men or trans 
men, whereas gender-diverse persons people were those who 
identified with a gender outside the gender binarism. Gender-
diverse persons were excluded from the present analysis.

Ethnicity was assessed using the census categories of  the 
Brazilian Institute of  Geography and Statistics: white, black, 
Asian (mostly East Asians), and indigenous. The category pardo 
was also used, which commonly refers to Brazilians of  mixed 
race, typically a mixture of  white, Afro- and native Brazilian.

Variables related to the participants’ current occupation 
(according to International Labor Organization [ILO] 
International Standard Classification of  Occupations [ISCO 
08]): clerical support workers (e.g., typist, customer service); 
services and sales workers (e.g., aesthetics, hair, makeup, waitress/
waiter, kitchen, personal care, safety); technician and associate 
professionals (e.g., administration, informatics, law, culture, 
health, science, engineering); professionals (e.g., education, 
computer science, law, culture, health, science, engineering); 
skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers; craft and related 
trades workers (e.g., clothing, food, building, painting, electronics, 
metals); plant and machine operators and assemblers (e.g., machine 

operator, driver, factory worker); managers (e.g., executive, 
administrator); armed forces occupations (e.g., military, police); 
and elementary occupations (e.g., cleaning assistant, kitchen 
assistant, sex work, street work, garbage collection, mining) 

Current employment status was evaluated by a multiple-
choice question created with the input of  the Brazilian transgender 
community during the validation process. The idea of  this question 
is to assess less formal occupation and employment statuses not 
encompassed by the ILO classification. Participants needed to 
answer if  they consider themselves unemployed, an employee, 
self-employed / entrepreneur, student or trainee, housewife/
househusband, doing informal work, receiving help from third 
parties, doing voluntary work, receiving unemployment benefit, 
receiving invalidity or sickness benefit, and/or being retired.

Participants were also asked about work satisfaction: “are you 
working in your preferred field?” and reasons for not working in a 
preferred field. Finally, participants answered about discrimination 
and social support related to their gender identity in their workplace, 
as well as reasons for engaging in paid sexual relationships. 

Data Collection Procedures and Ethical Considerations

Data were collected in two Brazilian states: Rio Grande do 
Sul and São Paulo. Both states have gender identity programs 
that provide gender-affirming surgery at university hospitals 
(which are public in Brazil). Because the Brazilian National Health 
System provides georeferenced care, patients seeking gender 
affirmation must undergo these procedures in the states in which 
they live. Transgender people who attended these programs were 
invited to voluntarily answer an electronic version of  the survey, 
using a tablet, from January to June 2014. The questionnaire 
was also available on the Internet through an online Facebook 
announcement targeting transgender populations during two 
time periods: July-October 2014 and January-March 2015. At 
the time of  data collection, the hospitals considered in this study 
were the only ones in the two states providing gender-affirming 

Table 1
Sociodemographic Characteristics

Characteristics
Transgender women

n (%)
(N = 260)

Transgender men
n (%)

(N = 124)
Chi-Square (p-value) Cramer’s V

Resident city population

Up to 5 thousand inhabitants 6 (2.31) 1 (0.81)

9.61 (.14) .16

Between 5 thousand and 10 thousand inhabitants 12 (4.62) 6 (4.84)

Between 10 thousand and 20 thousand inhabitants 14 (5.38) 7 (5.65)

Between 20 thousand and 50 thousand inhabitants 21 (8.08) 17 (13.71)

Between 50 thousand and 100 thousand inhabitants 34 (13.08) 7 (5.65)

Between 100 thousand and 500 thousand inhabitants 63 (24.23) 38 (30.65)

More than 500 thousand inhabitants 110 (42.31) 48 (38.71)

Ethnicity

Black 15 (5.77) 8 (6.45)

.87 (.91) .05

White 194 (74.62) 94 (75.81)

Pardo (mixed black and white) 45 (17.31) 18 (14.52)

Native Brazilian 1 (0.38) 1 (0.81)

Asian 5 (1.92) 3 (2.42)

Complete educational level

None 4 (1.54) 2 (1.61)

3.54 (.47) .10

Elementary school 22 (8.46) 17 (13.71)

Secondary school 168 (64.62) 80 (64.52)

Graduation 49 (18.85) 20 (16.13)

Postgraduation 17 (6.54) 5 (4.03)
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care. We asked the participants in the online sample if  they were 
currently receiving care at the hospitals and excluded those who 
answered affirmatively. Since there were no statistically significant 
differences in the results of  the survey between the sample of  
participants attending programs of  gender affirmation and the 
sample of  participants reacting to the Facebook announcement, 
they were combined in the analyses reported in the Results section.

This study was approved by the institutional review board 
and the Human Ethics Committees of  the Universidade 
Federal do Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS), Hospital de Clínicas 

de Porto Alegre (HCPA) and Instituto de Psiquiatria do 
Hospital de Clínicas da Universidade de São Paulo (IPQ-USP). 
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Data Analysis Procedures 

Descriptive analyses of  all variables (frequency and 
percentages) were calculated for the two groups: transgender 
men and transgender women. We present the results in the 

following order, sociodemographic characteristics, current 
occupation based on ILO criteria, current work condition, 
satisfaction with work and reasons for not working in a 
preferred field, discrimination and social support in the 
workplace and finally sex-work contexts and motivations.  

The differences between the two groups (transgender men and
transgender women) were calculated using chi-square or–where
appropriate–Student’s t-test. P-values are listed for all the chi-square

and t-test calculations For the effect sizes of  the t-tests, Cohen’s 
d was calculated and for the chi-square, Cramer’s V was used.

Results

As shown in Table 2, most frequently participants 
reported not having a current occupation, with 33.85% of  
transgender women and 45.16% of  transgender men not 
currently working. Of  those working, the most prevalent area of  
employment was services and sales, with 16.15% of  transgender 

women and 7.92% of  transgender men working in this 
field, followed by elementary occupations with 16.15% of  
transgender women and 7.44% of  transgender men. Concerning 
education, for the combined sample, 17.89% had some level of  
higher education, and 64.58% had completed secondary school.  

Regarding current employment status (Table 3), even when 
there was a possibility of  choosing a more flexible occupational 
status, 25% of  transgender women and 29.03% of  transgender 
men declared themselves unemployed. Differences were found by 

gender among those who declared themselves to be self-employed 
(more transgender women), students or trainees (more transgender 
men) and housewives/househusbands (more transgender women).

Regarding satisfaction with work, 36.15% of  transgender 
women and 26.61% of  transgender men reported that they were 
not working in their preferred field. As described in Table 4, the 
most frequently reported reason (42.17% of  transgender women 
and 59.14% of  transgender men) was lack of  required educational 

Table 2 
Current occupation (according to International Labor Organization [ILO] International Standard Classification of  Occupations [ISCO 08])

Current occupation
Transgender women

n (%)
(N = 260)

Transgender men
n (%)

(N = 124)
Chi-Square (p-value) Cramer’s V

Currently doesn’t work 88 (33.85) 56 (45.16) 4.60 (.03) .11

Services and sales workers 42 (16.15) 12 (9.92) 2.91 (.09) .09

Elementary occupations 42 (16.15) 9 (7.44) 5.77 (.02) .12

Technician and associate professionals 28 (10.77) 17 (14.05) .70 (.40) .04

(Graduate-level) Professionals 29 (11.15) 14 (11.29) .01 (.97) .01

Clerical support workers 22 (8.46) 9 (7.44) .16 (.70) .02

Plant and machine operators and assemblers 10 (3.85) 7 (5.79) .64 (.42) .04

Craft and related trades workers 10 (3.85) 2 (1.65) 1.38 (.24) .06

Managers 9 (3.46) 3 (2.48) .30 (.58) .03

Armed forces occupations 0 (0) 1 (0.83) 2.10(.15) .07

Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers 1 (0.38) 0 (0) .48 (.49) .03

Table 3 
Current Employment Status

Employment Status Transgender women
n (%) (N = 260)

Transgender men
n (%) (N = 124)

Chi-Square 
(p-value)

Cramer’s 
V

Unemployed 65 (25.00) 36 (29.03) .70 (.40) .04

Employee 80 (30.77) 34 (27.42) .42 (.50) .03

Self-employed / Entrepreneur 67 (25.77) 14 (11.29) 10.57 (.001) .17

Student or Trainee 54 (20.77) 53 (42.74) 20.17 (< .001) .23

Housewife/ Househusband 45 (17.31) 5 (4.03) 13.06 (< .001) .18

Informal work 29 (11.15) 12 (9.68) .19 (.66) .02

Receiving help from third parties 22 (8.46) 8 (6.45) .47 (.49) .03

Voluntary work 10 (3.85) 4 (3.22) .09 (.76) .01

Unemployment benefit 7 (2.69) 1 (.81) 1.46 (.23) .06

Invalidity or sickness benefit 5 (1.92) 2 (1.61) .04 (.83) .01

Retired 4 (1.54) 0 (0) 1.93 (.16) .07
Note. participants could choose multiple answers
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level or qualifications, followed by fear of  discrimination 
(35.15% of  transgender women and 27.95% of  transgender 
men) and having previously experienced discrimination (22.29% 
of  transgender women and 16.13% of  transgender men). 

28.20% (n=66) of  transgender women and 29.91% (n=32) 
of  transgender men reported being a victim of  discrimination 
in the workplace. There were no statistically significant 
differences between trans men and women (chi-square = .10, 
p = .75, Cramer’s V = .02). As shown in Table 5, regarding 
discrimination at the workplace, 77.11% of  transgender 

women and 64.23% of  transgender men reported being denied 
a job opportunity at least once in their lifetime because of  
being transgender, that difference was statistically significant. 

Participants were also asked if  they had previously engaged 
in sexual relations in exchange for money, housing, drugs, food or 
other needs. Among transgender women, 40.77% answered yes, 
compared to 5.79% of  transgender men. Those who answered 
positively were further asked about the reasons that led them to 
do it; the participants were able to select more than one option. 
As shown in Table 6, financial reasons are the most prevalent: 
66.98% of  transgender women and 42.86% of  transgender men 
reported having engaged in sex work to pay the bills; 37.74% of  
transgender women and 14.29% of  transgender men reported 
engaging in sexual relations because it provided substantial 
income; and 36.79% of  transgender women and 14.29% of  

Table 4
Satisfaction with Work and Reasons for Not Working in a Preferred Field

Items Answers

Transgender 
women
n (%)

(N = 260)

Transgender 
men
n (%)

(N = 124)

Chi-
Square 

(p-value)
Cramer’s V

Are you currently working in your preferred field? (N=384) Yes 94 (36.15) 33 (26.61) 3.45 (.06) .09

Why are you not working in your preferred field?* (N=259)

I don’t have the required educational level/
qualifications 69 (42.17) 51 (59.14) 6.87 (.009) .16

I’m afraid of  discrimination 58 (35.15) 26 (27.95) 1.40(.23) .07

I had previous discrimination experiences 37 (22.29) 15 (16.13) 1.41(.23) .07

There are no available jobs in the area 41 (24.70) 20 (21.50) .34 (.56) .04

Other reasons 34 (20.48) 20 (21.50) .04(.85) .01

Employers don’t adapt to my special needs 16 (9.64) 8 (8.60) .08(.78) .02

I have a disability 2 (1.20) 1 (1.07) .01(.93) .006
Note. * participants could choose multiple answers

Table 5
Discrimination and Social Support in the Workplace

Items

Transgender 
women
n (%)

(N = 260)

Transgender 
men
n (%)

(N = 124)

t-test 
(p-value)

Cohen’s 
d

How often were 
you denied a job 
opportunity because 
you are a transgender 
person? (N=372)

Never 57 (22.89) 44 (35.77) 2.84 
(.005) .11

Once or twice 50 (20.08) 28 (22.76)

Many times 91 (36.55) 32 (26.02)

Always 51 (20.48) 19 (15.45)

How supportive of  
your transgender status 
are your colleagues? 
(N=244)

Not at all 
supportive 32 (17.88) 18 (27.69) 2.56 (.01) .38

Not very 
supportive 40 (22.35) 20 (32.31)

Somewhat 
supportive 52 (29.05) 13 (20.00)

Very supportive 55 (30.73) 13 (20.00)

How supportive of  
your transgender status 
is your boss? (N=211)

Not at all 
supportive 44 (28.76) 22 (37.93) .68(.50) .31

Not very 
supportive 27 (17.65) 7 (12.07)

Somewhat 
supportive 43 (28.10) 14 (24.14)

Very supportive 39 (25.49) 15 (25.89)
Note. *Comparing the mean scores of  the Likert scales.

Table 6
Reasons for Engaging in Paid Sexual Relationships

Items 

Transgender 
women
n (%)

(N = 260)

Transgender 
men
n (%)

(N = 124)

Chi-
Square 

(p-value)

Cramer’s 
V

Have you ever had sex 
for money, drugs, food, 
housing, etc.? (N=381)

Yes 106 (40.77) 7 (5.79) 48.44 
(<.001) .36

For which reasons?* 
(N=113)

To pay the bills 71 (66.98) 3 (42.86) 1.70 
(.19) .12

It provided 
substantial income 40 (37.74) 1 (14.29) 1.16 

(.21) .12

To pay expenses 
related to gender 
affirmation 
(surgery, 
hormones, etc.)

39 (36.79) 1 (14.29) 1.45 
(.23) .11

To feel attractive 17 (16.04) - 1.32 
(.25) .10

Because I like it 16 (15.09) - 1.23 
(.27) .10

To affirm my 
gender identity 6 (5.66) - .42 (.52) .06

To be part of  the 
community 1 (0.94) - .07 (.80) .02

None of  the 
above 9 (8.49) 2 (28.57) 3.01 

(.08) .16

Other reasons 8 (7.55) 1 (14.29) .41 (.52) .06
Note. * Participants could choose multiple answers 
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transgender men disclosed engaging in sexual relations to pay 
expenses related to transsexuality (hormones, surgery, etc.).

Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first Brazilian study to describe 
the inclusion of  transgender people in the labor market. A 
high prevalence of  unemployment, underemployment, and 
dissatisfaction with the current occupation was found. One 
of  the most relevant findings was that 33.85% of  transgender 
women and 45.16% of  transgender men reported that they 
were not currently working (Table 2). In comparison, in 
December 2014 Brazil reached the lowest unemployment rate 
in its history, with 4.30% of  the general population unoccupied 
(Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística (IBGE), 2015).

Although the lack of  a relevant qualification was the most 
prevalent reason for fear of  discrimination, previous experiences 
of  discrimination were another important justification for not 
engaging in a satisfying profession.  Results reinforce the conclusion 
that discrimination leads to access barriers to employment in 
ways that are both objective (e.g., having actually been exposed 
to discrimination) and subjective (e.g., anxiety and fear about 
future discrimination experiences) (Brown et al., 2012; Budge et 
al., 2010; Dispenza et al., 2012). Discrimination (either anticipated 
or experienced) is an important obstacle that transgender people 
regularly face when accessing specific professional activities. 
It negatively affects work satisfaction and results in stress and 
anxiety (Dispenza et al., 2012). It is noteworthy that having more 
formal education than the general population is not enough for 
the transgender sample to overcome situations of  discrimination 
and find a satisfying job. In our sample, 17.89% had some level of  
higher education, and 64.58% had completed secondary school. 
These are considerably higher in comparison to the Brazilian 
general population, whose percentages are 13.50% for higher 
education and 26.40% for secondary school (IBGE, 2016). This is 
also true even when compared with the LGB community. Although 
there is still no data from Brazil, discrimination in employment was 
higher in transgender individuals comparing to cisgender LGBQ 
in a sample of  3,838 individuals from the United States (Kattari, 
Whitfield, Walls, Langenderfer-Magruder, & Ramos, 2016). 

Our results suggest that the “circumscription” process 
(Gottfredson, 1996) for transgender women and transgender 
men is marked by educational gaps and discrimination as 
obstacles that hinder the accessibility of  employment. Most 
do not have a job, as the present study shows a good extent 
of  transgender men and women reported having been denied 
a job opportunity because of  their gender identity. Roughly 
half  of  the participants who did get a job reported receiving at 
least some level of  support from bosses and colleagues, while 
the other half  reported receiving little or no support (Table 5). 

Another finding from our data is that transgender women 
are more frequently denied a job at least once in their lifetime 
than transgender men. This aspect was already reported in 
qualitative studies in Brazil (Baggio, 2017) and the United 
States (Sevelius, 2013). In this regard, in line with previous 
international literature, transgender women were found to be 
more discriminated than transgender men (Bradford, Reisner, 
Honnold, & Xavier, 2013). However, our findings show that 
transgender men reported suffering a lack of  support from 
colleagues and bosses, working less in their preferred areas and are 
more frequently currently unemployed than transgender women.

Our data appears to support Gotterson’s (1996) hypothesis 
that limited work accessibility encourages transgender women 
and men to make concessions. At first, they appear to sacrifice 

interests, aspirations, prestige and, ultimately, aspects of  their 
gender identity. Some choices of  work appear to be curtailed 
by discrimination to the point that sex work becomes a feasible 
alternative to obtain money. Accordingly, economic necessities 
were often reported as the reason for engaging in sex work: doing 
it to “pay the bills”; doing it because it “provided substantial 
income”; and “to pay expenses related to transsexuality.” There 
are no indications that participants of  this study engaged 
in paid sexual activity due to career interests and values.

Survival sex work is a term that has been promulgated 
to identify sex exchanged for money or other commodities 
as a means of  basic subsistence (Shannon et al., 2007). As we 
described elsewhere (Fontanari et al., 2018), the choice to engage 
in sex work must be understood in the context of  a Brazilian 
nation where sex work is not criminalized but legislation 
prevents it from being institutionalized (pimping and specific 
houses for prostitution) (Bindman, 1997). It is unregulated 
and there are no support mechanisms or educational resources 
to ensure the safety of  individuals who engage in the practice. 
As a result, sex workers are often vulnerable (Garcia, 2008; 
Operario, Soma, & Underhill, 2008). While the authors believe 
that the right to practice sex work should be guaranteed, we 
recognize that in some Brazilian contexts – such as the present 
research – survival sex work is a product of  lack of  choice and 
lack of  support in other aspects of  transgender women’s lives. 

Another aspect concerns the participants who declare 
themselves to be autonomous or individual entrepreneurs. 
Chung (2003) reports that the coping strategies most used by 
lesbian, gay and bisexual people in the labor market involve being 
autonomous. This becomes prominent due to the difficulty of  
getting and staying in formal employment. The same may be the 
case for the transgender people from our sample, since paying 
the bills was the most frequent answer for practicing sex work.

The present study has some limitations. First, the sample 
used in this research was not representative of  all Brazilian states; 
consequently, national estimates based on these data could be 
biased. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the educational level of  
the sample is higher than the Brazilian average, and less educated 
transgender people may face additional barriers in accessing job 
opportunities. Therefore, these findings may be better than those 
one could expect to find in the general transgender populations. 
Since a little more than half  of  the participants are of  emerging 
adult ages (between 18 and 24 years old), it is possible that several 
of  those who reported not to be currently working are higher 
education students, an issue that is not investigated in this article.

Career counseling for transgender populations is still 
incipient. This study aimed to contribute to a description 
of  transgender individual’s work possibilities and previous 
experiences. Unfortunately, at least for transgender women and 
men, work, career development and discrimination are highly 
connected. In this unfortunate context, counseling could help 
to expand potential career trajectories and to help transgender 
people to address experiences with discrimination (Budge et 
al., 2010). Finally, public policies and legal protection against 
gender discrimination in the workplace are essential to include 
these populations. Alternatives are the creation of  inclusive 
educational services and the adoption of  quotas in professional 
vacancies in private companies and in the public sector.
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