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Abstract: We use a nationally-representative dataset that includes a large sample
of sexual-orientation minorities to investigate gender bias and sexual-orientation
discrimination in career progression. Our results are consistent with persistent gen-
der bias findings and non-heterosexual identity-based employment discrimination.
Our findings are consistent with previous work noting that protective legislation
for gay and leshian sexual identities have increased the cost of discrimination and
contribute to the improved socioeconomic status of a substantial number of people
in these minority groups. However, these gains have not been shared with other
minority groups in the LGB+ community, which still have some of the lowest prob-
abilities of holding managerial jobs, and higher probabilities of appearing in lower
socioeconomic classes.

Keywords: sexual orientation; discrimination; socioeconomic status; LGB+

JEL Classification: J15; J16; ]62; ]71; ]78

1 Introduction

Gender disparities in the labour market have long been in the spotlight, and a num-
ber of countries have taken steps to provide legal protection against gender and
other minority-group related discrimination (e.g. regarding sexual orientation and
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non-binary gender). Some recent notable examples' of these initiatives in the UK
are the EU Council Directive 2000/78/EC (EC 2000) and the UK Equality Act of 2010
(UK.GOV 2010).

Following the latter 2010 Act, there were no statistically-significant differences
between the earnings of gay and heterosexual men, or those of leshian and het-
erosexual women, in workplaces with equal-opportunities policies (Bryson 2017).
However, leshian women earned significantly less than did heterosexual women
in workplaces without these policies (Bryson 2017). Swedish results from register
data of all those living in civil unions shows that the heterosexual-homosexual earn-
ings difference is not subject to misclassification biases (Ahmed and Hammarstedt
2010). The meta-analysis by Klawitter (2015) finds mixed results, but overall earn-
ings penalties for gay men and earnings premia for leshian women. The same study
also identifies a convergence in the earnings of heterosexually -and homosexually-
oriented men and women over time during the 1989-2007 period.

It has been suggested that LGB+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, or other sexual ori-
entation) workers face similar ‘glass ceiling’ effects as those traditionally found
for heterosexual women (Frank 2006). However, traditional heterosexual gendered
labour-stereotypes, with men being more active in the labour market than women,
may not apply for non-heterosexually oriented individuals (Aksoy, Carpenter, and
Frank 2018). Furthermore, Aksoy, Carpenter, and Frank (2018) find that over the
2012-2014 period there was no significant difference in earnings between gay and
heterosexual men, or leshian and heterosexual women, in the UK when demo-
graphic controls were included in the model(s), arguing that couples-based stud-
ies likely overestimate the true earnings differences. However, Aksoy, Carpenter,
and Frank (2018) still conclude that there is an earnings penalty for bisexual men.
Bryson (2017) similarly finds that bisexual men earn less than heterosexual men
(in some instances up to 31 percent less), regardless of occupational categories. The
UK’s economy is characterised by market liberalisation, low taxation, and flexible
regulations. In this kind of liberal marketplace, lesbian women may well compete
for jobs not only with heterosexual women, but also with heterosexual men, gay
men, and people beyond the traditional binary gender dichotomy. We thus con-
sider labour-market outcomes combining individual gender and sexual-orientation
information.

Considering the UK labour-market context, gender legislation and institu-
tions, the cross-sectional analysis in Bryson (2017), which uses data from the
Workplace Employment Relations Survey 2011, may not have picked up the ongo-
ing socio-economic changes (e.g. the Equality Act 2010), regardless of whether

1 Other important UK legislation includes the Sexual Offence Act of 1967, the Gender Recognition
Act of 2004, and the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act of 2013.
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workplaces had adopted sexual-orientation legislation(s) in their policies. The anal-
ysis in Aksoy, Carpenter, and Frank (2018), and Aksoy et al. (2019) on the contrary
uses longitudinal data from the UK Integrated Household Survey. However, the
data modelling does not include cross-gender comparisons (for example, that of
lesbians compared to bisexual men). Furthermore, the earnings differences may
not reflect the non-salary benefits that are often preferred by employed women
(Moors, Malley, and Stewart 2014), potentially leading to inaccurate conclusions
about socio-economic effects. This is especially pertinent considering that wage dif-
ferences may be related to company talent-acquisition strategies (e.g. the use of
applicant tracking systems) (Frissen, Adebayo, and Nanda 2023).

We use 2009-2019 longitudinal household data to examine the relationship
between gender and sexual-orientation identity? and socioeconomic classification
(as opposed to earnings only). Our results complement the recent findings in Bryson
(2017), Aksoy, Carpenter, and Frank (2018), and Aksoy et al. (2019), extending the
analysis over the range of occupational career levels and making comparisons
between sexual-identity groups beyond the traditional binary gender dichotomy.
We in addition report the data from survey participants who did not choose to
identify themselves with either a heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual identity.
While it is difficult to draw any concrete inferences about these individuals, this is
nonetheless information that enriches the data and consequently the data analysis.

Our results show that heterosexual women have alower probability of being in
the top classification than either heterosexual or gay men or lesbian women, with
gay men having the highest probability of being in this top classification. Also, the
probability of being in a higher socioeconomic classification is lower in most cases
for individuals with ‘other’ sexual identities and those who preferred not to disclose
their sexual orientation.

2 Data

This paper uses data from nine waves of the UK Household Longitudinal Study
(UKHLS),?® covering the 20092019 period (University of Essex, Institute for Social
and Economic Research 2019). Sexual-orientation information comes from the

2 ‘Sexual-orientation identity’ and ‘sexual orientation’ are used interchangeably in this paper, as
the survey asks respondents to identify themselves with a sexual orientation.

3 The UKHLS (a.k.a. Understanding Society) is the largest longitudinal household survey study in
the UK and is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and various Government
Departments. The UKHLS general population is a clustered and stratified probability sample of
approximately 24,000 households in Great Britain and 2000 households in Northern Ireland. From
Wave 2 onwards, another 8000 households from the now-discontinued British Household Panel
Survey sample were added into the UKHLS.
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question ‘Which of the following options best describes how you think of your-
self’, with response categories of heterosexual/straight, gay or lesbian, bisexual,
or another sexual orientation not listed (e.g. trans people), and preferring not to
answer the question.* Some notable contributions, such as Bryson (2017), merge
the ‘Other’ (80 respondents) and ‘Prefer not to say’ (803 respondents) categories in
the data analysed. In our panel data these response categories were far larger (with
3095 and 10,501 observations respectively), which allows us to carry out our analysis
without needing to merge categories. We consider working-age individuals (16—64
years old), yielding unbalanced panel data with 260,601 observations over the nine
survey waves.

Table 1lists the gender and sexual-orientation distributions by three economic-
activity categories: Employed (self-employed or wage-employee), Unemployed, and
‘Other’ (unpaid work for family business, government training schemes, appren-
ticeships, retired, homemakers and students). The percentage unemployed is lowest
in the ‘Heterosexual’ category, and second-lowest for ‘Gay or Lesbian’; it is the high-
est for the ‘Other’ orientation. These figures are consistent with the literature on

Table 1: Economic activity by gender and sexual orientation (%).

Men Women Heterosexual Gay orlesbian Bisexual Other Prefer not

to say
Employed 741 64.0 69.4 70.8 52.8 533 57.1
Unemployed 6.9 4.9 5.5 7.0 9.3 1n1 9.7
Other 19.1 311 25.1 221 379 356 33.2
Employed 75.0 69.6 59.6 589 64.4
Unemployed Men 6.6 7.5 10.4 13.2 1.1
Other 18.5 229 300 279 246
Employed 64.9 72.6 487 494 52.0
Unemployed Women 4.6 6.4 8.6 9.7 8.7
Other 30.5 21.0 428 410 393
No. Obs. 116,509 144,092 238,825 3865 4315 3095 10,501

Note: The pairwise tests of equal proportions between the three economic-activity statuses by gender
and sexual orientation are rejected in most cases.

4 The sexual-orientation question was asked in Waves 3, 5, 7 and 9; we fill in values in the other
waves. For example, sexual orientation at Waves 1 and 2 is measured by that reported at Wave 3.
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the barriers to employment faced by individuals with non-heterosexual orientation
(Drydakis 2017; Elmslie and Tebaldi 2007).

Employment is more prevalent for leshian women than gay men, whereas this
gender difference is reversed in heterosexual people (and indeed in every other
sexual-orientation category). The share of women in the ‘Other’ economic activity
status is larger for bisexuals, and women of other sexual orientations beyond les-
bian or bisexual, as well as those women who preferred not to disclose their sexual
orientation.

3 Empirical Method

Table 1 revealed significant differences in economic activity by gender and sexual
orientation. In Table 2 we turn to the occupational status of the employed, using the
official UK National Socio-Economic Classification system (NS-SEC).

The ‘Other’ and ‘Prefer not to say’ sexual orientations differ the most from
the majority ‘Heterosexual’ group, being concentrated in the Semi-routine NS-SEC
classification. As LGB+ community equal-rights activism initially focused on gay
and lesbhian identities, other minority identities (e.g. trans people) may still strug-
gle to achieve similar levels of social acceptance. It is notable that the percentage of
‘Prefer not to say’ individuals in higher and intermediate NS-SEC categories islarger
than that of ‘Other’ individuals, highlighting the interest in distinguishing between
these two groups.

To control for potential composition effects between different groups, we esti-
mate multinomial logit regressions (Greene 2012) of occupational-class member-
ship:

Pr(y =m|X) = ]exl)(im'b) ()]
) exp(XBjjy)
]:

where the f are the coefficients to be estimated on the X explanatory variables and
b is the reference group, with a number j of equations to be solved.

We control for age and its square, education, homeownership, UK birth, full-
time/part-time work, urban/rural, marital status, children in the household, and
economic-activity status,’ in addition to wave and length of time in the survey. The

5 Respondents report their main economic activity in the week prior to their interview. Some who
are for example retired or caring for the family/home also report having a job and will so be routed
to follow-up employment questions, including occupation, and have a derived NS-SEC value. The
estimation results for those with main activity of self-employment or wage-employment (dropping
these 7356 observations) are similar to those in the larger sample.
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regressions have individual clustered errors, and bootstrapping with 1000 resam-
ples. We also ran the post-estimation Small-Hsiao test of the independence of irrel-
evance alternatives (IIA): all choices, apart from the Routine NS-SEC, are indepen-
dent of the others. We nevertheless explored a number of non-independent tests
with different subsets. While the classifications can be considered independent,
they are broadly ordered.’

4 Empirical Findings

The estimated coefficients in Table 3 refer to the probabilities of NS-SEC class mem-
bership (with the Intermediate class being the omitted category) for each sexual-
orientation group (baseline: Heterosexual). There is a clear distinction between
Gay/Lesbian and Bisexual, Other, and ‘Prefer not to say’. Compared to Heterosexual
individuals, Gay/Lesbian respondents are more likely to be in higher socioeconomic
classes (in the first three columns), while Other and ‘Prefer not to say’ respondents
(and to alesser extent Bisexuals) are more likely to be found in lower socioeconomic
classes (the last four columns).

In the fifth row, men are more prevalent in both NS-SEC classes that are
higher and lower than Intermediate, but the magnitude of the coefficients in ‘Lower
management’ and ‘Semi routine’ jobs, which are arguably closer to the Intermediate
NS-SEC, are noticeably smaller.” This is consistent with the invisible barriers (‘glass
ceilings’) that women face in the labour market, leading to intermediate-level jobs
being dominated by women (Christofides, Polycarpou, and Vrachimis 2013).

Sexual orientation and gender are interacted in Table 4. This first shows that
heterosexual men are more likely to be found in all of the classifications above or
below Intermediate, as compared to the baseline of heterosexual women, provid-
ing further support for the ‘glass ceiling’ and women’s subsequent concentration in
intermediate-level jobs. Strikingly, gay and lesbian respondents have greater prob-
abilities of being in NS-SEC managerial occupations above Intermediate, compared
to heterosexual women. On the contrary, non-heterosexual individuals who are
neither gay nor leshian are more likely to work in lower NS-SEC categories.?

6 We calculated the constrained model for each choice to test robustness with restricted choices.
The results are consistent with the findings presented in the text.

7 The estimated gender coefficients in regressions with only the gender variable are similar to
those in Table 3 where sexual orientation is included.

8 Probit regressions of high versus low monthly gross income (above/below the average) yield
results in line with those for occupation.
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5 Conclusions

We have examined the relationship between sexual orientation, gender and occu-
pation in the UK labour market. The results are consistent with evidence of con-
tinuing career barriers for women: heterosexual men are more likely than het-
erosexual women to appear in every NS-SEC category other than ‘Intermediate’.
For sexual orientation, heterosexual people are more likely to be employed. There
are also substantial barriers to career development for non-heterosexual people
who do not identify as gay or lesbian, who are more likely to have jobs in lower
socioeconomic classifications and less likely to appear in higher socioeconomic
classifications. We should note that non-heterosexual people who identify neither
as gay nor as lesbian or bisexual, likely include gay, lesbian, and bisexual peo-
ple who are not confident enough to disclose their sexual orientation in the sur-
vey, as well as trans people, non-binary sexually oriented people, pansexual, and
asexual.

On the contrary, the career barriers for gay and leshian individuals in employ-
ment seem to be thinner than in the past. This could reflect the continued conver-
gence of labour-market outcomes found in Klawitter (2015). A number of explana-
tions of the potential career success of leshian women and gay men have been pro-
posed, including a lower likelihood of having children, more education (Aksoy et al.
2019), competitive preferences (Buser, Geijtenbeek, and Plug 2018), and increased
number of workplaces with equal-opportunities policies (Bryson 2017). Lesbian
women who form families and care for children also share caring responsibilities
more evenly with their spouse/partner (Elmslie and Tebaldi 2007). Additionally, it is
possible that social norms regarding at least some aspects of sexuality have changed
over time (and it is these changing norms that lie behind the development of pro-
tective legislation). Nevertheless, we should also consider that survey participants
who are confident enough to disclose their non-heterosexual orientation identity
might also have other unobserved characteristics associated with their higher occu-
pational status. Last, it is likely that much of the struggle in previous decades against
sexual-orientation discrimination and for greater gender equality, as well as much
of the related research, focused on gay and lesbian individuals while paying less
attention to other sexual identities. As such, it may be unsurprising that labour-
market gains have been more concentrated amongst gay and lesbian in the LGB+
community.
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