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Abstract
An extensive body of research has documented the relationship between sexual orientation and 
income, but only a few studies have examined the effects of sexual orientation on workplace 
authority. This article investigates the probability of lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people having 
(high-level) workplace authority and the effects of occupational gender segregation. It analyses 
four waves of data from the German Socio-Economic Panel study (N=37,288 heterosexual 
and N=739 LGB observations). The results show that gay and bisexual men do not differ from 
heterosexual men in their probability of having workplace authority, but they have a lower 
probability of attaining high-level authority. Lesbian and bisexual women have a higher probability 
than heterosexual women of having workplace authority, but no advantages in attaining high-
level authority. These insights into occupational segregation suggest that gay and bisexual men 
experience similar levels of disadvantages across occupations, whereas lesbian and bisexual 
women have an advantage in female-dominated occupations.
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Introduction

Despite fundamental legal changes in recent decades, lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, queer 
and intersexual (LGBTQI*)1 people are still far from equality in all areas of society 
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(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2019). Recent stud-
ies show that across the globe, persistent discrimination against LGBTQI* people leads to 
severe inequalities across life domains (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 
2020 (FRA); OECD, 2019; Valfort, 2017). This research focuses not only on inequalities in 
health outcomes (Lewis, 2009; Marshal et  al., 2011; Meyer, 2003; for Germany, see 
Kasprowski et al., 2021; Pöge et al., 2020) and family life outcomes (Badgett et al., 2021; 
Valfort, 2017) but also, on labour market inequalities. Various studies show that gay and 
bisexual men earn less than heterosexual men (Badgett et al., 2021; Drydakis, 2021) and 
that occupational sorting and hiring decisions based on sexual orientation lead to inequali-
ties and discrimination (Badgett et al., 2021; Neumark, 2018; OECD, 2019; Valfort, 2017). 
In Germany, the estimated share of lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people in the whole 
population is 1.9% (based on the German Socio-Economic Panel, see Kroh et al., 2017). 
Moreover, and among the society a rising social acceptance of LGB people comparable to 
many other Western European countries can be observed (Flores, 2019). However, despite 
legal protection against discrimination based on sexual orientation grounded on the General 
Equal Treatment Act (AGG), recent research shows that LGB people report experiencing 
labour market inequalities and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity in Germany (de Vries et al., 2020; Kroh et al., 2017).

In the international context, LGBTQI* leadership has been the subject of extensive 
discussion. Yet, only a few studies have examined the influence of sexual orientation on 
the probability of holding workplace authority or leadership positions. Based on a sam-
ple of British university staff, Frank (2006) reports that gay men occupy lower ranks than 
heterosexual men and suffer from glass ceilings. Using Swedish register data, Ahmed 
et al. (2011) investigate the occupational rank of same-sex couples compared to hetero-
sexual couples, measuring occupational rank by Statistics Sweden’s five categories rank-
ing from ‘professions demanding no or little education’ to ‘management professions’. 
Their findings show that homosexual men are less likely to work in management profes-
sions than heterosexual men, and that the opposite is true for women. In contrast, Antecol 
et al. (2008) show, based on US census data, that gay men and lesbian women more often 
work in occupations classified as ‘management’ according to the US Standard 
Occupational Classification (SOC) than heterosexual people of their own gender. Ueno 
et al. (2013), however, find no differences in supervisory responsibilities (measured by 
occupational status scores that are also based on SOC) by sexual orientation in a sample 
of young adults in the United States. Aksoy et al. (2019) use data from a UK household 
survey and find that gay men and lesbian women more often have workplace authority 
(measured by supervisory responsibility and managerial responsibility) than heterosex-
ual men and women, but that the higher probability of workplace authority among gay 
men is driven by the higher probability of being low-level managers. Further, they find 
glass ceilings for gay men in high-level management positions. Finally, based on the 
British Labour Force Survey, Bridges and Mann (2019) confirm a glass ceiling effect (in 
professional/managerial occupations based on the National Statistics Socio-Economic 
Classification) for non-heterosexual men, but find that lesbian women are more likely 
than their heterosexual counterparts to advance to senior positions. In Germany, there is 
so far no reliable evidence about the effect of sexual orientation on leadership or work-
place authority but recent research shows a disadvantage for women in holding leadership 
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positions in the German labour market, which is in line with international research (Holst 
and Friedrich, 2016, 2017).

In sum, there is limited empirical evidence on the link between sexual orientation, 
gender and workplace authority. Recent studies struggle with the limitations of the 
respective databases, the measurement of sexual orientation and the measurement of 
workplace authority. In addition, while established research on the gender gap in work-
place authority has shown that women’s underrepresentation is linked to the occupa-
tional gender composition (Huffman and Cohen, 2004; Kraus and Yonay, 2000), this has 
not been examined for LGB people so far. Recent research on occupational segregation 
suggests that LGB people avoid occupations with a high share of employees of their own 
gender (Finnigan, 2020; Tilcsik et al., 2015), which might also affect their likelihood of 
reaching leadership positions in their chosen occupations.

Against this backdrop, the present article aims to answer two central research ques-
tions. First, it asks whether there is a sexual orientation gap in workplace authority or 
high-level workplace authority, and second, whether working in a gender-segregated or 
integrated occupation affects the probability of (high-level) workplace authority for LGB 
people. The data used in this study come from four pooled waves of the German Socio-
Economic Panel (SOEP), which added a boost sample of gender and sexual minorities in 
2019, thus offering a unique opportunity to answer these questions in the German context 
(de Vries et al., 2021; Fischer et al., 2022). For the analysis logistic regression models are 
used. The results offer an important contribution to the only marginally researched rela-
tionship between sexual orientation and workplace authority and provide first evidence 
for the German labour market. By integrating the role of occupational gender segregation 
into this line of research, the present article combines prior results on gender, sexual ori-
entation and occupational segregation with empirical and theoretical perspectives on lead-
ership. Moreover, it offers a new empirical view on the connection between workplace 
authority and sexual orientation, which highlights the differences between occupations as 
well as the role of gender. Through this, the article contributes to the public debate on the 
equality and marginalisation of LGB people and discusses how discrimination and ine-
quality lead to disadvantages that are not limited to differences in income.

Theoretical background

Workplace authority and its importance

There is no consistent definition of workplace authority in the current research and 
researchers have measured it in many ways. Building on Wolf and Fligstein’s (1979) 
definition of workplace authority as ‘control over the work process of others’, this article 
uses the term ‘workplace supervisory authority’ to encompass both the supervision of 
employees and the number of employees supervised. This article does not, however, deal 
with additional and potentially interesting dimensions of workplace authority, such as 
decision-making authority, sanctioning authority, control over resources or formal posi-
tions (for example, management positions). As positions of workplace authority are 
associated with higher earnings, status and psychological rewards (Dahrendorf, 1990; 
Schieman et al., 2013; Wolf and Fligstein, 1979), the unequal distribution of authority 
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positions among different groups within organisations can be seen as an indicator of 
existing inequalities and source of further inequalities. In addition, a growing body of 
literature on women in authority positions has begun to explore how increasing the num-
ber of women in management positions may affect employee output and other organisa-
tional outcomes. The findings are, however, mixed (Devicienti et al., 2019; Stojmenovska, 
2019; van Hek and van der Lippe, 2019).

Leadership, stereotypes and sexual orientation

There are several theoretical approaches dealing with leadership in the organisational 
context, as well as empirical studies showing evidence of a link between leadership and 
organisational effectiveness and performance (for example, Al Khajeh, 2018; Cummings 
et al., 2008; Madanchian et al., 2017; Yukl, 2008). The notion of implicit leadership theo-
ries (ILT) is particularly relevant in the context of minority groups and stereotypes and is 
based on the idea that leadership is a process of interaction between leaders, followers 
and their environment (Schyns and Riggio, 2019). Following from this idea, ILTs consist 
of everyday assumptions people hold about leaders in general, or about ‘ideal’ leaders in 
particular. They influence how people perceive, respond to and act toward leaders 
(Alabdulhadi et al., 2017; Schyns and Riggio, 2019). As cognitive representations, they 
are similar to stereotypes as they remain relatively stable over time and are activated 
when people meet individuals who match their personal assumptions about leadership 
(Schyns and Riggio, 2019). In the context of inequality and leadership, numerous studies 
have examined stereotypes about women in leadership and have sought to answer the 
question of whether leader stereotypes are gendered. A meta-analysis by Koenig et al. 
(2011) shows that leader stereotypes are masculine: leaders are described as more similar 
to men than to women and more masculine than feminine. Eagly and Karau (2002) sug-
gest that the incongruity between female gender roles and leadership roles leads to preju-
dices toward women in leadership, which manifest themselves in less positive attitudes 
toward female leaders and in barriers to women becoming leaders.

Turning to research on the connection between sexual orientation and leadership, 
Fassinger et al. (2010) describe how cultural, societal and individual stigmas marginalise 
LGBT people in leadership roles. They suggest that sexual orientation, gender and the 
workplace situation affect leadership enactment. Their findings also underscore the 
importance of group composition: the sexual orientations, worldviews and predisposi-
tions of group members affect LGBT leadership. Whether a group is composed of a high 
share of either LGBT or heterosexual people or a mixture of both can influence leaders’ 
and followers’ expectations about LGBT leaders and the acceptance of their leadership 
(Fassinger et al., 2010). Some empirical studies have built on the theoretical assumptions 
and investigated individual experiences of LGB leaders (e.g. Pringle, 2008) and stereo-
types about LGBT people in leadership positions (e.g. Barrantes and Eaton, 2018; Wang 
et al., 2022).

In the context of stereotypes against LGB people, implicit inversion theory (Kite and 
Deaux, 1987) states that homosexual people are believed to be more similar to hetero-
sexual people of the opposite gender. This means that lesbian women are perceived to be 
more similar to heterosexual men than heterosexual women, and gay men are perceived 
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to be more similar to heterosexual women than heterosexual men. Kite and Deaux (1987) 
trace implicit inversion theory back to classical theories of sexuality (for example, the 
gender inversion theory of Freud) and define stereotypes against homosexuals as a spe-
cial case of gender-related stereotypes against men and women. In distinction to research 
about general prejudices against homosexuals, they integrate the perspective of gender 
and investigate the influence of sexual orientation on the gender belief system to describe 
stereotypes against homosexuals. Some empirical studies have found evidence of these 
types of stereotypes against gay men and lesbian women and implicit inversion theory 
(Blashill and Powlishta, 2009; Kite and Deaux, 1987).

The role of occupational gender segregation

Numerous studies have shown that occupations can be categorised as typically male-
dominated, typically female-dominated or integrated. Gender segregation of the labour 
market is accompanied by stereotypes about how people’s gender affects their ‘fit’ for 
particular jobs. In the tradition of implicit inversion theory, some research suggests that 
lesbian women are perceived to fit male-typical jobs better than heterosexual women, 
and that gay men are perceived to fit female-typical jobs better than heterosexual men 
(Clarke and Arnold, 2018). In addition, Schyns and Riggio (2019) as well as Fassinger 
et al. (2010) mention environment and group composition in the workplace as playing 
important roles in the leadership process and as affecting both leaders’ and followers’ 
expectations about leadership (Fassinger et al., 2010).

Summary and hypotheses

In sum, ILTs together with the findings of Fassinger et al. (2010) on LGBT leadership 
suggest that leadership is connected with individuals’ assumptions about (good) leader-
ship and that leaders are generally seen as masculine and more similar to men. According 
to implicit inversion theory, gay and bisexual men are believed to be more similar to 
heterosexual women than to heterosexual men. As a consequence, they are likely to be 
perceived to be a worse fit for leadership positions than heterosexual men. Following 
from these ideas, this study hypothesises that gay and bisexual men have a lower prob-
ability of having workplace (H1) and high-level workplace (H2) authority than hetero-
sexual men. Furthermore, the theoretical background suggests that lesbian and bisexual 
women are perceived to fit better into leadership positions than heterosexual women, 
which assumes that lesbian and bisexual women have a higher probability of having 
workplace (H3) and high-level workplace (H4) authority than heterosexual women.

Finally, and in line with previous research about workplace authority and gender-
typical occupations (Huffman and Cohen, 2004; Kraus and Yonay, 2000) as well as occu-
pational segregation by sexual orientation (Baumle et al., 2009; Finnigan, 2020; Tilcsik 
et al., 2015), the present study expects a higher probability of (high-level) workplace 
authority for gay and bisexual men (H5) and lesbian and bisexual women (H6) in occu-
pations with a high share of employees of the other gender than in occupations with a 
high share of employees of the same gender or in mixed occupations. These hypotheses 
are grounded in implicit inversion theory, which suggests that LGB people experience 
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less marginalisation, fewer stereotypes and higher expectations of fitting into leadership 
positions if they work in occupations that are typical for the other gender.

Data and methods

Sample

This study uses data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) to investigate work-
place authority by sexual orientation. The SOEP is an annually-conducted representative 
household panel including detailed questions about respondents’ occupational and family 
situations. The SOEP started in 1984 and currently includes nearly 15,000 households and 
around 30,000 individual respondents (Goebel et al., 2019). In 2019, a boost sample of 
sexual and gender minorities (SOEP Sample Q) increased the number of LGB respondents 
in the SOEP (de Vries et al., 2021; Fischer et al., 2022). The analysis presented in this arti-
cle pools the information from four waves (2013, 2015, 2017 and 2019) of the SOEP, as the 
International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO)-08 classification has only 
been available since 2013 and the questions on workplace authority are only included 
every two years. Overall, there are 59,545 observations with information on workplace 
supervisory authority across this time span. The sample is restricted to respondents who 
were between 18 and 64 years old at the time of the survey, worked either part-time or full-
time and were not self-employed. Furthermore, observations with missing data on the 
dependent, independent or control variables are dropped, and respondents with another 
gender than male or female (for example, transgender) are excluded because the number of 
cases is too small for reliable analysis (N=2). The final analytical sample consists of 38,027 
observations (37,288 heterosexual and 739 gay, lesbian or bisexual) over 17,779 respond-
ents (17,349 heterosexual and 430 gay, lesbian or bisexual). The analysis of high-level 
workplace supervisory authority uses a smaller sample that is restricted to respondents who 
have workplace authority (N=11,209).

Measures

This article focuses on two dependent variables: whether or not a person supervises oth-
ers, and to what extent the person has workplace supervisory authority, measured by 
answers to the question ‘How many people work under your direction?’. The dependent 
variable ‘workplace supervisory authority’ (0 ‘No’, 1 ‘Yes’) is measured as a dichoto-
mous variable. Overall, 69.2% of this sample have no workplace supervisory authority 
and 30.8% have workplace supervisory authority. The ‘extent of workplace supervisory 
authority’ is included as a metric variable, and only those respondents who reported hav-
ing workplace supervisory authority were asked this question. Owing to the high number 
of respondents who supervised 1–5 (51.0%) or 6–10 (20.2%) employees (online 
Supplementary Table A3), a new variable has been constructed that distinguishes between 
respondents with fewer than ten employees under their direction (0 ‘Low-level work-
place supervisory authority’) and respondents with ten or more employees under their 
direction (1 ‘High-level workplace supervisory authority’). Overall, 65.6% of the indi-
viduals in the sample with workplace supervisory authority had low-level workplace 
authority and 34.4% had high-level workplace authority (see Table 1).
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Our main independent variable is sexual orientation, for which the SOEP offers a 
generated variable (‘sexor’). This variable combines different identification methods 
into one. First, same-sex couples can be identified through information from the annual 
household questionnaire on household composition and relationships among household 
members as well as individuals’ information about the partnership and information from 
the individual biographical questionnaire about partnerships. Based on this, respondents 
who were in a same-sex partnership for at least one year are categorised as lesbian, gay 
or bisexual. Respondents who were in a different-sex partnership for at least one year and 
never in a same-sex partnership in the entire observation period are categorised as het-
erosexual. Second, in 2016 and 2019, the respondents were asked directly to state their 
sexual orientation and could be identified, based on their answer, as heterosexual, homo-
sexual or bisexual. Overall, the ‘sexor’ variable distinguishes between heterosexual indi-
viduals and homo- or bisexual individuals (Kroh et al., 2017; Kühne et al., 2019; SOEP 
Group, 2018). Overall, 1.9% of the unweighted sample are identified as probably homo-
sexual or bisexual (2.3% in the weighted sample), which is comparable with the esti-
mated share of LGB people in the German population based on the SOEP (Kroh et al., 
2017).

A second important independent variable is occupational gender composition.2 It is 
based on the ISCO-08 at the four-digit level, which has been recoded into a categorical 
variable distinguishing 1 ‘Male-dominated occupations’ (percentage of women 
between 0.0% and 30.0%), 2 ‘Mixed occupations’ (percentage of women between 

Table 1.  Distribution of the dependent and independent variables.

%

Sexual orientation and gender  
  Heterosexual men 52.3
  Heterosexual women 45.4
  Gay or bisexual men 1.0
  Lesbian or bisexual women 1.3
  Observations 38,027
Workplace supervisory authority  
  No 69.2
  Yes 30.8
  Observations 38,027
Extent of workplace supervisory authority  
  Low-level 65.6
  High-level 34.4
  Observations 11,209
Occupational gender composition  
  Male-dominated occupations 34.2
  Mixed occupations 29.0
  Female-dominated occupations 36.7
  Observations 38,027

Source: SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, weighted, own calculations.
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30.1% and 69.9%) and 3 ‘Female-dominated occupations’ (percentage of women 
between 70.0% and 100.0%).3 Overall, 34.2% of the sample work in male-dominated 
occupations, 29.0% in mixed occupations and 36.7% in female-dominated 
occupations.

Finally, the standard set of control variables that are associated with sexual orientation 
and the chance of having workplace authority are included: migration background is 
based on the information of the SOEP’s generated variable ‘migback’, which has been 
dummified into a variable with the categories 0 ‘No migration background’ and 1 
‘Migration background’ (direct and indirect). To measure differences in educational 
attainment, years of education are used. Furthermore, the industry sector is controlled for 
based on the Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the European Community 
(Nace Rev. 2). Based on the second level (two-digit numerical codes) of Nace Rev. 2, a 
variable with ten categories is created (1 ‘Agriculture/forestry, fisheries’, 2 ‘Mining, 
manufacturing’, 3 ‘Energy/water supply, waste disposal’, 4 ‘Construction’, 5 ‘Trade, car 
repair, hospitality’, 6 ‘Transportation and storage, communication’, 7 ‘Financial and 
insurance services’, 8 ‘Real estate/housing, economic service’, 9 ‘Civil service or simi-
lar’ and 10 ‘Public and private services’. Further, labour-market-related control variables 
are civil service (0 ‘No’, 1 ‘Yes’), firm size (1 ‘1–19 employees’, 2 ‘20–199 employees’, 
3 ‘200–1999 employees’, 4 ‘More than 1999 employees’), labour market experience 
(full-time and part-time) in years, tenure (the number of years respondents work at their 
current employer), and current working hours. To control for the family situation, a vari-
able is created for whether respondents have a partner who lives in their household (1) 
or not (0), and whether there are children in the household (0 ‘No children in household’, 
1 ‘Children younger than 6 years in household’, 2 ‘Children that are 6 years or older in 
household’). Finally, to control for changes over time, the survey year is included (1 
‘2013’, 2 ‘2015’, 3 ‘2017’, 4 ‘2019’).

The socio-demographic distribution of the sample shows that LGB respondents are 
slightly more educated than the rest of the population4 and less often live with a partner 
or children in the household (see online Supplementary Table A1). Furthermore, there 
are differences in the industry sector by sexual orientation and other job characteristics 
(see online Supplementary Table A2).

Analytical strategy

Given the dichotomous nature of the dependent variables, logistic regression models are 
used to test the hypotheses (Best and Wolf, 2015). As the cross-sectional analysis is 
based on the pooled dataset of four SOEP waves, it uses robust standard errors clustered 
by ID at the respondent level to account for respondents who participated in more than 
one wave of the examined time period. This procedure is quite usual if using panel data 
as pooled dataset (Antonakis et  al., 2010; Giesselmann and Windzio, 2012) and also 
applied by other studies using SOEP data (e.g. Cygan-Rehm, 2011; Schröder, 2016). To 
account for gender differences in the labour market situation and the amount of work-
place authority as well as differences in the labour market situations of LGB people, 
results are given separately for men and women. Two models are presented for all of the 
analyses: a) models that include only the independent variable and survey years as a 
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control variable, and b) models that include control variables. Because the occupational 
gender composition is dependent on the industry sector, the industry sector is not inte-
grated into the models that are used to measure the role of occupational gender composi-
tion. For better interpretability of the effects, average marginal effects (AMEs) are 
presented in the tables. AMEs offer an intuitive interpretation because they are an aver-
age effect on the probability of y=1 and could be interpreted as average changes by 
AMEs percent points if xj increases by one unit (Best and Wolf, 2015). All of the descrip-
tive results are weighted (using the SOEP ‘phrf’ person weights for individual respond-
ents), whereas the regression models are unweighted.

To check the robustness of the results, a different measure of sexual orientation (sex-
ual identity) is used, and a variable is constructed that only includes respondents who 
reported their sexual orientation in the years 2016 and/or 2019 (N= 33,665 heterosexual 
and N=613 homosexual or bisexual observations). These robustness checks are only 
calculated to test hypotheses H1–H4 due to the smaller number of cases in this sample 
and the lack of a reliable number of observations in some occupations. To check the 
robustness of the results for high-level workplace supervisory authority, OLS models are 
run using the original metric variable. The results of the robustness checks are described 
in the section Robustness and all tables are available via request.

Findings

The probability of workplace authority by sexual orientation

Starting with a simple descriptive examination, Table 2 shows the share of workplace 
supervisory authority by sexual orientation and gender. Overall, 30.8% of the respond-
ents have workplace supervisory authority. Heterosexual men have workplace supervi-
sory authority most frequently, followed by gay and bisexual men, and lesbian and 
bisexual women. Heterosexual women have the lowest percentage of workplace super-
visory authority. Moreover, lesbian or bisexual women have the highest share of 

Table 2.  Workplace supervisory authority by sexual orientation and gender.

Heterosexual 
men

Heterosexual 
women

Gay or 
bisexual men

Lesbian or 
bisexual women

Total

  % % % % %

Workplace supervisory authority
  No 63.9 75.3 68.2 69.6 69.2
  Yes 36.1 24.7 31.8 30.4 30.8
  Observations 18,308 18,980 285 454 38,027
Extent of workplace supervisory authority
  Low-level 63.7 68.8 80.7 58.7 65.6
  High-level 36.3 31.2 19.3 41.3 34.4
  Observations 6670 4307 95 137 11,209

Source: SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, weighted, own calculations.
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high-level workplace supervisory authority (41.3%), followed by heterosexual men 
(36.3%) and heterosexual women (31.2%). Gay and bisexual men have the lowest share 
of high-level workplace supervisory authority. Table 2 also shows that there is rather low 
variation in the amount of workplace supervisory authority, but higher variation in the 
extent of supervisory workplace authority between the groups, that is, in the number of 
employees supervised (up to 22 percentage points between gay and bisexual men and 
lesbian and bisexual women).

Turning to the multivariate findings, Table 3 shows the probability of workplace 
supervisory authority separately for men and women. While there is no evidence of a 
significant difference between gay and bisexual men in comparison to heterosexual men, 
there is some evidence of a difference for lesbian and bisexual women. The average 
marginal effect in Model 2a (raw gap) shows that lesbian and bisexual women have a 
higher probability of workplace supervisory authority than heterosexual women and that 
this cannot be accounted for by compositional differences when including control vari-
ables (Model 2b). More concretely, Model 2b indicates that the probability of holding 
workplace supervisory authority is 5.6 percentage points higher for lesbian and bisexual 
women than for their heterosexual counterparts.

Table 4 shows the average marginal effects on the probability of high-level workplace 
supervisory authority separately for men and women. Homosexual or bisexual men have 
a statistically significant lower probability of having high-level workplace supervisory 
authority in all models (Model 3a and Model 3b), varying between –13.8 and –11.4 per-
centage points. Lesbian and bisexual women have, compared to heterosexual women, a 
slightly lower probability of having high-level workplace supervisory authority but that 
is not statistically significant.

Overall, for men we find only support for hypothesis 2 and not hypothesis 1. The 
results suggest that there is no sexual orientation gap in workplace supervisory authority. 
More concretely gay and bisexual men do not have a lower probability of having work-
place supervisory authority than heterosexual men in general. However, when focusing 
on high-level workplace authority, we find a sexual orientation gap. Gay and bisexual 
men with workplace supervisory authority have a lower probability of having high-level 
workplace authority in comparison to their heterosexual counterparts. Turing to our 

Table 3.  Results of binary logistic regression models on the probability of having workplace 
supervisory authority (average marginal effects) for men and women separately.

Men Women

  Model 1a Model 1b Model 2a Model 2b

  B SE B SE B SE B SE

Homo- or bisexual -0.030 0.038 0.021 0.037 0.070* 0.028 0.056* 0.025
Controls No Yes No Yes
Observations (individuals) 18,593 (8622) 18,593 (8622) 19,434 (9157) 19,434 (9157)

Notes: Clustered robust standard errors (by ID of respondents). Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 
0.01, *** p < 0.001. Source: SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, unweighted, own calculations.
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results for women, lesbian and bisexual women have a higher probability of having 
workplace supervisory authority than heterosexual women. However, there is no statisti-
cally significant evidence for differences in the probability of high-level workplace 
authority for women. The results are in line with hypothesis 3 but not with hypothesis 4.

The role of the occupational segregation

Figure 1 shows the probability of workplace supervisory authority for LGB people (com-
pared to heterosexual people) by occupational gender composition and separately for 
women and men. The number of LGB respondents is relatively small in some models 
and the results should be interpreted with some caution. Starting with the results for men, 
the figure shows that there are no huge differences for gay or bisexual men in holding 
positions of authority across different types of gender-segregated occupations, which 
means that hypothesis 5 must be rejected. However, lesbian or bisexual women have, 
compared to heterosexual women, a higher probability of having workplace supervisory 
authority in female-dominated occupations than in male-dominated or mixed occupa-
tions, which speaks against hypothesis 6.

Finally, Figure 2 shows the average marginal effects of sexual orientation on high-
level workplace supervisory authority. The results suggest that there are no huge differ-
ences for gay or bisexual men in holding positions of high-level authority in 
male-dominated, mixed and female-dominated occupations. In contrast, and confirming 
the previous results for holding authority positions in general, lesbian and bisexual 
women have a higher probability, compared to heterosexual women, of holding high-
level workplace supervisory authority in female-dominated occupations. But the positive 
effect on high-level supervisory authority is not statistically significant. In male-domi-
nated occupations, lesbian and bisexual women are statistically significantly disadvan-
taged in holding high-level workplace supervisory authority compared to heterosexual 
women.

Overall and contrary to hypothesis 5, there is again little evidence that occupational 
gender composition matters for the probability of gay and bisexual men holding (high-
level) workplace supervisory authority. However, the results suggest that occupational 

Table 4.  Results of binary logistic regression models on the probability of having high-level 
workplace supervisory authority (average marginal effects) for men and women separately.

Men Women

  Model 3a Model 3b Model 4a Model 4b

  B SE B SE B SE B SE

Homo- or bisexual -0.138** 0.051 -0.114* 0.054 -0.010 0.051 -0.012 0.047
Controls No Yes No Yes
Observations (individuals) 6765 (3728) 6765 (3728) 4444 (2651) 4444 (2651)

Notes: Clustered robust standard errors (by ID of respondents). Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 
0.01, *** p < 0.001. Source: SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, unweighted, own calculations.



de Vries and Steinmetz	 863

gender composition matters for lesbian and bisexual women, although somewhat con-
trary to hypothesis 6. In female-dominated occupations, their probability of holding 
workplace authority is increased, whereas in male-dominated occupations, their proba-
bility of holding high-level workplace authority is decreased.

Robustnessanalyses

Robustness analyses using sexual identity as independent variable confirm the results: 
lesbian and bisexual women have a statistically significant higher probability of having 
workplace authority compared to heterosexual women, and gay and bisexual men have a 
statistically significant lower probability of having high-level workplace authority com-
pared to heterosexual men. As already indicated, the robustness of the findings is tested 
for the extent of supervisory workplace authority (the number of employees supervised) 
using linear regression models. In this regard, the results for men are confirmed: gay and 
bisexual men have on average between 12 and 14 fewer employees under their direction 
than heterosexual men. For women, the models also show a statistically significant 
effect. Furthermore, they show a negative effect on the extent of workplace authority 
(that is, the number of employees supervised) for men in male-dominated, mixed and 

Figure 1.  Results of binary logistic regression models on the probability of having workplace 
supervisory authority (average marginal effects) by occupational gender composition.
Note: 95% confidence intervals; controlled for survey year, immigrant, years of education, civil service, firm 
size, labour market experience, tenure, working hours, partner in household, children in household. Source: 
SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, unweighted, own calculations.
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female-dominated occupations. This effect is statistically significant in mixed occupa-
tions, supporting the results. For women, there are positive effects in all occupational 
groups but none of these are statistically significant.

Discussion and conclusion

Although workplace authority is important as it is often accompanied by higher earnings, 
status and psychological rewards, only a few empirical studies to date have provided evi-
dence that sexual orientation and workplace authority are connected. Based on data from 
a representative German household panel (SOEP), this article examines the probability of 
LGB people holding positions of authority in the workplace and the role of occupational 
gender composition in increasing or reducing their chances of holding such positions. 
Regarding the first aspect, the results only partly confirm the expectations formulated in 
hypothesis 1 and 2. It appears that in Germany, gay and bisexual men generally do not 
differ from heterosexual men in their probability of having workplace authority. However, 
the results show that they have a statistically significant lower probability of having high-
level workplace supervisory authority. This is partly in line with the findings of Aksoy 
et al. (2019), which show that gay men in the United Kingdom are not disadvantaged in 

Figure 2.  Results of binary logistic regression models on the probability of having high-level 
workplace supervisory authority (average marginal effects) by occupational gender composition.
Note: 95% confidence intervals; controlled for survey year, immigrant, years of education, civil service, firm 
size, labour market experience, tenure, working hours, partner in household, children in household. Source: 
SOEP v36.1, waves 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019, unweighted, own calculations.
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workplace authority in general, but are disadvantaged in high-level management posi-
tions. The results also partly support findings from studies focusing on the glass ceiling 
effect (Ahmed et al., 2011; Bridges and Mann, 2019; Frank, 2006). Moreover, the present 
study provides evidence that lesbian and bisexual women have a higher probability of 
having workplace supervisory authority compared to heterosexual women (but no differ-
ences in the extent of workplace supervisory authority (hypothesis 4), that is the number 
of employees under their supervision). This is in line with hypothesis 3 and supports find-
ings of previous studies on the United States and the United Kingdom (Ahmed et al., 
2011; Aksoy et al., 2019; Antecol et al., 2008; Bridges and Mann, 2019).

Turning to the role of occupational gender composition in shaping these differences 
between LGB people, this study finds only limited evidence that this aspect really matters 
for differences between LGB and heterosexual people in authority positions. Even if current 
research shows that gay or bisexual men avoid male-dominated occupations (Tilcsik et al., 
2015), the present study does not find any strong evidence that occupational gender compo-
sition matters at all for holding (high-level) authority positions (against hypothesis 5). In 
contrast to hypothesis 6, however, it seems that occupational gender composition matters for 
lesbian and bisexual women. The results appear to suggest that lesbian and bisexual women 
have a higher probability of holding workplace supervisory authority in female-dominated 
occupations. Previous research reports such a ‘glass escalator’ for heterosexual men in 
female-dominated occupations (Hultin, 2003; Williams, 1992). Other explanations could be 
that women are more tolerant toward LGB people (Ayoub and Garretson, 2017), that lesbian 
and bisexual women have advantages in balancing family and career caused by a lower 
amount of children and a less traditional division of care work in female same-sex partner-
ships compared to heterosexual partnerships, or the perception of employers that lesbian and 
bisexual women have lower employment interruptions caused by childbirth. However, fur-
ther research is necessary to confirm these findings.

Overall, this article shows that sexual orientation impacts the probability of holding 
(high-level) workplace supervisory authority, which is an important determinant of the 
general labour market situation of LGB people. As mentioned above, workplace author-
ity is associated with higher earnings, status and psychological rewards. Unequal access 
to these types of positions can cause further inequalities in the career trajectories and 
general life situations of LGB people. In line with recent research about discrimination 
and inequality against lesbian, gay and bisexual people in Germany (de Vries et al., 2020; 
Kroh et al., 2017), our results underline a lack of equality in the German labour market 
and point to a need to address these inequalities. The findings are partly in line with the 
idea of implicit leadership theories, LGBT leadership and implicit inversion theory. One 
explanation for the disadvantage of gay and bisexual men in high-level workplace 
authority is that they are expected to be more similar to heterosexual women than to 
heterosexual men and are therefore perceived as a worse fit for high-level leadership 
positions than heterosexual men. In this respect, the findings are in line with the assump-
tion that lesbian and bisexual women are perceived to be a better fit for leadership posi-
tions than heterosexual women. However, occupational segregation seems to be less 
relevant than expected, at least based on the present findings.

Some limitations of the study should be mentioned. Although this study uses four 
waves of the SOEP, including sample Q, the number of LGB observations is relatively 
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small, especially when analysing occupational gender composition. This low number is 
accompanied by a lack of statistical power and representativeness, which calls for cau-
tion in interpreting the results. It would, therefore, be important to replicate the analysis 
with a larger population of LGB(TQI*) people. Furthermore, the number of observations 
is not high enough to differentiate between homosexual and bisexual respondents or to 
consider gender minorities in the analysis, which would be important starting points for 
further research. Finally, we have examined the role of occupational gender composition 
on having workplace authority only in the German context. Therefore, it would be inter-
esting to replicate this study for other national contexts. This would also allow gaining 
an understanding of how different institutional contexts shape inequalities of sexual 
minorities. Aside from these limitations, this article is the first to provide an indication of 
the extent to which sexual orientation affects the probability of holding positions of 
authority in German workplaces. In this respect, SOEP sample Q offers great potential 
for future labour market research on the LGBTQI* population, as LGBTQI* respondents 
will be also part of the future waves of the SOEP.
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Notes

1.	 Although theoretical work and initial empirical findings suggest that not only sexual minori-
ties but also gender minorities (for example, transgender or intersex people) differ in their 
labour market situation from the rest of the population, the analytical sample used in this 
study does not include sufficient numbers of gender minority respondents to integrate this 
group into the analysis. For this reason, LGB is used in the following, particularly when refer-
ring to the analytical sample.

2.	 In the SOEP in the years 2013, 2015, 2017 and 2019 no distinction is made between sex 
assigned at birth and gender possible (only in SOEP Sample Q). Respondents have to indicate 

www.diw.de/en/soep
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their gender/sex (in German: ‘Geschlecht’) in their first year of participation (‘male’ and 
‘female’ were possible answers options).

3.	 Male-dominated occupations include for example mechanical engineers, firefighters and soft-
ware developers; mixed occupations include for example journalists, shop supervisors and 
cooks; and female-dominated occupations include for example health care assistants, primary 
school teachers and hairdressers.

4.	 Previous research suggests that a higher educational attainment of LGB people in surveys is 
partly driven by social desirability bias. However, we found only small differences in educa-
tion by sexual orientation.
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