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Abstract  

Corporate dress codes tend to adhere to a binary understanding of gender, and expression. 

Research was conducted in order to examine the factors that would contribute to corporate dress 

code policy could be more inclusive of the dress behavior of LGBT women, in addition to 

examining the potential modifications to styles, and product offerings that apparel brands could 

instate in order to better target lesbian women as a market segment. Self-identifying, employed, 

LGBT women (n=76) working in a variety of industries participated in interviews, and an online 

survey focused on their personal gender expression, and how their sexual orientation translated 

into how they desired to dress in a professional setting. We hypothesized that LGBT women 

would prefer the option of dressing in a more masculine way while at work. While supported, the 

majority of the participants would prefer that menswear brands would target them as a market, as 

opposed to ladieswear firms.  

Keywords:  lesbian, dress behavior, gender, dress code, work-environment, LGBT  
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Introduction  

Women historically have been subject to discrimination, and a less than ideal workplace 

environment since entering en masse into the workforce in the mid twentieth century. Coupled 

with the identification as LGBT, it is potentially even more prevalent. The gendering of dress 

codes establish, and often times limited perspective on what female, and consequently lesbian 

women’s, professionalism looks like. As a result, a cis-gendering of female professional attire 

leaves many lesbian women with the dichotomy to conform to dress contrary to their identity, or 

to potentially face backlash for portraying their lesbian identity through dress.  

 

Origins and Consumption History of Lesbian Women  

Lesbianism, from a cultural perspective has a seemingly clandestine past. While it can 

safely be assumed that lesbianism existed as early as any other human sexuality “originated”, the 

concept of female sexuality, let alone female homosexuality, up until recent times, has long since 

been deemed taboo, and sheltered from emerging in historic accounts (Castle, 1993). 

Homosexual male encounters are readily visible in texts dating back to the birth of Greco-Roman 

civilization; however, the representation of lesbianism in similar respects seems to have been 

omitted (Castle, 1993).  It wasn’t until the turn of the twentieth century that lesbian women came 

into their own rite as a socio-cultural group. While societal beliefs as a whole were relatively 

stagnant, several social movements of the times severely facilitated this rise to lesbian visibility 

in the public eye, such as the feminist movement, the influx of women in the industrial 

workforce, and perhaps most relevant to this research, the wide acceptance of less traditionally 

feminine fashion trends spear-headed by designers such as Coco Chanel (Tripeer, 2016).   

In the early 1900s Chanel’s appropriation of menswear fashions is quite noteworthy when 

applied to the dress behavior of lesbian women in a more widely acceptable plane. Valerie Steele 

(2013) asserts that even prior to Chanel’s normalization of men’s styles for women, 

internationally, lesbian women were often portrayed in tailored coats, and shirts contrary to the 

pompous gowns of the closing Victorian era (Steele, 2013). Even in the onset of Chanel’s gender 

bending fashion movement, there remained some lesbian women who retained to dress in 

traditional manners, which alludes to dress being a nonverbal cue to express one’s gender 

identity. Despite this occurrence, and the contributions of hyper-feminine dress couturiers 
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namely Vionnet, and Madame Gres who appealed to these women, the more masculine, tailored 

suit styles persisted as the benchmark for lesbian style (Steele, 2013). Gender expression, and the 

fashion zeitgeist are certainly facets of this, yet Steele, and Elizabeth Wilson theorize that agency 

was the central explanation. In dressing themselves as men, the women perhaps sought to take on 

the freedoms, and evoke the status of men in early 20th century society, a reason unrelated to 

sexual orientation or gender, similar to the Afghani practice of the bacha posh (Nordberg, 2010). 

However, the dress behavior in question is perhaps more importantly linked to the lesbian 

woman’s (and perhaps her heterosexual compatriots’) sexual agency. As Freud introduced the 

psychological establishment of women as sexual beings, it is understandable that lesbian women 

would seek to fully command ownership of their sexuality by dressing in the manner of men who 

have always been acknowledged as sexual beings (Wilson, 2013).  

 

Group Differentiation  

Consumer behavior. Several factors within the lesbian community greatly impact the 

purchasing behavior, and the actionability of the group as a viable market segment (Lang, 2016). 

The purchasing power of women who identify as LGBT tends to reside in the visual style of the 

clothing, and for career-women, income. While a portion of a largely marginalized sociological 

community, when compared to their heterosexual counterparts, lesbian women tend to earn up to 

8% more, yet significantly are not on equal footing as gay men (Lang, 2016). This increase in 

disposable income allows for the possibility of the purchasing of more expensive goods, in 

conjunction with an increased retail presence. In a report by Business Insider focusing on the 

shopping behavior of gay, and lesbian households, LGBT household spend up to 25% more in on 

retail brands than their heterosexual peers, predicated by an increase in the number visits they 

make to retailers in general (Fuller, 2013).   

Ideology. Not only does the increased income contribute to the manner in which lesbian 

women navigate the retail world, an increased feministic, and political ideology shape their 

purchasing decision. As history reflects, lesbians still participates in both facets of womenswear, 

and menswear. Regardless of which an individual LGBT woman prefers, it tends to nonetheless 

be rooted in feminism, and gender theory (Bunch, 1972). Contra to the 1920s first-wave 

feminism ideal, more rooted in equality, and second-wavers’ command of personal agency, 

modern lesbian dress focuses more on self-expression, and disruption of the patriarchal 
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hierarchical structures that be (M., 2014). While there have been shifts in perspectives on the 

roles of women, and their rights that ensue, not all lesbians seek the approximation of this male 

persona. Associating with the male gender, for some lesbian women, is structured in the 

framework of assimilating to the gendered power structure of society—a rejection of self-identity 

in hopes to conform (Bunch, 1972). This duality of gender of lesbian women drastically informs 

the variety of styles she buys, and subsequently the construction of her individual dress behavior 

in order to portray her identity in reference to her sexual orientation, and/or gender.  

 

Method  

Participants  

Our study garnered a total of 86 participants; however, only 76 respondents, per criteria 

of gender and/or sexual orientation were deemed pertinent to the topic of research. Data was 

collected from women who ranged from age 16-55, who were employed in a various career 

fields ranging from retail, business, creative arts, healthcare, and several more (Appendix A). 

Out of the total participants, the majority of women self-identified as Black/African American 

(59.5%), 24.05% as White, 13.92% as Other or Mixed ethnicity, and 1.27% each for  

American/Alaskan Native, and Pacific Islander (there were no participants that identified as  

Asian). On the basis of sexual orientation, 70.9% of the women identified as being lesbian, 

15.2%, bisexual, and 6.33% as other identifications within the LGBTQIA community (reported 

sexual orientation identities include asexual, pansexual, and genderqueer).   

Forty-nine of the seventy-six considered respondents reported being employed full-time, 

twenty-one as students, and fourteen as being employed part-time. At their places of 

employment, only 16 of the respondents reported having a gender-based dress code; the other 

two-thirds did not.  

Data Collection  

Research was primarily conducted by utilizing an online survey (Appendix A). 

Additionally, five out of the seventy-six women surveyed also participated in in-person 

interviews (Appendix B).   

Online survey.  The survey utilized in this study consisted of questions to collect 

demographic information, employment status and industry, Likert-matrix questions to gauge 
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respondents’ sentiments surrounding various prompts regarding their personal dress behavior, 

shopping habits, and openness about their sexual identity in the workplace. Additionally, the 

respondents were asked to answer open-ended questions to better detail their personal styles, 

preferred retail brands, and any critiques of current product offerings at the retail establishments 

in which they frequented.   

In order to better focus on the desired population, lesbian women, respondents who 

identified as male, or heterosexual female were discounted from the collection pool. Female 

participants who identified as bisexual, “other” were included in analysis with those who 

identified as lesbian.   

Collection error. When asked about their employment status during the survey, options 

were provided for “unemployed seeking work” and “unemployed, not seeking work”. While only 

five respondents in total selected either of these options, these responses should have been 

disqualified from analysis considering the study was focused on women actively employed.   

In-person interviews. In conjunction to the survey, interviews were conducted in order 

to obtain more specific information regarding motivations behind the women’s particular styles 

while at work, in addition to additional information regarding the specific guidelines to their 

workplace’s dress codes, and their critique.  While the women who participated in a variety of 

career paths, and identified predominantly as LGBTQ, the relatively small sample size, in 

addition to the limited scope of age (only ranging from 22-28), and ethnic background (four of 

the five identified as African American), the implications of the interview proceedings are 

analyzed with caution.  

Results  

The responses to the survey demonstrate that women who identify as LGBT are strongly 

inclined to dress, and shop in accordance to their gender, and sexual orientation identity.  

Responses indicated (Appendix A, Table 11) a fairly uniform spread of women who identified as 

either more masculine or more feminine, with a slight trend toward dressing in a more masculine 

way (Appendix A). Furthermore, the data indicates that the women overwhelmingly felt free to 

express aspects of their personality without compromise through dress (Appendix A, Table 11).  

Despite a general sentiment of freedom in the workplace, respondents reported that the difficulty 

to dress congruent to their identity rested more in the availability of certain silhouettes, and 

garment types at retailers.  
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Workplace Environment  

As previously stated, a large portion of the women’s employers did not enforce a gender 

based dress code which is likely to be an important variable in why the women were able to be 

secure in utilizing dress as a means of identity communication. Reports indicated a strong skew 

in lesbian openness regarding their sexuality in the workplace, a finding substantiated by Thomas 

Kollen (2014), when comparing lesbian workplace navigation to that of gay men (Kollen, 2014). 

This furthermore indicates a heightened acceptance of personal identity within the lesbian career-

woman, as well as in the corporate eye since the rise of lesbian visibility in the early twentieth 

century (Steele, 2013). Despite this degree of openness, concern was still expressed about how 

participants’ coworkers and supervisors perceived them based on dress.  

Moreover, implications of increased security for LGBT women in the workplace can be 

drawn considering that respondents (69%) reported to have never modified their typical dress 

style in order to avoid discrimination in the work environment. It is likely that with the increase 

in equal-opportunity-employment on the basis of orientation and gender expression structures of 

companies, acceptance, orientation openness, and reduced discrimination are facilitated (Lloren 

& Parini, 2016).  

 

Product Offering, and Purchase Behavior  

While the data collected reflects a greater overall tendency to dress in a feminine way, 

and an identification with the female gender, when asked about the frequency in which they 

dressed masculine was fairly variable, while dressing in a feminine manner trended towards 

being less frequent. However, there is no significant trend when comparing the frequency that 

the women shopped in the men’s department versus that of the women’s when at retailers.  Over 

75% of women reported to frequently being able to find clothing that was congruent with their 

gender identity, and over 60% concerning sexual orientation (Strubel J. , 2014) . In general, 

clothing options could be readily found to fit the respondents’ individual body type, yet when 

asked specifically about career-wear, responses were less affirmative.  

For career wear, a variety of specialty retailers (ranging from Forever 21 to Express), 

and better brands (such as Calvin Klein) were preferred. Comfort was a leading influence on 

how garments were selected, but fit, and contour was a more prevalent factor when it came to 
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career clothing as compared to everyday attire. In an interview with Nicole, a 25-year-old, self-

identified queer, woman encapsulated the sum of the opinion on the matter stating:  

“I always look for very fitting clothes for myself, things that are contoured for the shape 

of a woman. A part of being comfortable with yourself is being able to showcase that 

comfortability.” (Appendix B, Transcript 4)  

Critique. Even though a lack of preference between shopping in the men’s or women’s 

departments was shown, LGBT women admitted to favoring menswear styles. A desire for 

versatility in menswear outweighed concern about womenswear product offering. An increase in 

the accessibility of men’s extra-small sizes, smaller men’s dress shoes, and less rigid, linear 

silhouettes in men’s suiting and shirting were among several suggestions to better be activated as 

market segment buy apparel brands. Jasmine stated in her interview:  

“I would just like for the brands I like to adopt a non-traditional, gender neutral fit in 

order to accommodate women that wear what is considered to be men’s clothing and 

acknowledge that some of the people that wear men’s clothing have breasts.” (Appendix 

B, Transcript 3)  

 While their respective employers didn’t largely impose rigid gender conformity through 

dress, several women detailed that the binary gendering of clothing resulted in the perception of 

not being directly targeted by either menswear or womenswear brands.  

 

Discussion 

Academic Implications 

 Based on the findings of our research, the commonality across all of our participants was 

the desire to express her own personal identity. While being LGBT is not an intersection of 

human identity which is elected, the portrayal of such, as our findings suggests, is unique to each 

individual. Despite having similarities in age, work environments, and incomes, there often times 

were no drastic skewing towards any particular dress preferences, or identification with a binary 

gender category which is indicative of the current meta-modernist ideal of individuality Yet, as 

external research suggests, our participants were in accord that they were not concerned with 

judgement of others, so long as they felt comfortable in what they were wearing. Such findings 

substantiate LGBT women as a non-at-risk community for self-perception discrepancies, as well 

as could alludes to an increased acceptance of diverse styles and presentations of identity in our 

society at large (Strubel J. , The body in a cultural context, 2014).  
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 The emphasis on personal identity, creates a dichotomy for LGBT career women as a 

whole for the simple reason of the sheer span of the spectrum of unique identities within the 

category. In a 2006 study performed by Experian Marketing Services, it was found that younger 

people are increasingly identifying as members within the LGBT community (Fetto, 2013). The 

increase in identification increases the segment of LGBT women in general; however, 

compounded with the generational diversification credit to the aforementioned, the widespread 

spectrum of identities within this group, therefore complicates the creation of a-large-enough, 

actionable segment. Responses from our conducted interviews reflect the inalienable necessity 

for personal identity to be woven into the framework of clothing options. When asked about the 

importance of identity coinciding with dress behavior, one interviewee stated: 

“I feel like what you put on your body says a lot about who you are as an individual. Are 

you detailed? Are you neat? Are you sloppy? Do you prefer to be conservative versus 

not? So yes, I do try to use dressing as a way of expressing, finding, and creating my own 

identity. It's important because it's something I have control over.” (Appendix B, 

Transcript 4) 

While another mentioned:  

“It is very important to me. I love to express myself through my attire and show my 

personality. I even design my own clothes to better accommodate my body structure and 

to better fit my persona.” (Appendix B, Transcript 2) 

Based on these responses, and our findings, it is crucial that marketing measures should be 

implemented in order to understand to whom they are trying to appeal, and thus recognize that a 

one-size-fits-all schema would not be pervasive for this particular segment. 

 Constructs of Gender, and Social Ideal of Professionalism. The ardent claim of 

identity exhibited by our respondents further provides commentary on the social construction of 

gender.  The idea of gender-sex relationship has shifted from a conversation of coinciding 

absolutes, to the acceptance of vacillating of sentiments of masculinity/femininity (Lindsey, 

2010). Yet this concept is perhaps antithetical in that it still associates the polarities of the 

spectrum as hyper-femininity being associated with the female sex, and hyper-masculinity with 

the male. Data collected in our survey indicated that overall, the participants identified with the 

female sex, and the feminine gender (i.e. stated that they presented themselves in a more 

feminine way), but the preference in attire was ironically traditional men’s clothing. Such 

findings support Kimmel’s (2012) theorization of selective gender performance (Kimmel, 2012), 
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but could perhaps imply that gender is not necessarily a polar spectrum, but more of a cloud or 

infinite matrix, however, further research with a more representative sample of participants 

would be necessary to definitively pose such propositions.  

 Additional to the construct of gender, respondents introduced points of contention with 

what American standards for female professionalism are specifically as it relates to the sartorial. 

Responses demonstrated a similar agreement of blazers, button-front shirts, and slacks being 

professional, yet this was not to disparage a codification of professionalism, but rather offer 

critique to compartmentalized, cisgender codes of professionalism.  

“…if a woman that predominately labels herself a “stud” or “butch” lesbian and she 

works in a corporate office then she should be allowed to wear the clothes she identifies 

most with not the standard dress and heels that most heterosexual women would wear.” 

(Appendix B, Transcript 2) 

Commentary as such lends to the concept of the separation of sex, and gender, and potential 

discrepancies that could be induced by a cis-gendered system. In terms of the marketplace, it 

provides opportunity for the re-imagination of the meaning of professionalism, and whether it 

truly is practical to segregate professional garments on pre-conceived notions of gender.  

 

Industry Implications 

 Marketing Channels, and Company Appeal. Although it may seem difficult to target 

such a diversely identifying segment, changes outside of product offering can be taken to begin 

targeting this potential market. Carl Rogers’ (1959) theory on self-congruence wonderfully 

illustrates not only the general mindset of our participants’ motivations for purchasing certain 

clothing styles/brands, but also allows firms several options to begin to activate this market. 

While specific products play a role, Rogers’ theory also underscores the importance of a firms 

appeal to lifestyle, and ideology of the market in question (Strubel J. , 2014). In this case, simply 

using LGBT models to portray product, could inspire purchasing, or at least recognition from the 

segment as some of our respondents detailed. Additional research further suggests that members 

of the LGBT community tend to respond positively to companies that are perceived to be gay-

friendly, participatory in LGBT issues, and that depict LGBT individuals in an emulative manner 

as opposed to a punchline, or stereotype (Fedder, 2015). Since there are a plethora of different 

identities to appeal to, ecommerce and online advertising are opportunities for firms considering 
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the growth in younger people identifying as LGBT, as well as the benefit of marketing directly to 

a consumer, versus attempt to appeal to all women with one ad.  

 Product Offering. Product offering, despite any other changes made to marketing 

structure, and company presentation, is ultimately the crux of successfully being able to unlock 

the potential of LGBT career-women as a segment. As per our research, the core of these 

women’s identities (as it related to dress) was centered on gender expression (whether it be 

masculine, feminine, or non-binary). The overall expressed consensus was a desire of products 

that did not compartmentalize them into a stereotypical social construction of femininity, but 

rather an offering that allowed them to portray the gender or non-gender most comfortable to 

them (Strubel J. , 2014). Our results indicated that in general, LGBT career women would like to 

see more clothing options that approximating menswear styles in the aspect of clean lines, and 

structure. Alike, distaste for brands’ pink-washing of women’s professional attire was expresses 

(i.e. soft lines, delicate fabrics, and flamboyant colors) mentioned.  

 This desire for menswear styles was interestingly directed at the menswear market, as 

opposed to that of the womenswear. Even though our study did not indicate a preference of 

LGBT career-women shopping in the men’s sections of retail establishments, they did however 

direct their stylistic request to the menswear industry. Wanting a larger range in men’s sizes, or 

even beseeching that men’s brands cater to their customer base with female bodies were among 

the leading things articulated. A suggestion for both womenswear, and menswear markets was an 

increase in androgynous styles. However, in the case of both androgynous apparel, and 

broadening access to menswear comes the factor of fit. The visual elements of these styles is 

what is appealing to many LGBT women; however, often times the challenge is finding clothing 

in these styles/department with silhouettes that flatter the contour of a female body (Doyle, 

2015). As a result, the menswear market, and designers of androgynous fashions have the 

opportunity to broaden their customer base even more so than what the women’s market is able 

to do. 

 Benefits for the Firm. Activation of this market does not come without gain for the firm. 

Data collected from Experian in 2013 found that regardless of disposable income, LGBT 

individuals tend to spend more than heterosexuals on non-essential retail goods (Fetto, 2013).  

Further findings from Business Insider confers such claims, in addition to presenting that LGBT 

individuals show an increased brand loyalty, and are more likely to give referrals for 

brand/products in which they like (Fuller, 2013). If clothing brands conduct alterations to appeal 
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better to LGBT career-women, an avenue to loyal customers, and consumer-based brand 

networks can be created, and fostered to increase not only immediate revenue, but also may 

augment the overall consumer based brand equity.  

 

Market Applications 

 In order to best target LGBT career-women, many different segments of the apparel 

industry may mobilize in different ways. Possibly the best strategy is to not attempt to generalize 

the segment to “LGBT career-women”, but rather focus on a diversifying the look of 

professional attire so that they are able to choose more fluidly. In reimagining this professional 

attire, special focus should be paid to fit, silhouette, and providing a polished aesthetic.  

 Niche Tailoring. Custom suiting, is perhaps the most robust method in ensuring that the 

needs of this said market are met. Personal preferences can be injected into the desired 

commission, fit is made to measure, and the silhouette is customizable. Though this is a lucrative 

approach, considering the strength of men’s tailoring, and women’s custom dress markets, the 

obstacle for both parties, is of course the cost. While the income of LGBT individuals is 

relatively healthy as studies suggests, our respondents were less than fond of the expense, and 

time needed to get clothing altered, let alone commission a custom entity.  

 Menswear. The menswear market seems to have the largest opportunity to capitalize on 

this particular segment, considering our results. The addition of more extra-smalls, and perhaps 

offering smaller shoe sizes seems to be a relatively low-risk application, as the benefactors from 

such changes extend beyond the market of LGBT women. This strategy of increased size ranges 

is implemented by brands such as Topmen, and has been quite successful (Doyle, 2015). What’s 

more, is the tailored garments (i.e. suiting, and dress shirts) within the menswear category, if 

subject to this size range increase, allows for this masculine professionalism to more 

satisfactorily trickle into the closets LGBT career-women. Menswear, moreover, from a stylistic 

perspective was frequently mentioned as relating to our participants identities. Due to the gravity 

of lesbian identity as it relates to how they dress, this trend of almost predisposition to menswear 

styles essentially predisposes cooperative firms with loyal customers with relatively little 

expense of acquisition. 

Yet, the area in which menswear pales in ability to transform is fit. Necessarily, despite 

requests from respondents, menswear apparel must be constructed to fit men. Drastic 

construction methods cannot be taken to conform to women’s bodies, lest to weaken the ability 
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to target men. Moreover, in other than increasing size ranges provides a risk in that the specific 

market segment within LGBT career-women is not overwhelmingly large, which implies caution 

when appealing to them. This is a factor in which androgynous fashion may depart in its own 

rite. Though many designers have experimented with the creation of unisex apparel, the 

garments are generally boxy, or oversized in order to accommodate, again, men’s bodies, 

allowing for a disproportionate amount of men to break the gender binary, and be stylish as 

compared to that of women (Dalessandro, 2015).  

Induction to the Mainstream. The market segment of LGBT career-women is a 

complex market, but not an impossible one. The foundation of what these women would like in 

terms of professional attire is already in existence, but simply needs to be modified to 

accommodate them in particular. As gender stereotypes wan in popularity, the necessity for more 

versatile looks will become increasingly in demand, and the risk of the relatively perceived small 

segment is bound to grow. More importantly, shifting of perceptions of gender codes is not an 

exclusively LGBT-female phenomenon. Knowing this, apparel firms can potentially use LGBT 

career-women as a model, and focus on utilizing connection with identity, and gender non-

conformity to the meta-modern consumer base. 

Androgynous or agender market has the flexibility to disavow the norm, and focus on 

silhouettes for women, in addition to men. In the creation of agender apparel, specialization of 

silhouettes in order to fit two body types can be implemented at increased cost, with lower risk 

due to purchasing from two major market segments in addition to appealing to previously niched 

segments. This concept of promoting silhouettes geared to women are on the rise in children’s 

brands such as Citizen Smalls, and Ellen DeGeneres’ GAP line (Williams, 2015). Historic 

designers such as Charles James in the mid twentieth century began prototyping revolutionary 

bi-gender silhouettes such as his diagonal-waistline slacks that could properly fit waist sizes 

from 24-29 (Coleman, 1984). With this comes a delicate balance. Currently, men’s attire is seen 

as the neutral, but in broadening the silhouettes for flattering female contour, it would be a 

misstep to efface virtual masculinity from agender styles lest to remove a potentially large 

portion of male customers from the potential market pool (Soffel, 2011). While the concept will 

require heavy market experimentation, the creation of an entire fashion movement of silhouettes 

that are able to properly fit male, and female bodies well, in addition to polished, gender non-

specific aesthetics would allow for a lucrative market that is significantly larger than any apparel 

sector that is gendered. 
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