Thinking about Trans Inclusion in Aviation
Introduction
Aviation is sometimes perceived as a very gendered industry, making trans inclusion a particularly
important topic. Trans (short for transgender) describes people whose gender identity differs from the
sex assigned at birth. Cisgender is the opposite, where a person’s gender identity is fully consistent with
their biological sex. Where a person does not identify as entirely male or female, they may refer to
themselves as non-binary. Since gender is a social or personal construct, there are many variations in
what ‘transgender’ can mean from one person to another.
“Transitioning” is the process of realigning one’s life with one’s gender identity, and is unique to each
person. This may include any combination of changes in clothing, appearance, name, preferred
personal pronoun, identification documents, hormonal treatments and corrective surgery. The word
‘transsexual’ is sometimes used to refer to a person who is undergoing the physical transition from one
sex to the other through the use of hormones or surgery.
Individuals may have different issues with regards to discrimination. Everyone’s experience is unique.
Employers in Canada, including aviation employers, are legally responsible for providing a harassmentfree workplace.
You may have heard terms such as “intersex”, “genderfluid”, “gender non-conforming”, “transvestite”
“cross-dresser” or other terms when discussing trans issues. For a more detailed explanation of related
vocabulary, please see our “LGBTQ+ Vocab 101” resource, available on the Canadian Aviation Pride
webpage.

A Story
The following story is based on real-life events at a Canadian airline. Identifying details have been
removed to preserve anonymity. As you read this story, consider the following: How does personal and
systemic bias play a role in what transpired? Who was affected, and how could what happened impact
safety? How might things have been handled differently in a workplace with more trans-identified workers
or allies in supervisory and decision-making roles?
A Uniform Saga
Janelle was recently hired by Fly Away Home Airlines (FAHA). She was excited to work for FAHA because their hiring materials boasted a
diverse group of people, and the interview emphasized the company’s commitment to serving Canada’s diverse population. “Everyone is
welcome at FAHA”, is the company’s slogan, and it’s one that has served the company well, as many customers specifically choose to fly
FAHA on account of their visibly diverse staff, and the wide range of cultural cuisine offered on longer flights. Janelle naturally assumes that
her new employer’s slogan means that she, too, is welcome at work!
Janelle identifies as a transgender woman. Having only recently transitioned, her passport and other documents still reflect her legal name and
pre-transition gender. When Janelle calls the uniform provider towards the end of her initial training, she is refused female uniform pieces. The
employee on the phone cites “company policy” as the excuse for not issuing Janelle the uniform assigned to the gender which she expresses.
Frustrated and disappointed, Janelle calls a former colleague from her previous workplace to share her experience and seek advice.

Reflection Questions:
●
●
●

●

Based on the details shared above, who is included in the “Everyone is welcome” from the
company’s slogan? Who is excluded?
How did the uniform office employee show cisgender bias? What are some things the airline
could have done beforehand to avoid this sort of situation?
Whereas the impacts of cisgender bias on flight attendants and pilots are obvious, the
implications on other workers may be more subtle. How are non-uniformed employees impacted
by transphobia and cisgender bias? (e.g. office workers, ATC and FSS employees, etc.)
Why do you think Janelle chose to share her story with someone outside the workplace?

Discussion & Next Steps:
Why is it important that all employees learn about transphobia and cisnormativity? What are some things
you could do in your workplace to promote this learning?
What are some other challenges that trans people in aviation may face that are unique to the industry?
What systems can be set up to support trans people in our aviation workplace?
Given that 51% of trans people reported having been diagnosed with depression or anxiety, and
considering that many trans people may not be “out” to their colleagues and/or employers, what are
some preventative steps companies can take to ensure mental health and well-being for all employees?
As an ally, you have an important role to play. Speaking up can be uncomfortable, but it’s important!
What could you say (and to whom), or what could you do, if you heard about a scenario like the one in
the story shared above?
Even before scenarios like this unfold, they can be prevented.
•

•
•
•

If you are in a hiring or training role in your workplace, what kinds of structures and strategies can
you put in place to screen potential employees and ascertain their understanding of gender bias
in the workplace?
How can training be used effectively in your organization to eliminate transphobia and promote
inclusion for all?
What is something your company already does?
What could you do differently?
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