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Introduction

In the mid- 20th century at the end of World War II the United States

defeated fascism and imperialism in Europe and Japan respectively. However,

to the leaders of the United States, a new enemy was lying dormant: the Soviet

Union. It was not the nation itself but rather the economic and governing

ideals the Soviet Union stood for, communism. The fear of communism led to

several policy adoptions on the part of the federal, state, and even local

governments of the United States resulting to the criminalization of gender

and sexual minorities. Fast forward to the era of marriage equality, the end of

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, and an openly gay man running for President of the

United States, there still remains a lack of trust in public institutions,

specifically first responders such as fire, police, and paramedics (Mallory et al

2015). This lack of trust is not unknown to policy makers and professional

bureaucrats due to a severe lack of reporting of hate crimes and violence on

the part of gender and sexual minorities (Stotzer 2010). Therefore, diverse

policy interventions to build this trust have been introduced.

The most popular of these policy interventions is the recruitment of

gender and sexuali minorities, effectively increasing the number of gender

and sexual minorities in each of the first responder departments. Other policy

proposals that have been introduced in recent years are community

governing boards. These boards are composed of law enforcement officers

and members of the LGBTQ+ community. In addition, many departments are

simply creating diverse training programs to help their officers and
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employees understand the lives of the gender and sexual minorities they

serve. This policy intervention derives itself from Representative Bureaucracy

theory, the idea being that a public institution should in some capacity reflect

the community it is to serve. Considering that with the Federal Bureau of

Investigation has found that violent hate crimes against gender and sexual

minorities is at a 16 year high, it becomes imperative for the safety and

security of the entire community for these crimes to be reported and

investigated (FBI  2018). Policy scholars have studied the statistical and

quantitative effects of this policy initiative, but rarely study the implications

for those gender and sexual minorities who occupy the role of first responder

(Colvin 2012). In addition, feminist scholars often reflect upon the affective or

emotional labor women, and racial minorities expend to fit into the dominant

culture, yet these two scholarly worlds have rarely collided to analyze the

implications of gender and sexual minorities as they work in this particular

role. There is a lack of scholarly work regarding the emotional labor gender

and sexual minority first responders (police, fire, paramedic, and dispatcher)

expend in institutions that are traditionally seen as hyper masculine and

cis-heteronormative when they are a part of a policy intervention to increase

community interaction. This is a policy evaluation study, designed to analyze

the popular policy interventions used by institutions to increase gender and

sexual minority engagement through an affective or emotional labor lens.

This paper will (1)  establish the emotional labor gender and sexual

minorities face daily within cis-heteronormative  work cultures or
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atmospheres, (2) identify the various policy  interventions police, fire,

paramedic, and dispatcher agencies are utilizing to better  engage with

gender and sexual minorities, and (3) analyze the full cost of this  particular

policy intervention through an intimate interview (private one on one

conversation without interruptions or distractions from the outside world)

with a Queer identifying first responder. This was done in order for the

participant to open up freely without consequence of their experience in their

specific unit. The interview that was conducted was done with the

understanding that any publication of this piece would result in the changing

of names to protect identity. Therefore, for the purpose of this paper, we will

be referring to the firefighter as Z and using they/them pronouns. A further

background of Z will be explored later in this paper.

Emotional Labor and Affective Work Atmospheres

Affective, immaterial, or emotional labor is labor that goes beyond our

traditional understanding of market production of physical goods that can be

consumed. For the purpose of understanding, this phenomenon of labor is

defined as “labor that produces an immaterial good, such as a service,

knowledge, or communication” (Hardt 1999: p. 94). Feminist scholars have

illustrated how women are in societal roles that force them to produce this

type of labor. In our post industrialized world, “workers are expected to

mobilize emotional and social skills for professional goals, resulting in the

blending of private and the public, the informal and the formal, skills and
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resources” (Oksala 2016: p. 284). In this manner, individuals are expected

then to expend copious amounts of labor for the intangible.

What then happens to those individuals that do not fit the societal

norm when they go to participate in the workplace? For instance, historically

speaking, the United States has socially constructed ideas of gender; men are

to do this certain type of work and women are to do the opposite sort of work.

In this manner men and women are performing or doing gender. They are

expending their labor in “a certain kind of enactment” which “is often

mistaken as a sign of its internal or inherent truth” (Butler 2009: p. i).

Although this is seen through a binary lens of men and women, there are

other layers to this concept of emotional labor and performativity.

Gender and sexual minorities sit outside this lens and often find

themselves in workplace situations that cause them to perform or expend

labor for the sake of fitting in. This is often referred to as social identity

management and in many cases “gay men and lesbians face different layers

and intensities of stigma-related, stereotype-based marginalization,

devaluation, and discrimination, especially when they have disclosed their

sexual orientation” (Kollen 2015: p.994). One can define this concept of

identity management as emotional management subject to “social guidelines

that direct how we want to try to feel” by “a set of socially shared, albeit often

latent (not thought about unless probed at) rules” (Hochschild 1979: p. 552).

This is not just the case for lesbians and gays, but also true for transgender

and other gender nonconforming people in our society. The unemployment
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rate for transgender people is much higher than other populations and even

if hired “the workplace is one of the most violent spaces for trans identified

people” (Irving 2015: p. 50). Often, the decision to own one’s Queer identity

in the workplace is “highly dependent on the reactions of relevant others” or

other people within the workplace that do not share the same Queer identity

(Hamilton et al 2019: p. 155).

Those reactions from relevant others then contributes to two things,

(1) the overall atmosphere of the workplace (cis-heteronormative or queer

friendly) and (2) the amount of emotional labor gender and sexual minorities

will have to expend in order to fit into that work environment. This is not new

to policy scholars as they shift to understand organizational culture and

organizational identity. Through the development of public administration

works, an understanding that organizations themselves have their own

culture and are not neutral to the world around them have been realized.

Public policy scholars believe it is not only impossible to study policies

without studying the organizations tasked with carrying out policy, but more

importantly, the individuals that work within them. Refusing to look at the

atmosphere or culture of an organization leads to “organizational

obliviousness, which calls attention to the intangible ways that stereotypes

influence the everyday practices of the individual and the organization (Doan

and Portillo 2019). If the culture of an organization was truly neutral, then

there would be no need for anyone within it to expend emotional labor to fit
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in. Ones status as a gender and sexual minority would have no bearing, but

that is not the case.

In this manner it is not a leap to say that those gender and sexual

minorities face a cis-heteronormative work environment and therefore in

order to protect themselves and their employment, often they will act or

perform in a manner that is counter to their identity. This will be illustrated

later through the words of a firefighter that self-identifies as Queer and their

experience of navigating the work culture of their particular fire department.

Many work environments might, through internal policy regarding

nondiscrimination, accept an individual’s identity as a gender or sexual

minority, but still treat those employees in a different manner than others. For

example, in a series of interviews with Queer identifying employees some

stated, “lesbians and gays are stereotyped as having excessive eroticism and

must manage heterosexist stereotypes about their supposed hypersexuality

and sexual availability at work” (Giuffre et al 2008). Despite being “accepted”

in the workplace as Queer identifying employees, the organizational culture

demands of gender and sexual minorities to perform in a cis-heteronormative

manner or more bluntly expend labor to fit in. Likewise, the concepts of

microaggressions within organizations “against women and people from the

LGBTQ community” can also create an organizational atmosphere that is

hostile thus forcing those individuals to expend labor to draw attention away

from their identities (Johnson and Otto 2019).
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Within the American context, there is one organization that has been

“long recognized as a masculine organization” and that is the military (Doan

and Portillo 2019). “Masculinized industries are characterized as being ruled

by traditional standards of masculinity and cis-heteronormative  culture,”

which would include also police, fire, paramedics, and dispatchers (Collins and

Rocco 2018). Within these organizations there are clear divisions of labor, not

just in terms of accountability but in terms of rank and power over others.

Oftentimes, these departments are filled with individuals who believe that

members must have a certain level of physical strength, to the job as noted by

one interview participant when talking of military integration, stating that

“females are not as capable in dealing with the physical and emotional

demands of Special Forces” (Doan and Portillo 2019). These individuals are

exclusively linking the male sex to the concept of masculinity, and explicitly

invoking it as a requirement for employment as a Special Forces officer. In

doing this, these individuals are cementing a psychological idea that men are

to be masculine, and women are to be feminine which contributes to an

affective work environment that would demand gender and sexual minorities

in those positions to perform in a highly gendered manner. Bluntly, forcing

individuals to expend labor to fit into the dominant culture.

Public Policy Initiatives

As was alluded to in the introduction, there is a lack of trust on the

part of gender and sexual minorities towards various public institutions.

According to survey data, “34% of LGBT people who experienced
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discrimination in the past year avoided public places like stores and

restaurants, 47% made specific decisions about where to shop, 10% avoided

public transit, and 18% avoided doctor’s offices” (Movement Advancement

Project 2018).  In some cases, some of these services are considered public

goods, such as a county health department or publicly run hospital. As more

cities and states, and to some extent organizations, adopt nondiscrimination

practices, the idea of equality for gender and sexual minorities seems

tangible. However, the deep history of criminalization of gender and sexual

minority existence renders those policies moot.

Just because laws and policies, which once targeted gender and sexual

minorities for criminalization have been repealed does not negate the negative

externalities of those policies or reverse the damage casued. A rift of distrust is

formed from those negative policies which in turn means the community does

not feel as if those in power will implement those policies with integrity.

“Those local authorities now have a public duty to implement recent

legislative and policy shifts that recognize the rights of LGBT people carries

with it an expectation that staff will take forward equalities initiatives in their

work,” however, as mentioned above, that expectation does not always meet

reality (Richardson and Monro 2013: p. 134). Although it has been noted that

laws do impact the larger culture, the marginalized and oppressed do not

always feel the effects of these changes overnight. More specifically, “research

continually suggests that bias victims are unlikely to turn to law enforcement

following victimization” because of the perceived bias law enforcement has for
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gender and sexual minorities, a bias that stems of past historical policy

(Briones-Robinson et al 2016: p. 1689). It is not simply the changing of the law

from criminalization of identity to decriminalization that must occur for faith

to be restored in law enforcement among other public institutions, additional

steps must be taken to bridge the gap.

There are several tactics and policy interventions that various first

responder agencies are utilizing in order to bridge that gap in trust. As the

William’s Institute has found, some departments are utilizing community

governing boards, a dynamic group of individuals made up of gender and

sexual minorities within the community along with law enforcement officers

from a given department (Mallory et al 2015). Other departments are focused

on mandatory training for all their department’s employees which “indicate

that providing a five-hour training session on LGBT issues increased their

confidence in using LGBT- affirming tactics and their knowledge of LGBTQ

issues” (Israel et al 2014: p. 66). These trainings are often referred to as

cultural competency trainings or diversity trainings and although they are

effective in teaching various first responders about gender and sexual

minorities, there is little known about their effectiveness in fostering trust.

In addition to these trainings, one of the more popular policy

interventions used by these departments and agencies is simply to hire more

gender and sexual minorities to law enforcement, fire departments,

paramedics, and 911 dispatchers.  The idea behind this increase in gay police

officers, lesbian firefighters, or trans paramedics comes from representative
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bureaucracy theory, an idea that is widely seen as both efficient and effective.

So much so that many municipalities and counties across the nation have

adopted it as a condition of employment.

In order to work for a certain community, one must be a resident of

that city. Representative bureaucracy theory states “the greater the racial

parity between an organization and the community it serves, the more likely

the organization’s workforce will be willing to represent the interests of

persons with whom they share similar demographic backgrounds” (Lasley et

al 2011: p. 475). Bluntly speaking, the more an organization, in this case first

responder organizations, are composed of the community it serves, the more

trust that community should have in the institution.

Increasing the number of gender and sexual minority first responders

has become the most popular of policy interventions. Across the United

States, even in areas where discrimination is still legal, first responder

departments are creating these special units of law enforcement officers

composed of gender and sexual minorities, known as liaison units. From a

quantitative standpoint, these policy interventions to increase trust have been

wildly effective.  When the Metropolitan Police Department in Washington DC

created their LGBT liaison unit of police officers, they found the number of

self-reported hate crimes doubled after one year (Colvin 2012). Though it

seems counterintuitive that the number of crime reports increases with an

increase in employee diversity, the truth is, due to the lack of trust in law

enforcement, many victims of crimes simply do not report the crimes
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perpetrated against them. Because “policing agencies are a prominent part of

local governments and one of the most recognizable public service

organizations” it would make sense to adopt this policy intervention to help

mitigate that lack of trust (Portillo 2014: p. 130). From places as traditionally

liberal as Washington DC to ones as conservative as Boise, Idaho, adopting

this measure is seen as a silver bullet solution. But it comes with a qualitative

cost that is never accounted for by organizational leadership. That qualitative

cost is examined through the interview with one Queer first responder. Their

personal account of working in a hyper masculine space is told for the

purpose of highlighting the additional labor they expend in order to do their

job in spaces that are not open and affirming to their identity as a Queer

person.

The Queer First Responder: The Interview

Z is a firefighter from the state of Missouri. They are a part of a new

policy intervention designed to increase the number of gender and sexual

minority employees in first responder organizations. They were willing to sit

down and give their firsthand experience of being Queer in this hyper

masculine cis-heteronormative  environment. Z says being a firefighter was

not their original desire in life but due to the organizational structure within

the state of Missouri, paramedics are nestled within fire stations. Their desire

to be a paramedic stemmed from personal experience of being in the hospital

while their father was sick. It was seeing the manner in which the doctors and

nurses were taking care of their father and family that catapulted them to the
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career of medical service. However, they understand the mental burden of

constantly taking care of patients would be too much. As they describe it

“paramedics are with patients for a maximum of 30 minutes,” keeping the

emotional attachment and sense of personal responsibility for the patient to a

minimum (Z, personal communication 11/12/2019).

Before speaking about Queerness inside of this cis-heteronormative

space, Z already described emotional labor in caring for patients when an

emergency call is made. When Z was hired, the rest of their team was already

aware of their Queer identity, therefore the benefit of disclosure was taken

away unlike many individuals inside other places of employment. In

describing the fire department, Z characterized their unit as a “constant

giant dick-measuring contest without any of the fun” further explaining “to

be a firefighter, you have to be a type A personality; alphas and one upping.

There are constant fights because they are all uncomfortable with being

challenged” (Z, personal communication 2019). To translate this language,

everyone within Z’s department felt as if they needed to be superior to

everyone else. Everything becomes a competition for power and praise.

When asked if Z had challenged any of their fellow firefighters in instances

where they felt their peers had overstepped or made a mistake as it related

to the Queer identity, they described transporting a transgender teenager

and one the firefighters not utilizing correct pronouns for the patient.

Z describes the relationship they have with the department as a

“brotherhood, where every single one of them would have my back out in the
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field, even though I don’t always like them.” This hyper masculine space is

hard for Z to navigate because they feel as if they do not fit into the culture

citing “locker room talk” regarding female anatomy. Yet also understanding

how intimate this career is, spending forty-eight-hour periods with them, Z

believes they must fit in to keep the balance, or “brotherhood” as they would

describe it. Z finds their Queerness is always front and center, even when they

believe they are keeping that balance.  When they actively suppress their own

Queerness, they often are told they are “straight-acting” which to those in the

unit is considered a compliment, but for Z it is simply another reminder of

their own Queerness inside the workplace. “Who is the woman in the

relationship” and “can you explain why my wife is doing this” are frequent

questions Z receives from this “brotherhood” and it “annoys” Z. Frequently, Z

finds themselves saying “keep the peace, keep the harmony, keep the

brotherhood.”

Z realizes that in their small suburban/rural area that their Queerness

is not just an issue of culture, describing it as a political stance as well.

Current affairs and political issues surrounding the Trump administration (an

administration that on numerous occasions has rolled back protections and

services for gender and sexual minorities) frequently come up in

conversation.  Z says their captain tries his best to steer the conversations

away from those topics because of how uncomfortable it makes Z. If a Queer

centered topic does come up in conversation, then Z feels as if they are the

spokesperson for the entire community. They single handedly are chosen to
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decide whether another individual they come across is closeted and is always

chosen to teach or speak on behalf of the entire Queer community. Z says

there isn’t additional training given to their unit regarding gender and sexual

minority communities and therefore they become the spokesperson to teach

everyone as well. Z describes this as limiting because they do not believe they

have the necessary skills or proper information ready to give to their unit

regarding the full experience of gender and sexual minorities.

Z believes they are the unit’s first exposure to Queer identity and

describes how many in his “brotherhood” still believe the concept of sexual

orientation and gender identity are a choice they have made. Because of the

balance that Z constantly describes, they police their own language, walking a

tightrope and a fine line inside of an agency that is described as a brotherhood.

At the end of the interview Z stated, “I put on my mask, and I go to work.”

Analysis

Few policy scholars have looked at these various initiatives through the

affective labor lens. Quantitatively speaking they are generally successful in

accomplishing what they were created to do, increase reporting rates and

interaction between their departments and the gender and sexual minority

communities they serve. However, through the intimate interview, there is a

cost that policy makers and policy implementers are never aware of and that is

the personal emotional labor this gender and sexual minority liaison units

personally expend in the organization. Although Z was the only directly
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interviewed Queer person in this role, countless others have described that

tension Z describes; the tension between their full Queer identity and the

harmony of the place in which they work. Regardless of the laws changing

regarding gender and sexual minorities, “psychological studies have drawn

attention to the negative mental effects of laboring in heterosexist and

homophobic work cultures, indicating increased psychological distress and

depression” (Willis 2009). These policy interventions of creating an LGBT

liaison inside of hyper-masculine and cis-heteronormative  work

environments cause individuals such as Z to feel as if their Queer identity is

not okay and thus, they work to mask it or hide it despite also being the token

Queer person.

Z is not simply being hired, along with the many LGBT liaison

individuals across the country to simply be a firefighter or police officer. These

institutions are hiring these individuals to wear their Queerness on their

sleeve as it seems appropriate but are constantly asked to tone it down for the

sake of the organization when others find it inappropriate. Z is constantly

working on finding that balance in their “brotherhood,” expending energy and

labor to not be overly Queer because they see it as a risk to the organization.

However, policy scholars have debated the effectiveness of organizations and

the implementation of policy interventions recognizing how vital it is to

understand people within organizations rather than the organizations

themselves (March and Olsen 1989). Bluntly, it doesn’t matter what the policy

is within the organization if those who operate within it are acting in a
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heterosexist hyper masculine manner, those Queer firefighters and officers are

going to be taking on additional tasks to check themselves for the good of the

organization or the “brotherhood” as Z describes it. Other qualitative work

regarding gender and sexual minorities in the workplace generally have found

several homophobic and transphobic remarks and attitudes and “witnessing

these encounters had significant ripple effects as young workers felt

compelled to conceal their sexuality through processes of self-vigilance and

self-censorship” (Willis 2012). As Z described in their interview, they

experience these types of remarks and attitudes even though they are

supposedly welcomed into the department and act as a link between the

institution and gender and sexual minorities. With the additional qualitative

data from others experiencing these heterosexist attitudes in the workplace

alongside policy makers pushing for these policies to be adopted, they forget

the labor it takes for gender and sexual minorities to work in those spaces.

They forget the labor that is expended as they work to balance their identity

with the cultural attitudes of the organization. They forget that Z puts on their

mask and goes to work.

Conclusion

This study set out to explain to policy makers the theories of affective

or emotional labor, explaining that it is a natural part of many people’s jobs, as

well as establish the lack of data collected on those policy initiatives that

specifically use gender and sexual minorities in employment. After this was

accomplished, the study took a unique policy analysis turn and engaged in a
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single interview with an individual that is a part of one of those policy

interventions. Although interviewing individuals at this level is not typical

inside of public affairs scholarship, this specific policy intervention warranted

it, illustrating the qualitative cost that comes with LGBT liaison units inside of

first responder departments.  The progress gender and sexual minority

communities have made since the height of the Lavender Scare in the late

1940’s and early 50’s, when their existence in society was criminal is

enormous. However, as this study has clearly laid out, there are still issues they

face every day. Even when given access and opportunity to join

cis-heteronormative  institutions that serve the public, they are still exposed to

an unnecessary burden that is overlooked by policy scholars. These LGBT

liaison first responders are being asked to expose their Queer identity at work

for the sake of the organization but also asked by the cultural attitudes within

that organization to hide their Queer identity. For many of these gender and

sexual minority first responders, the option of quitting is not something they

are prepared to do as they look out into the community and see people like

them being underserved. If the quantitative gains by these policy interventions

are worth that burden, then what policies are going to be enacted to lessen

those individual’s burden? Will these departments implement comprehensive

cultural competency trainings to enlighten their non- Queer employees?

Future Research and Limitations
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This study should be considered a chapter in a much larger study of

these policy interventions. Going forward it would be beneficial to sit down

with other first responders inside of law enforcement agencies, 911

dispatch centers, and emergency medical units. Given more time to

complete this study, a geographic diversity would also be beneficial to give

a fuller understanding of the work these LGBT liaison units do every day of

their lives. Although the race/and ethnic characteristics of Z was not

disclosed within this paper, future studies should be cognitive of the

various additional layers Queer communities of color would also face in

these types of environments
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