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FOREWORD

Shannon Minter

This groundbreaking study by Genny Beemyn and Sue Rankin is the 
first to examine the full diversity of the transgender community—
not only those who are transsexual but also the growing number of 
individuals who identify their genders in nonbinary ways. Through 
surveys and interviews with a huge sampling of transgender people 
from across the country, it is the first major study to combine meth-
odological rigor with an insider’s grasp of the nuances and com-
plexities of transgender lives. As a transgender attorney who has 
spent the last seventeen years advocating for transgender people, I 
have often wished for a book like this on my shelf.

With their fresh and sophisticated approach, the authors have 
uncovered a treasure trove of eye-opening data. They present vi-
tal new information about how transgender people discover their 
identities, how they forge viable life paths even in the face of great 
hostility, and how those life paths are changing dramatically for 
young people coming of age in a world that has been transformed 
by the Internet and other new social media. This information is  
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essential for policy makers seeking to protect and include transgen-
der youth in schools and other settings.

Beemyn and Rankin bring impressive credentials to this project. 
Beemyn is a national expert on how to develop and implement 
supportive policies for transgender students in higher education. 
Rankin is a leading researcher on campus climate and diversity 
issues, with an unparalleled record of scholarship about discrim-
ination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people in 
college and university settings. Their collaboration has set a new 
benchmark for research in this area.

This study is the first to explore the process of identity develop-
ment in different transgender groups and across different genera-
tions of transgender people. Prior studies in this field have been 
based on samples that were limited by size, geography, age, race, 
gender, and narrow definitions of who is counted as transgender. 
To ensure a more representative view, Beemyn and Rankin re-
cruited a large, diverse sample of transgender people from across 
the country. They surveyed 3,474 participants by drawing on con-
tacts with transgender groups and individuals from throughout the 
United States. In addition, they conducted interviews with 419 of 
the survey respondents.

Beemyn and Rankin also break new ground in their approach 
to determining who qualifies as transgender for purposes of em-
pirical research. Past studies of transgender people have generally 
failed to include people with nonbinary identities, perhaps in part 
because the task of definition is so daunting. Beemyn and Rankin 
recognized that attempting to define who counts as transgender 
would hinder, rather than advance, their ability to study a commu-
nity in which new identities are rapidly emerging. As a result, this 
is the first large-scale study that includes “not just MTF and FTM 
individuals and cross-dressers but also genderqueers, androgynes, 
bigenders, third genders, transgenderists, and other transgender in-
dividuals who describe their genders in nonbinary ways.”

To cast the widest possible net, Beemyn and Rankin permitted 
survey participants to self-identify and specifically explained that 
the survey included those who do not identify simply as either men 
or women. The resulting diversity was startling. The authors report 
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that “the 257 participants who characterized themselves as ‘other’ 
(rather than female, male, or transgender) used 119 additional de-
scriptors for themselves, of which 101 were unique responses.” For 
example, participants described themselves as “fluid,” “neutral,” 
“queer,” “two-spirit,” “somewhere between transsexual and cross-
dresser,” “FTM TG stone butch drag king,” and “no easy defini-
tion, some other kind of man.”

In the hands of less savvy researchers, this proliferation of terms 
and identities might have defied meaningful analysis. But Beemyn 
and Rankin handle this potential dilemma masterfully, elegantly 
drawing out key threads. They propose a useful new term, “dif-
ferent-gender,” to describe those who do not identify as men or 
women. Thus, as counterparts to the terms “female-to-male trans-
sexual” and “male-to-female transsexual,” they employ the terms 
“female-to-different-gender” and “male-to-different-gender” in de-
scribing individuals who do not identify with their assigned gender 
yet who are not transsexual. These new terms are a welcome schol-
arly addition to the more colloquial term “genderqueer.”

Beemyn and Rankin’s new framework and terms also enable 
them to examine important gendered differences among those who 
do not identify as either male or female. For example, the study 
found that the vast majority of the respondents who identify as 
something other than male or female were assigned female at birth, 
which may reflect “the overall greater leeway in gender expression 
experienced by the respondents who were raised as women.”

The study also found important differences between cross-
dressers and individuals who identify as some type of male-to-
different-gender identity (such as “genderqueer,” “gender fluid,” 
“bigendered,” “third gendered,” “androgynous,” or “boi”). Those 
who self-identified as cross-dressers often saw themselves as “hav-
ing a second, female self that is separate from their male gender 
identity.” In contrast, those who identified as male-to-different-
gender saw themselves “in ways that challenge conventional static, 
binary constructions of gender.” In addition, whereas survey re-
spondents who self-identified as cross-dressers were substantially 
older on average than the other transgender people surveyed, those 
who described their gender in nonbinary terms were substantially 
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younger. Based on this trend, the authors suggest that “fewer young 
people today are choosing to refer to themselves as cross-dressers” 
and that the term “cross-dresser” itself may be passing out of com-
mon usage.

The study also uncovered striking patterns in how transgender 
identity develops in different groups within the transgender com-
munity. For example, most of the participants reported feeling “dif-
ferent” from other children from an early age. But the respondents’ 
experiences of how they responded to those childhood feelings of 
difference diverged sharply based on whether they were assigned 
female or male at birth. More than 80 percent of the female-to-
male participants (FTMs or transsexual men) were able to ex-
press their internal feelings of masculinity as children “by taking 
on traditionally male roles in play and in relationships with other 
children.” In contrast, only 37 percent of the male-to-female partic-
ipants (MTFs or transsexual women) dared to express a sustained 
interest in feminine activities or clothing as children. Most who did 
were physically or sexually assaulted, sent to therapists, or physi-
cally or emotionally abused by their families.

The study also found that transsexual men were more likely to 
have been traumatized by the experience of puberty than transsexual 
women—a fascinating discovery that has not previously been docu-
mented. After enjoying greater latitude to express their gender iden-
tities as children, many FTMs lost that freedom when they entered 
adolescence and faced the more rigid gender norms imposed on young 
women. “With the onset of menstruation and breast development,” 
many FTM participants were devastated that they “no longer fit in as 
just ‘one of the boys’ . . . ; as the line between male and female became 
more strictly drawn, these individuals realized that they were being 
placed on the ‘wrong’ side.” In contrast, many transsexual women 
were already accustomed to hiding and suppressing their identities be-
cause of the punishment inflicted on feminine boys.

As adults, transsexual women were also considerably more likely 
than transsexual men to try to hide or suppress their transgender 
identities by conforming to traditional gender roles. Many of the 
transsexual women in the study reported seeking out hypermascu-
line occupations, such as military service or becoming husbands 

F O R E W O R D   x
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and fathers, in an effort to disguise or change their internal feelings. 
Only when they faced a life crisis were they compelled to give up 
that struggle, come to terms with their female identities, and begin 
to live as women.

In contrast, few FTM interviewees tried to adopt convention-
ally feminine gender roles as adults; yet many identified as lesbians 
for an extended period before realizing that gender transition was 
an option. In fact, “nearly half of the FTM people (as compared 
with about a quarter of the MTF people) reported initially lack-
ing information about others like themselves—including knowledge 
that transitioning was possible.” Thus, whereas many older MTFs 
were aware they could transition but still struggled to suppress their 
female identities until a life crisis propelled them forward, a key de-
velopmental milestone for many older FTMs was discovering tran-
sition as an option and meeting other transsexual men. For many, 
meeting other FTMs sparked a process of self-recognition, eventu-
ally allowing them to self-identify as transsexual and live as men.

It is notable that at least some of these gendered differences in 
the lives of transgender people may be diminishing because of the 
Internet, which has dramatically increased access to information for 
all sorts of elsewhere marginalized subcultures. Increasingly, trans-
gender individuals of all types are likely to have information and 
contact with other transgender people at a much earlier age. Re-
gardless of their assigned gender at birth, “the younger the [study] 
participant, the more likely that person was to have had access 
to transgender people and resources at a young age.” More than 
two-thirds of the eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds surveyed knew 
other transgender people by the time they came out as transgender, 
compared with only about a third of the respondents in their for-
ties and a quarter of those fifty and older. In another study cited by 
the authors, a remarkable 54 percent of self-identified transgender 
youth in New York City reported socializing with other transgen-
der people on a daily basis.

The study also found that transgender individuals are coming 
out at increasingly younger ages. Only four of the twenty-one in-
terviewees between eighteen and twenty-one years old reported try-
ing to deny or suppress their sense of gender difference as children  

xi  F O R E W O R D
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or adolescents. Most learned about the possibility of gender tran-
sition and about the range of transgender identities at a relatively 
early age, as adolescents or even as children. Having that informa-
tion enabled them to understand their internal feelings of gender dif-
ference and come to terms with their transgender identities without 
years of confusion, concealment, or shame. This data confirms the 
anecdotal experience of many parents, teachers, and school admin-
istrators, who report increasing numbers of children and youth who 
are self-identifying as transgender and as gender nonconforming.

Yet even in this new world of vastly increased access to informa-
tion, most of the college-aged participants went through a process of 
exploration before settling into an identity that felt most comfortable. 
Unlike many of the older participants, who “seemed to use other 
identities as a means to avoid facing their ‘true’ selves, sometimes 
for years or decades,” most younger participants “experimented rela-
tively briefly with different identities before arriving at one that felt 
right to them.” For example, many of the younger female-assigned 
participants identified as butch lesbians or as genderqueer before 
coming out as transsexual men. But unlike many of the older FTMs, 
they did so only briefly and not for an extended period.

As an FTM who struggled to live as a lesbian for many years 
before coming out as transsexual, I am fascinated by the stories 
of younger transsexual men who are able to bypass those years of 
internal struggle and find their path more directly. It is intriguing, 
and even a little poignant, to imagine a future in which most trans-
sexual men will no longer have the experience of identifying as 
lesbians for any significant period. But it is also exciting to realize 
that we are on the brink of a world in which transgender children 
and youth can be embraced and supported for who they are.

Unfortunately, the greater visibility of transgender issues has not 
brought an end to gender-based harassment and discrimination. 
More than a quarter of the respondents surveyed had experienced 
harassment because of their gender identity or expression within 
the past year. Nearly one in five had lost a job or been denied em-
ployment or advancement as a result of being transgender. Many 
reported sometimes or often hiding their gender identity in an effort 
to avoid violence or discrimination. In fact, the greater visibility of 
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transgender youth has likely increased their exposure to mistreat-
ment in some respects. Younger participants in the study reported 
markedly higher levels of harassment because of their gender iden-
tity or expression within the previous year.

At the same time, transgender youth have made incredible prog-
ress by coming out. In Massachusetts, a transgender girl won a 
landmark legal ruling that her high school must permit her to wear 
female clothing. The court refused to “allow the stifling of plain-
tiff’s selfhood merely because it causes some members of the com-
munity discomfort. . . . Defendants are essentially prohibiting the 
plaintiff from expressing her gender identity and, thus, her quin-
tessence.”1 In Mississippi, Ceara Sturgis courageously battled her 
school for the right to wear a tuxedo in her senior yearbook photo. 
And in Washington, DC, Kye Allums became the first NCAA bas-
ketball player to publicly identify as a transsexual man, paving the 
way for countless other transgender athletes.

Beemyn and Rankin have also made an important contribution 
to scholarship on transgender identity by beginning to document 
how other facets of a person’s identity, when combined with being 
transgender, affect life experiences. For example, in addition to the 
study’s findings on age, Beemyn and Rankin found that transgen-
der people who identified as heterosexual were less likely to report 
harassment than transgender people of other sexual orientations. 
Transgender people of color were more likely to face harassment, 
with American Indian respondents reporting the highest rates.

Like the other information presented in this groundbreaking 
study, the findings on race, sexual orientation, age, and other fac-
tors represent milestones in our understanding of the experiences of 
transgender people. But even more importantly, these findings rep-
resent a critical beginning: they provoke new questions and push us 
further along the path to understanding more fully, and thus better 
serving, every person in the multiple communities that make up the 
entire spectrum of transgender lives.

xiii  F O R E W O R D
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INTRODUCTION

I always liked playing “dress-up”—in secret—but wrote it off as 
a game until I had an epiphany when I was seventeen, at which 
point I realized there was more to it than that. But I didn’t know 
there was a term for it, nor that others felt the same way. Once I 
heard the term “transvestite” I thought that must be what I was. 
Nowadays I prefer the term “cross-dresser” . . . [but] it doesn’t 
really seem to cover it. . . . There is more to it for me than just 
the dressing. The vocabulary describing us is lacking.

—gloria1

I do not try to fit a box; I am simply me.

—kim l.

People who do not identify entirely or at all with the gender as-
signed to them at birth have steadily achieved greater recognition 
over the past century. They include male-to-female (MTF) trans-
sexuals (individuals assigned male at birth who identify as and 
often seek to transition to female), female-to-male (FTM) trans-
sexuals (individuals assigned female at birth who identify as and 
often seek to transition to male), cross-dressers (individuals who 
present at least part time as a gender different from the one as-
signed to them at birth), drag kings and drag queens (individu-
als who cross-dress in traditionally masculine and feminine ways, 
respectively, mainly for performance), genderqueers (individuals 
who identify as a different gender or as somewhere in between 
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male and female), bigenders (individuals who identify as both male 
and female), and androgynes (individuals who identify as androgy-
nous). The increasing visibility of what has become known as the 
transgender community is reflected in the rapidly growing body of 
literature that examines their lives.

But for all the studies conducted involving transgender people, 
there has not been a large-scale empirical work that considers the 
diversity of experiences that fall under the term “transgender.” As 
college administrators and educators, we have been particularly 
concerned by the absence of studies that compare the identity de-
velopment processes of different transgender groups and different 
generations of transgender people. Such research can lead to a 
much better understanding of the lives of transgender people, and 
it is for this reason that we wrote this book.

DEVELOPMENT OF TRANSGENDER STUDIES

Since German physician Magnus Hirschfeld (1910/1991) coined the 
term “transvestites” in 1910 to describe individuals who are more 
comfortable in clothing of a gender different than their birth gender, 
many researchers and medical professionals have sought to under-
stand this population. The distinction made between cross-dressers 
and transsexual people, first popularized by U.S. endocrinologist 
Harry Benjamin (1966), sparked further interest in cross-gender 
identities. Most of the empirical research since then has focused on 
a specific transgender group or occasionally compared two groups. 
The earliest large-sample studies of transgender communities in the 
1960s and early 1970s (Prince 1962; Prince & Bentler 1972) involved 
female-presenting cross-dressers because—since the “transvestite” 
clubs and periodicals of the time had significant memberships and 
readerships—they were the most accessible transgender group.

Although the findings of these studies indicate that a number 
of the individuals associated with “transvestite” clubs were trans-
sexual, most of these groups sought to exclude them and draw 
a sharp distinction between wanting to appear as a woman and 
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wanting to be a woman. As a result, researchers who sought to 
study transsexual people turned to the patients of the growing 
number of gender identity clinics in the late 1960s and 1970s. For 
example, Neil Buhrich and Neil McConaghy (1977, 1978, 1979) 
compared members of an Australian “transvestite” club to trans-
sexual people seeking treatment at one of the country’s gender 
identity clinics as well as to a gay control group, and Elizabeth 
McCauley and Anke Ehrhardt (1977) compared FTM individuals 
who sought services at a U.S. psychoendocrinology clinic to volun-
teers from a local lesbian group.

As transsexual groups became more numerous in the 1980s and 
1990s and as many exclusively “transvestite” clubs began to wel-
come transsexual individuals, researchers were able to study non-
clinical populations of both transsexual people and “transvestites” 
(Bolin 1988; Buhrich & Beaumont 1981; Bullough, Bullough, & 
Smith 1983; Docter 1988; Docter & Fleming 1993; Gagné, Tewks-
bury, & McGaughey 1997; Hogan-Finlay, Spanos, & Jones 1997; 
Schott 1995; Talamini 1982). More recent research has further 
depathologized female-presenting cross-dressers by no longer de-
scribing them as “transvestites” (Bullough & Bullough 1997; Rudd 
1999) and has focused on the experiences of FTM individuals (De-
vor 1997a, 1997b; Ringo 2002; Rubin 2003). Other works pub-
lished in the last few years have focused on transgender children 
(Brill & Pepper 2008), teens (Beam 2007), and college students 
(Bilodeau 2009) and on the sexual orientation of MTF transgender 
people (Samons 2009).

None of these studies consider all transgender people—not 
just MTF and FTM individuals and cross-dressers but also gen-
derqueers, androgynes, bigenders, third genders, transgenderists, 
and other transgender individuals who describe their genders in 
nonbinary ways. Except for Lori Girshick’s Transgender Voices 
(2008), the few studies that have included a broad transgender 
sample either did not ask how people specifically identified (Mc
Kinney 2005; Rankin 2003) or did not use this data extensively in 
their analysis (Grossman & D’Augelli 2006; Lombardi, Wilchins, 
Priesing, & Malouf 2001).
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TRANSGENDER DIVERSITY

The failure of research to include the experiences of transgender 
people with nonbinary identities is not surprising given that, until 
the 1990s and early 2000s, most transgender groups operated from 
a narrow gender framework. The first “transvestite” clubs were 
founded by heterosexual male cross-dressers who excluded MTF 
individuals and gay and openly bisexual cross-dressers—in part to 
allay the fears of many of their female partners that they were 
going to leave them to be with a man or to “become” a woman. 
Many cross-dressing groups broke away from this paradigm in the 
1980s and began to admit transsexual members. However, some of 
the organizations still maintained a strict binary understanding of 
gender and gender identities. Cultural anthropologist Anne Bolin 
(1988) reported that potential members of a midwestern support 
group in the early 1980s had to announce whether they were cross-
dressers or MTF individuals, according to whether they desired 
gender reassignment/confirmation surgery, and to follow the social 
script for that identity. Revisiting the group about a decade later, 
Bolin (1994) found that members accepted greater gender diversity; 
in particular, the MTF participants had become more welcoming of 
transsexual women who did not pursue surgery.

Still, being more open does not necessarily mean that trans-
gender groups today are inclusive of all gender-nonconforming 
people. In the early 2000s, when one of us sought to participate 
in a local transgender organization that consisted largely of cross-
dressers and MTF individuals in their forties, fifties, and sixties, 
many members considered “ze”2 simply an ally, even though ze 
openly identified as genderqueer. Only after ze had coordinated a 
number of transgender events, changed ze’s name, and began facial 
hair removal did some leaders of the transgender community seem 
to accept ze as “one of us.” This anecdote reflects an age division 
in some transgender communities between older individuals, who 
came of age when the only viable options were identifying as a 
transsexual or a cross-dresser, and younger people, who today live 
in a world in which it is common to identify outside of binary gen-
der categories. For researchers who rely on well-established local 
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transgender groups for survey samples, this age divide means that 
they will likely exclude many younger people and, as a result, de-
scribe only a narrow range of transgender identities in their work.

(RE)DEFINING TRANSGENDER EXPERIENCES

For much of the twentieth century, the literature on cross-dressers, 
transsexual people, and other gender-diverse individuals was re-
ductive and pathologizing. Even though Hirschfeld (1910/1991) 
found that “transvestites” could be men or women, could iden-
tify as any sexual orientation (most of his study participants were 
behaviorally heterosexual), and differed from fetishists, psycho-
analysts such as Wilhelm Stekel (1930) subsequently character-
ized “transvestites” as men who were “latent homosexuals” or in 
denial about their homosexuality. By the 1970s, studies of “trans-
vestites” (e.g., Prince & Bentler 1972; Stoller 1971) went to the 
opposite extreme, arguing that they were largely or exclusively 
heterosexual men and often linking cross-dressing to fetishism. 
This understanding of “transvestism” was codified into the third 
(1980) edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnos-
tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The “disor-
der” was renamed “transvestic fetishism” in subsequent editions 
(1987, 1994, 2000) and adopted as a framework by some research-
ers (Docter 1988) despite criticism from activists (GID Reform 
Advocates 2004) and other scholars (Bullough & Bullough 1993). 
Transsexuality, since being identified as a separate phenomenon 
from “transvestitism,” has also been considered a mental illness 
by some researchers (Bailey 2003; Blanchard 2000) and has like-
wise been included in the DSM since 1980. Transsexuality remains 
in the manual today (American Psychiatric Association 2000) as 
“Gender Identity Disorder,” and editors of the DSM’s next edi-
tion, due to be published in 2013, have proposed that the diag-
nosis remain but be renamed “Gender Incongruence” (American 
Psychiatric Association 2010).

Our approach in undertaking this research was that cross- 
dressing, transsexuality, and other transgender identities are no less 
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“natural” or “legitimate” than the dominant gender categories of 
women and men. Detractors may contend that we lack adequate 
critical distance or are biased by virtue of our membership in 
transgender/queer communities, yet we feel that our positions give 
us insights that have been absent from much of the literature on 
transgender lives, which has largely been written by cisgender3 (i.e., 
nontransgender) researchers. Our connections to the communities 
that we are studying also enabled us to involve many transgender 
people in the research who otherwise would have been reluctant 
to participate for fear of further mistreatment by academics. To a 
great extent, our “insider” status enabled us to conduct one of the 
largest surveys to date of transgender people in the United States.

Our research also differs from many previous studies in that 
we did not seek to define who qualified to be counted as trans-
gender. All people living in the United States who currently iden-
tify as transgender or gender nonconforming in some way or who 
have identified as transgender in the past (i.e., FTM and MTF 
individuals who have transitioned and no longer consider them-
selves transgender) were encouraged to participate. We also did 
not exclude respondents who did not fit the definitions commonly 
used for transgender people in the psychological literature, such 
as transsexual individuals who do not transition completely or at 
all, female-presenting cross-dressers who have never been sexually 
stimulated by their cross-dressing or who are attracted to men, 
and gender-nonconforming individuals who challenge traditional 
transgender categories.

In addition, we have sought to use inclusive language when 
describing transgender communities. Unless otherwise indicated, 
we will be using the word “transgender” as a general term for all 
individuals whose gender histories cannot be described as simply 
female or male, even if they now identify and express themselves as 
strictly female or male. Although some of the older cross-dressers 
who participated in our research self-identified as “transvestites,” 
most members of this group referred to themselves using the more 
inclusive and less clinical term “cross-dressers.” We will do like-
wise and will use “transvestite” only when quoting individual re-
spondents or researchers.
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Finally, we do not distinguish between what have been called 
“primary transsexuals” (typically MTF individuals with lifelong 
cross-gender identities) and “secondary transsexuals” (those who 
often identified as cross-dressers or as gay men before recogniz-
ing themselves as transsexuals). Although this division is com-
mon in clinically oriented texts (Docter 1988; Freund, Steiner, 
& Chan 1982; Person & Ovesey 1974a, 1974b; Stoller 1985), 
we find such a hierarchy to be unnecessarily judgmental and of 
little value: the distinction seems more a function of exposure 
to information and to other transsexual individuals than of any 
actual psychological difference. Many of the older MTF partici-
pants in our research believed they were cross-dressers until they 
learned, often through the Internet, about transsexuality and the 
existence of other people like themselves. In contrast, few of the 
younger MTF respondents, who grew up in an online world, ever 
identified themselves as cross-dressers. Another weakness of the 
studies that differentiate between primary and secondary trans-
sexualism is that, like most of the psychological literature on 
transgender people, these works largely ignore the experiences of 
FTM individuals.

METHODS

The survey that serves as the basis for this book was sparked by 
previous research we conducted involving transgender college stu-
dents (Beemyn 2003; Rankin 2003). Our work revealed the ab-
sence of models of identity formation that address the experiences 
of multiple segments of the transgender community, so we decided 
to develop such a model. We wanted to consider the developmental 
experiences of all types of people in the United States who self-
identify as transgender or who did so in the past, such as FTM and 
MTF individuals who have transitioned and no longer consider 
themselves transgender.

To better understand the respondents’ experiences, we em-
ployed a mixed methods design4 and triangulated between the 
three methods (survey, in-person and phone interviews, and e-mail 
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interviews). The survey tool provided quantitative data and the 
means to reach the largest pool of potential participants. The 
e-mail, phone, and face-to-face interviews gave “voice” to the data. 
To derive theory from the material, all interviews were analyzed 
using a constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss 1967). 
As described by Katherine Hiestand and Heidi Levitt (2005), the 
process involves breaking down each of the interview transcripts 
into units that communicate one main idea and assigning each unit 
a label that represents that idea. Each label is compared with the 
other labels for the purpose of grouping them into categories, and 
these categories are then further compared with each other to cre-
ate main categories that capture a critical concept. These concepts 
formed the basis for the different transgender life events discussed 
in chapter 4.

Our own life experiences and understandings of sex-gender 
systems informed and contextualized our methods of conducting 
this study. We are both U.S. citizens of European American de-
scent, have earned advanced degrees and worked for many years 
in higher education, and self-identify as queer. Genny was assigned 
male at birth but identifies more as female and describes hirself as 
genderqueer. Sue was born and identifies as female; that is, ze is cis-
gender and does not identify as transgender. Although Sue may not 
conform to many sex-gender norms, hir gender assigned at birth 
has coincided with hir gender identity/expression over the course 
of hir life. Given the privileges associated with being cisgender in 
our society, it is with particular care and thoughtfulness that Sue 
approaches discussions of gender diversity.

This book is not written in a particular methodological tradi-
tion; nor is our research limited solely to quantitative, qualita-
tive, or rhetorical evidence. Our work is interdisciplinary, not 
only in the conventional academic sense of drawing from many 
different disciplines but also in terms of our experiences as re-
searchers and educators: collecting data, analyzing interviews, 
and teaching about social justice and the intersections of identity. 
Our position is that fostering equality for transgender people 
requires the commitment of people of all gender identities and 
expressions.
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the survey

Taking into consideration the findings of previous studies of trans-
gender people (Bolin 1988; Bullough & Bullough 1993; Devor 
1997a; Rubin 2003) and models of sexual identity development 
(D’Augelli 1994a; Hiestand & Levitt 2005; Troiden 1989), we con-
structed an anonymous, forty-one-question, online survey (appen-
dix A). The survey also provided space for respondents to provide 
additional comments. The participants were asked to provide infor-
mation about their development as transgender individuals, their 
personal experiences, and other demographic information. All sur-
veys were entered into a secure database and tabulated for analysis.

sampling

The project proposal, including the survey instrument, was re-
viewed and approved in November 2006 by the Institutional 
Review Boards for Human Subjects Research of the authors’ insti-
tutions at the time (Pennsylvania State University and Ohio State 
University). The proposal indicated that the collection and analysis 
of the data would ensure participant anonymity. The final Web-
based survey was distributed from November 2005 through Feb-
ruary 2006. Given the difficulty of identifying significant numbers 
of transgender people, the authors e-mailed information about the 
project and an invitation to participate to transgender listservs, sup-
port groups that had an online presence, public transgender figures, 
and people who had personal profiles on transgender websites. An 
attempt was made to contact transgender individuals and groups in 
all fifty states. People and organizations that agreed to assist with 
the project were subsequently sent the web link to the survey. At 
the end of the survey, individuals were invited to participate in a 
follow-up interview by contacting one of the authors.

the interviews

So that participants could discuss their life histories in greater de-
tail, we conducted follow-up interviews by e-mail, by phone, and 
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in person. The interview questions were developed based on the 
results of the survey and on Richard Troiden’s model of lesbian and 
gay identity formation (1989). The interviewees were told that the 
interviewer would be taking notes during the interview and were 
given a description of the means by which confidentiality would 
be ensured in the transcription and analysis of the interview. Any 
questions that the interviewees had were also answered. The partic-
ipants engaged in a semistructured, open-ended interview covering 
such topics as when they first felt gender different, the process by 
which they came to identify as transgender, and their experiences 
with friends, family, and community (see appendix B for the inter-
view protocol). The interviewees decided whether their first name 
or a pseudonym of their choosing would be used in the study.

data analysis

The quantitative data was cleaned and the variables constructed 
via SPSS 17. Descriptive statistics were provided, and several cross-
tabulations were performed. The relevant data are the frequencies 
with which transgender people who exhibit varying demograph
ic characteristics rated their experiences and perceptions—all 
nominal-level data. Hence when statistical comparisons are made, 
chi-square tests of significance were used. Chi-square tests are ap-
propriate because we compared expected with observed frequen-
cies within response categories.

To determine the four “transgender variables” (female-to-male/
transgender, male-to-female/transgender, female-to-different-gender,  
and male-to-different-gender) through which many comparisons 
were made, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), an 
analysis of variance (ANOVA), and binary logistic regression 
were used to examine whether differences existed between groups 
in terms of when they began to identify as transgender.5 The 
MANOVAs, as opposed to separate ANOVAs, were used to analyze 
the group of age-related questions as well as questions describing 
the respondents’ level of “outness” in various situations. This ap-
proach allowed us to control for estimation errors that stem from 
dependent variables being correlated with each other. Because the  
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assumption of homogeneity of variance was not met, Dunnett’s T3 
test was used to compare the means of different groups. Based on 
this analysis, participants were placed into one of the four trans-
gender categories.

With regard to the qualitative data, the phone and face-to-face 
interviews were transcribed by the authors and then returned to the 
participants to make sure that their responses were presented accu-
rately and in their own words. The e-mail and transcribed interviews 
were analyzed for key themes related to the research goals of under-
standing transgender identity formation. It is important to note that 
the interview method selected for this study is viewed as the least 
likely to lead to risks for participants and the most likely to allow 
access to participants’ own thoughts and perspectives regarding their 
identity development (for examples and arguments in favor of this 
methodology, see, e.g., Kitzinger 1987; Lewin 1993; Weston 1997).

the sample and limitations of the project

A total of 3,509 individuals initiated the online survey, and 3,474 
respondents completed it. Given the anonymous nature of the sur-
vey and the ways in which the instrument was distributed, it is not 
possible to determine how many received it but chose not to par-
ticipate. We do know that 35 people began the survey but did not 
complete it. Some of these individuals may have returned at a later 
time to take the survey. Others may have decided not to be involved 
for various reasons, including lack of time, disagreement with the 
approach, feeling that it was too personal or raised uncomfort-
able issues for them, and not having regular or consistently private 
online access. Respondents were given the opportunity to partici-
pate in a more detailed, follow-up interview, and interviews were 
arranged and conducted with 301 people by e-mail, 109 people 
by telephone, and 9 people face-to-face. The interviews via e-mail 
tended to be less in-depth than those conducted by phone or in per-
son because e-mail limited our ability to ask follow-up questions 
and have interviewees expand on particular responses.

Although the results of our research demonstrate that transgen-
der people of all ages use the Internet, our survey was limited by not 
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being accessible to individuals who lack experience with computers 
or who have limited or no ability to go online. Another limitation 
of the study was its reliance for distribution on transgender people 
who had a visible presence in cyberspace. Most of the websites 
that offer personal profiles of transgender people are geared to-
ward MTF individuals and female-presenting cross-dressers; these 
sites include URNotAlone, Susana Marques’s Transgender Direc-
tory, the Vanity Club, and the Southern Belle Society. As a result, 
significantly more female-identified transgender individuals were 
contacted about and took the survey.

In addition, transgender people who are more “out,” more 
connected to the transgender community, and more comfortable 
discussing their experiences were more likely to participate in the 
research, although some respondents did indicate that few others 
were aware of their current or past transgender lives. Those who 
offered to be interviewed were especially motivated to help edu-
cate others about their experiences, which may skew some of the 
results. Still, given the sample’s tremendous size, our findings are 
likely representative of the experiences of many transgender indi-
viduals in the United States.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

In chapter 1 we review the demographics of the respondents, in-
cluding gender assigned at birth, gender identity, gender expression, 
age, race, sexual orientation, citizenship status, physical challenges, 
and cognitive and/or emotional challenges. We also describe the 
four identity variables that will be used to examine the respondents’ 
gendered experiences: female-to-male/transgender, male-to-female/
transgender, female-to-different-gender, and male-to-different-gen-
der. These variables are considered within the context of a discus-
sion of the power of language within transgender communities.

The next two chapters discuss the main quantitative and qualita-
tive findings of the survey. Chapter 2 considers how people expe-
rienced their gender identities growing up and came to identify as 
transgender. Some of the questions we explore are when and how 
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people began to feel a sense of difference, to be uncertain about 
their gender identities, to think that they might be transgender, and 
to meet other transgender people. Chapter 3 addresses how the 
participants perceived and experienced the social climate for trans-
gender people. We ask about safety, fear of disclosure, employment 
discrimination, and overt and covert harassment.

Focusing on the follow-up interviews, chapter 4 compares the 
experiences of individuals from different transgender groups and 
offers a series of “touchstones,” or significant life moments, in the 
gender identity development processes of participants who identify 
as transsexual women, transsexual men, cross-dressers, and gen-
derqueer individuals. Finally, chapter 5 discusses the specific expe-
riences of transgender youth and the implications of these findings 
for institutions of higher education. We also consider how young 
gender-nonconforming people are changing what it means to be 
transgender today and what these changes will mean for future 
studies of transgender people.
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1
DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

Most people have a hard time believing it at first [that I grew up 
in a female body]. They can’t imagine I was ever female. . . . I 
think I live a pretty normal life. To be male is normal to me. To 
look a little different and have scars on my body is also normal 
for me.

—sean t.

I have always dressed as non-gender-specific as possible. I don’t 
like anything too masculine or too feminine and try to hide my 
femaleness in clothing that is very straight lined and ambiguous, 
in colors that are demure [so] as to not attract undue attention 
to myself.

—linda

“Is it a boy or a girl?” In our culture, the answer is almost always 
dependent on what a physician or health care professional deter-
mines by someone’s anatomy at birth. If the infant has a penis, then 
it is a boy; if the infant does not, then it is a girl. Gender assignment 
is thus medicalized, phallocentric, and dichotomous. The preva-
lence of disorders of sex development1 aside, this binary gender 
system is considered an immutable, universal fact of nature. Once 
established, gender assignment evokes and prescribes boundless 
sociocultural constructs. For example, the conflation of biologi-
cal “sex” with the socially constructed value systems underpinning 
“gender” means that people who are designated as female on the 
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basis of perceived anatomy are then ascribed a (subordinate) social 
status as girls and women (Tong 1998).

To provide a context for subsequent analysis, we begin by briefly 
reviewing the terminology that we will use to discuss the different 
aspects of gender and showing how this language offers insight 
into the experiences of transgender people.2 We then present the 
demographics of the study respondents, including gender assigned 
at birth, gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, age, 
and citizenship status. We also explain the four identity variables that 
we have developed to describe the experiences of the respondents: 
female-to-male/transgender, male-to-female/transgender, female-to- 
different-gender, and male-to-different-gender.

THE LANGUAGE OF GENDER: TROUBLING TERMINOLOGY

If language is not correct, then what is said is not what is meant; 
if what is said is not what is meant, then what must be done 
remains undone; if this remains undone, morals and art will de-
teriorate; if justice goes astray, the people will stand about in 
helpless confusion. Hence there must be no arbitrariness in what 
is said. This matters above everything.

—confucius

Language is powerful, particularly when used in “naming” people 
or groups of people (Fausto-Sterling 1993). The words that we use 
to refer to ourselves and others in terms of social characteristics 
(e.g., race, gender, and sexuality) reflect our own cultural values as 
well as those of a dominant culture (Elshtain 1998; Wood 1997).3 
Thus, how people and groups of people are named have real con-
sequences for these individuals and their communities, as is evident 
in the discourses around transgender people.

Any discussion of gender difference—how people have experi-
enced it, how the fields of science, medicine, and psychology have 
diagnosed and treated it, or how social activists and sociologists 
have responded to its medicalization—is politically charged. There 
are no neutral terms related to transgender people (Valentine 
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2007), and there are no neutral systems of classification, treatment, 
or strategies of empowerment. The basic point of contention pits 
biology against social construction; as a practical reality for trans-
gender individuals, this means a choice between having surgery or 
finding acceptance and empowerment without surgery. People who 
do not fit the socially constructed definitions of gender are either 
pathologized or forced to develop a “different” sense of identity, 
with or without the assistance of medical intervention.

In shaping our outlook, language instills and reinforces cultural 
values, thereby helping to maintain social hierarchies. Julia Wood 
(1997) describes how language that defines and organizes our per-
ceptions of sex and gender also furthers systems of inequality. For 
example, use of the generic masculine (such as using “he” to refer 
to both women and men or using words like “fireman,” “man-
kind,” and “man-hours”) excludes and marginalizes women. As 
a result, men are presented as the norm while women and their 
experiences are viewed as deviant or unworthy of mention.

Language reinforces not only stereotypical attitudes about men 
and women but also dualistic notions about sex and gender. Such 
dichotomies are “essentialist” dead ends that scholars like philoso-
pher Jean Elshtain suggest constitute real political dangers, since 
these divisions ultimately dehumanize and disempower all people 
(Tong 1998). For example, the common representation of women 
as emotional and men as rational limits the ability to recognize ra-
tionality in women and emotional expressiveness in men. Our lan-
guage’s emphasis on polarity (good-bad, wrong-right, male-female) 
also makes it difficult to think of sex, gender, gender identity, and 
gender expression as existing within a more dynamic framework 
that is inclusive of transgender people.

Although definitions facilitate discussion and the sharing of in-
formation, terminology remains subject to both cultural context and 
individual interpretation. As a result, the terminology that people 
use to describe themselves and their communities is often not uni-
versally accepted by everyone within these communities. Through-
out the book, we use a number of terms and concepts with highly 
contested and unstable definitions. To maintain clarity, we define 
some of these key terms here. We also illuminate our own positions 
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within the constantly evolving debates around the meanings of these 
words. Throughout the book, we use the language of the survey 
participants to honor their voices and their own self-descriptions. 
Knowing the meanings of the terms we use is important for under-
standing the text overall and involves going beyond the definitions 
themselves to how the terms relate to the lives of transgender people.

Sex or biological gender is typically defined as one’s biophysi-
ological makeup. Although often reduced to genitalia, sex is estab-
lished through the complex interplay between genetic, hormonal, 
gonadal, biochemical, and anatomical determinants that affect the 
physiology of the body and sexual differentiation in the brain (Car-
oll & Wolpe 1996; Ettner 1999; Migeon, Wisniewski, & Gear-
hart 2001; Money 1993; Wilson & Reiner 1999). Approximately 
1.7  percent of the world’s population does not fit into the bio-
logical categories—once presumed to be immutable—of female and 
male (Blackless et al. 2000). These individuals “do not conform to 
a Platonic ideal of absolute sex chromosome, gonadal, genital, and 
hormonal dimorphism” (161). However, they are made to fit into 
a gender binary, sometimes through surgery. Ruth Hubbard (1998) 
argues that the pressure to conform to a two-sex model has been 
so great in Western civilization that doctors have introduced medi-
cal interventions to “correct” sex ambiguities, thus ensuring that 
everyone can be easily classified as male or female.

The research is divided on who is served by these interventions—
patient, parents, or medical “necessity.” So-called corrective sur-
gery for infants and children emphasizes the physical appearance of 
genitalia, and it is based on the idea that the appearance of people’s 
genitals must match their gender in order for them to be considered 
“normal.” Suzanne Kessler and Wendy McKenna (2006) argue 
that, in this sense, scientific knowledge does not give an answer to 
the question of what makes a man or a woman. Instead, “it justifies 
(and appears to give grounds for) the already existing knowledge 
that a person is either a woman or a man and that there is no prob-
lem in differentiating between the two. Biological, psychological, 
and social differences do not lead to our seeing two genders. Our 
seeing two genders leads to the ‘discovery’ of biological, psycholog-
ical, and social differences” (178). Other authors (e.g., Greenberg 
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2006) argue that “sex” is not completely determined by biology 
and that “gender” is not completely determined by processes of 
social construction.

The aforementioned divisions disrupt deeply ingrained notions 
about sex and gender in our society. Indeed, both the prevalence of 
individuals with disorders of sex development (DSD) and their neg-
ative responses to unnecessary surgical interventions challenge the 
fundamental assumption that physical characteristics unequivocally 
define male and female. The experiences of people with DSD dem-
onstrate how sex is socially and, at times, physically constructed.

One of the individuals we interviewed for our study, Burton, 
thinks that he was possibly born with an intersex condition but 
is uncertain what surgeries he might have been subjected to as an 
infant. From his earliest memories, he gravitated toward maleness 
and did not accept being seen as female. He “didn’t feel it was 
right.” Over time, however, Burton gave in to social pressure to 
identify as female, believing that he had no other social option. Not 
until he met another transgender man did he realize that he was not 
bound by the biological dichotomy imposed on him.

Similar to biological sex, gender has traditionally been consid-
ered a dichotomous social construction: one is either a man or a 
woman (Butler 1990; Feinberg 1998; Wilchins 2002). The distinc-
tion between gender and sex, as described by anthropologist Gayle 
Rubin (1975), is that gender is the “socially imposed division of the 
sexes that transforms males and females into ‘men’ and ‘women’” 
(40). A substantial body of literature (Butler 1990; Cameron 2005; 
Gagné et al. 1997; Vertinsky 1990; Wilchins 2002) suggests that 
physical differences between women and men are used to rational-
ize distinctions in expectations and opportunities based on gender. 
Despite shifting cultural practices during the twentieth century and 
changing notions about what is considered to be gender-appropriate 
behavior, a binary model of women and men—of femaleness and 
maleness—remains intact. Physical differences that do not align 
with gender expectations are categorized as abnormal, and identi-
ties that do not align are pathologized as undesirable but treatable 
mental disorders (Butler 2004). A lack of openness to difference 
and a general uneasiness with gender difference further reinforce a 
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belief in two separate and distinct genders. Society does not offer 
any social or biological territory for individuals who exist between 
sexes and genders. According to Hubbard (1998), physical and 
behavior modification became the solution to sustain congruency 
between sex and gender.

Gender involves not only gender assignment—the gender label 
given to someone at birth based on their perceived sex—but also 
gender attribution, gender roles, gender identity, and gender ex-
pression (Bornstein 1994). Gender attribution is how others per-
ceive one’s gender. It is based on an individual’s appearance and 
also on the gender roles—the behaviors that are culturally coded 
as masculine or feminine—that someone assumes. Gender attribu-
tion and gender roles may or may not coincide with each other and 
with one’s birth gender. For example, Debra, a sixty-two-year-old 
white participant who describes herself as “a cross-dresser with a 
little drag queen thrown in for good measure,” is over six feet tall 
before she “don[s] a Texas wig and platform heels.” So even when 
she cross-dresses and takes on traditionally female gender roles, she 
is still typically perceived as having been assigned male at birth. 
Debra admits that her appearance “makes it kind of difficult to 
skulk about without being noticed,” but that is the point: she takes 
pride in her gender identity and refuses to be invisible.

Gender identity refers to an individual’s sense of hir own gen-
der, which may be different from one’s birth gender or how others 
perceive one’s gender. The centering of gender on an individual’s 
self-concept, instead of on the person’s biological sex, creates a 
discursive space that allows for a more nuanced understanding of 
gender. The complex ways that people understand their gender is 
reflected in the experiences of many of the study participants. For 
example, Reid, a white forty-seven-year-old respondent, recognizes 
that he is not “female” yet also feels that “male” is not quite ac-
curate, either: “I had an epiphany, realizing I had not transitioned 
from female-to-male, but from female-to-not-female. What ‘not-
female’ means to me is that I would have ended up happily male if 
I’d been born and raised male, but since I was raised female, that 
has affected my world view and brain development such that I can-
not be the man I would have been otherwise.”
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Gender expression refers to how one chooses to indicate one’s 
gender identity to others through behavior and appearance, which 
includes clothing, hairstyle, makeup, voice, and body characteris-
tics. Gender expression can vary over time and in different con-
texts, as demonstrated by individuals who cross-dress on a lim-
ited basis or who do so only when circumstances permit. Julie, a 
white thirty-three-year-old cross-dresser, “spends as much time in 
a female role as possible,” but her life does not always allow it. 
In particular, Julie’s father is against her cross-dressing, and they 
work for the same company—a place where her father has worked 
for thirty-five years. Having to hide her identity at work is “a big 
sticking point in [her] life.” Julie has learned to balance how she 
presents, switching back and forth to respect boundaries. She often 
expresses her gender as male in public as a “convenience issue,” 
but on most weekends she is her female self.

Genderism refers to the beliefs and practices that privilege sta-
ble, binary gender identities/expressions and that subordinate and 
disparage transgender people and other individuals who do not 
adhere to dominant gender expectations (Wilchins 2002). The term 
encompasses individual acts of discrimination as well as systemic 
and institutionalized inequalities, such as insurance coverage that 
excludes medical care related to gender transitioning and public 
bathrooms that are limited to “men” and “women.” Genderism is 
also evident in the binary basis of much of the language involving 
gender—from the ways in which women and men are conceptu-
alized, to the lack of acceptance for gender-neutral pronouns, to 
the common use of gendered forms of address such as “sir” and 
“ma’am.”

THE SEX, GENDER IDENTITY, AND GENDER EXPRESSION 

OF THE RESPONDENTS

As noted previously, the online survey that formed the basis for this 
book was open to all who identified in some way as “transgender,” 
whether or not they used this particular label for themselves and 
whether or not they still considered themselves to be transgender. 
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To be inclusive of all gender-nonconforming people, we defined 
“transgender” broadly as “anyone who transgresses or blurs tradi-
tional gender categories.” We also sought to reach a wide variety 
of transgender people in publicizing and recruiting for the survey 
by contacting transgender groups and individuals in all fifty states 
and the District of Columbia. A total of 3,474 respondents com-
pleted the survey. The following sections provide a summary of 
the responses to the demographic questions in the survey, which 
will serve as a foundation for the analyses and reviews provided in 
subsequent chapters.

Sex.  The respondents were asked the sex assigned to them at birth. 
More than three-fourths of the participants (2,648 people) were 
assigned male at birth, and less than one-fourth (807 people) were 
assigned female. Nineteen participants (0.5 percent) chose not to 
identify their assigned sex (see table 1.1).

The overrepresentation of respondents who were considered 
male at birth was a result, we feel, of transsexual women and 
female-presenting cross-dressers being generally more visible on 
the Web and more involved in organized support groups than are 
transgender men. The former were thus more likely to encounter 
and participate in the survey. This limitation is substantiated by a 
recent study (NGLTF/NCTE 2009) that examined discrimination 
among transgender people. In that study, 60 percent of the sample 
identified the sex on their birth certificate as male and 40 percent 
as female.

Gender Identity.  Gender constitutes one of the most important, 
salient, and pervasive social categories (Maass, Cadinu, Guarnieri, 

table 1.1  Gender assigned at birth

Gender Assigned % n

Female 23.2 807
Male 76.2 2,648
Missing data 0.5 19
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& Grasselli 2003). The participants were given the option of identi-
fying their gender identity as female, male, transgender, or another 
identity. Within the “transgender” and the “other” identity response 
choices, respondents were offered the option of specifying how they 
currently choose to identify. Among the people assigned female at 
birth, 45 percent refer to themselves today as male, 36 percent as 
transgender, and 13 percent as “other.” Almost half of the people 
assigned male at birth now describe themselves as female, 35 percent 
as transgender, and 6 percent as “other.” Six percent of the female-
assigned and 12 percent of the male-assigned individuals continue to 
identify with their birth gender. However, they still consider them-
selves to be transgender because they cross-dress, present part-time 
as a different gender, or otherwise challenge gender norms.

The participants who described their gender identity as “trans-
gender” and “other” were asked to elaborate, and they referred 
to themselves using a wide variety of terms. The 1,211 individu-
als who identified specifically as “transgender” provided 502 ad-
ditional descriptors for their gender identities, of which 479 were 
unique responses. The other 23 responses, each of which was given 
by at least two participants, are shown in table 1.2. The most com-
mon descriptors were “cross-dresser” (256 people), “male to fe-
male” (246), “female to male” (98), and “genderqueer” (59). Of 
the 257 “other” responses, the most common descriptors were 
“genderqueer” (41 people), “cross-dresser” (29 people), and 
“androgynous/androgyne” (18 people).

The responses in table 1.2 are provided by age in order to ex-
plore trends in language related to gender identity across the life 
span. Most of the “transgender” respondents who further described 
their gender identities as “male to female,” “cross-dresser,” “a com-
bination of both [male and female],” “transvestite/transsexual,” or 
“non-op” were at least thirty-three years old. Donna, for example, 
indicated that she grew up at a time before there was a name for how 
she felt: “Transgender, genderqueer . . . these terms didn’t exist—at 
least not as we know them now. There were no resources—like the 
Internet—which I could consult to help me cope with how I felt. I 
was very much alone with my ‘dark secrets’ and it was not until I 
went online in 1997 that I realized how un-alone I was.”
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table 1.2a  Transgender responses by age (n = 1,211)

Specific Transgender 
Identity

18 and 
Under 

(n)
19–22 

(n)
23–32 

(n)
33–42 

(n)
43–52 

(n)
53 and 

Over (n)
Total 
(n)

Male to female 7 17 39 62 48 73 246
Cross-dresser 1 10 23 59 82 81 256
Female to male 21 36 27 11 3 98
Genderqueer 22 31 6 59
Transvestite/ 
  Transsexual 3 8 12 21 11 55
Post-op  
  F2M (2); M2F  
  (31); No gender (2) 2 3 2 8 2 18 35
Trannyboy/ 
  Transguy/Man 3 12 6 3 1 25
Androgynous/ 
  Androgyne 2 5 4 2 7 8 28
Non-op 
  F2M (5); M2F  
  (15); TS (7);  
  Transmale (1) 2 3 4 12 7 28
A combination of  
  both 3 1 4 17 6 31
Pre-op  
  F2M (2); M2F (1);  
  No gender (1) 2 2 3 1 2 10
Transwoman 1 2 1 3 7
Bigender 5 6 11
Intersex 1 2 2 5
Shemale 1 1 1 2 2 7
Transgendered 1 2 1 9 1 14
Two-spirit 2 2 2 1 7
Mostly female 1 2 10 1 15
Part-time 1 1 2 4
50% male, 50%  
  female 3 3
60% male, 40%  
  female 3 3
Butch 2 2
I am my own gender 2 2 4
Other responses 479
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table 1.2b  “Other” gender identity responses (n = 257)

Other Responses Totals (n)

Genderqueer 41
Cross-dresser 29
Androgynous/Androgyne 18
Unsure/Don’t know 11
Bigender 9
Both female and male 8
Queer 6
Questioning 5
Transsexual 5
Intersex 4
Confused 3
Neutral 3
Two-spirited 3
Un-gendered 3
Intergender 2
Shemale 2
Transvestite 2
Transman 2
Other responses 101

In contrast, most of the “transgender” respondents who also 
characterized themselves as “female to male,” “genderqueer,” and 
“trannyboy/transguy/man” were younger than thirty-three years 
old. Masen, an FTM interviewee, met and became friends with a 
very butch dyke, whom he saw as similarly gendered. The friend 
subsequently transitioned, which Masen was “fascinated by.” He 
never imagined it was possible—it was “like going to the moon.” 
Masen moved to San Francisco in 1995, where he met other trans 
people and began to question the stereotypes and assumptions 
he had about transgender people. Instead of “the Jerry Springer 
version,” he met sane people who had jobs and were happy with 
their lives.

When asked to elaborate on their gender identities, the 257 
participants who characterized themselves as “other” (rather than 
female, male, or transgender) used 119 additional descriptors for 
themselves, of which 101 were unique responses. The most com-
mon responses were “genderqueer” (41 people), “cross-dresser” 
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(29), “androgynous/androgyne” (18), “bigender” or “both female 
and male” (17), and “unsure/don’t know” (11). These results also 
are reported in table 1.2. Thus, the participants who described 
their gender identities as “other” used some of the same descriptors 
in naming their identities as did the “transgender” participants, 
reflecting the fact that even people who use a common terminology 
can have a very different understanding of what those words mean.

One of the participants, Sam, recently began to identify as gen-
derqueer. Sam tells people that ze is an FTM when it would be 
easier for them to understand. But ze does not identify as an FTM 
because ze has “an androgynous personality emotionally.” Sam 
also does not want “to deny or change certain parts of [hir]self.” 
Ze feels that ze is “between two genders.”

Another participant, Caiden, identifies as transgender or as a 
transfag. His gender expression is “somewhere in the middle.” He 
is not male-identified but not female either. He is perceived differ-
ently at different times. On hir twenty-eighth birthday, ’Ron began 
to identify as genderqueer. For ’Ron, genderqueer means that hir 
gender is not determined by hir reproductive organs; in hir day-to-
day life, ze embodies different aspects assigned to different genders.

Although the respondents who indicated an “other” gen-
der identity saw their experiences as part of the larger category 
“transgender” (hence their willingness to participate in a survey 
on transgender identity), some chose not to refer to themselves as 
transgender because they identified in nonbinary ways and saw 
“transgender” (which literally means “across gender”) as more 
applicable to people who were transitioning from one gender to 
another. Esther, for example, identified hir gender identity on the 
survey as “other” and specified that ze is genderqueer. Ze went on 
to explain: “Until I learned about the ‘genderqueer’ term, I’d never 
met anyone else like me. I’d met transgendered people and trans-
sexuals, but it’s not the same.”

The participants who described themselves as transgender and 
the participants who did not identify as male, female, or transgen-
der often viewed their identities very differently; however, there was 
not a clear distinction between the participants who indicated that 
their gender identity was male or female and the male or female 
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transgender participants, respectively. For example, whereas some 
MTF respondents reported that their gender identity was female, 
other MTF respondents stated that they were transgender and ex-
plained that they identified as female. Given the lack of signifi-
cant differences between the male/female and transgender identity 
categories, we combined the groups to create two new variables: 
female-to-male/transgender (FTM/T, n = 653) and male-to-female/
transgender (MTF/T, n = 2,178).

To describe the myriad ways that those who transgress choose 
to gender identify, we also created the shorthand term “different 
gender” to refer to participants who did not choose “man” or 
“woman” as their gender identification. For example, some of the 
individuals surveyed who were designated female at birth did not 
feel that this gender assignment fit them, but they did not identify 
as male either. One such participant, “Kody,” is taking testosterone 
and has had chest surgery as part of his process of transitioning 
from a female-looking to a more male-looking appearance. But de-
spite being seen by others as a man, he does not identify as male. 
Instead, Kody considers himself to have had a “multi-gendered 
life” that does not conform to a gender binary. The female-assigned 
participants who identified and referred to themselves in various 
ways besides male and female—such as “transgender,” “gender-
queer,” “trannyboy,” “transmen,” and “transguy”—were grouped 
together for the purposes of our analysis into the category female-
to-different-gender (FTDG, n = 104). The individuals assigned 
male at birth who identified not as male or female but rather as 
“transwomen,” “transgendered girl,” “tranny girl,” and the like 
were similarly combined into the category male-to-different-gender 
(MTDG, n = 152).

Gender Expression.  We also asked the respondents to identify 
their current gender expression. The response choices were “femi-
nine,” “masculine,” “transgender,” or “other.” Overall, 40 percent 
present as female, 26 percent as male, and 25 percent as transgen-
der. Nine percent characterize their gender expression as “other.” 
Among the ways that this last group express their gender iden-
tities are through presenting as “ambiguous,” “androgynous,”  
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“bigender,” “both female and male,” “butch,” “cross-dresser,” 
“fluid,” “genderqueer,” and “varies.” For example, “Mar” calls hir
self “bigendered.” “I don’t identify as a woman or a man but as 
me,” she states. “I enjoy living both as a man and a woman. Each 
unique gender gives me different outlets in which to express my per-
son and interact with others. I find such a lifestyle both enjoyable 
and fulfilling, giving me access to experiences and relationships that  
just are not open to mono-gendered individuals.”

Approximately three-quarters of the female-identified respon-
dents described their gender expression today as female, and two-
thirds of the male-identified respondents described their gender 
expression today as male. Almost half of the transgender-identified 
participants expressed themselves as transgender. The remainder 
of the transgender people were about evenly divided between 
individuals who present as female and those who present as male 
(table 1.3).

OTHER SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESPONDENTS

The respondents were asked to provide demographic information 
in addition to sex assigned at birth, gender identity, and gender 
expression. Although the focus of this book is on transgender iden-
tity, the following characteristics are considered here in order to 
provide a more detailed profile of the participants in the project.

table 1.3  Gender identity by gender expression

Gender Identity

Woman Man Transgender Other

Gender Expression % (n) % (n) % (n) % (n)

Female/Feminine 72.4 (950) 13.4 (90) 23.8 (288) 19.1 (49)
Male/Masculine 10.2 (134) 64.9 (437) 21.6 (262) 21.0 (54)
Transgender 12.2 (160) 14.7 (99) 47.1 (570) 7.4 (19)
Other 4.8 (63) 6.2 (42) 7.0 (85) 51.8 (133)
Missing data < 1 (6) < 1 (5) < 1 (6) < 1 (2)
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Age.  We offered the respondents six age categories to choose 
from: eighteen and under, nineteen to twenty-two, twenty-three to 
thirty-two, thirty-three to forty-two, forty-three to fifty-two, and 
fifty-three and over. These particular age categories were created 
so that we could focus on the experiences of traditionally college-
aged transgender people (nineteen- to twenty-two-year-olds). There 
were a significant number of respondents in each age group, which 
allows us to consider the experiences of transgender people across 
the life span. Approximately 70 percent of the participants (2,379 
people) were between twenty-three and fifty-two years old. Even 
though only 10 percent of the respondents were younger than nine-
teen and only 5 percent were older than fifty-two, these two age 
groups had substantial numbers of participants (330 and 173, re-
spectively) because of the large sample size.

When reviewing the data in terms of our gender identity vari-
ables (FTM/T, MTF/T, FTDG, and MTDG), more than half (57 
percent) of the respondents who were assigned female at birth and 
who now identify as male or transgender (i.e., FTM/T) are less 
than twenty-two years old; of the respondents who were assigned 
male at birth and who now identify as female or transgender (i.e., 
MTF/T), more than half (59 percent) are between thirty-three and 
fifty-two years old. The majority of the participants (72 percent) 
who were assigned female at birth and who now identify their gen-
der as other than female, male, or transgender (i.e., FTDG) are 
less than twenty-two years old, whereas most respondents (76 per-
cent) who were assigned male at birth and who now identify as 
having a different gender (i.e., MTDG) are between twenty-three 
and fifty-two years old. Overall, then, the individuals in the study 
who were assigned male at birth and who identify today as female, 
transgender, or a different gender were substantially older than the 
individuals who were assigned female at birth. This age difference 
is an important factor in subsequent analysis.

For example, one area in which the age of the participants was 
significant is in the availability of information about transgender 
people. “Jessica,” a sixty-four-year-old cross-dressing interviewee, 
offered that she saw almost nothing about her experiences when 
growing up in the 1940s and 1950s. She remembers coming across 
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a story about Christine Jorgensen, which she reread a number of 
times because it “tweaked [her] interest greatly.” Years later, Jessica 
found a copy of Transgender Tapestry in an adult bookstore, 
through which she learned about a gender therapist in her area. 
In contrast, when Airen, a thirty-one-year-old FTM interviewee, 
went to college in the 1990s, even nontransgender students were 
cognizant of transgender people. They pointed out—“not neces-
sarily maliciously”—the ways in which they did not see him as 
fitting in as a woman or as a dyke. Some of these experiences and 
conversations led Airen “to question whether [he] actually did feel 
associated with [his] assigned gender of female and assumed gender 
identity of girl, woman, et cetera and about the ways in which [he] 
was uncomfortable in [his] body.”

Race.  We provided participants with the opportunity to mark mul-
tiple boxes regarding their racial identity, allowing them to identify 
as biracial or multiracial. Eighty-seven percent of the respondents 
(3,007 people) indicated that they are white or European Ameri-
can, and 12 percent (422 people) indicated that they are a person of 
color.4 Among the individuals surveyed who identified as people of 
color, the largest group was American Indians (152 people). They 
were followed by people who identified as Latino(a)/Hispanic/
Chicano(a) (128 people), Asian/Asian American (87), African/
African American/black (78), Middle Eastern (30), Pacific Islander 
(10), Hawaiian Native (7), and Alaskan Native (5). These find-
ings are consistent with the NGLTF/NCTE (2009) survey on the 
prevalence of discrimination against transgender people, in which 
the majority of the sample was white (84 percent) and the largest 
group of people of color was American Indian (6 percent).

A summary of the respondents’ race by gender identity is pro-
vided in table 1.4. Within each racial group, the majority of re-
spondents identified as male-to-female/transgender.

Sexual Orientation.  The American Psychological Association 
(2010) states that sexual orientation is “an enduring emotional, 
romantic, sexual, or affectional attraction toward others.” Sexual 
orientation also refers to a person’s sense of identity based on these 
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attractions and subsequent behavior as well as membership in a 
community of others who share one’s attractions. Since the work of 
Alfred Kinsey in the 1940s and 1950s, research has demonstrated 
that sexual orientation ranges along a continuum from exclusive 
attraction to members of a different sex to exclusive attraction to 
members of the same sex. However, sexual orientation is usually 
discussed more narrowly in terms of three distinct, immutable cat-
egories: heterosexual, gay/lesbian, and bisexual.

The view that sexual orientation is fixed and unalterable has 
been challenged from a variety of theoretical perspectives, includ-
ing labeling theory, life span development theory, social construc-
tionism, and evolutionary psychology (see, e.g., Baumeister 2000; 
D’Augelli 1994b; Diamond & Savin-Williams 2003; Kitzinger & 

table 1.4  Race/ethnicity by FTDG, FTM/T, MTDG, MTF/T

Racial Identity

Gender Identity

FTDG FTM/T MTDG MTF/T

n % n % n % n %

African/African  
  American/black  
  (n = 67) 6 8.9 25 37.3 2 2.9 34 50.7
American Indian  
  (n = 145) 9 6.2 32 22.1 8 5.5 96 66.2
Alaska Native (n = 5) 1 20.0 1 20.0 0 0.0 3 60.0
Asian/Asian American  
  (n = 80) 3 3.7 15 18.8 4 5.0 58 72.5
Latino(a)/Hispanic/ 
  Chicano(a) (n = 113) 7 6.1 35 30.9 6 5.3 65 57.5
Middle Eastern  
  (n = 26) 2 7.6 8 30.8 1 3.8 15 57.6
Pacific Islander  
  (n = 10) 1 10.0 1 10.0 1 10.0 7 70.0
Hawaiian Native  
  (n = 7) 0 0.0 2 28.5 1 14.3 4 57.1
White/Caucasian  
  (n = 2,849) 95 3.3 592 20.7 144 5.7 2,018 70.8

Note: Because some respondents did not indicate their gender identity, the n for 
each racial identity may be less than the sample’s total number of respondents for 
that racial category.
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Wilkinson 1995; Richardson 1984). Theorists in these areas suggest 
that sexual orientation is inherently flexible and that it develops 
continuously over the life span out of an individual’s sexual and 
emotional experiences, social interactions, and cultural influences. 
From this standpoint, individuals may experience transitions in 
sexual orientation throughout their lives.

Note also that a person’s self-described sexual orientation may 
not always correspond to that person’s sexual attractions. For 
example, some transsexual people indicate that they are more at-
tracted to different-sex individuals post-transition but remain com-
mitted to the same-sex partners they had before transitioning, or 
vice versa (Samons 2009). In addition, some transgender people of 
color who are attracted to others of the same sex do not identify 
themselves as “lesbian,” “gay,” or “bisexual,” viewing these terms 
as white social constructs. Instead, they may describe themselves 
as “same-gender loving” and, in some cases, as “heterosexual,” 
or they might not attach a label to their sexual orientation (Battle, 
Cohen, Fergerson, & Audam 2002; Rankin 2003). Because of these 
complexities, we requested that the respondents characterize both 
their sexual orientation and their sexual attractions. For sexual 
orientation, the participants could state that they were asexual, 
bisexual, gay, lesbian, heterosexual, or another identity. In terms 
of sexual attraction, respondents were asked to indicate whether 
they were most sexually attracted to women, men, both men and 
women, or were uncertain.

Because sexual orientation is tied to one’s gender and the gen-
der of one’s partner(s), transgender people—especially individuals 
with nonbinary gender identities—often face a unique challenge in 
attaching a label to their sexual identity. For example, if someone 
does not identify as male or female, how does that person refer to 
hir sexual orientation? How does a female-presenting cross-dresser 
who is attracted to men while cross-dressed, but to women when 
not in “women’s” clothing, identify hirself?

Even transgender people who fully transition and who see them-
selves (and are seen by others) as male or female may still struggle 
with how to name their sexual orientation. In particular, some of 
the FTM/transgender and female-to-different-gender participants 
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who were attracted to women and who had their roots in the 
lesbian community continued to identify as “lesbian,” “queer,” “a 
dyke,” or “nonstraight”—even though they no longer considered 
themselves female—because they did not want to erase their pasts 
and did not feel that the label “heterosexual” adequately reflected 
their experiences. Eric, for example, stated, “I used to identify as 
a dyke very strongly and still do, just in a different way. I was oc-
cupying a more female space, but now a more masculine space, but 
not really as male.” Another participant, Michael W., also sought 
to remain connected to his pretransition sexual identity:

I lived openly as a dyke for more than 20 years and no number 
of shots [of testosterone] . . . will ever change my history. Nor 
do I have any interest in that happening . . . . I’ve been without 
my lesbian ID card for several years now, but I can’t really call 
myself straight either. I really have no concept of “straight” as a 
life experience . . . so “heteroqueer” seems to fit best, or “I’m a 
guy who likes girls who like ‘special’ guys.”

Almost one-third of the study respondents (1,120 people) re-
ported that their sexual orientation was bisexual, and 30 percent 
(1,029 people) identified as heterosexual. Sixteen percent (567 peo-
ple) marked “other.” Among the ways that members of this latter 
group described their sexual orientation were “a mix of asexual, 
gay, and heterosexual,” “ambivalent,” “attracted to genderqueer 
people,” “autobisexual,” “bisexual when dressed in female clothes 
otherwise heterosexual,” “pansexual,” “queer,” and “transgender 
lesbian.”

A review of the respondents’ sexual orientation by their gen-
der identity shows that slightly more than one-third of the FTM/T 
participants characterized their sexual orientation as “other,” 28 
percent identified as heterosexual, and 20 percent identified as bi-
sexual (table 1.5).

The majority of these “other” respondents described them-
selves as queer or pansexual. Fifty-one percent of the female-to-
different-gender participants also indicated “other” as their sexual  
orientation. Like the FTM/T respondents, the majority identified 
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as either queer or pansexual. Among MTF/transgender and male-
to-different-gender respondents, the predominant sexual orienta-
tions were bisexual (respectively 36 percent and 38 percent) and 
heterosexual (respectively 29 percent and 24 percent). Twenty-two 
percent of the MTDG participants indicated that their sexual ori-
entation was “other.” Again, most of the individuals who chose 
“other” stated that their sexual orientation was either queer or 
pansexual.

Examining the data by sexual orientation and gender expression 
reveals that 37 percent of the participants who expressed themselves 
as female/feminine described their sexual orientation as bisexual, 
26 percent identified themselves as heterosexual, and 19 percent 
as lesbian. Thirty-eight percent of the respondents who expressed 
themselves as male/masculine described their sexual orientation as 
heterosexual, and 28 percent identified as bisexual. The respon-
dents who presented as transgender were equally split between 
bisexual and heterosexual individuals—about one-third identified 
as each. In addition, the participants who expressed themselves as 
female/feminine were more likely than the participants who ex-
pressed themselves as male/masculine or as transgender to charac-
terize themselves as asexual.

Not surprisingly, the vast majority (87 percent) of the FTM/T 
respondents who identified as gay indicated that they were pri-

table 1.5  Gender identity by sexual orientation

Gender Identity

FTM/T FTDG MTF/T MTDG

Sexual Orientation % n % n % n % n

Asexual 2.1 14 5.8 6 6.3 137 3.9 6
Bisexual 20.4 133 15.4 16 36.2 789 38.2 58
Gay 10.4 68 5.8 6 1.7 36 5.3 8
Lesbian 4.4 29 16.3 17 15.9 347 6.6 10
Heterosexual 27.7 181 5.8 6 29.2 637 24.3 37
Other 34.5 225 51.0 53 10.3 224 21.7 33
Missing data 0.5 3 0.0 0 0.4 8 0.0 0
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marily attracted to men, and the vast majority (92 percent) of the 
FTM/T respondents who identified as heterosexual indicated that 
they were primarily attracted to women. Similarly, the MTF/T 
participants who described themselves as lesbians overwhelmingly 
reported that they were primarily attracted to women (93 per-
cent). However, only 33 percent of the MTF/T participants who 
reported that they were heterosexual were primarily attracted to 
men. Many more (55 percent) were primarily attracted to women, 
perhaps because they maintained their marriages to women after 
they transitioned. Among the FTM/T and MTF/T participants who 
characterized themselves as bisexual, fewer than half (respectively 
47 percent and 44 percent) indicated that their attraction was pri-
marily to both women and men; the majority were attracted more 
to women or more to men. Another noteworthy finding was that 
a small number (28) of the FTM/T respondents self-identified as 
lesbians, despite not identifying as female, and were primarily at-
tracted to women. Likewise, a small number (31) of the MTF/T 
respondents described themselves as gay, despite not identifying as 
male, and were primarily attracted to men.

Physical/Emotional/Cognitive Challenges.  Eleven percent of the 
respondents in our project offered that they had some form of 
physical disability. These disabilities ranged from degenerative 
diseases, such as arthritis and cardiorespiratory concerns, to hear-
ing and seeing limitations. The prevalence of these conditions in 
the transgender population appears to be no greater than in the 
cisgender population. However, research by Shannon Chavez Ko-
rell and Peggy Lorah (2007) does suggest that, as a group, trans-
gender people are more likely than cisgender people to experience 
mood disorders, anxiety disorders, low self-esteem, and depression. 
The authors suggest that these cognitive/emotional challenges re-
sult from a lack of adequate support systems, family issues or the 
impact of transgender identity on families, social and emotional 
stressors from the pervasive pattern of discrimination and prejudice 
experienced by transgender people, and their general lack of social 
acceptance.
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In our study, 22 percent of the respondents stated that they had 
a cognitive or emotional attribute that substantially affects a major 
life activity. Of these 771 participants, 71 percent reported that 
the attribute was mild, moderate, or severe depression (16 percent 
of all participants). Care must be taken when interpreting these 
results, however, because the responses are self-reports and not 
clinical diagnoses. For many participants, depression resulted from 
not being able to live as the gender they felt themselves to be. Ted, 
an FTM interviewee, became depressed and felt suicidal when his 
body began developing in ways he did not want. Similarly, MTF 
interviewee Leslie prayed in grade school that she would have a 
body that matched her female mind. She became depressed when 
she could not resolve the difference between the two. Another MTF 
participant, Allason, experienced anxiety and depression problems 
when having to act male, but she was forced to wear what she calls 
“a male mask in order to conform to the pressures of society.”

Subsequent chapters will draw on the demographic character-
istics of the respondents outlined in this chapter. In particular, the 
findings will be analyzed with regard to the participants’ identities 
of FTM/transgender, female-to-different-gender, MTF/transgender, 
and male-to-different-gender. In chapter 2, we examine how people 
experienced their gender identity growing up and how they came 
to identify as transgender. Some of the questions that we explore 
concern when and how the participants began to feel a sense of 
gender difference, when they began to feel uncertain about their 
gender identity, when they thought that they might be transgender, 
and when and how they began to meet other transgender people.
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2
EXPERIENCES OF TRANSGENDER IDENTITY

Since I was a child, I realized I could not express my feelings, and 
forced myself to present myself as a male. It is one of the loneliest 
decisions a child could ever make. No one can know you.

—jeri

Whether transgender people identify as female-to-male (FTM) or 
male-to-female (MTF) transsexual individuals, cross-dressers, gen-
derqueers, androgynes, or as other nonbinary gender identities, 
they feel different from others of their assigned gender and ques-
tion the social expectations that result from this gender assignment. 
The time in their lives when transgender individuals recognize 
themselves as “different” varies, as do how they experience and 
feel about their sense of difference. Uncertainty about their gender 
identity leads some people to search for information about what 
they are experiencing and to claim a transgender identity readily. 
Others repress their feelings and acknowledge themselves as trans-
gender only when they reach a time in their lives when they can no 
longer remain in denial. For some, learning about or meeting other 
transgender people serves as a catalyst for self-recognition and ac-
ceptance, as they see themselves in others and realize that they are 
not alone in how they feel.

In this chapter, we examine how people experienced their 
gender identity growing up and how they came to identify as  
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transgender. Some of the questions we consider are when and how 
the participants began to feel a sense of gender difference, when 
they began to feel uncertain about their gender identity, when they 
thought that they might be transgender, when and how they be-
gan to meet other transgender people, and what they experienced 
when they came out to partners, children, and parents. We will 
pay particular attention to how the participants’ responses often 
varied by age and gender identity, since these were the most salient 
differences.

A SENSE OF BEING “DIFFERENT”

The survey requested respondents to identify when they began to 
feel “different” from others because of how they perceived their 
gender. The vast majority of members of all four of the study’s  
gender identity categories—86 percent of female-to-male/transgen-
der (FTM/T) individuals, 86 percent of male-to-female/transgen-
der (MTF/T) individuals, 80 percent of male-to-different-gender 
(MTDG) individuals, and 70 percent of female-to-different-gender 
(FTDG) individuals—indicated that they felt unlike others at or 
before the age of twelve. Reviewing the results by the age of the 
participants when they took the survey, most people in each of 
the study’s age brackets (eighteen and under, nineteen to twenty-
two, twenty-three to thirty-two, thirty-three to forty-two, forty-
three to fifty-two, and fifty-three and over) also felt different before 
their teen years. The individuals surveyed who were eighteen and 
younger and those who were fifty-three and older were somewhat 
less likely than the other participants (73 percent and 76 percent, 
respectively, versus 81–88 percent) to have considered themselves 
to be different before they turned thirteen years old. But more than 
90 percent of members of all age groups realized that they did 
not fit in with others of their assigned gender by the end of their  
teen years.

A sense of gender difference often occurred very early in child-
hood, when the respondents first realized that distinctions were 
made between girls and boys. In the follow-up telephone and face-
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to-face interviews, the participants were asked to specify when they 
began to recognize themselves as different from other people of 
their assigned gender. Rhiannon, a forty-eight-year-old transsexual 
woman of American Indian (Cree, Anashinabe, Assinboine, and 
Metis) and Celtic ancestry, “knew something was different, but 
didn’t know what it was” when she was four or five years old. 
She occasionally cross-dressed wearing her mother’s clothes, and 
remembers once putting on her mother’s bikini and showing her. 
From her mother’s negative response and other hostile reactions, 
Rhiannon learned to keep her gender identity to herself and re-
pressed her sense of herself as female until her mid-twenties.

Mark, a forty-one-year-old Cuban American transsexual man, 
also encountered family opposition to his gender expression. Since 
the age of three or four, Mark “felt different.” He did not enjoy 
playing with dolls or traditionally female toys and would only wear 
dresses when forced to do so by his mother. The more he rebelled as 
a child, the more his family tried to make him act feminine, fearing 
that he would become a lesbian woman. Another FTM participant, 
Turner, likewise rejected traditionally feminine roles from a young 
age. Seeing himself as a boy “from as far back as [he] can remem-
ber,” Turner could not understand why others treated him as a girl. 
One memory that particularly stands out for him was being dressed 
as Minnie Mouse, rather than Mickey, for a tap dance recital when 
he was three or four years old. Turner was hurt and confused, as it 
“was not who [he] was.”

Twenty-three (19 percent) of the participants interviewed by 
telephone or in person said that they “always” or from their “ear-
liest memories” felt a sense of gender dissonance. For example, 
“Carol,” a white fifty-nine-year-old woman who was assigned male 
at birth, states that there was “never a time” when she did not feel 
that “something was wrong” with her for not identifying as her 
birth gender. When she was young, she would play fantasy games 
with other children in which she could be female. But Carol was 
often unable to persuade others to treat her as a girl and was fre-
quently beaten up by other children for liking feminine things. As 
a result, she learned to hide herself, so that no one except her wife 
knew that she identified as female until she was in her forties.



S
N
42

T H E  L I V E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  P E O P L E   42

Of the seventy-five phone interviewees who provided an esti-
mated age for when they began to recognize themselves as different 
from others of their assigned gender, the mean age was 5.4 years 
old. This finding is in line with the results of the groundbreaking 
research of Lawrence Kohlberg (1966), who suggests that children 
develop a sense of gender consistency, a belief that their gender will 
not change, between the ages of five and seven. Before then, ac-
cording to Kohlberg, children fail to understand that people cannot 
change genders the way that they might change clothing or jobs. 
Obviously, transgender children are unlikely to achieve a sense of 
constancy in the gender assigned to them at birth. Even so, by 
about age seven they begin to recognize that their identities are 
incongruent with their gender assignment and that this difference 
sets them apart from other children. In the current survey, a num-
ber of the interviewees—who, as young children, prayed before 
they went to sleep at night that they would wake up a different 
gender—realized by age six or seven that this wish would not come 
true. They were not going to change into the boy or girl that they 
felt themselves to be.

Other research also shows that many transgender people realize 
that they are gender different at a young age. In her study of ninety-
seven MTF transgender clients, social worker Sandra Samons 
(2009) finds that the women were first aware of being transgender 
from their earliest memories to age fourteen, with a median age of 
five years old. Similarly, among the eleven transsexual women inter-
viewed by Anne Bolin (1988), the modal age at which they began to 
recognize themselves as female was five years old. Many reported 
that they started to cross-dress around this age or shortly thereafter. 
The fifty-five FTM and MTF transgender youths studied by Gross-
man, D’Augelli, Howell, and Hubbard (2005) felt “different from 
others” at a mean age of 7.5 years. The age at which they felt this 
sense of difference ranged from three to twelve years old for the 
FTM participants and one to fourteen years old for the MTF par-
ticipants, with most indicating that they always wished to be born 
and to wear the clothing “of the sex other than their birth sex” (9). 
In addition, two-thirds of both groups reported that other people 
told them that they were “different from others” in early childhood.



S
N

43

43  E X P E R I E N C E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  I D E N T I T Y

Many female-presenting cross-dressers likewise felt a sense of 
gender difference and began to cross-dress in early childhood. The 
mean age at which a sample of 372 cross-dressers surveyed by Bon-
nie and Vern Bullough (1997) started to cross-dress was 8.5 years 
old, with slightly more than one-third indicating that they first 
experienced cross-dressing by age six and more than 90 percent 
by age fourteen. Other studies have reached similar conclusions. 
For example, Richard Docter and Virginia Prince (1997) find that 
two-thirds of the more than 1,000 cross-dressers in their sample 
initially cross-dressed prior to age ten and 95 percent did so by age 
twenty, and Gagné et al. (1997) find that about three-fourths of the 
seventeen cross-dressers they interviewed began cross-dressing in 
childhood; the rest started during adolescence.

HOW PARTICIPANTS EXPERIENCED BEING  

GENDER DIFFERENT

Almost all of the people (97 percent) who responded to our survey 
indicated that they recognized themselves as being different from 
others of their assigned gender by the end of the teenage years. But 
how they experienced this sense of difference varied widely. The in-
dividuals who were assigned female at birth and who now identify 
as men, transgender, or another gender were much more likely than 
the male-assigned individuals who now identify as women, trans-
gender, or another gender to have had a negative emotional reaction 
when they became aware of their gender difference. The contrast 
was especially pronounced between the female-to-different-gender 
(FTDG) and male-to-different-gender (MTDG) respondents, with 
the FTDG participants feeling more angry (36 versus 17 percent), 
more marginalized (51 versus 30 percent), and more suicidal (35 
versus 13 percent) than the MTDG participants. At the same time, 
however, the FTDG respondents were generally less fearful (42 ver-
sus 54 percent) and more comfortable (22 versus 13 percent) with 
their gender identity.

A number of the FTM interviewees shared moving stories about 
how they felt when they recognized themselves as gender different. 
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Andre—who, as a young child, went to bed each night hoping to 
wake up as a boy—remembers having a nightmare in which his 
siblings rolled a boulder on him and buried him alive. Being forced 
to bury his gender identity underneath a “little girl shell” was like 
that nightmare to him, and he had “waves of feeling suicidal” 
during his childhood. Another FTM participant, Ryan, attempted 
suicide twice while in college because he could not cope with the 
discordance between how his body looked and how he felt about 
himself. Perhaps because he subconsciously wanted a less female-
looking body, he also experienced anorexia at the same time. Ryan 
eventually came across the concept of “transgender” when he was 
in graduate school, which helped him to begin to understand and 
accept himself.

The contrast in reactions upon realizing that they were gender 
different may be explained by the younger mean ages of the FTM/
transgender and female-to-different-gender respondents (65  per-
cent of whom were less than twenty-three years old) as compared 
with the mean ages of the MTF/transgender and male-to-differ-
ent-gender respondents (only 17 percent of whom were less than 
twenty-three). The individuals who were twenty-two years old or 
younger at the time of the study were more likely than the older 
individuals to feel marginalized, angry, and suicidal when they first 
felt different from others of their assigned gender. The younger 
participants also felt more fearful, but the disparity between the 
younger and the older participants was less than for the other nega-
tive emotional reactions. For people of all ages, other common re-
actions to feeling gender different included confusion, shame, isola-
tion/loneliness, and depression.

A common perception is that young transgender people today 
have it easier than transgender people in past decades because of 
the greater availability of resources and support services. However, 
our findings demonstrate that many transgender youth continue 
to struggle with accepting their gender identity and gaining the 
acceptance of families and peers. The Internet and increased at-
tention to transgender people in the news media and popular cul-
ture have made it possible for young people who think that they 
might be transgender to learn about the topic readily and to meet  
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transgender people virtually if not in person, but embracing a trans-
gender identity can still be difficult. For example, Martin, a white 
eighteen-year-old interviewee, feels that he was in denial about be-
ing transsexual throughout his childhood and early adolescence. 
He had to face the issue, though, when he learned that he would 
be required, as a member of his high school band, to wear a dress 
during concerts. Martin had nightmares about the situation every 
night until he admitted to himself the source of his anxiety. Another 
young participant, “Abe,” likewise suppressed her gender identity 
while growing up and did not begin to accept herself as a woman 
until she entered college and was free to search for information 
related to her gender identity. As a former football player, Abe was 
concerned about “how female [she] really was,” which contributed 
to her initial reluctance to embrace her identity. Unlike Martin and 
Abe, Paige recognized her transsexual identity in childhood and 
found supportive information and people online. Still, she did not 
meet another transgender person “in real life” until recently, when 
she was eighteen years old.

UNCERTAINTY ABOUT ONE’S GENDER

A majority of the FTM/transgender, MTF/transgender, and male-
to-different-gender respondents to our survey began to feel uncer-
tain about the gender assigned to them before the age of thirteen. 
At the time, most did not have a name for what they were feeling; 
they simply recognized that the gender that had been attributed 
to them was wrong or did not completely fit. Another study that 
looked specifically at the experiences of transgender youth found 
that they “first became aware that their gender identity or gen-
der expression did not correspond to their biological sex” between 
six and fifteen years old, with a mean age of 10.4 (Grossman & 
D’Augelli 2006:120).

The female-to-different-gender participants were less likely to 
feel gender different as children than the other transgender groups 
(70 versus 84 percent), and were also less likely to begin to feel un-
certain about the gender assigned to them at a young age (35 versus 
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55 percent). The follow-up interviews suggest that this difference 
results from the cultural space, often afforded to children assigned 
female at birth, to assume some traditionally male roles and be-
havior. Allowed to be “tomboys” by their families at least until 
puberty—and, unlike most of the FTM/transgender participants, 
not feeling an overwhelming sense of themselves as male—many 
female-to-different-gender respondents did not feel out of place or 
uncertain about the gender assigned to them until their teenage 
years, when they were frequently expected to act more tradition-
ally feminine.

One of the interviewees who had this experience was Sam, a 
thirty-three-year-old genderqueer person. Ze thought of hirself as 
different from other female-assigned children growing up but did 
not see hirself as the same as boys either. Not knowing that there 
were options beyond identifying as a boy or a girl, ze considered 
hirself to be a tomboy and a “part-time kind of girl.” Sam did 
not present as extremely masculine, so hir parents did not initially 
object to hir gender expression. As long as ze went along with 
hir mother on some aspects of hir appearance, they tolerated hir 
behavior. The pressure to conform to gender expectations, though, 
became worse when ze began high school. Sam “pushed as far as 
[ze] thought [ze] could without being punished” by hir family and 
peers.

a “tomboy” moment

Whereas majorities in each of our study’s four oldest age groups 
(twenty-three to thirty-two, thirty-three to forty-two, forty-three 
to fifty-two, and fifty-three and over) began to feel uncertain about 
their gender identity before age thirteen, only 40 percent of the 
participants in the eighteen-and-younger age group did so. This 
“delay” in questioning their gender assignment may be explained 
by most of the youngest survey participants being female-assigned 
individuals who identify today as other than female; many of them 
grew up being able to challenge gender norms without calling into 
question their own gender. These individuals were commonly per-
ceived as tomboys by their families. As a result, they could often 
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engage in traditionally masculine behavior in childhood without 
reproach and were not required to see themselves as different from 
the boys around them.

In the follow-up phone and face-to-face interviews, most (89 
percent) of the FTM respondents indicated that they expressed 
their gender in more “masculine” ways as children, and more than 
half of these individuals’ families were either lenient or did not 
push them very hard to be more stereotypically female. Anthony, 
a twenty-eight-year-old white transsexual man, was allowed to 
be a tomboy as a child; he played largely with other boys and 
pursued traditionally masculine interests. When he did spend time 
with girls, he assumed male roles, such as being the husband and 
father while “playing house.” Anthony’s mother tried to feminize 
him by encouraging him to wear dresses, but she did not insist, 
only “nudging [him] in that direction.” She did draw the line on 
accepting Anthony’s masculine behavior when he began to date 
women in high school who considered him a man, but she changed 
her mind completely after learning about transsexuality. Another 
interviewee, Nathan, a forty-nine-year-old African American trans-
sexual man, “didn’t have to be anything” growing up and was al-
lowed by his mother to engage in traditionally male activities and 
roles. The adults in his family also prevented his two sisters and 
his cousins from picking on him or saying anything about his more 
masculine gender expression. Adrien, a thirty-five-year-old white 
FTM participant, was so masculine as a child that his mother went 
to a psychiatrist when he was about two years old to ask if he could 
be lesbian. Adrien’s family nicknamed him “Patty Hearst” when he 
was young because he wanted to play with guns and dress as a boy. 
His mother “did her best to counteract it, but she knew it was a 
hopeless battle.” She gave up challenging his male gender identity 
and allowed him to dress as he desired.

Other studies of transsexual men have likewise found that many 
were able to assume traditionally masculine roles growing up, at 
least until they reached adolescence. Nearly three-fourths of the 
FTM individuals interviewed by Aaron Devor (1997a) had “very 
strong commitments to masculine behaviour patterns even as young 
children” (171), and “in more than one-quarter of their families, 
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these interests were shrugged off as harmless tomboyism and in-
dulged much of the time” (102). Few of the participants’ parents 
engaged in ongoing efforts to eliminate the “masculine” behav-
ioral traits, perhaps because they assumed that their children would 
grow out of it as teenagers. When conflicts over gender expression 
arose, it was typically with their mothers. Seven (16 percent) of the 
respondents to Devor’s study indicated that their mothers had been 
highly critical of them as children for resisting or failing to measure 
up to feminine standards.

Henry Rubin (2003) finds that the transsexual men in his study 
identified in one of three ways before puberty: as boys who en-
joyed typically boy activities, as tomboys who felt themselves to be 
different from other female-assigned children while behaving in tra-
ditionally male ways, and as boys who enjoyed typically girl activi-
ties. The boy-acting FTM boys were more likely to be stigmatized 
for not following gender norms in childhood. Yet as female social 
expectations became stricter during adolescence, the tomboys also 
encountered pressure to conform to more traditional notions of 
femininity. The behavior of the female-acting FTM boys did not 
challenge gender norms growing up, which made it harder for them 
to be taken seriously when they began to identify as transgender.

betrayal at puberty

Most of the transsexual participants who did not begin to ques-
tion their gender assignment as children did so during adolescence 
as they saw their bodies changing in ways that they often found 
to be extremely distressing. Puberty was especially devastating for 
many of the participants classified as female-to-male/transgender 
and female-to-different-gender. With the onset of menstruation and 
breast development, they no longer fit in as just “one of the boys” 
and faced greater difficulties being recognized as male or as not 
female. For the individuals whose families tolerated or accepted 
them as tomboys, the loss of their androgynous bodies meant the 
loss of their masculine social space; as the line between male and 
female became more strictly drawn, these individuals realized that 
they were being placed on the “wrong” side.
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Like other participants who were assigned female at birth, Adrien 
began to feel uncomfortable with his body at puberty. He “always 
knew [he] didn’t want breasts” and hated them from the day that 
they began to develop, considering them his “enemy.” Many FTM 
interviewees also indicated a strong aversion to the onset of men-
struation. When “Kody,” a twenty-four-year-old transgender in-
terviewee, started his period, he remembers telling his mother that 
he wanted a hysterectomy. His parents were not supportive at the 
time, but they helped Kody pay for hormone replacement therapy 
and for top surgery (chest reconstruction to remove breasts) years 
later after recognizing how important it was for Kody to have a 
more male-looking body. Puberty was even more traumatic for 
Robert, who suffered from “suicidal depression” during his first 
menses and each time thereafter until he reached menopause. He 
knew that he was a boy from early childhood, but he did not transi-
tion until his late forties because the people around him kept insist-
ing that he was female.

Some of the MTF/T and MTDG respondents also experienced 
a crisis at puberty. “When I was about six, I knew something was 
wrong, and about age ten, I knew I wanted to be a girl,” remem-
bers Jennifer S. But “it wasn’t until I reached puberty, and physical 
changes began, that I understood how disappointed I was and that 
I felt ‘cheated’ that I wasn’t female.” Another MTF participant, 
Shelby, likewise felt betrayed at puberty. She “thought for sure 
[she] had female hormones coursing through [her] body and that 
[she] would develop breasts.” Shelby did not understand what she 
was experiencing until a year or two later, when she saw media 
coverage of Renée Richards, a transsexual woman who successfully 
fought to play women’s professional tennis.

For the most part, the cross-dressing (CD) individuals we sur-
veyed did not want to change their bodies permanently to look 
more female; however, a few of the CD interviewees still experi-
enced a profound sense of loss when their bodies began to vir-
ilize. Melissa, a white forty-three-year-old cross-dresser, “knew 
there was something drastically wrong” when she reached puberty. 
She states: “I became fascinated with women’s clothing and much 
more comfortable wearing women’s clothes than men’s. I was more 
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interested in being like the girls than I was in dating girls. It became 
more clear that I was actually a female in a male’s body.”

denying that anything was wrong

Some of the transsexual female and male respondents who initially 
questioned their gender assignment subsequently repressed their 
sense of gender difference when faced with opposition from their 
families. This period of denial was more common among the MTF 
individuals interviewed, as parents were generally less willing to 
tolerate expressions of femininity by their seemingly male children 
than masculinity by their seemingly female children. Nearly twice 
the percentage of transsexual female than transsexual male inter-
viewees (42 versus 22 percent) indicated that they tried to fit into 
expected gender roles and denied their “true selves” until sometime 
in adulthood. Teri, a white forty-two-year-old MTF participant, 
had fought against her sense of being female since recognizing a 
desire to cross-dress and play with dolls at about six years old. 
She came from a Pentecostal family in which traditional gender 
roles were strictly enforced, and Teri was told from a young age 
that cross-gender identities were immoral and sinful. She became a 
mechanic and attained large biceps to try to convince herself and 
others of her masculinity. However, after developing debilitating 
ulcers and attempting suicide, she realized that she had to address 
her underlying feminine feelings or “would end up dead.”

Allison, a fifty-year-old Japanese American MTF respondent, 
also engaged in hypermasculine behavior in response to pressure 
from her parents. She described how the eldest male in traditional 
Japanese culture is expected to be the patriarch and carry on the 
family name and heritage; because she was the oldest male-assigned 
child, Allison felt obligated to fulfill these roles. As a teenager, 
she gave in to the expectation that she act in traditionally mas-
culine ways and even went so far as joining the Airborne Rang-
ers after college. She thought that “jumping out of planes would 
prove [she was] male.” By her forties, Allison recognized that she 
was unhappy with her life as a man and began to seek out other 
transgender people. Another MTF participant, Kim D., refused to 
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accept that she was transgender for thirty-four years, during which 
time “[her] life was wrought with alcoholism, substance abuse, 
and absolute self-hate.” Discovering other transgender people via 
the Internet “eventually saved [her] life, but not before [she] went 
through many more battles with [her]self.”

Some of the transsexual male participants also related stories 
of feeling forced to assume traditional female gender roles by their 
families, particularly by their mothers. Michael W.’s mother tried 
hard to make him as feminine as she could. To please her, he as-
sumed a “sorority-girl appearance” in high school and even entered 
a junior miss pageant. He gradually became more masculine in his 
gender expression when he left home to attend college. Kand, a 
white, nontransitioning FTM interviewee, “went into denial about 
feeling male when he was a young, preschool-aged, child.” He had 
announced to his mother that he wanted to be a boy, to which 
she responded by threatening to replace all of his typically male 
toys with dolls and to make him wear dresses and have long hair 
adorned with ribbons. In a panic to maintain the limited male/
nonfemale space that he had enjoyed, Kand told her that he “didn’t 
really want to be a boy” and thereafter repressed his gender feel-
ings for several decades.

INITIALLY IDENTIFYING AS SOME OTHER IDENTITY

Feeling different from others of their assigned gender eventually 
led all of the participants to realize that the gender attributed to 
them was not who they were, or at least not all of who they were. 
But many of the respondents, especially those who grew up in the 
1940s through 1980s, initially did not understand their experiences 
or have the appropriate language to describe them, leading many to 
remain confused or to mischaracterize their identities. In particu-
lar, older heterosexual FTM individuals frequently first considered 
themselves to be butch lesbians, and older MTF individuals often 
first thought that they were cross-dressers.

For many of the heterosexual FTM individuals in the study, 
identifying as butch lesbians initially satisfied their desire to date 
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women and dress and present in more traditionally masculine 
ways. Over time, however, they felt uncomfortable with this iden-
tity because they recognized that they were much more male than 
the butch lesbians around them and discovered or learned more 
about FTM individuals (most had only known about individuals 
assigned male at birth who transitioned to female). For example, 
Ted, a thirty-nine-year-old white interviewee, came out as a “dyke” 
at around sixteen years old because it “was an easy way to explain 
how [he] didn’t fit in” as a masculine, female-bodied individual. 
He “worked very hard to be a good dyke,” which included inter-
nalizing the dominant lesbian feminist ideology of the 1970s that 
considered transsexual men to be identifying with “the oppressor.” 
During his early thirties, Ted began to question this way of thinking 
and to recognize how he was denying his sense of himself as male. 
When his ex-lover began to transition, he “couldn’t ignore [how he 
felt] anymore.” Another FTM interviewee in his thirties, Lincoln, 
had identified as butch until he mentioned to a group of butch 
friends “how great it was that they could hide out as women.” The 
lesbians told him that they felt like and enjoyed being women, and 
they suggested that Lincoln educate himself about the experiences 
of transgender people.

Many of the MTF participants began to recognize themselves 
as female through cross-dressing, so it is not surprising that some 
thought that they were simply cross-dressers and not transsexual 
people. Some also did not want to believe that they were transsex-
ual, fearing how it would affect their lives. Shelby “always knew 
deep down that [she was] female,” but it was easier to see herself as 
a cross-dresser. “I was trying so hard to fit in,” she states. Jacque-
line first saw herself as a cross-dresser because she “was terrified of 
surgery, even though [she] wanted it from an early age.” But as Jac-
queline learned more about transsexuality, she was no longer con-
tent with simply cross-dressing. For LuLu, being seen as a woman 
when she began to cross-dress publicly “opened a Pandora’s Box, 
and [she] couldn’t go back” to merely occasional cross-dressing. 
She tried to live part-time as a woman for a while, but found that 
it was not enough.
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IDENTIFYING AS TRANSGENDER

Before people can begin to think that they might be transgen-
der, they must recognize themselves as being different from those 
around them and begin to question the “normalness” of gender: 
that someone assigned female at birth is not necessarily female 
and that someone assigned male at birth is not necessarily male. 
Clearly, they must also become aware of transgenderism, even if 
they lack a complete understanding of the concept. It is therefore 
not surprising that relatively few of the respondents began to think 
of themselves as transgender before their teens, and only slight ma-
jorities in each gender identity category (57 percent of MTF/T par-
ticipants, 51 percent of FTM/T participants, 51 percent of MTDG 
participants, and 50 percent of FTDG participants) did so during 
their teenage years.

Among the interviewees, Andy, a twenty-year-old Asian Ameri-
can woman, initially came out as a gay man in seventh grade be-
cause it seemed to make sense; after all, she was a male-bodied 
individual attracted to men. She became aware of transgender is-
sues in high school through being involved with a local GLSEN 
(Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education Network) chapter and began 
to identify as a transgender woman. Another participant now in his 
twenties, Gavriel, is an Iranian American man who was perceived 
as a “big brother” by other FTM youth in his high school—even 
though he did not self-identify as transgender and resisted their 
attempts to have him attend a transgender support group. He fi-
nally attended a Transgender 101 workshop but, still refusing to 
acknowledge his gender identity, told himself that he was going 
as an “ally.” At the workshop, however, Gavriel saw transgender 
people like himself, individuals who were neither hypermasculine 
men nor hyperfeminine women. This experience led him to over-
come his denial. Gavriel “needed to meet people who didn’t ascribe 
to gender essentialism” in order to recognize himself.

Studies focusing specifically on gender-nonconforming youth 
have found that most begin to see themselves as transgender in their 
early to mid-teenage years. Those interviewed by Arnold Grossman 
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and Anthony D’Augelli (2006) first identified as transgender at a 
mean age of 14.3 years, several years after they first recognized that 
their gender identity was incongruent with their gender assignment. 
In another study of transgender youth (Grossman et al. 2005), the 
MTF interviewees considered themselves transgender at an average 
age of 13.4 years and the FTM interviewees at an average age of 
15.2 years.

Although most members of the younger age groups in our sur-
vey began to wonder if they were transgender before their twenties, 
many of the older participants did not acknowledge their gender 
identity until later in life. In particular, 28 percent of those forty-
three to fifty-two years old and 35 percent of those older than fifty-
two did not consider that they might be transgender until at least 
age forty. Growing up before the advent of the Internet, and before 
there was much written about transgender people or much cover-
age in popular culture, they typically had little or no understanding 
of their feelings—often thinking there was something wrong with 
them or that they were “the only one.” “Without information, you 
think you are crazy,” states Roxanne, an MTF participant in her 
fifties. “You are told you are male and you believe the authorities in 
your life for a while. Although I wanted to be female, I did not have 
any role model, path, or information to help me understand there 
were choices I could make.” As a consequence, Roxanne “spent 
years in denial and secret dressing” until she won first prize for 
cross-dressing in a Halloween costume contest and could no longer 
ignore her feelings.

Amy, another transgender woman in her fifties, echoes Roxanne. 
It was “a hopeless situation back then,” she remembers; there was 
little material published on transsexuality, and what was available 
was highly stigmatizing. Although Amy recognized that she wanted 
to be female by the time she was nine years old, she did not think 
that there was anything she could do about it and so “settled into 
an existence.” Not wanting to hurt anyone else, she hid her feelings 
from her family and friends for decades and never married. Amy’s 
life began to change only when she started talking with other MTF 
individuals online and realized that transitioning was possible, even 
in her fifties. It was “the first time that [she] didn’t feel alone.”
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MEETING OTHER TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

Many of the survey respondents began to think of themselves as 
transgender before they had met other transgender people. Among 
the participants interviewed by e-mail, two-thirds stated that they 
did not know another transgender individual personally when they 
first assumed that identity. Many had learned about Christine Jor-
gensen, Renée Richards, and other transsexual people through the 
media or research, but they did not know how to meet such in-
dividuals. D’Anne, a white fifty-seven-year-old MTF interviewee, 
heard of Jorgensen—the first transsexual celebrity—when she was 
growing up in the 1950s. She believes that this awareness “kept 
[her] alive through the early years. Just knowing that it could hap-
pen for one person was the piece of hope that [she] clung to for 
many years.” D’Anne did not meet other transgender people until 
she encountered Mahu1 sex workers on the streets of Honolulu in 
her mid-twenties.

Among the different transgender groups surveyed, the female-
identified respondents were the most likely to lack transgender 
friends and acquaintances when they first came out. Whereas 
55 percent of the FTM e-mail interviewees indicated that they knew 
another transgender person before they saw themselves as trans-
gender, only 33 percent of the MTF and 20 percent of the cross-
dressing e-mail interviewees did. This difference was also reflected 
in the larger study, which asked participants when they first met 
another transgender person. Forty-eight percent of the female-to-
male/transgender and 51 percent of the female-to-different-gender 
respondents had met another transgender person before they were 
twenty years old, as compared with 14 percent of the male-to-
female/transgender and 17 percent of the male-to-different-gender 
respondents. Thirteen percent of the FTM/T participants even 
knew another transgender individual before they were teenagers—
an experience shared by just 1 percent of the MTF/T participants.

In addition to having relatively earlier contact with other trans-
gender people, the male-identified and nonfemale-identified indi-
viduals who were surveyed also learned about transgender people 
at a generally younger age. Asked when they began to know that 
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they were not alone in being transgender, 60 percent of the FTM/T 
and 67 percent of the FTDG participants stated that they had 
discovered there were other transgender people before they were 
twenty years old, as compared with 48 percent of the MTF/T and 
53 percent of the MTDG participants.

Given the greater visibility of female-identified transgender 
people in popular culture, and given the existence of many more 
support groups for transsexual women and female-presenting 
cross-dressers than for male-identified transgender people, these 
findings may seem counterintuitive. But the results are understand-
able when one considers that the male-identified participants were 
significantly younger overall than the female-identified partici-
pants. The younger respondents were much more likely to know 
about and to know other transgender people by the time they self-
identified as transgender. Among the more than 300 e-mail inter-
viewees, 69 percent of the eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds had 
met another transgender person before they came out themselves, 
as compared with 38 percent of the twenty-three- to thirty-two-
year-olds, 35 percent of the thirty-three- to forty-two-year-olds, 
34 percent of the forty-three- to fifty-two-year-olds, and 26 percent 
of the individuals fifty-three and older. Obviously, participants who 
were younger than twenty-three had to be aware of transgender 
people at a young age or else they could not have taken part in 
the study. Yet even when this group is excluded, our findings dem-
onstrate a relationship between age and transgender awareness. 
For example, survey respondents who indicated that they knew 
about other transgender people before the age of twenty included 
51 percent of the twenty-three- to thirty-two-year-olds, 41 percent 
of the thirty-three- to forty-two-year-olds, 34 percent of the forty-
three- to fifty-two-year-olds, and 30 percent of those aged fifty-
three years and older.

The age of the survey respondents also correlated with when they 
first met another transgender individual. By age twenty, 32 percent 
of the nineteen- to twenty-two-year-olds had known another trans-
gender person, as compared with 15 percent of the twenty-three- to 
thirty-two-year-olds, 10 percent of the thirty-three- to forty-two-
year-olds, 8 percent of the forty-three- to fifty-two-year-olds, and 



S
N

57

57  E X P E R I E N C E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  I D E N T I T Y

5 percent of those fifty-three years and older. At the other extreme, 
35 percent of the thirty-three- to forty-two-year-olds, 48 percent of 
the forty-three- to fifty-two-year-olds, and 57 percent of those fifty-
three and over did not meet another transgender person until they 
were at least forty years old. In short, the older the participant, the 
less likely that person was to have had access to transgender people 
and resources at a young age.

IMPORTANCE OF THE INTERNET

The interviewees who did not know about or meet other trans-
gender people before they were in their forties or older often re-
counted feeling isolated for many years—until the rise of the In-
ternet enabled them to find resources and a community online. 
The experiences of Julianne are indicative of technology’s influence 
on resources about and for transgender people. When she was in 
college in the late 1960s, Julianne researched transsexuality and 
tranvestism in her university’s library but found little beyond old 
articles about Christine Jorgensen. More than thirty years later, 
when she bought a computer and connected to the Internet, she 
“was surprised to learn how many [transgender] resources there 
were and how many people identified and had similar histories 
and feelings to [her] own. This marked the beginning of a process 
which led [her] to support groups, both virtual and real, counsel-
ing, and the path to transition.”

The contacts that many older respondents established through 
the Internet made it possible for them to accept and more openly 
express their gender identity. For example, Rachel B. overcame her 
fears of letting other people see her as a woman, as well as her 
growing sense of hopelessness, with the help of the other trans-
sexual women she met online. Realizing that she could successfully 
and happily transition, Rachel “finally faced up to [her] denial.” 
Leigh, a white cross-dresser over fifty years old, also came out be-
cause of the support she received online. “Without the Internet, I 
have no idea where I’d be in this process,” she states. “Undoubt-
edly, still in hiding.” Another cross-dresser, Tina S., sums up the 
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sentiments of many: “I learned from reading, but I was liberated 
by the Internet!”

The importance of the Internet in the lives of many of the partic-
ipants was reflected in how they first met other transgender people. 
Among the e-mail respondents, the Internet was a primary method 
by which members of each age group (except for those older than 
fifty-three) came to know other people like themselves. The par-
ticipants in the oldest age bracket relied twice as often (35 versus 
17.5 percent) on support groups as on online venues to begin meet-
ing others. In contrast, individuals in their teens, twenties, and 
thirties initially encountered other transgender people more often 
through having transgender friends and acquaintances, as well as 
through the Internet.

Because our research involved an online survey, the study was 
likely biased toward individuals who have used the Internet to un-
derstand themselves and gain support. However, our results paral-
lel other, non-Web-based studies that indicate the Internet plays 
a significant role in the lives of many transgender people. Darryl 
Hill (2005) conducted in-depth interviews with twenty-eight trans-
gender-identified people in Toronto, Canada. Eighteen respondents 
were interviewed in 1996 and nine were reinterviewed five years 
later along with ten additional participants. Hill found that the 
majority of the interviewees “relied on technology to come to terms 
with their gender, connect with others like themselves, and develop 
a more sophisticated sense of issues facing their community either 
by raising their consciousness or helping them to tell their own 
story” (49). Through meeting other transgender people virtually, 
they learned about transgender identities and felt less isolated. Eve 
Shapiro (2004) reaches a similar conclusion following interviews 
with ten U.S. transgender activists. She finds that online communi-
ties have largely replaced traditional support groups as sites for 
networking, making meaning of one’s experiences, and collec-
tive identity development for the growing number of transgender 
people coming out publicly today. Further examining the ways in 
which technologies are (re)shaping gendered identities, Shapiro 
(2010) traces how “Internet use has helped individuals learn, prac-
tice, and adopt new gender identity scripts, learn about whether 
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and how to shape their body as authentic transgender individu-
als, and has offered new—and often more accepting—social gender 
paradigms” (108). For example, the Internet has been critical to the 
growth and visibility of a greater diversity of transgender identities, 
including gay FTMs, drag kings, genderqueers, and other gender-
nonconforming individuals.

Shapiro (2004) cites the tremendous number of websites focused 
on transgender issues—a basic online search she performed in 2002 
revealed more than 800,000 pages—as evidence of the extent to 
which transgender people have made use of the Internet. Online 
transgender resources have become even more expansive since that 
time. On August 21, 2010, a search on Google for “transgender” 
yielded about 12.8 million results. The term “gender identity” re-
turned nearly 9.8 million sites.

Still, as Samons (2009) points out, it would be a mistake to as-
sume that all transgender people can now take advantage of online 
resources, or of the growing media coverage of transgender issues, 
to learn about and better understand their experiences. Although 
noting that the transgender people she sees today are typically 
more open about their gender identity and less in need of basic 
transgender information than a decade ago, Samons describes how 
some of her clients continue to have little or no awareness of the 
transgender community when they approach her for therapy. These 
individuals may not have Internet access, may lack privacy when 
going online, or may be too scared to seek transgender informa-
tion for fear that a spouse or family member will somehow find the 
material on their computer.

SOCIALIZING WITH OTHER TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

Many of the survey respondents initially relied on the Internet to 
make contact with others like themselves, but most subsequently 
sought to meet and develop friendships with other transgender peo-
ple. More than one-third of the FTM/T and MTF/T participants 
socialized “often” or “very often” with other transgender individu-
als. About another third of both groups “sometimes” did so, while 
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only 6 and 10 percent, respectively, indicated that they “never” 
spent time with other people whom they know to be transgender. 
Similar findings result when respondents are grouped by age. Be-
tween 30 and 40 percent of the members in each age group (except 
for those younger than nineteen) socialized “often” or “very of-
ten” with other transgender people. Slightly fewer participants (28 
percent) in the youngest age group socialized regularly with other 
transgender individuals. This finding may reflect that, on average, 
these youth had been out as transgender for less time than had 
many of the older participants and therefore had experienced less 
contact with the transgender community. Those who live with their 
parents or other family members who are unaware or unsupportive 
of their transgender identities may also have limited opportunities 
to socialize with other transgender people.

Between 9 and 12 percent of each age group indicated that they 
never spend time with people whom they know to be transgender. 
The reasons participants chose not to do so varied. For some, it 
was because they were not open about being transgender or having 
a transgender past and feared being in situations that might cause 
their gender identity to be questioned. Others had completely tran-
sitioned and no longer identified as transgender, so did not feel a 
need to be around transgender people. Some respondents wanted 
to spend time with other transgender people but had few chances to 
do so because they lived in rural areas. Trish, a white cross-dresser 
in her sixties, was one of the interviewees faced with this situation. 
She lives in a small town where she knows no one like herself and 
where there is no place she can safely go cross-dressed. As a result, 
Trish cross-dresses only at home and when attending conferences 
of Tri-Ess (the Society for the Second Self), a national organization 
for heterosexual male cross-dressers and their partners.

Unlike Trish, the respondents who lived in urban areas often had 
many opportunities to socialize with other transgender people—
whether through participating in transgender-specific events or 
groups or simply because they have transgender friends and 
acquaintances. Grossman and D’Augelli’s (2006) study of trans-
gender youth in the New York City area demonstrates the possibili-
ties provided by a large city. Fifty-four percent of the participants 
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reported that they spend time daily with other transgender people, 
while another 44 percent do so on a weekly basis.

social and support activities

In each gender identity category and in each age group, a major-
ity of the respondents who interacted with other transgender peo-
ple did so through social activities. These activities ranged from 
regular, organized events—such as Fantasia Fair in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts, the Southern Comfort Conference in Atlanta, and 
“Girls’ Night Out” groups around the country—to informal gath-
erings of friends. For many of the cross-dressing participants, these 
events were their main opportunity to present as female in public. 
Trish, for example, had not met many other cross-dressers or had 
the chance to cross-dress publicly until she became involved in Tri-
Ess functions. Being with other cross-dressers, she says, “liberated 
[her] to be [her]self.” She could “talk football and pantyhose” and 
be accepted. Another interviewee, Sandra, first went out in pub-
lic cross-dressed at a Southern Comfort Conference and found it 
to be a transformative experience. Writing on her website (www 
.gendertree.com), she states, “my overwhelming feeling was being 
completely comfortable as Sandra for four days.”

Significant numbers of the MTF/T participants (57  percent) 
and FTM/T participants (52 percent) spent time with other trans-
gender people while seeking personal support. Michael W., for 
example, organized a transsexual male support group as he was 
considering transitioning. His partner at the time accompanied 
him to the first meeting and told Michael that “you had been 
there ten minutes and you felt at home.” He started to transition  
shortly thereafter. Jennifer Z. also cites her involvement with a 
support group as being instrumental in her process of transition-
ing. She went from being uncertain about whether she could transi-
tion to leading the group’s meeting for transitioning members two 
years later.

As compared with the MTF/transgender and FTM/transgender 
participants, fewer of the female- and male-to-different-gender par-
ticipants (42 and 39 percent, respectively) socialized in the context 
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of receiving support from other transgender individuals or from 
organized groups. This difference is not surprising given that trans-
gender support groups have historically been geared toward indi-
viduals who transition to or who present as male or female and not 
toward individuals who identify and/or express their gender in non-
binary ways. In the last ten to fifteen years, some support groups 
have become more inclusive in response to the rapidly growing 
number of transgender people, especially transgender youth, who 
see themselves as neither male nor female, as both, or as some-
where in between (Bolin 1994). But individuals who challenge a 
male-female dichotomy still feel out of place in many long-standing 
support groups. For example, Stephe—a white, male-assigned indi-
vidual who identifies as androgyne or third gender—once regularly 
dressed in “women’s” clothing publicly. Ze stopped doing so, how-
ever, because “people didn’t get it,” including the members of the 
support group ze attended. According to Stephe, only two of the 
fifteen regulars understood hir.

Other study participants who express their gender in nonbinary 
ways also indicated that they were often not accepted by trans-
gender people who are more gender typical. ’Ron, a multiracial, 
twenty-eight-year-old genderqueer individual, stated that some 
transgender people see hir identity as a “new fad.” As a result, 
ze has been more comfortable developing hir identity on hir own. 
Like ’Ron, Caiden, a twenty-one-year-old college student, has not 
received much support from transgender people who believe in a 
gender dichotomy. Hir main source of support has been a friend 
who similarly “identifies in the gray area” of gender.

In addition to having a limited appreciation of gender diver-
sity, most support groups outside of college and youth settings 
still consist primarily of transsexual men, transsexual women, or 
female-presenting cross-dressers in their forties and older. As a re-
sult, many younger transgender people do not join or remain in tra-
ditional support groups, often preferring to connect online. Fewer 
of the respondents (47–51 percent) in our study who were younger 
than thirty-three socialized through support groups than did older 
individuals (55–60 percent). The contrast was even sharper when 
age was broken down further. Among the e-mail interviewees who 
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were at least fifty-three years old, the percentage who met other 
transgender people through support groups was nearly twice as 
high (35 versus 18 percent) as that of eighteen- to twenty-two-year-
olds who did so.

political activism

In the context of political activism, however, the younger individu-
als surveyed were more likely than were the older respondents to 
socialize with other transgender people. The FTM/T and FTDG 
participants, a majority of whom were less than twenty-three years 
old, were especially likely to spend time with others through their 
advocacy for transgender rights and other issues. Thirty-eight 
percent of the FTM/T participants and 48 percent of the FTDG 
participants socialized politically with other transgender people, 
as compared with 24 and 26 percent of the MTF/T and MTDG 
participants, respectively.

The respondents engaged in many different forms of activism 
that placed them in contact with other transgender people. Some 
had visible political roles as leaders of national, state, or local 
transgender or LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender) or-
ganizations. Others participated in these groups or the events they 
sponsor, such as conferences, lobby days, and observances of the 
Transgender Day of Remembrance—an annual event held to com-
memorate the lives of people murdered because of their gender 
identity/expression.

For some, political activism involved a personal struggle. Jake, 
for example, became an outspoken advocate for transgender rights 
after he was denied the right to marry his wife in Ohio. The juris-
diction in which he sought to obtain a marriage license refused to 
recognize him as a man even though Jake had legally changed the 
gender on his birth certificate to reflect his male identity. Because 
Jake was assigned female at birth, the judge considered the mar-
riage to be between two people of the same sex, which is banned 
in Ohio. Jake and his wife sought to have the case overturned, 
but an appellate court reaffirmed the initial decision. Rather than 
potentially setting a negative legal precedent, Jake and his wife did 
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not appeal to the Ohio Supreme Court; instead, they married in 
another state and moved to a different city.

Other survey participants became activists after they encoun-
tered job discrimination. Despite having a master’s degree in crimi-
nal justice, Ted, an FTM interviewee, was unable to obtain work in 
the field because his transgender past would inevitably be disclosed 
during background checks and lead to his rejection. He decided 
to come out more publicly and took a job with his state’s health 
department, where he was placed in charge of a statewide transgen-
der health initiative that included conducting a transgender needs 
assessment, coordinating trainings for health care providers, and 
creating a resource and referral service for transgender people.

Whether through political, social, or support activities, the par-
ticipants who chose to spend time with other transgender people 
indicated that they learned more about being transgender and 
benefited psychologically from interacting with individuals who 
shared or could relate to their experiences and who could serve as 
role models. For example, Michelle L., a Latina interviewee who 
identifies as “somewhere between transsexual and a cross-dresser,” 
credits being involved with several support groups as helping her 
to understand her identity and “to see there are many options be-
tween being closeted and having surgery to become female.” Julie 
Marie met her first transsexual friend through a support group, and 
because she is not yet open about her gender identity to her family 
or nontransgender friends, she relies on members of the group for 
understanding and assurance.

COMING OUT TO OTHERS

In their study of masculine-to-feminine transgender people, Gagné 
et al. (1997) recognize an important difference between the com-
ing out experiences of many transsexual women and many female-
presenting cross-dressers. Because the MTF individuals were 
making a permanent and highly visible life change, they could not 
restrict who would know. They often began by telling their roman-
tic partners and then close family members whom they thought 
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might be supportive, but eventually everyone around them would 
find out. In contrast, the cross-dressers could limit disclosure and 
typically came out only to their partners and other transgender 
people.

Yet the cross-dressers who participated in our survey, and par-
ticularly those who accepted our invitation to be interviewed, were 
often quite public about their cross-dressing. Consequently, they 
tended to be out to at least some friends (see table 2.1), family 
members (tables 2.2 and 2.3), and coworkers (table 2.4) as well as 
to their partners. Julie, for example, has come out to most of her 
family and, because she presents as female in her day-to-day life, 
is known as a cross-dresser in her neighborhood, at her children’s 
school, and at her church. She finds that members of her Unitarian 
Universalist congregation are welcoming, but most of her neigh-
bors “pretty much hate [her],” and one of her children has been 
confronted at school with why her father dresses as a woman.

The interviewees who identified as genderqueer or as other 
nonbinary gender identities also were frequently very open to the 

table 2.1  Level of outness to friends by gender identity

Gender Identity

FTM/T FTDG MTF/T MTDG

Level of Outness % n % n % n % n

Out to all friends 39.8 260 28.8 30 28.1 613 17.8 27
Out to most friends 30.2 197 16.3 17 14.9 324 14.5 22
Out to some friends 14.2 93 20.2 21 14.2 310 13.2 20
Out to only a few 

close friends 12.3 80 24.0 25 26.9 585 25.0 38
Totally closeted to 

friends 3.1 20 8.7 9 15.3 333 27.6 42

Notes: A majority (70 percent) of the FTM/T respondents were out to all or 
most of their friends, as compared with less than half (43 percent) of the MTF/T 
respondents. Although relatively few (9 percent) of the FTDG respondents were 
totally closeted, overall they reported being out to fewer friends than did the 
FTM/T respondents. The MTF/T and MTDG respondents tended to be either 
completely out or totally (or almost totally) closeted. At 28 percent, the MTDG 
respondents were the most closeted of all groups.
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people in their lives. Like the transsexual respondents, many had 
no choice about disclosure because they had transitioned in whole 
or in part or otherwise presented full-time outside of the gender as-
signed to them at birth. The genderqueer participants who were not 
perceived as transgender were still often out to people whom they 
met because they did not want to reinforce a gender binary. One 
of the genderqueer interviewees who felt this way was Aaron H., 
a white thirty-two-year-old. Although he is usually seen by others 
as male because he has had top surgery and taken testosterone 
for almost a decade, Aaron rejects the idea that not being female 
means that he identifies as male. Recognizing the fluidity of gender, 
he characterizes his identity “as a process and not as an end point.”

Likewise, some of the transsexual interviewees who had com-
pletely transitioned and are able to “pass” frequently disclosed 

table 2.2  Level of outness to nuclear family members by gender 
identity

Gender Identity

FTM/T FTDG MTF/T MTDG

Level of Outness % n % n % n % n

Out to all nuclear family 
members 57.9 378 27.9 29 42 914 28.9 44

Out to most nuclear family 
members 11.0   72   9.6 10 8.7 189   6.6 10

Out to some nuclear family 
members   5.5   36   7.7   8 5.8 127   8.6 13

Out to only a few close 
nuclear family members 10.7   70 16.3 17 19.9 434 19.1 29

Totally closeted to all 
nuclear family members 14.2   93 36.5 38 23.1 503 34.2 52

Notes: The FTM/T participants were much more out to nuclear family members 
than were the other groups: 69 percent (versus 36–51 percent) were out to all 
or most of their immediate families. The FTDG participants were almost evenly 
divided between individuals who were completely or mostly out to nuclear family 
members (38 percent) and individuals who were totally closeted (37 percent). 
The MTDG participants were likewise about evenly divided between those who 
were largely out (36 percent) and those who were entirely closeted (34 percent). 
In general, the MTF/T participants were less out than the FTM/T participants but 
more out than the MTDG and FTDG participants.
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their transgender histories to new people in their lives. Even though 
they may identify as women or men and no longer consider them-
selves transgender, they feel that their transgender experiences con-
stitute an important part of their pasts. Andre is one of the FTM 
participants who has no desire to “pass as a man.” Having passed 
as female and repressed his sense of himself as transgender until he 
was in his forties, Andre does not want to have to hide who he is 
again.

coming out to their partners

Almost all of the people we interviewed were out to their partners 
as transgender. Some, though, were not open when the relation-
ships began because they feared the person would not want to be 
involved with them, because they hoped the relationship would 
“cure” them, or because they were still in denial about their gender 

table 2.3  Level of outness to extended family by gender identity

Gender Identity

FTM/T FTDG MTF/T MTDG

Level of Outness % n % n % n % n

Out to all extended 
family 25.3 165   7.7   8 22.5 489 12.5 19

Out to most extended 
family 15.6 102   3.8   4   9.4 205   7.2 11

Out to some extended 
family   9.8   64 12.5 13   9.1 198   9.2 14

Out to only a few close 
extended family 
members 14.4   94 16.3 17 12.6 275 12.5 19

Totally closeted to 
extended family 33.1 216 57.7 60 45.2 984 55.9 85

Notes: The FTM/T respondents were divided between being out to all or most 
extended family members (41 percent) and being largely or totally closeted 
(57 percent). Large majorities of the FTDG (87 percent), MTF/T (67 percent), 
and MTDG (78 percent) respondents reported being largely or totally closeted to 
extended family members.
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identity. Tiffany, a white and Vietnamese thirty-three-year old who 
describes herself as a “part-time girl,” had wanted to say something 
to her wife before they were married but did not know how. She 
was also just starting to understand herself at that time. It was not 
until after their marriage began that Tiffany fully realized that she 
was transgender. Before Tiffany could find a way to tell her wife 
about her cross-dressing, her wife discovered Tiffany’s “women’s” 
clothing. Since neither of them was happy in the marriage, Tiffany’s 
cross-dressing served as a convenient way to end the relationship.

Tiffany’s experiences were not uncommon among the married 
cross-dressing participants in our survey. Many saw their mar-
riages end when they disclosed—or their wives found out—that 
they cross-dressed; their spouses could not accept the idea that 
they wore “women’s” clothing, or believed that they were actually 
gay or transsexual despite assurances to the contrary. Some inter-
viewees were able to preserve their relationships even though their 

table 2.4  Level of outness to professional colleagues by 
gender identity

Gender Identity

FTM/T FTDG MTF/T MTDG

Level of Outness % n % n % n % n

Out to all professional 
colleagues 19.0 124 13.5 14 19.4 422 11.2 17

Out to most professional 
colleagues 18.1 118 13.5 14   9.0 195   7.9 12

Out to some professional 
colleagues 16.2 106 14.4 15 11.0 240 11.2 17

Out to only a few close 
professional colleagues 19.8 129 16.3 17 17.6 383 12.5 19

Totally closeted to 
professional colleagues 25.7 168 41.3 43 42.0 915 53.9 82

Notes: Majorities of the FTDG (58 percent), MTF/T (60 percent), and MTDG 
(66 percent) participants stated that they were out to none of their colleagues or 
to just a few. The FTM/T participants were more likely to be out, but little more 
than a third (37 percent) were open about being transgender to all or most of 
their colleagues.
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wives continued to oppose their cross-dressing. Cheryl’s first mar-
riage ended, in part, because of conflicts over her cross-dressing, so 
she was up front with her second wife about her gender identity 
before they married. Cheryl’s second wife “understands academi-
cally” but is not emotionally supportive and remains uncomfort-
able with Cheryl’s need to present as female. The lack of support 
has been hard for Cheryl, as she “wants to be accepted as a com-
plete person” and not have to hide or deny a basic part of herself.

Some wives sought limits on their spouses’ cross-dressing as a 
condition for remaining in the marriage. A common stipulation 
was that the cross-dressers not do so in front of the spouse and/or 
the children. Other cross-dressing interviewees were permitted to 
present en femme inside their homes or out of town but had agreed 
to restrict their public cross-dressing locally in order to minimize 
the possibility of disclosure. Ginger has this type of arrangement 
with her wife. They travel together to places like Key West and Las 
Vegas, where Ginger can freely cross-dress; however, in the con-
servative southern city in which they are respected professionals, 
she cross-dresses only at gay clubs and other venues where she is 
unlikely to run into people she knows.

Over time, some of the wives became more supportive as they 
learned about transgender people and recognized that their spouses 
were not disordered or necessarily about to transition to female. 
These wives differed from the less accepting partners in that they 
did not seek to limit their spouses’ cross-dressing and, in fact, of-
ten accompanied them to cross-dressing events and bought them 
“women’s” clothing. In Tina M.’s case, she and her wife, “Peggy,” 
exchange outfits, as they are the same size. While “Peggy” has not 
wanted to accompany her out cross-dressed, she is beginning to 
allow Tina to cross-dress in front of her, which is a tremendous 
relief to Tina.

The MTF, FTM, and genderqueer participants who were tran-
sitioning often encountered even greater difficulties coming out to 
their partners, since the disclosure dramatically shifted basic as-
sumptions about the nature of their relationships. According to 
these interviewees, almost all of their partners reacted harshly to 
the admission, for it not only called into question everything that 
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their partners thought they knew about them, but it also raised 
concerns about their partners’ sexual orientation. Many of the re-
lationships ended because the partners were unwilling to be with 
someone of a gender different than they had known and/or did 
not want to be perceived as being involved with someone of the 
same sex (or of a different sex). Jennifer Z., for example, states 
that her wife sought a divorce because “she could not handle the 
thought of being married to a woman,” and Adrien’s partner left 
him when he began to transition, deciding that she “didn’t want to 
live with a man.” Because his partner identified as bisexual, Adrien 
had thought that she would be able to adjust to the change. But 
he realizes now that she was more attracted to women, so it made 
a huge difference to her when Adrien started to be seen by others 
as male.

The partners of the FTM participants who identified as lesbians 
often had an especially hard time coping with the loss of their 
own identities. For some partners, it had been an arduous pro-
cess to accept and take pride in themselves as lesbians, and now 
this hard-won accomplishment was being taken away. Those who 
were active in lesbian communities also suddenly felt like they no 
longer had a place to belong and faced potentially huge upheav-
als in their social, cultural, and political lives. Turner’s partner 
at the time ended their relationship when he changed his name 
and the pronouns he used; she identified as a lesbian and felt that 
he was making her invisible. Both Andre and Will indicated that 
their partners continue to stay in the relationships but are strug-
gling with the effects of their transitions. Andre’s partner is very 
open as a lesbian and is adamant about not being seen by others 
as a straight woman, while Will’s partner is not out and fears 
the visibility that may result from a change in Will’s identity and 
appearance.

Some of the FTM-lesbian couples were able to get past their 
struggles. Ryan’s partner agreed to his top surgery because she 
knew how much Ryan hated his breasts, but she wanted him to 
wait before taking hormones. After what Ryan describes as “a lot 
of work and a lot of crying,” she came to accept his transition and 
they recently bought a house together.
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Similarly, some of the MTF interviewees and their heterosexual 
spouses found ways to sustain their relationships, even if tradi-
tional labels no longer fit. LuLu’s wife was frightened when LuLu 
first told her that she cross-dressed, but the disclosure enabled them 
“to know each other all over again.” When LuLu subsequently 
raised the idea of transitioning, her wife said that she would “stay 
with [her] for now.” That was more than two years ago. While 
other people may see them as in “a lesbian relationship,” they 
choose not to define it that way. Her wife still identifies as straight 
and LuLu as a transgender woman.

Most of the transsexual interviewees whose relationships sur-
vived the transition process had told their partners at the outset 
that they were transgender or had met their partners while they 
were transitioning. Rachel G.’s wife knew when she married that 
Rachel cross-dressed and has been very supportive of her transi-
tion. They have been married ten years and go together to buy 
clothes and to attend transgender support group meetings. Nathan 
indicates that his wife, whom he met just as he was beginning to 
transition, has also been a primary source of support. She readily 
saw him as a man, as she had never been attracted to women.

coming out to their children

While the transgender interviewees often received a negative reac-
tion from their partners when they came out, their children were 
generally supportive. Typical was the response of Liz’s son. With 
the help of a therapist, she told him ten years ago (when he was 
twelve years old) that she was a transsexual woman. Liz describes 
the experience as “almost a nonevent.” He was more concerned 
about his parents staying together than about her gender identity. 
Dan, a forty-eight-year-old FTM participant, also considers the re-
actions of his three children to have been “very good.” They have 
been “more supportive than [he] gave them credit for.”

The cross-dressing interviewees did not face the same need to 
disclose their gender identity to their children, and some chose not 
to do so because of how they see their role as a parent. Angie has 
not come out to her twenty-five-year-old daughter because, as she 
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states, “I’m Dad for her and [don’t] want to spoil that.” Similarly, 
Ginger has told neither of her two adult daughters, believing that 
she “has to be there for them, and there is really no reason to in-
volve them.”

The cross-dressing participants who did decide to come out to 
their children, or whose children discovered them cross-dressed, 
generally received a positive response. Both of Rae Louise’s children 
found out by accident that she cross-dresses. It did not matter to 
her son (then seventeen years old), and her daughter (then thirteen) 
thought it was “kind of cool.” They have gone out together, and 
even attended a wedding, with Rae Louise cross-dressed. Another 
cross-dressing interviewee, Donna, related the following story. “I 
once asked my eight-year-old if it bothered her that I was different. 
She replied—with a wisdom beyond her young age—[by] telling me 
that being different was okay and that people should be able to be 
whoever they want to be. It was all I could do to keep from crying. 
I can only hope that she never loses that view of the world.”

Some of the MTF and FTM interviewees waited to disclose, and 
did not start transitioning, until their children were adults so as 
not to make their growing up more difficult. Risa, a white fifty-six-
year-old transsexual woman, was among the survey participants 
who postponed transitioning to avoid interfering with her child’s 
life. She states that she wanted to be “Dad” for her daughter until 
she was on her own. “Carol” likewise held off beginning to take 
hormones until the last of her three children had left home, a delay 
of twenty years. When she finally came out to them, they were 
“very supportive.” One of her daughters helped Carol feel comfort-
able going out publicly as female, and another daughter assisted 
her in how she dressed and presented herself. In a reversal of roles, 
Carol says that this daughter “sort of raised me.”

Only a few of the transgender interviewees indicated that their 
children had a sustained negative response to their coming out. 
Among the most hostile receptions was the reaction to Kaye’s dis-
closure. Kaye, a white sixty-four-year-old MTF participant, had 
been the director of a fundamentalist mission serving the hungry 
and homeless before her family discovered that she was transgen-
der and publicly outed her. Because they see Kaye’s gender identity 
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as sinful, all but one of her six children refuse to speak to her and, 
as a result, she has no contact with her eight grandchildren. Her 
ninety-one-year-old mother was likewise cut off by the family when 
she supported Kaye.

coming out to their parents

The acceptance by Kaye’s mother was indicative of the experiences 
of the transsexual interviewees as a whole. Among both the MTF 
and FTM participants, mothers tended to be more supportive than 
fathers—perhaps because many of the respondents had been closer 
to their mothers before they came out. For example, when Mekah 
came out to her parents, her father did not understand but her 
mother quickly came to embrace her as female and to see Mekah 
as their daughter. Bobbie Jean relates how her mother, a seventy-
six-year-old Baptist minister, had always thought that she was dif-
ferent. Her response to Bobbie Jean’s coming out as a transsexual 
woman was “What took you so long?”

Some initially antagonistic parents were more supportive over 
time as they came to recognize that their children had always felt 
gender different and that continued opposition would not prevent 
them from transitioning but only alienate them. Such was the case 
with Jacie’s parents. They became more accepting when they un-
derstood that Jacie was not going to change; what was going to 
change was that they would no longer be a part of her life if they 
remained hostile. Her parents now call her “she” and her mother 
renamed her “Jacie,” the name she would have received had she 
been assigned female at birth. Michael W.’s mother underwent a 
similar shift in perspective. Realizing that her son had always been 
male, she came to see that what mattered most was that he was 
happy and healthy.

Some parents remained hostile despite attempts by their trans-
gender children to persuade them otherwise. When Ryan ex-
plained to his parents that he was transitioning, his mother “cried 
for months” and his father disowned him, even going as far as to 
take pictures of him off their walls. For more than a year, they 
treated Ryan as if he were dead. He finally was able to see his 
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parents recently, but their relationship remains strained. Another 
participant, Mary, was similarly cut off from her family when she 
announced that she was planning to transition. Her mother will 
not let Mary visit her home, and so—although they communicate 
online and by telephone—Mary has not seen her mother in nearly 
two years.

The parents who could not accept their children as transsexual 
were often unable to move beyond feeling that they had somehow 
caused them to be transgender or that the children they had known 
had died. Robbi, a white fifty-four-year-old MTF interviewee, states 
that the only person in her family who remains unsupportive is her 
father, who thinks “[he] must have done something wrong” in rais-
ing Robbi. In Elliot’s family, it is his mother who “took it really 
hard.” She “mourns the death of her daughter” and will not call him 
“Elliot” or use male pronouns unless pressed to do so. Similarly, Pa-
tricia states that her mother struggled for about five years, grieving 
over the “death of her son.” Her mother, though, “turned around” 
when Patricia confronted her and said that if her mother continued 
to be ashamed of her, Patricia did not want her mother in her life.

SUMMARY OF HOW PARTICIPANTS  

EXPERIENCED BEING TRANSGENDER

Many of the transgender people surveyed indicated that they be-
came aware in early childhood that how they felt about their gen-
der did not match the gender assigned to them at birth. Some of the 
participants, especially some of the female-assigned participants, 
had greater leeway to act outside of traditional gender roles as 
children. As a result, they did not begin to see themselves as gender 
different until the onset of puberty, when their bodies began to 
develop in ways that they often abhorred and, with these changes, 
gender expectations began to be more strictly enforced. Still, the 
female-assigned respondents generally continued to have a greater 
ability to act outside of gender norms than did the male-assigned 
respondents, many of whom were criticized or punished if their 
behavior was perceived as feminine in any way.
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In response to the social disapproval of gender nonconformity, 
nearly half of the female transsexual interviewees, and nearly a 
fourth of the male transsexual interviewees, tried to fit into tradi-
tional gender roles and to repress their sense of themselves as gen-
der different. Others embraced another sexual or gender identity 
as a means to deny that they were transgender or transsexual or 
because they did not fully comprehend the nature of their feelings. 
The older respondents were especially likely to have had this ex-
perience, given the general lack of resources and information for 
transgender people prior to the widespread availability of the Inter-
net in the 1990s and 2000s. We found that, among the individuals 
surveyed who grew up in the 1940s through the 1980s, many of 
the heterosexual FTM participants identified as butch lesbians and 
many of the MTF participants identified as cross-dressers before 
gaining a better understanding of themselves.

The Internet helped respondents of all ages accept and more 
openly express their gender identity. Through being online, many 
of the participants learned about and came to know others who 
shared similar experiences. Most subsequently met and socialized 
with other transgender people via informal friendship networks, 
organized support groups, and/or educational, political, or so-
cial events. Even individuals who lived where they did not know 
other transgender people—or did not feel comfortable being out in 
public—were often able to find others and be open elsewhere via 
online networking.

Almost all of the individuals we interviewed had disclosed to 
their partners, if not to others as well, that they identify as trans-
gender. Obviously, participants in the process of completely or par-
tially transitioning could not keep this information from the people 
in their lives. Yet the vast majority of cross-dressing interviewees 
had also come out to their partners, and often to their children, 
because they wanted to share such an important part of themselves 
with the individuals closest to them.

The reactions of partners varied. Most of the transsexual inter-
viewees reported that their romantic relationships ended once they 
began to transition, as their partners did not want to be involved 
with someone of a gender different than what they had known. 
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The change was less dramatic for partners of the cross-dressing 
interviewees, and most of these relationships continued even if the 
partners remained unsupportive of the cross-dressing. Participants 
who told their partners that they were transgender at the outset of 
a relationship, or who met partners while they were transitioning, 
were more likely to have sustained the relationship than were par-
ticipants who came out to their partners sometime later.

The children and parents of the interviewees tended to be more 
supportive than their partners, no doubt because the disclosure did 
not call into question the basic nature of their relationship or the 
other family members’ sexual orientations. The transgender person 
was still a child or a parent, even if the label of son/daughter or 
father/mother was changing. In only a few instances did children 
completely reject their transgender parents; similarly, most parents 
came to accept their transgender children even if the relationship 
became strained.

Transgender people often encounter bias when they transition or 
otherwise come out to or are recognized as transgender by others. 
This is why the respondents, if they were able to limit disclosure, 
were generally less willing to be out to individuals beyond their 
immediate families and perhaps a few close friends.

The next chapter discusses the climate for transgender people 
today by focusing on the survey participants’ experiences with 
harassment, violence, and employment discrimination. Many of 
the respondents who could avoid disclosing their gender identity 
sometimes or often did so because they feared for their safety and 
sought to minimize the chances that they would experience anti-
transgender prejudice.
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3
THE CLIMATE FOR TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

I have been open to others since the day I decided to quit hiding 
in my own life. I have had all the range of responses possible. 
From loss of jobs, family, and support systems, violent con-
frontations and refusal of health care, inability to find housing,  
discrimination and the like, to some people being supportive and 
finally mending some family relationships, making new friends, 
and being visible within society at large.

—terrilynn

Several terms are used to describe institutional or organizational 
contexts, including psychological climate, organizational climate, 
and organizational culture (Parker et al. 2003). Climate can be 
conceptualized both as a perception and as a description (Rous-
seau 1988), and it has been a focus of organizational research 
since the late 1960s (Litwin & Stringer 1968). Later researchers 
distinguished between individual and organizational conceptualiza-
tions of climate, labeling them psychological and organizational 
climate, respectively (James & Jones 1974). According to William 
Glick (1985), “researchers concerned with individual perceptions 
focus on psychological climate, whereas organizational climate is 
investigated when organizational attributes are of interest” (602). 
Since individual perceptions were of greatest interest in the founda-
tional research for this book, our review will focus on psychologi-
cal climate.

Psychological climate is frequently measured by considering the 
beliefs and experiences of different population groups, including 
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the perceptions of individuals who are not members of the spe-
cific groups being discussed (Bensimon 2004; Hofstede, Neuijen, 
Ohayv, & Sanders 1990; Hurtado 1992; Rankin 2003). However, 
a review of climate research reveals a lack of agreement on what 
is actually meant by psychological climate. Moreover, terms such 
as “climate,” “environment,” and “culture” are often used inter-
changeably, leaving the reader confused about what is being mea-
sured. Based on our reading of the literature and several years of 
experience assessing climate,1 we understand psychological climate 
to be the current attitudes, behaviors, and standards of people 
within an organization, institution, or culture. The literature and 
our own research also support the notion that one’s psychological 
“safety” is influenced by climate and is a critical factor in one’s 
engagement in society. Individuals experience psychological safety 
when they feel able to “show and employ one’s self without fear 
of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career” (Kahn 
1990:708). Psychological safety is a state that exists across cultures 
and is evident throughout a wide range of individual differences. 
People will be personally engaged when they feel psychologically 
safe to do so. Thus, a climate for psychological safety describes a 
climate where one feels safe to speak up without being rejected or 
punished (Baer & Frese 2003).

The quotation that opens this chapter reflects how the societal 
climate—or the current attitudes, behaviors, standards, and prac-
tices of societal institutions (employers, health agencies, etc.)—often 
discriminate against people who are transgender and thereby create 
an “unsafe” climate for transgender people. One reason we under-
took the research project that forms the foundation of this book 
was to examine the climate for transgender people in the United 
States. We were particularly interested in considering the climate 
for individuals who, within this group that is typically marginal-
ized, are often marginalized further: gender-nonconforming people; 
transgender people of color; transgender people who are lesbian, 
gay, or bisexual; and younger and older transgender people.

For the most part, information on the climate for transgender 
populations is limited to some data on the experiences of transgen-
der college students (Rankin 2003, 2006, 2007; Reason & Rankin 
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2006) and the more recent survey conducted by the National Gay 
and Lesbian Task Force and the National Center for Transgender 
Equality (NGLTF/NCTE 2009) on discrimination in employment, 
health agencies, and housing. Because the survey we constructed 
for this project was based on campus climate literature, this chap-
ter proceeds first with a review of the literature on measuring the 
campus climate and of the findings from this literature with respect 
to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people.2 The balance of 
the chapter addresses the types and our respondents’ experiences of 
anti-transgender bias, showing how this bias is a logical outgrowth 
of the genderism prevalent in educational, religious, and govern-
mental institutions.

CAMPUS CLIMATE

As colleges and universities increasingly reflect the diverse makeup 
of society, institutions have focused on the importance of creat-
ing a campus environment that includes, welcomes, and accepts 
all people and one that responds to issues of diversity (Malaney, 
Williams, & Gellar 1997; Rankin & Reason 2008; Worthington, 
Navarro, Loewy, & Hart 2008). Although colleges and universi-
ties attempt to foster welcoming and inclusive environments, they 
are not immune to negative societal attitudes and discriminatory 
practices. As a microcosm of the larger social environment, college 
and university campuses reflect the prevailing prejudices of society 
(Eliason 1996; Nelson & Krieger 1997). Consequently, campus cli-
mates have variously been described as “racist” for students and 
employees of color (Harper & Hurtado 2007; Rankin & Reason 
2005), “chilly” for women (Hall & Sandler 1984; Hart & Fella-
baum 2008), and “hostile” for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gender community members (Eliason 1996; Rankin 2003, 2006).

measuring campus climate

A number of theoretical models have been developed to conceptu-
alize and describe the campus climate at colleges and universities.  
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Earlier research focused on the role of attitudes, perceptions, 
and observations in the campus environment (Milem, Chang, & 
Antonio 2005). Sylvia Hurtado (1992) introduces a multidimen-
sional framework (further developed by Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-
Pederson, & Allen 1998) for understanding campus climate that 
replaces psychological climate (i.e., perceptions and attitudes) with 
a more inclusive definition that acknowledges additional factors: 
impact of the institution’s structure and history, interactions among 
people of different identities, and internal and external forces shap-
ing campus climate (Milem et al. 2005). Specifically, this frame-
work identifies four interrelated dimensions of the campus climate: 
an institution’s historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various 
racial or ethnic groups; structural diversity in terms of the number 
of racial or ethnic groups represented on campus; psychological cli-
mate, consisting of perceptions and attitudes between and among 
groups; and behavioral climate as characterized by intergroup re-
lations on campus (Hurtado et al. 1998). By developing a com-
prehensive framework for understanding campus climate, Hurtado 
(1994) and Hurtado et al. (1998) are able to offer suggestions 
about “how to improve educational policy and practice through 
the engagement of campus diversity” (Milem et al. 2005:14).

Building on the work of Smith and colleagues (1997) and 
Hurtado et al. (1998), Sue Rankin (2003) developed the Transfor-
mational Tapestry Model. The model was expanded on by Rankin 
and Reason (2008) and served as the basis for the survey instru-
ment we created for the current project. In this model, Rankin and 
Reason posit that campus climate is influenced by six factors: ac-
cess to higher education and the necessary supports for success and 
retention; encouragement of diversity in educational and scholarly 
activities; a diverse student body with educationally purposeful in-
terventions and interactions; diversity education and proactive edu-
cational interventions; a university commitment to diversity and 
social justice through policies addressing harassment and discrimi-
nation; and acknowledgment of (and responses to) the influence of 
society and government. Although these factors are interconnected, 
they also work independently. The factors’ independence, as well as 
the rich relationships they form, inevitably affect the learning and 
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social outcomes of students in addition to the personal and profes-
sional development of faculty, administrators, and staff.

Learning, social, and professional outcomes that are positive for 
students and employees result when higher education administra-
tors design initiatives that create inclusive campus climates and 
quality interactive experiences (Rankin & Reason 2005). So that 
colleges and universities might strengthen their efforts in these ar-
eas, research has assessed the experiences of members of majority 
and minority groups on campus (Malaney et al. 1997; Worthington 
et al. 2008). Results from two decades of research have shown 
that historically advantaged groups (e.g., white people, men, and 
heterosexual people) express more positive views of the campus 
climate than do such historically disadvantaged groups as members 
of racial and ethnic minority groups, women, and LGBT individu-
als (Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, & Robinson-Keilig 2004; Norris 
1992; Rankin & Reason 2005; Worthington et al. 2008).

campus climate and personal, educational,  
and professional success

Individual perceptions of discrimination or a negative campus cli-
mate for intergroup relations can affect student educational out-
comes. Sylvia Hurtado and Luis Ponjuan (2005) note that, when 
stereotypes “pervade the learning environment for minority stu-
dents[,] . . . student academic performance can be undermined” 
(236). The literature also suggests that students of color who 
perceive their campus environment as hostile have higher rates of 
attrition and have problems adjusting to campus life (Guiffrida, 
Gouveia, Wall, & Seward 2008; Hurtado & Ponjuan 2005). Stu-
dents educated at colleges and universities with more inclusive cam-
pus environments report feeling more equipped to participate in an 
increasingly multicultural society (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin 
2002). When the campus climate is more positive and students can 
interact with diverse peers, positive learning occurs and democratic 
skills are developed (Hurtado & Ponjuan 2005). Racial and ethnic 
diversity in the campus environment, when coupled with the insti-
tution’s efforts to foster opportunities for quality interactions and 
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learning from each other, promote “active thinking and personal 
development” (Gurin et al. 2002:338).

The personal and professional development of faculty, admin-
istrators, and staff are also affected by the campus climate. For 
example, Settles, Cortina, Malley, and Stewart (2006) find that 
sexual harassment and gender discrimination have a significantly 
negative impact on the overall attitudes of women faculty toward 
employment in the academic sciences. A review study by James 
Sears and Walter Williams (1997) shows that LGB faculty members 
who judge their campus climate more positively are more likely to 
feel personally supported and to perceive their work unit as more 
supportive of hiring and promoting LGB faculty members than do 
those who view their campus climate more negatively.

The influence of campus climate on employee satisfaction and 
subsequent productivity is further substantiated by research dem-
onstrating that workplace discrimination and prejudice lead not 
only to lower health and well-being (i.e., anxiety, depression, and 
lower life satisfaction and physical health) but also to greater oc-
cupational dysfunction (i.e., withdrawal from the organization and 
lower satisfaction with work, coworkers, and supervisors) (see  
Silverschanz, Cortina, Konik, & Magley 2008; Waldo 1998).

the campus climate for lgbt people

Although the number of studies has been limited, research over the 
past two decades suggests that academe is unwelcoming to LGBT 
students, faculty, and staff. In a national study of campus climate 
for underrepresented groups that involved more than 17,000 par-
ticipants (Rankin 2001), respondents indicated that—of all the 
underrepresented groups on campus—the climate was “least ac-
cepting” of LGBT people, especially transgender people. Forty-
two percent of the lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) respondents 
indicated that they were the targets of harassment based on their 
sexual orientation; in comparison, 30 percent of the respondents 
of color reported harassment based on their race and 28 percent of 
the female respondents reported harassment based on their gender.
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Although conditions have improved somewhat over the years 
for LGBT faculty, students, and staff, Rankin (2003) concludes that 
they still encounter a hostile climate at most colleges and universi-
ties, even on campuses with strong support systems and campus 
centers for LGBT people. Among the 1,669 self-identified LGBT 
students, faculty, and administrators surveyed nationwide, 36 per-
cent of the undergraduates and 29 percent of all respondents had 
experienced harassment over the past year. Ninety-two percent (68) 
of the transgender respondents reported that they were the targets 
of harassment because of their gender identity.

Rankin also found that one in five respondents feared for their 
personal safety on campus because of their sexual and/or gender 
identities and that half concealed their sexual and/or gender identi-
ties to avoid intimidation. Additionally, 41 percent believed that 
their institutions were not adequately addressing issues related to 
sexual and gender identity and 43 percent felt that their college or 
university curricula did not adequately represent the contributions 
of LGBT people.

In response to these negative campus experiences of LGBT indi-
viduals, many colleges and universities have implemented structural 
changes (Rankin 2003). Typically, the individuals who sought and 
initiated changes were LGBT faculty, staff, and students and their 
heterosexual and cisgender allies. Such changes include forming 
committees charged with the task of improving the quality of life for 
LGBT students and employees; creating LGBT resource centers and 
“safe space” programs; offering at least one course on LGBT topics; 
developing a formal academic program in LGBT studies; providing 
domestic partner health benefits; establishing LGBT-themed residen-
tial programs; including the experiences of LGBT people in student 
and staff orientations; and instituting nondiscrimination policies 
that incorporate sexual orientation and gender identity. The find-
ings of Sears and Williams (1997) underscore the positive outcomes 
of implementing such structural changes. The faculty respondents in 
their study who work at a college or university that has not made 
changes of this type are less likely to perceive their campus climate 
as positive than are those who work where a nondiscrimination 
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statement that includes sexual orientation had been enacted, where 
courses in LGBT studies are offered, or where same-sex partner 
benefits are available.

Despite the beneficial outcomes of having LGBT-inclusive poli-
cies and programs, relatively few institutions have implemented 
these changes. Currently, 595 colleges and universities offer protec-
tion against discrimination on the basis of sexual identity (Human 
Rights Campaign 2011c), with 392 of these schools enjoining dis-
crimination also on the basis of gender identity (Transgender Law 
and Policy Institute 2011b). More than 400 institutions provide 
health care benefits to the same-sex partners of employees (Human 
Rights Campaign 2011a). These numbers may seem large, but the 
LGBT-inclusive campuses account for only a small percentage of 
accredited colleges and universities in the United States. As a result, 
many LGBT students, staff, and faculty continue to experience the 
campus climate as hostile and isolating and are frequently victims 
of discrimination and harassment (Evans & Broido 1999; Tomlin-
son & Fassinger 2003; Wolf-Wendel, Toma, & Morphew 2001). 
In fact, physical and verbal harassment of LGBT individuals has 
been reported on every campus where research has been conducted 
(Nelson & Krieger 1997).

The national LGBT climate study conducted by Rankin (2003) 
includes 1,669 LGBT students, faculty, staff, and administrators 
from fourteen institutions. Twenty-nine percent of all respondents 
reported experiencing harassment within the last year, with stu-
dents being the most likely group. Derogatory remarks were the 
most common form of harassment. Twenty percent of all respon-
dents feared for their personal safety because of their sexual ori-
entation or gender identity, and 51 percent concealed their sexual 
orientation or gender identity to avoid intimidation. A greater 
proportion of transgender than of cisgender respondents reported 
experiences of being harassed. The majority reported that trans-
gender people were the group most likely to be harassed on cam-
pus, followed by gay men and then lesbians. Finally, 41 percent 
of the respondents described their college or university as not 
thoroughly addressing issues related to sexual orientation and 
gender identity.
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Students are coming out as transgender on college campuses ac
ross the country (Beemyn, Curtis, Davis, & Tubbs 2005). Although 
these students have unique needs related to programming, housing, 
bathrooms and locker rooms, physical and mental health care, and 
records and documents, most colleges and universities offer little 
or no support for this growing population (Beemyn, Curtis, et al. 
2005). Rob Pusch (2005) asserts that many transgender students 
experience isolation and rejection from their family and friends. 
Unfortunately, such reactions not only are typical of the students’ 
immediate social network but also extend to interactions with 
other campus community members.

the impact of a negative climate

According to Sylvia Hurtado and Deborah Carter (1997), involve-
ment, engagement, and affiliation are central to students’ develop-
ment and progress in college. Furthermore, students’ educational 
success is strongly influenced by the “context of and attitude to-
ward their education . . . including their sense of school and social 
‘inclusion’ and ‘exclusion’” (Silverschanz et al. 2008:181). Because 
“development associated with the college years has far-reaching 
implications for students’ lives,” it is imperative that barriers to 
personal development be addressed for LGBT college students  
(Hogan & Rentz 1996:310).

Faculty and staff are also affected by the campus environment: 
an inclusive and welcoming climate helps foster positive job and 
career attitudes, and a negative climate does just the opposite (Sil-
verschanz et al. 2008). In their study of 768 LGBT workers, Belle 
Ragins and John Cornwell (2001) explore employees’ perceptions 
and reports of experienced and observed workplace discrimination. 
They find that LGBT employees are much more likely to report 
anti-LGBT discrimination in organizations that offer same-sex do-
mestic partner benefits and that have nondiscrimination policies 
and diversity statements that include sexual identity. Also, LGBT 
individuals were more likely to come out if they worked in organi-
zations that have LGBT-inclusive nondiscrimination policies or if 
they had LGBT coworkers.
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At the same time, perceived workplace discrimination is associ-
ated with more negative work attitudes and fewer promotions. The 
findings of Ragins and Cornwell (2001) suggest that supportive or-
ganizational policies have a direct and positive impact on compen-
sation, turnover rate, and organizational and career commitment. 
In general, organizations that advocated for LGBT individuals had 
LGBT employees with more positive work attitudes than organiza-
tions that failed to do so.

Guided by minority stress theory, Craig Waldo (1998) examines 
the antecedents and outcomes of heterosexism in the workplace 
for 287 LGBT employees. His findings indicate that heterosexism 
is related to higher levels of psychological distress, health-related 
problems, and decreased satisfaction with multiple aspects of the 
job. Such outcomes were, in turn, associated with stronger de-
sires to leave or resign from a job and poorer physical and mental 
health. Moreover, poorer health was related to higher absentee-
ism and other work-related withdrawal behaviors. These findings 
are especially disturbing because discriminatory experiences in the 
workplace not only cause dissatisfaction with work but also affect 
individuals’ overall well-being and their relationships away from 
the job.

The cited studies on the campus climate for LGBT youth and the 
workplace climate for LGBT employees underscore the prejudices 
and discrimination experienced by LGBT individuals. Although the 
field of education is supposedly bound by ethical principles that 
require schools to serve the needs of all students, many schools 
have not yet laid the groundwork necessary to provide educational 
and social services to LGBT people. The educational outcomes of 
students are affected by how they experience the campus climate 
(Rankin & Reason 2005), and the personal and professional de-
velopment of employees is likewise influenced by their perceptions 
of and experiences within the workplace climate. Those LGBT 
employees who judge their workplace climate more positively are 
more likely to feel personally supported, to perceive their work 
unit as being more LGBT-inclusive, and to feel that their employer 
would not disapprove of their “coming out.”
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ANTI-TRANSGENDER BIAS

language and culture

In analyzing a transgender community’s experiences, Darryl Hill 
(2002) suggests that three key constructs can be used to concep-
tualize animosity toward people who are transgender: genderism, 
transphobia, and gender bashing. Genderism is the ideology that 
there are, and should be, only two genders and that all or most 
aspects of one’s gender are inevitably tied to the gender assigned 
at birth. Genderism reinforces negative attitudes toward gender 
nonconformity, or the incongruence between assigned gender and 
gender identity/expression. Much like heterosexism, genderism is a 
source of both social oppression and psychological shame; it can be 
imposed on a person, and a person may internalize that ideology 
(Lev 2004). Transphobia or gender prejudice is the irrational fear, 
hatred, and/or discriminatory treatment of people whose actual or 
perceived gender identity/expression does not conform to society’s 
expectations. Gender bashing refers to the assault and/or harass-
ment of individuals who are transgender (Wilchins 1997). In short, 
genderism is the negative cultural ideology, gender prejudice is the 
emotional expression of that ideology, and gender bashing is the 
violent manifestation of those emotions (Hill 2002).

Anti-transgender bias is, in part, a logical outgrowth of the gen-
derism prevalent in educational, religious, and governmental insti-
tutions. As demonstrated by the research on college campuses, this 
negative climate fosters hate crimes against transgender people and 
contributes to their “invisibility.” Genderism and gender prejudice 
may also present transgender victims of hate crimes with special 
psychological challenges, such as intensified self-hatred, higher lev-
els of depression and anxiety, a loss of confidence, and a heightened 
sense of vulnerability (Harry 1990; Janoff-Bulman & Frieze 1983; 
Norris & Kaniasty 1991). Negative feelings regarding the transgen-
der community as well as fear of gender expression and gender iden-
tity have been positively correlated with symptoms of psychological 
depression, and “fear of one’s transgender identity” is the strongest 
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predictor for psychological distress (Sánchez & Vilain 2009). The 
proportion of transgender youth who attempted suicide in 2006 
was 20 percent higher than LGB youth and almost five times higher 
than the U.S. average for all youth (Grossman & D’Augelli 2007).

With Hill’s (2002) framework for characterizing anti-transgen-
der hatred as a starting point, the current project attempts to pro-
vide a more comprehensive view of the climate for transgender 
people than past studies. Much of the previous research on dis-
crimination, harassment, and violence against transgender people 
has been based on limited sample sizes, limited reporting, and/or 
limited geographical locations. Our goal with this project was to 
rectify these weaknesses by recruiting a large sample of transgender 
people from across the country.

hostile environments

We live in times more sensitive than ever to hatred based vio-
lence, especially since the events of September 11th. Yet even 
now, the deaths of those based on anti-transgender hatred or 
prejudice are largely ignored. Over the last decade, more than 
one person per month has died due to transgender-based hate or 
prejudice, regardless of any other factors in their lives. This trend 
shows no sign of abating.

—gwendolyn ann smith (2000)

From verbal harassment to threats of violence, from acts of dis-
crimination to the destruction of property, from assaults to even 
murder—people who are (or who are perceived as) transgender of-
ten face a hostile social climate. Violent behavior and hostility is an 
estimated four times higher for transgender individuals when com-
pared with the national average (Koken, Bambi, & Parson 2009; 
NCAVP 2008). Transgender people are more likely to experience 
hostile or aggressive familial interaction, more likely to be kicked 
out of their homes by parents, more likely to become homeless or 
live below the poverty line, and less likely to be employed (Gehi & 
Arkles 2007; Koken et al. 2009; Xavier 2006). These compound-
ing factors are likely to result in limited health care access, familial 
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aid, and other resources, and to increase the risk of harassment, 
discrimination, and violence (Stotzer 2009).

Some of the participants in the current project who are readily 
seen by others as transgender or gender nonconforming indicated 
that they cannot even walk down the street or enter a store with-
out being stared at, ridiculed, or threatened with physical assault. 
Yet other than the few works just cited, little research has been 
conducted on the prevalence of different forms of anti-transgender 
harassment and violence. Hate crimes3 against transgender people 
were not recognized by the federal government until passage in 
2009 of the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes 
Prevention Act. This act required the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion to track statistics on hate crimes based on gender identity/
expression and gave the Department of Justice the power to in-
vestigate and prosecute cases of anti-transgender violence. How-
ever, most states still do not recognize transgender people in their 
hate crime and antidiscrimination laws. Only twelve states and 
the District of Columbia currently include crimes based on gender 
identity/expression in hate crime laws, and only fifteen states and 
the District of Columbia have laws to protect people from discrimi-
nation based on their gender identity/expression (National Gay and 
Lesbian Task Force 2011a, 2011b).

Some data about transgender-related hate crimes are collected 
by advocacy and social service groups, most notably the National 
Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs (NCAVP). According to its 
most recent report on LGBT violence (NCAVP 2008), 288 (16 
percent) of the incidents reviewed by the group in the preceding 
year were motivated in whole or in part by anti-transgender bias. 
However, the report covered only a limited number of U.S. states 
and cities, and these areas recorded relatively few anti-transgender 
crimes. As with other types of bias-motivated crime, it is likely 
that violence against transgender people is vastly underreported 
(GenderPAC 2006).

The reluctance of transgender people to report harassment and 
violence indicates the extent of discrimination and stigma against 
individuals who are perceived as gender different; it also reflects 
a lack of knowledge and understanding of transgender issues by 
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law enforcement officials and by some social and public service  
organizations. In a national survey of 402 transgender people, 
Lombardi et al. (2001) find that 60 percent of the respondents had 
experienced some type of violence or harassment related to gender 
identity. In terms of the types of offenses they reported, 56 percent 
had been harassed or verbally abused, 30 percent had been as-
saulted with or without a weapon, 17 percent had objects thrown 
at them, 14 percent had been robbed, and 8 percent experienced 
what they considered to be an unjustified arrest. The researchers 
conclude that, among the transgender participants, “older people, 
those employed full-time, and those with a high income all have 
lower probability of experiencing violence” (97).

The lack of prosecution for crimes motivated by anti-transgender 
bias—and the lack of respect typically accorded to transgender 
people who do report crimes—are evidence that the judicial system 
fails to take seriously violence against transgender people (Daley, 
Kulger, & Hirshman 2000; GenderPAC 1997; Moran & Sharpe 
2001, 2004). In a study by GenderPAC (2006) examining the mur-
ders of transgender youth from 1995 to 2005, the homicides clas-
sified as hate crimes were about one-and-a-half times more likely 
(50 versus 33 percent) to result in the apprehension of a suspect 
than those that were not so classified. Almost three-quarters of the 
attacks against transgender individuals were not classified as hate 
crimes, often despite clear evidence to the contrary. Moreover, only 
46 percent of the murders identified in the GenderPAC report have 
been solved to date. This compares with a 69 percent resolution 
rate for all homicides nationally.4

In addition to these national reports and studies, several commu-
nity surveys have also attempted to measure the prevalence of vio-
lence directed toward transgender people (Clements-Nolle, Marx, 
& Katz 2006; Kenagy 2005; Risser, Shelton, McCurdy, Atkinson, 
Padgett, & Useche 2005; Stotzer 2008; Xavier, Bobbin, Singer, & 
Budd 2005). The results of these surveys suggest that people who 
are transgender experience high rates of verbal and physical harass-
ment because of their gender identity/expression. For example, in 
a needs assessment of 248 transgender individuals in Washington, 
DC, most of whom were people of color, Xavier et al. (2005) find 
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that 43 percent of the participants had been victims of violence. 
This figure includes the 13 percent who reported being sexually 
assaulted or raped.

Kim Felsenthal (2004) suggests that attacks on people who are 
transgender are based on a desire to keep the binary gender sys-
tem in place. In response to this victimization, some transgender 
people revert to societal gender expectations in order to avoid fur-
ther intimidation. Tarynn Witten and Evan Eyler (1999) argue that 
anti-transgender hate crimes are often characterized as being com-
mitted by male “predators” or as being provoked by the victims 
themselves—by violating gender norms or failing to disclose their 
transgender identity up front. The authors see both of these expla-
nations as “simply extensions of the traditional discourse regarding 
violence against women: either the perpetrator is a ‘mad dog’ (i.e., 
a criminally deviant male) or the victim ‘asked for it’ (via exhibit-
ing the ‘provocative behavior’ of failing to conform to gender role 
expectations)” (461).

However, examining the details of hate crimes against trans-
gender people indicates that far more than just the management 
of gender norms is involved. Rebecca Stotzer (2008) suggests that 
people who are transgender are “rarely attacked solely because of 
their gender identity” but rather are typically targeted because of 
the intersection of different identities (50). Similarly, Leslie Moran 
and Andrew Sharpe (2004) contend that the multiple and simul-
taneous operation of many different cultural and social identities 
complicate our understanding of bias crimes against transgender 
people. The GenderPAC (2006) study supports this premise in that 
“youth of color account for 91 percent of victims for which race is 
known, with Black and Latino victims accounting for the vast ma-
jority (85 percent)” (4). This finding suggests that the intersection 
of racism and genderism may increase bias crimes against transgen-
der people of color.

In order to assess the extent to which aspects of identity other 
than gender identity/expression affect anti-transgender harassment 
as well as how this harassment is experienced, we shall also con-
sider age, sexual orientation, level of outness, and race as possible 
factors in individuals being harassed, fearing for their physical 
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safety, concealing their transgender identity to avoid intimidation, 
and being denied employment or promotion. The following sec-
tions discuss the harassment and discrimination reported by the 
participants in our survey.

respondents’ reports of harassment and violence

Twenty-seven percent (955) of the survey respondents indicated that 
they had been harassed within the past year because of their gen-
der identity and/or gender expression. When reviewing the data by 
transgender group, 47 percent (49) of the female-to-different-gender 
participants experienced harassment as compared to 22 percent (33) 
of the male-to-different-gender participants, 27 percent (584) of the 
male-to-female/transgender participants, and 35 percent (231) of 
the female-to-male/transgender participants. The confounding vari-
able of age accounts for the higher percentage of FTDG people who 
reported being harassed, as nearly three-fourths of these respon-
dents were less than twenty-three years old—the youngest average 
age among the transgender groups—and the younger people we sur-
veyed experienced harassment more commonly.

Age.  Participants who were less than nineteen years old and nineteen 
to twenty-two years old at the time of the survey were more likely (44 
and 38 percent, respectively) than participants in other age groups 
to indicate that they had been harassed in the past year because of 
their gender identity/expression. Although it happened a few years 
before, one of the most horrific incidents was recounted by Caiden, 
a twenty-one-year-old interviewee who self-identifies as transgender. 
Soon after finishing high school, when ze was working at a video 
rental store and presenting as masculine, Caiden was attacked by 
three of hir former classmates, who recognized hir as transgender 
and were waiting for hir when hir shift ended. Ze was beaten with 
a piece of wood and sexually assaulted before ze lost consciousness. 
Caiden never reported the crime, because ze was not out at the time 
and did not want hir parents to know about hir gender identity.

Participants who were at least fifty-three years old experienced 
the least amount of harassment (11 percent) because, in part, they 
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were the age group most likely to be completely closeted to friends, 
colleagues, and family members. Ageism may also play a part, since 
older people are often ignored in modern society or seen as non-
threatening. One of the oldest participants, Pat, transitioned in 
his late sixties. Now seventy-three years old, he has not encoun-
tered harassment or violence despite being very open about being 
a transsexual man.

Sexual Orientation.  The individuals who indicated “other” as 
their sexual orientation were most likely to experience harassment 
(41 percent, 230 people), followed by gay people (31 percent, 40), 
asexual people (29 percent, 52), lesbian (28 percent, 118) and bi-
sexual people (28 percent, 318), and heterosexual people (19 per-
cent, 196). Among the identities of the “other” respondents were 
“homo-flexible,” “bicurious,” “bisexual when dressed as a woman, 
heterosexual when dressed as a man,” “don’t know,” “heterosexual 
lesbian,” “lesbian with bisexual leanings,” “omnisexual,” “pan-
sexual,” and “queer.” Our finding that heterosexual individuals 
were the least likely to report being harassed confirms the results 
of a previous study involving campus populations (Rankin 2003), 
which found that the transgender college students, staff, and fac-
ulty who identified as heterosexual were the least likely to indicate 
experiencing harassment.

Level of Outness.  Some transgender people have no choice about 
whether to disclose their gender identity. If they are transitioning 
where they live and work, or if others perceive them as presenting 
as a gender different from their assigned gender, then they are out 
by default and often subject to harassment and discrimination. In 
our survey, the more the participants were known as transgender, 
the greater their risk for harassment. Respondents who reported 
that they were out to all of their friends were the most likely to 
state that they had experienced anti-transgender harassment within 
the last year (40 percent, 383 people), whereas those who reported 
they were completely closeted were the least likely to state that they 
had experienced such harassment (10 percent, 52 people). Simi-
larly, respondents who indicated that they were entirely or mostly 
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out to their nuclear families, extended families, and colleagues were 
more likely to report harassment because of their gender identity/
expression than the individuals who were totally closeted or were 
out to only a few members of each group.

Race.  Among the individuals surveyed, a significantly larger per-
centage of transgender people of color (33 percent) reported expe-
riencing harassment in the previous year because of their gender 
identity/expression than did transgender white people (27 percent). 
This difference demonstrates how racism and genderism can in-
tersect in the lives of transgender people of color. Examining the 
data by specific racial categories, 43 percent of the American In-
dian respondents (66 people), 32 percent of the Latino(a)/Hispanic/
Chicano(a) respondents (41 people), 29 percent of the African/
African American/black respondents (23 people), and 27 percent 
of the Asian/Asian American respondents (24 people) reported ex-
periencing harassment.

how respondents experienced harassment and violence

The most common forms of harassment reported across age, sexual 
orientation, and racial groups were derogatory remarks (24 percent, 
838 people) and direct or indirect verbal harassment/threats (16 per-
cent, 574 people). Other frequent responses included pressure to be 
silent about being transgender (10 percent, 333), threats of physi-
cal violence (7 percent, 252), denial of services (7 percent, 245), and 
threats to expose their gender identity (6 percent, 210). Eighty par-
ticipants (2 percent) indicated that they had been physically assaulted.

A significantly higher incidence of physical assault was reported by 
transgender people of color than by transgender white respondents. 
Specifically, a significantly greater percentage of the respondents 
who identified their racial identity as African/African American/
black, Asian/Asian American, Latino(a)/Hispanic/Chicano(a), and/
or American Indian than of white respondents (17 versus 7 percent) 
reported that they had been physically assaulted. Thus, the combi-
nation of racism and genderism may account for the greater rate of 
physical assaults among transgender people of color.
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One of the participants, Andy, a twenty-one-year-old Asian 
American transgender woman, was harassed and punched in the 
face by a group of unknown young men as she was walking home 
from work in 2006. Adding to her victimization, the police never 
responded when she called to report the assault. As in Andy’s case, 
the most common location where harassment occurred was in a 
public space (72 percent, 692 people). Some of the public areas 
mentioned were clothing stores, parking lots, airports, medical 
centers, college campuses, high schools, and online chat rooms. 
Other sites of harassment were the workplace (9 percent, 319) and, 
notably, at LGBT events (3 percent, 97)—demonstrating that even 
locations that are supposed to be inclusive and supportive of trans-
gender people are not always safe spaces.

Andy’s experience was typical also in that the most common 
source of harassment was people whom the participants did not 
know (8 percent, 285 individuals), followed by colleagues or co-
workers (7 percent, 258), family members (6 percent, 203), and 
supervisors/managers/bosses (5 percent, 158). Twenty-five individ-
uals (3 percent) identified the police as the perpetrators; this is espe-
cially noteworthy since, as other research (Moran & Sharpe 2004) 
has found, transgender people often do not report hate crimes be-
cause they have been or fear being harassed by law enforcement of-
ficials. The largest number of participants (13 percent, 470 people) 
indicated some “other” source for the harassment. These responses 
included “teacher,” “manager at store,” “acquaintance,” “chil-
dren,” “church member,” “client,” “fellow students,” “friend,” 
“insurance company,” and “neighbor.”

Asked how they responded to the harassment, a majority of the 
participants indicated that they did nothing that would lead to the 
harasser being identified or prosecuted. The most common reac-
tion to the harassment was feeling embarrassed (13 percent, 460 
people), followed by telling a friend (12 percent, 412), avoiding 
the harasser (11 percent, 393), leaving the situation immediately 
(11 percent, 368), and ignoring the harassment (10 percent, 339). 
Fewer than 10 percent of respondents confronted the harasser at 
the time (or sometime later), and only 6 percent lodged a complaint 
with the appropriate authority.
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fearing for one’s physical safety

The prevalence of harassment and violence against transgender 
people contributed to a climate of fear among many of the partici-
pants, a majority of whom indicated that they sometimes or often 
feared for their physical safety because of their gender identity/
expression. Fourteen percent of each transgender group reported 
that they often felt unsafe. However, the FTM/transgender and 
female-to-different-gender respondents were slightly more likely 
than the MTF/transgender and male-to-different-gender respon-
dents to report that they sometimes felt unsafe (respectively 44 and 
52 percent versus 38 and 37 percent). The degree to which the 
participants feared for their physical safety varied more extensively 
by age, sexual orientation, level of outness, and race.

Age.  In general, the younger the individual surveyed, the greater the 
likelihood that the person felt unsafe because of his/her/hir gender 
identity/expression. Nineteen percent of the participants who were 
eighteen years old or less and 18 percent of those who were nineteen 
to twenty-two years old reported that they often feared for their 
physical safety, as compared with just 6 percent of respondents who 
were at least fifty-three years old. At the other extreme, 30 percent 
of the fifty-three-and-older participants stated that they never felt 
unsafe—more than twice the percentage of the two youngest age 
groups. As mentioned previously, the older respondents were less 
likely to be out and to have experienced harassment than members 
of other age groups, so they were not as fearful for their safety.

Sexual Orientation.  The lesbian, gay, bisexual, and asexual re-
spondents were more likely than the heterosexual respondents to 
indicate that they sometimes or often felt unsafe (52–61 versus 
41  percent). The individuals who identified as heterosexual also 
had a higher rate of never fearing for their physical safety. Trans-
gender participants who met sociocultural expectations (i.e., were 
attracted to people of a different gender) were less likely to have 
experienced harassment, and this probably contributed to their be-
ing less likely to fear for their physical safety.
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Level of Outness.  Many of the participants—regardless of their 
level of outness to friends, immediate family, extended family, and 
colleagues—reported that they feared for their physical safety be-
cause of their gender identity/expression. A majority (55–58 per-
cent) of those who were out to several, most, or all of their friends 
indicated feeling sometimes or often unsafe. Not surprisingly, the 
respondents who were totally closeted (28 percent, 150 people) or 
were out to only a few friends (23 percent, 193 people) were more 
likely than the other groups to report that they never feared for 
their physical safety.

Our findings are similar with regard to participants’ outness to 
their nuclear families, extended families, and colleagues. A major-
ity of those who were more out to these groups sometimes or often 
feared for their physical safety. Yet many of the individuals who 
were out to only a few extended family members or colleagues also 
felt unsafe, sometimes or often, perhaps reflecting a concern that 
people whom they knew less well would be more likely to react vio-
lently or to inform others who might respond negatively. As with 
the level of outness to friends, participants who were totally clos-
eted to family and colleagues were more likely than participants 
who were at least partially out to report that they never felt unsafe.

Race.  The transgender people of color whom we surveyed were 
significantly more afraid for their safety than were the transgender 
white people. Breaking down the data for people of color by specific 
racial groups, 73 percent of the African/African American/black 
respondents, 70 percent of the Asian/Asian American respondents, 
82 percent of the Latino(a)/Hispanic/Chicano(a) respondents, and 
87 percent of the American Indian respondents reported that they 
feared for their physical safety. Given that almost all of the trans-
gender participants of color had been physically assaulted, this fear 
was well founded.

concealing one’s identity to avoid intimidation

Given that many transgender people experience and/or fear experi-
encing harassment and violence, we asked the extent to which the 
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participants intentionally concealed their gender identity to avoid 
intimidation. A majority of all of the individuals surveyed reported 
that they sometimes or often hid their transgender identity, with the 
MTF/transgender and male-to-different-gender respondents more 
likely to report that they often did so and the FTM/transgender 
and female-to-different-gender respondents more likely to report 
that they sometimes did so.

Age.  Many participants (39–48 percent) of all ages stated that 
they often concealed their gender identity to avoid intimidation. 
Much fewer (11–15 percent) indicated that they never did so. The 
one exception were the respondents who were at least fifty-three 
years old; 23 percent of this group reported that they never con-
cealed their gender identity. The reason for this difference may be 
that a number of the older respondents, some of whom had tran-
sitioned many years before or had been cross-dressing since they 
were young, were comfortable with themselves and felt secure in 
their lives. They were not concerned if others found out, and some 
were open about their gender identity in order to educate others. 
Maggie, a fifty-three-year-old interviewee, states: “I’m fairly well 
known as a TS [transsexual] person, both at work and in my com-
munity. I feel no need to hide what I am. The only way the world 
will eventually stop rejecting TS people is for the majority to meet 
us and understand that, in most instances, we are simply ordinary, 
well-meaning people.”

Sexual Orientation.  A majority of people (67–71 percent) of all 
sexual orientations reported that they sometimes or often con-
cealed their gender identity to avoid discrimination. The heterosex-
ual participants were just as likely as the lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
participants to eschew disclosure. There was also not any statisti-
cal difference between the heterosexual and the lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual respondents who never sought to hide their transgender 
identity: roughly equal percentages (ranging from 12 to 15 percent) 
of people of all sexual orientations indicated that they never con-
cealed their gender identity.
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Race.  As with sexual orientation, there were no significant differ-
ences by race with regard to concealing one’s transgender identity. 
The transgender people of color surveyed did not conceal their 
gender identity more or less frequently than the transgender white 
people.

denied employment or promotion

To determine if the atmosphere for transgender workers has 
changed in the last twenty years, Berry, McGuffee, Rush, and Co-
lumbus (2003) compare the benchmark case of Audra Sommers, a 
transsexual woman who was fired from her job in 1980, to more 
recent cases of anti-transgender discrimination. The authors con-
clude that employment discrimination remains evident, but they 
argue that the workplace climate is improving for some transgen-
der people and that courts increasingly rule in favor of transgender 
worker rights. Nonetheless, acceptance in the workplace remains 
an unfulfilled dream for most transgender people, especially for 
individuals who are transitioning on the job. In the NGLTF/NCTE 
(2009) survey of 6,450 transgender and gender-nonconforming 
people, 97 percent of respondents reported experiencing harass-
ment or discrimination in the workplace. Instances of mistreatment 
described by the respondents included removal from direct contact 
with clients, disclosure of confidential information to coworkers, 
loss of employment, and physical or sexual assault.

We asked the participants in our survey if they had ever been de-
nied employment, advancement, or a raise because of their gender 
identity/expression. We find that there are no significant differences 
in reported workplace discrimination among the MTF/T, MTDG, 
FTM/T, and FTDG respondents. About half (44–52 percent) of 
the participants in each group indicated that, to their knowledge, 
they have never been denied employment or a promotion because 
of their gender identity/expression; at the other extreme, 8 to 11 
percent stated that they have often encountered workplace bias. It  
is difficult to be certain that one’s transgender identity affected a 
hiring or promotion decision, and accordingly one-fifth to one-
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quarter of each group reported that they did not know if they had 
experienced employment discrimination.

The interviewees shared a wide range of workplace experiences. 
Diana C. transitioned from male to female while continuing to 
work at the police department where she has served as an officer 
for twenty-five years. “Most people have responded very profes-
sionally,” she relates. “A few are obviously uncomfortable with 
the situation, but I haven’t experienced anything that I would call 
harassment or employment discrimination.” Another MTF partici-
pant, Lea, who works on a military base, also reported a positive 
transition experience.

All 200+ of my coworkers were told by name that I was going 
to [be] coming back to work in January [2004] as a woman and 
that management was supporting my life decision. Everyone was 
told that if they had religious/moral challenges to leave them 
in their cars when they got to work and that acts of discrimi-
nation against me would not be tolerated. . . . This year, only 
one individual was counseled for discrimination for defama-
tory statements [that] a supervisor overheard him saying to a 
coworker. In fact, the working relationships with my coworkers 
have improved because I seem “less uptight” and happy. . . . The 
acceptance by my coworkers has been quicker and easier than I 
had anticipated.

Lynn L., a thirty-five-year-old transsexual female interviewee, 
had the opposite experience. She was fired from two jobs when she 
told her supervisors that she would be transitioning, and she has 
not been able to find work since then. Because she is unemployed, 
Lynn does not have health insurance and thus can no longer afford 
hormones. She faces a dilemma: she encounters anti-transgender 
discrimination because she does not look like other women, but 
without a job she cannot afford to alter her body to look more 
traditionally female.

Robert, a fifty-one-year-old transsexual man, chose to take his 
chances finding other work when he experienced employment dis-
crimination. He states: “I walked out on the job I had when I was 
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diagnosed because they would not let me transition at work and I 
would not put up with one more day of trying to pretend to be fe-
male.” Kim D., a fifty-one-year-old transsexual female participant, 
also encountered opposition from her supervisors when she sought 
to transition at work. But rather than quitting her job as a pharma-
cist, she filed discrimination charges against her employer. Settling 
out of court, the company agreed to recognize her as female; she 
was allowed to dress like other women at work and was asked to 
advise management regarding any instances of mistreatment from 
her coworkers. Although Kim is relieved that she did not have to 
change jobs when she transitioned, she resents being forced to en-
gage in a yearlong battle simply to be treated with respect by her 
employer.

Interviewees who identified as genderqueer or as another non-
binary gender identity and who presented as androgynous or as 
different genders at different times faced additional workplace ob-
stacles. Most of these respondents were not fully transitioning and 
so did not fit into dichotomous gender expectations, which can 
be more challenging and unsettling to employers and coworkers 
than individuals who present as strictly female or male. Several of 
the nonbinary-gendered interviewees were able to avoid potential 
workplace problems related to their gender identity/expression by 
being employed in transgender-supportive environments. Exam-
ples include Shannon, a genderqueer participant who works for an 
HIV/AIDS foundation, and “Mar,” a bigender interviewee who is 
known to coworkers as both “Mark” and “Marla” and works in 
an industry “where you can express social needs.”

A review of the respondents’ experiences with employment dis-
crimination by their age, sexual orientation, level of outness, and 
race reveals that only the differences based on race are statistically 
significant.

Age.  Many (45–58 percent) of the respondents across age groups 
reported that, to their knowledge, they have never been denied 
employment, advancement, or a raise on account of their gender 
identity/expression. The individuals who were at least fifty-three 
years old at the time of the survey were the most likely to state 
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that they have not experienced job discrimination. Some of these 
older respondents had transitioned many years before and were 
not known as transgender to the people that they had since met, so 
they were rarely subjected to anti-transgender bias. Zach, a forty-
nine-year-old FTM interviewee, increasingly finds himself in this 
position. He states: “I was open about [being transgender] for the 
first two years [after transitioning], [but] then realized I don’t have 
to tell people. I transitioned for me, not to be in people’s faces. I 
seldom make it part of my conversation with folks I meet. At this 
point over half the people in my life don’t know. As I age, I’m 
sure fewer and fewer people will know.” A substantial percent-
age (17–23 percent) of respondents in each age group indicated 
that they did not know if they had encountered workplace bias, 
whereas much fewer (6–11 percent) indicated that they have often 
experienced it.

Sexual Orientation.  The heterosexual respondents were more 
likely (56 versus 41–50 percent) than the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and asexual (LGBA) respondents to indicate that, to their knowl-
edge, they had never been denied employment, advancement, or a 
raise because of their gender identity/expression. At the same time, 
a higher percentage (18–28 versus 13 percent) of the LGBA indi-
viduals than the heterosexual individuals surveyed reported that 
they sometimes or often experienced workplace discrimination. 
About one-fourth to one-fifth of participants across sexual orien-
tation categories stated that they did not know whether they had 
ever been denied a job or a promotion because of anti-transgender 
bias.

Level of Outness.  Not surprisingly, the participants who stated 
that they were completely closeted to their colleagues were the 
most likely (55 percent) to report that they had never been de-
nied employment, advancement, or a raise because of their gender 
identity/expression. Yet many of the participants (43–49 percent) 
who were out to varying degrees also indicated that they had never 
experienced anti-transgender workplace discrimination. Neverthe-
less, those who stated that they were out to all of their colleagues 
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were the most likely (35 percent) to report sometimes or often 
being denied employment or promotion, and the totally closeted 
individuals were the least likely (9 percent).

One way that being out can affect a person’s job was evident in 
the experiences of Joann Marie, a white transsexual female par-
ticipant. She stated: “Discussing transition[ing] on the job resulted, 
initially, in the company asking me to delay while employees were 
readied for the change, but after I was televised testifying at a pub-
lic hearing in favor of a local human rights law, they fired me.” The 
discrimination she faced demonstrated the need for the law, as she 
had no recourse following her dismissal.

Race.  As with other forms of harassment, workplace discrimina-
tion was more likely to be reported by participants who are people 
of color than by white participants. Twenty-five percent of the 
surveyed people of color stated that they had sometimes or often 
been denied employment, advancement, or a raise, as compared 
with 16 percent of the white respondents. Breaking down the data 
for people of color by specific racial groups, 33 percent of the 
African/African American/black respondents, 28 percent of the 
Asian/Asian American respondents, 35 percent of the Latino(a)/
Hispanic/Chicano(a) respondents, and 46 percent of the American 
Indian respondents reported that they had been denied employ-
ment, advancement, or a raise. Again, the intersection of racial 
and anti-transgender bias seems to increase the likelihood of 
discrimination.

The interviewee comments suggest that the biggest factor in em-
ployment discrimination for many participants was their particu-
lar circumstances—the job they held, the culture of the workplace, 
their relationships with coworkers, the attitudes of senior manag-
ers, and the laws of the city and state. As demonstrated by Lea’s 
and Diana’s experiences, even places that are typically thought of 
as unfriendly to transgender people (e.g., police departments and 
military bases) can be supportive environments if coworkers are 
willing to be open-minded and if institutional leaders clearly and 
forcefully indicate that they will not tolerate anti-transgender ha-
rassment. That being said, a number of interviewees received scant 
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support from management or colleagues and thus, like Lynn L., 
lost their jobs or, like Robert, were forced to quit.

SUMMARY OF THE CLIMATE FOR TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

Clearly, harassment and discrimination continue to be a concern for 
many transgender people. Despite the growing number of states, 
municipalities, colleges, and corporations that have added “gender 
identity/expression” to their nondiscrimination laws and policies 
(Human Rights Campaign 2011b; National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force 2010; Transgender Law and Policy Institute 2011b), more 
than a fourth of the respondents to our survey indicated that they 
had experienced harassment in the past year. Moreover, 19 percent 
have sometimes or often been denied employment or advancement 
because of their gender identity/expression. Many other partici-
pants sometimes or often concealed their gender identity in an at-
tempt to avoid mistreatment.

Despite greater societal recognition of transgender people and 
a growing transgender rights movement, individuals who are (or 
are perceived as) transgender commonly continue to face discrimi-
nation, harassment, and bias-motivated violence in many areas of 
their lives. These conditions mean that many transgender people 
are unemployed or underemployed and, as a result, face a con-
stant struggle for economic security. As documented in this chapter, 
workplace discrimination and prejudice lead to negative job and 
career attitudes, lower satisfaction with coworkers and supervisors, 
greater anxiety and depression, and poorer physical health. The 
widespread adoption of transgender-inclusive workplace nondis-
crimination policies and practices would provide a crucial foun-
dation for transgender people as a whole to lead healthier, more 
dignified, and more economically secure lives.
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4
DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES OF DIFFERENT  

TRANSGENDER GROUPS

I went through the labels . . . tomboy in childhood, dyke in my 
life after divorce from a man, butch in middle-age, then trans as 
I became aware of it.

—eugene

I have identified with everything from male, CD, transgender in 
the old sense of the word, transsexual, to now a marginally fe-
male person that happens to be a transsexual. . . . Being a trans-
sexual was not exactly a first choice. I tried other identities and 
all of them would have been preferable to being a transsexual. 
However, you can only deny the truth for so long.

—“melanie”

We developed the survey that serves as the basis for this book 
because we recognized the need for more and better data on the 
processes through which people begin to identify as transgen-
der. We also conducted this work because we wanted to offer a 
more inclusive and more nuanced look at the lives of transgen-
der people. Previous research has often treated transgender people 
as a single, unified group—frequently in the context of research 
on LGBT people—or has focused on one segment of transgender 
communities (e.g., cross-dressing men or transsexual women). Our 
work sought to address the experiences of a wide range of gender-
different people, including individuals who describe themselves as 
female-to-male transsexuals (FTMs), transsexual men, and men 
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with transsexual pasts; male-to-female transsexuals (MTFs), trans-
sexual women, and women with transsexual pasts; cross-dressers 
(CDs) and t-girls; and genderqueers, third genders, androgynes, 
and others with nonbinary gender identities.

As this partial list of gender-different identities and expressions 
demonstrates, people whose genders are generally considered to 
fall under the “transgender” umbrella think of and name them-
selves in myriad ways. Even transgender people who seemingly 
share a similar life history can have very different understandings 
of their identities. For example, female-assigned individuals of ap-
proximately the same age, race, and class who identify as and tran-
sition to male may identify variously as transgender, as transsexual 
men, or as simply men. These self-descriptors are often indicative 
of differences in how they see themselves and live their lives, in-
cluding the extent to which they present as male and are open to 
others about their gender history.

Despite these differences, we found through our work that indi-
viduals who are transitioning or changing their gender expression 
from female to male or from male to female, who cross-dress, 
or who identify and/or express their gender in nonbinary ways 
often experience similar events in the process of identifying as a 
member of a transgender group. We refer to these events as mile-
stones because they are important life moments for many of the 
participants. This chapter begins with a review of existing trans-
gender identity development models. We then outline and describe 
milestones for FTM individuals and transsexual men, for MTF 
individuals and transsexual women, for female-presenting cross-
dressers,1 and for genderqueer individuals and people with fluid 
gender identities.

MODELS OF TRANSGENDER IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT

As transgender people have become more visible and more socially 
organized in the past two decades, a growing number of research-
ers have examined the development of transgender identities. Most 
of this research focuses on the experiences of transsexual women 



S
N

111

111  D E V E L O P M E N T A L  M I L E S T O N E S

and/or men. Anne Bolin (1988) and Frank Lewins (1995) pro-
pose models intended to explain the process by which individuals 
come to identify as transsexual women. Bolin offers a four-stage 
schema of transsexual “becoming” that considers personal and so-
cial identity transformation, phenotypic transformation, and rite of 
transformation. Individuals move from a state of gender confusion 
and/or feeling that they are more similar to girls than boys, to hav-
ing a transsexual primary identity, to having a primary identity as 
women, and finally to rejecting a transsexual identity and seeing 
themselves as a “natural woman.” As part of this process, they 
increasingly present as women and feminize their bodies through 
hormones and surgery.

Lewins suggests a six-stage model that starts with MTF indi-
viduals having a sense of “abiding anxiety,” because of feeling 
uncomfortable with their gender assignment. In the second stage, 
“discovery,” they begin to learn about transsexuality and recognize 
that gender transition is possible; however, they deny that this iden-
tity applies to them in the third stage, “purging and delay.” After fi-
nally accepting themselves as transsexual women (stage four), they 
pursue “sex reassignment” (stage five) and achieve “invisibility” as 
individuals who had been assigned male at birth (stage six).

Lewins and Bolin thus both expect that someone who transi-
tions will no longer identify as transgender. Lewins argues that 
MTF individuals will seek to “disappear” as transsexuals and hide 
their pasts, which may involve changing jobs, moving to a new 
city, severing ties whenever possible with old acquaintances, and/
or avoiding social contact with other transsexual individuals. Al-
though some do follow this path, many transsexual women and 
men openly acknowledge their transgender histories today and take 
pride in this identity, rather than considering it shameful or stigma-
tizing and seeking to become invisible (Bornstein 1994; Feinberg 
1998; Green 2004). They recognize that being transsexual does not 
make them any less of a woman or man.

Another weakness of the models of Lewins and Bolin is that 
they have gender reassignment or confirmation surgery as the final 
and natural outcome of their developmental processes. But as Bolin 
(1994) states in her subsequent research, more and more transsexual 
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women are choosing not to have surgery even when it is financially 
and medically possible. Noting the “greater acceptance over the 
past decade of nonsurgical options for physical males wishing to 
live as women,” she finds that seemingly “there has been a ‘coming 
out of the closet’ of those who regard themselves as nonsurgically 
inclined” (461, 467). The expectation of genital surgery would be 
even less applicable to FTM individuals, who often experience their 
lives as men without “bottom” surgery (Cromwell 1999; Rubin 
2003).

The assumption of surgery aside, the models that have been pro-
posed to describe the process of transsexual male identity develop-
ment have much in common with the transsexual female identity 
models. As in Lewins’s schema, the female-assigned people in the 
first stage of Jeremy Baumbach and Louisa Turner’s (1992) three-
component model of “female gender disorder” have a feeling of 
discontent or discomfort with their gender. The individuals may be-
gin to wish that they were male as a “fantasized solution” to their 
feelings (stage two) and then, as in the MTF identity models, act on 
this desire by pursuing “sex reassignment” (stage three). However, 
Baumbach and Turner define reassignment more broadly than do 
Lewins and Bolin, recognizing that FTM individuals may transi-
tion through taking hormones and might not seek or complete all 
gender confirmation surgeries.

Henry Rubin (2003) uses sociologist Barbara Ponse’s (1978) 
concept of a trajectory, a nonsequential path taken in develop-
ing an identity, to explain the process by which transsexual men 
consolidate their identities. He finds that the first four “stops” in 
Ponse’s trajectory—“experiencing a subjective feeling of differ-
ence,” “finding the appropriate category and assigning the feeling 
of difference a meaning,” “accepting the category as descriptive of 
one’s experience,” and “seeking a community”—are useful for de-
scribing the experiences of FTM individuals. The first three of these 
stops roughly correspond to Lewins’s stages of “abiding anxiety,” 
“discovery,” and “acceptance.” Rubin’s culminating stop, “mak-
ing transition choices,” also mirrors other transsexual models and 
acknowledges the different choices that FTM individuals have in 
deciding how they will present and live their lives as men.
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A number of researchers (Devor 1997a, 2004a, 2004b; Ekins 
1997; Hogan-Finlay et al. 1997; Lev 2004) have expanded on 
theories that seek to explain the identity formation processes of 
transsexual women or men, proposing models that consider cross-
gender identity and expression more broadly. Richard Ekins and 
Mary Hogan-Finlay et al. suggest similar approaches to describe 
what Ekins (1997:2) calls “male femaling”: the social process by 
which individuals assigned male at birth present as female “in 
various ways, in various contexts, at various times, with various 
stagings, and with various consequences.” In both models, initial 
cross-dressing and imagining or wishing that one were female are 
the first two stages. However, the third stage for Hogan-Finlay 
et al. is the “public expression of female persona” whereas Ekins 
proposes a more general stage of “doing female,” which may in-
volve regular and public cross-dressing but could also be limited to 
solitary cross-dressing. Since many individuals who cross-dress are 
satisfied with doing so in private, Ekins’s framework is more inclu-
sive of the range of cross-gender experiences. Another advantage 
of Ekins’s model is that he acknowledges how individuals seek to 
make sense of their cross-gender identities and find a label that fits 
in a stage he refers to as “constituting femaling.” Ekins and Hogan-
Finlay et  al. each view the creation of a permanent cross-gender 
identity as their final stage, but Hogan-Finlay et al. apply this stage 
only to transsexual individuals and so fail to recognize that many 
cross-dressing men also develop female identities that are an inte-
gral and lasting part of themselves.

Sociologist Aaron Devor proposes a theory for transsexual 
male and female identity development that draws from Vivienne 
Cass’s (1979) model of homosexual identity formation and incor-
porates elements from Helen Rose Fuchs Ebaugh’s (1988) work on 
the process of role exit. The six stages of Cass’s model—“identity 
confusion,” “identity comparison,” “identity tolerance,” “identity 
acceptance,” “identity pride,” and “identity synthesis”—are also 
stages in Devor’s (2004a, 2004b) model, with Devor including 
stages of “confusion” and “comparison” about the individual’s as-
signed gender and sex and about transsexual or transgender identi-
ties. Like Lewins (1995), Devor also proposes stages of “abiding 
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anxiety” and “delay” before people accept themselves as transgen-
der or transsexual, though Devor adds a second stage of “delay” 
before an individual decides to transition.

Among his fourteen stages, then, Devor has two stages of “iden-
tity confusion” and two stages of “delay,” reflecting the struggle 
that many transgender people have faced in understanding them-
selves, overcoming denial, and establishing an identity that remains 
socially stigmatized. Transgender individuals do often encounter 
personal and societal obstacles in the process of identity formation; 
however, many younger people indicate that they readily recognized 
and accepted themselves as transgender. They can now see trans-
gender images in popular culture, read about transgender issues in 
the mainstream media, and connect with other transgender youth 
through web pages, chat rooms, social networking sites, and other 
online venues. As a result, it seems that significantly fewer younger 
transgender people today lack information for an extended period 
of time or have a sense of prolonged confusion, which undermines 
Devor’s focus on these experiences.

Arlene Istar Lev, a clinical social worker, also proposes a general 
model of transsexual identity formation and suggests how therapists 
can assist transsexual individuals at each of her six “states of emer-
gence.” Lev’s (2004) model shares some important elements with 
other theories; among her stages are “awareness,” “seeking informa-
tion/reaching out,” finding an “identity and self-labeling,” “transi-
tion issues,” and “acceptance and post-transition issues.” But unique 
among the models discussed here, Lev adds a stage of “disclosure to 
significant others”—spouses, partners, family members, and friends. 
This step is a critical one to include, as many transsexual individu-
als experience great anxiety over when and how to tell other people 
about their gender identities and, moreover, see disclosure as a major 
hurdle in the process of becoming their “true selves.”

A MILESTONE SCHEMA

Unlike many theories of transgender identity development, our 
milestone schema is not a stage or step model—even though there 
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is a seemingly “natural” progression through the milestones from 
confusion, guilt, and shame to self-acceptance and a sense of 
wholeness. Moreover, not all milestones are relevant to all indi-
viduals within a given transgender group, and even people who 
experience the same milestone will likely do so in different ways. 
For example, we found that many of the transsexual female par-
ticipants first thought of themselves as cross-dressers and that 
many of the transsexual male participants first identified as lesbi-
ans; hence we included these events as milestones. Yet a significant 
number of the respondents did not share these experiences. Some 
of the transsexual women always felt themselves to be women 
and never believed that they were cross-dressers, and some of the 
transsexual men were attracted to other men or were attracted 
to women but felt this attraction as men (that is, they considered 
themselves to be heterosexual).

Similarly, some of the milestones were less applicable (or not 
at all) to a number of the younger transgender participants, who 
grew up with greater access to information and resources than did 
transgender people in previous decades. Because they learned about 
and accepted the idea of being transgender at a young age, they did 
not first identify as some other identity or need to overcome denial. 
Many of the younger transgender respondents also reached certain 
milestones sooner, such as knowing about and meeting other trans-
gender people.

Instead of a model, the milestones represent common themes—
events often experienced by people in each transgender group in 
the process of recognizing and acknowledging themselves as gender 
different. For most participants, this process involved not only ac-
cepting themselves psychologically but also changing their appear-
ance physically by, for example, taking hormones, having gender 
confirmation surgeries, fully cross-dressing, and/or presenting an-
drogynously. It also entailed deciding whether to tell their family 
and friends about being transgender (if their identity was not obvi-
ous from their gender expression) and becoming comfortable with 
how they look, even if they differ anatomically or in their outward 
appearance from most other women or men. The milestones for 
each transgender group are summarized in table 4.1.
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FEMALE-TO-MALE TRANSSEXUAL MILESTONES

feeling and often expressing a male gender  
identity from a young age

As discussed in chapter 2, many of the study participants who were 
assigned female at birth and who currently identify as FTM indi-
viduals or as men began to feel that they were male, or at least 
different from females, from their earliest memories; almost all felt 
male by the time they reached puberty. Most of the transsexual 
male respondents initially did not see how they were different from 
other boys and were disbelieving when adults began to treat them 
as girls. For example, “Rickey,” a nineteen-year-old white and 
American Indian (Cherokee) man, remembers playing with other 
male children from the time that he was four years old and “didn’t 
understand why everyone would put things in terms of ‘me’ and 
‘them.’” But after a few years of being told that he was a girl, 
Rickey was “painfully aware that [he] wasn’t the same as them, 
and [he] could never really accept that.” He states: “I would deny 
it until I couldn’t breathe, but it never made any difference to any-
one else.”

Like Rickey, Robert knew he was a boy since he was three or 
four years old and was confused when adults tried to dress him as 
a girl. “I alternated doubting my sanity or their honesty or whether 
something weird happened,” he recalls. “I was afraid I was insane 
and would never be able to live a full life. The world was this gigan-
tic fraud and everyone in it, even the most loving people around me 
in childhood, didn’t love me—they loved something they made up.”

repressing or hiding one’s male gender identity  
in the face of hostility and/or isolation

The opposition that Rickey and Robert encountered when they 
expressed a male gender identity was common among the trans-
sexual male participants. Although about one-third of the respon-
dents indicated that they were allowed or even encouraged to be 
“tomboys” as children, they often experienced increasing pressure 
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from family and friends to act in traditionally feminine ways as 
they grew older. Typically, any tolerance for gender nonconformity 
ended when they reached puberty. Many of the transsexual male 
participants thus felt forced into a female identity and hid or re-
pressed their sense of themselves as male during adolescence. One 
of the respondents, Kyle, a white man in his early twenties, remem-
bers feeling alone when all of his tomboy friends were becoming 
more feminine in middle school. “I wanted to stay a tomboy,” he 
states. “I didn’t want to become girly, I wanted to become more 
manly. But I got teased relentlessly so I tried to be girly. I forced it 
on myself and got more and more bitter by it.”

Other interviewees likewise felt angry and depressed about try-
ing to be someone they were not. “John,” a white thirty-nine-year-
old, sought to be feminine as a teenager but knew “it was a mask.” 
He says: “I looked like a beautiful female but felt more and more 
terrible as I got complements as such. In eighth grade, I discovered 
alcohol, which I then tried to cure my pain with all throughout 
high school and college.”

thinking of oneself as lesbian but realizing  
over time it was not a good fit

Exhibiting some typically masculine traits and beginning to date 
women, “John” thought that he was a butch lesbian in college. 
However, he “soon realized that [he] was nothing like them” be-
cause they saw themselves as women and he considered himself 
male. “I was not butch at all, just a regular guy.”

Many of the transsexual male participants who are attracted to 
women had a similar experience. More than three-fourths of the 
twenty-seven transsexual men interviewed face-to-face or by tele-
phone indicated that they had identified as lesbian or as a “dyke” 
before acknowledging themselves as transgender. Other researchers 
(Devor 1997b; Girshick 2008; Rubin 2003) have likewise found 
that most of the transsexual men they surveyed initially thought 
of themselves as lesbians, particularly as butch lesbians, and/or 
were part of lesbian communities. More than 80 percent of the 
FTM participants in Devor’s (1997b) study assumed lesbian roles, 
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although about one-third did not use the word “lesbian” to de-
scribe themselves. All but one of the FTM individuals initially in-
terviewed by Rubin (2003) had lesbian pasts, leading him to seek 
out additional participants who did not have histories of relation-
ships with women.

Some of the transsexual men whom we surveyed initially felt 
that a lesbian identity was the best way to characterize their lives. 
Not only did it explain their interest in women, but it also gave 
them the freedom to present in more traditionally masculine ways, 
such as by having short hair and wearing “male” clothing. “In my 
late teens, I identified as lesbian because I decided that that was a 
way it was okay for me to like girls,” Michael S. remembers. “In 
my late thirties, I finally accepted that I am transsexual and began 
presenting and living as male, later going through name change 
and hormones.”

Nathan, a forty-nine-year-old African American man, had like-
wise come out as lesbian when he recognized that he was attracted 
to women. But the women whom he dated identified as hetero-
sexual at the time and saw him as male. The relationships did not 
work out when the women began to identify as lesbians and ex-
pected to be involved with someone like themselves. Despite re-
ferring to himself as lesbian, Nathan could not relate to them as 
female or “pass as a woman emotionally.”

For Masen, identifying as lesbian and being able to express his 
gender as he wanted was “an important step in [his] gender jour-
ney.” Although he eventually realized that there was more to his 
gender than being a butch woman, he felt that a lesbian identity 
was “closer to the path [he] needed to be on.” It was “an important 
benchmark or milestone that helped [him] get where [he] needed 
to go.”

Some participants who were attracted to women did not iden-
tify as lesbians because both they and their partners saw them as 
men. It did not matter that they had female bodies. Others did not 
have female partners, despite being attracted exclusively to women, 
because they knew that they were not lesbians and did not want 
to be considered as such by partners just because of their female 
anatomies. Mark, for example, became a loner beginning in his 
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teen years because he did not want to be in relationships in which 
he would be treated as female. Unhappy in a society that could not 
recognize him as he saw himself, Mark turned to alcohol and other 
drugs as a coping mechanism until he learned more about trans-
sexuality in his late thirties and realized that he could transition.

realizing that there are ftm individuals  
and that transitioning is possible

Most of the transsexual male participants who first came out as 
lesbians did so because it was the identity most readily available to 
them at the time. Growing up before the Internet made informa-
tion more accessible and before much had appeared in print about 
FTM individuals, these respondents did not know about trans-
gender people or had heard only of MTF individuals. Among the 
transsexual participants interviewed face-to-face or by telephone, 
nearly half of the FTM people (as compared with about a quarter 
of the MTF people) reported initially lacking information about 
others like themselves—including knowledge that transitioning 
was possible. Among the transsexual men who participated in De-
vor’s (1997b) study, about three-fourths had some knowledge of 
male-to-female transsexuality during their childhood or teen years, 
but few learned about female-to-male transsexuality until later in 
their lives.

When they found out about FTM individuals, many of the trans-
sexual men we interviewed changed how they identified and began 
to consider transitioning. Some, like Pat, lived most of their lives 
as butch lesbians before realizing that FTM individuals existed and 
that they could see themselves as men. “That I could be an FTM 
wasn’t in my perspective. It never hit my mind,” Pat states. He 
started to identify as lesbian in high school in the late 1940s but 
never felt comfortable around lesbians. Looking back now, he ac-
knowledges that he was not comfortable with himself. After tran-
sitioning in his sixties, Pat felt a “huge weight went off.” Finally, 
he “could relax and be [him]self.”

Some of the transsexual male participants who were attracted 
to other men likewise struggled to understand themselves. Tristan, 
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a white forty-three-year-old, began to self-identify as a gay man in 
his early twenties, but “lived publicly in the role of a heterosexual 
woman for many years because [he] didn’t realize that transition 
was possible.” Not until he learned about FTM individuals through 
the Internet in his late thirties did he begin to tell other people that 
he was male and present in more traditionally masculine ways.

Because of the Internet and the growing body of material pub-
lished by and about FTM individuals since the 1990s, transsex-
ual men today can more readily obtain information and are less 
likely to spend years being unaware of the existence of others like 
themselves. Kyle, for example, first learned about FTM individuals 
when he was seventeen years old. His girlfriend at the time won-
dered why Kyle was living as a woman if he felt that he was male 
and sent him links to FTM websites. Until then, he says, “it never 
occurred to me that I could actually live as a guy.”

learning about and meeting other transsexual men

Many of the transsexual male participants realized that they could 
be FTM individuals through meeting another FTM person. Others 
initially learned about transsexual men through various media and 
then sought to get to know other FTM individuals, often by con-
necting with someone they encountered online, through a friend 
or family member, or in a support group. Two-thirds of the FTM 
interviewees discussed the importance of other transsexual men in 
their identity process, and nearly 60 percent indicated that the In-
ternet, books, and/or the news media played a critical role. These 
findings are in line with the results of other studies. Examining the 
role of the mass media in the identification processes of transsexual 
men, Peter Ringo (2002) finds that books, the Internet, and televi-
sion most affected participants’ decisions to come out to them-
selves or others. In another study, Katherine Rachlin (1999) finds 
that the most important influences on transsexual men in deciding 
whether to have genital reconstructive surgery were contact with 
other FTMs and publications by members of the FTM community.

Nathan, a transsexual man whom we interviewed, first met an-
other transsexual man via a friend; the person became a role model, 
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providing Nathan with information and support as he transitioned. 
Another participant, “Paul,” also considers knowing another FTM 
person to have been pivotal in his decision to live full-time as a 
man. His parents had some FTM friends, so he first learned about 
transsexual men at a young age and did not face a difficult struggle 
when he chose to transition in his twenties. “It was mostly as easy 
as pie for me,” he remembers.

overcoming denial and internalized genderism  
to accept oneself as male

However, some of the transsexual male respondents did struggle to 
accept themselves. One such individual was Rej, an Asian Ameri-
can man in his early twenties, who identified as genderqueer before 
coming out as a transsexual man. He states: “The reason why I 
identified as a genderqueer initially was because of my own inter-
nalized transphobia. It was extremely difficult to shed and purge 
out all of the negative feelings/ideas attached to being transgender. 
I, in a way, looked down upon transgender people in the very be-
ginning. So to admit to myself I was one was a long and difficult 
stage.” Rej was able to overcome his anti-transsexual attitudes in 
part by attending a transsexual male support group and meeting 
other transsexual men.

taking hormones and having top surgery  
to look more like self-image

The vast majority of the transsexual male participants viewed tak-
ing testosterone and having chest reconstruction surgery as critical 
to their identity development, because doing so enabled them to 
be seen more readily by others as men. After a short time of being 
on hormones, they developed thicker facial and body hair, deeper 
voices, and greater muscle mass; as a result, they often began to 
look little different from other men. The extent to which changing 
their bodies was important to some of the transsexual male respon-
dents was demonstrated by their ability to remember the exact date 
they began hormones and/or had top surgery. The FTM individuals 
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typically traced the start of their transitions to when they began 
altering their bodies.

Of the sixty-three transsexual men interviewed by phone, by 
e-mail, or in person who provided information about their process 
of transitioning, fifty-six (87 percent) were on or about to start tak-
ing testosterone. Two others planned to begin hormones sometime 
in the near future, when they had amassed enough money and/or 
had the requisite therapy. The amount of time that participants had 
been taking testosterone ranged from a few months to seventeen 
years, with a mean of slightly more than four years. In Devor’s 
(1997b) study, 84 percent of the transsexual men—all of whom 
were living as men at the time of his research—were receiving hor-
mone therapy, on average for six-and-a-half years.

Five of the FTM individuals we interviewed were neither on 
hormones nor about to begin taking them soon. One of these partic-
ipants, Anthony, had previously taken testosterone but stopped be-
cause he no longer had the means to pay for it. He has since decided 
not to resume hormone therapy, believing that he “doesn’t need to 
be an über guy to be who I am.” More important to Anthony was 
having top surgery so that he could feel comfortable in his body.

Chest reconstruction was also a high priority for many of the 
other transsexual male interviewees. Thirty-nine (62 percent) had 
either had or were scheduled for top surgery, and twelve (19 per-
cent) were planning to have the procedure once they had saved 
enough money. Three (5 percent) indicated that they did not need 
to change their appearance because they have small breasts and so 
were able to achieve a more male-contoured chest through weight-
lifting. The remaining nine respondents are currently not pursuing 
top surgery for medical or personal reasons or because they have 
just begun to transition and are still considering it as an option. 
Other research involving FTM individuals has likewise reported 
high rates of top surgery. For example, 76 percent of the partici-
pants in Devor’s (1997b) study and more than half of the partici-
pants in Girshick’s (2008) study had undergone the procedure.

In contrast, genital or bottom surgery was not important to 
most of the transsexual male respondents. Frequently given reasons 
for this attitude include the high cost, what respondents perceived 
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as inadequate results of some of the procedures, and a feeling that 
they did not need a penis to be men. Only four (6 percent) of the 
sixty-three interviewees had had a metoidioplasty (“freeing up” of 
the clitoris to function as a penis), and only one (1.5 percent) had 
had a phalloplasty (construction of a penis). Few others expressed 
a desire for bottom surgery in the foreseeable future, given their life 
and financial circumstances and the current state of the procedure. 
Devor’s (1997b) findings were similar: two (4 percent) of the par-
ticipants in his study had had a metoidioplasty and four (9 percent) 
had had a phalloplasty. Even Rachlin (1999), who studied FTM in-
dividuals who had considered genital reconstructive surgery, found 
that few had gone forward with either procedure (respectively 2 
and 11 percent) at the time of her research. Most had rejected 
bottom surgery because of the inauthenticity and unattractiveness 
of the results, the risks and complications, and the lack of phallic 
functionality. Given that many transsexual men do not have geni-
tal surgery, Rachlin concludes that “restricting the definition of an 
FTM to someone who requests a risky, costly, [and] often techno-
logically inadequate surgery is unrealistic.”

whether and when to tell others, and developing  
new relationships after disclosure

The disclosure that someone is transgender and is planning or 
starting to transition often placed a strain, at least initially, on rela-
tionships with family members, coworkers, friends, and partners—
especially if the other people were surprised by the revelation. The 
extent to which respondents’ relationships were affected varied, 
but few close relationships escaped unchanged. In a sense, the par-
ticipants had to establish new relationships with the people they 
knew because others did not know their “true selves.”

After transitioning, most of the transsexual men surveyed were 
readily seen by others as men and could choose whether or not 
to tell new friends and acquaintances about their female-assigned 
pasts. Some of the respondents were open about their transsexual 
histories, considering it a part of their identity and often wanting to 
educate cisgender people about transgender issues. Others sought 
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to leave their previous lives behind them. Now that they could 
finally be themselves and be recognized as men, they did not want 
to provide an opportunity for people to think of them as less than 
other men. As “Aaron,” a white and Latino man, states, “once 
someone knows that I am FTM then they find it hard to treat me as 
simply male without thinking about my female past or wondering 
about my genitals.” For this reason, he generally does not disclose 
to people he meets, but this approach has presented difficulties for 
him, too, because he has many friends from before he transitioned. 
“It is a delicate balance to deal with those who know about my 
trans status and those who don’t.”

Another difficulty faced by many of the transsexual male par-
ticipants was how and when to tell potential partners about being 
transgender. “Dating post-transition has been very problematic for 
me,” states Michael W., a forty-two-year-old man. He goes on: 
“I’m pretty outgoing in general, but when it comes to dating, I am 
very shy, and really struggle with the whole disclosure issue. More 
often than not, I pass up potential dates with straight women just 
so I don’t have to deal with it. It feels like lower surgery might al-
leviate some of that frustration, but I won’t really know for sure 
until it happens . . . if it happens.”

having a sense of wholeness as a different kind of man

Since few of the transsexual male participants saw bottom surgery 
as a viable option for at least the near future, respondents devel-
oped a sense of themselves as a different kind of man—a man who 
had been born and raised female and who still had elements of a 
“female” body. They did not feel that these distinctions made them 
“incomplete” or less “real” than other men. “My masculinity was 
so tested by being born female,” states Burton, a thirty-three-year-
old white man. “It cannot be taken away from me.” Like many 
of the transsexual male participants, Burton defines his gender as 
how he feels about himself, rather than how he grew up or how he 
might physically compare to other men.

Echoing these sentiments, Gavriel, a twenty-eight-year-old Ira-
nian American, describes his transsexual past as “another way of 
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being a man.” He identifies “first and foremost as a man” but, 
recognizing that his transsexual history is relevant and meaningful, 
he refers to himself as “a man with trans experiences.” Since transi-
tioning, Gavriel has felt a sense of wholeness; he can embrace both 
his masculinity and his femininity. Previously, he could not embrace 
his femininity without being seen as female.

Other transsexual male participants also felt complete once they 
had transitioned or were in the process of doing so. Masen, for 
example, described feeling “wholly in [his] body” more than ever 
before, and Will expressed relief that he was beginning to address 
“this hole all [his] life” in himself. Will characterizes his life today 
as “the best [he’s] ever felt emotionally and mentally.”

MALE-TO-FEMALE TRANSSEXUAL MILESTONES

The study participants who were assigned male at birth and who 
currently identify as MTF individuals, or as women, often experi-
enced many of the same milestones as the transsexual male respon-
dents but from a female standpoint. They typically felt and often 
expressed a female gender identity from a young age, repressed 
or hid their female gender identity in the face of hostility and/or 
isolation, benefited from getting to know about and meet other 
transsexual women, overcame denial and internalized genderism 
to accept themselves as female, took hormones and sometimes had 
surgery to look more like their self-image, decided whether and 
when to tell others and developed new relationships after disclo-
sure, and achieved a sense of wholeness as “real” women. How-
ever, the two groups did vary with respect to some milestones and 
often experienced the same milestones differently.

feeling and often expressing a female  
gender identity from a young age

About equal percentages of the transsexual men (67 percent) and 
transsexual women (62 percent) who were interviewed by telephone 
or face-to-face felt from a young age that they were different from 
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the gender assigned to them at birth. Most of the FTM individu-
als (82 percent) stated that they were able to act on their feelings 
by taking on traditionally male roles in play and in relationships 
with other children. In contrast, only a minority (37 percent) of the 
MTF individuals said that they could assume traditionally female 
gender roles, because such behavior was often discouraged or disal-
lowed by their families. Presumably, the parents thought that their 
male-assigned children would become gay and immediately sought 
to prevent it, whereas the female-assigned children were often al-
lowed to be tomboys without concerns being raised initially about 
their sexuality. Roughly equal percentages of transsexual women 
(82 percent) and transsexual men (78 percent) indicated that they 
dressed and presented as the gender they felt themselves to be, but 
all of the MTF individuals had to do so secretly.

None of the twenty-eight transsexual women who discussed 
the reactions of their families in our telephone or face-to-face in-
terviews received any acceptance for presenting or acting female 
growing up. On the contrary, three (11 percent) reported that they 
were physically or sexually assaulted for doing so, and five (18 per-
cent) others were sent to therapists or were institutionalized to be 
“cured.” For example, Diana T., a white forty-nine-year-old, had 
little chance to be herself as a child. Soon after she began cross-
dressing at age six or seven, she was caught by her mother and 
subsequently whipped by her father. She was more careful about 
cross-dressing thereafter but was still caught a number of times and 
severely punished. Eventually, her parents grew tired of beating her 
and locked her in a room instead, what she calls being “treated like 
an animal.” These experiences made it difficult for Diana to accept 
herself, and by her twenties she was using drugs “to go numb” and 
subconsciously, she now believes, to try to kill herself.

When she was ten years old, Mary was caught cross-dressing by 
her mother, who sent her to a psychiatrist despite Mary’s insistence 
that she did not want to be a girl. The experience “scared [her] to 
death” and led Mary to hide her “true self” even more. A couple 
years later, her stepmother discovered her cross-dressing and sent 
Mary to another psychiatrist, who threatened to turn her in to the 
police for stealing her mother’s and sister’s clothes if she did not 
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stop cross-dressing. Mary learned to lie to this therapist, too. She 
“got good at lying” and denied to herself and to others that she was 
female for the next thirty years. Like Diana, she used drugs and 
alcohol to avoid facing her unhappiness at pretending to be a man.

By comparison, nearly half (47 percent) of the seventeen trans-
sexual men who addressed the gender socialization of their families 
stated that their parents were lenient, allowing them to be tomboys  
well into adolescence. Three other respondents (18 percent) specifi-
cally indicated that their parents encouraged them to be more ste-
reotypically female but did not push them very hard. Even families 
that more firmly sought to have their transsexual male children act 
and dress in more traditionally feminine ways did not punish them 
harshly to try to force them to change.

repressing or hiding one’s female gender identity  
in the face of hostility and/or isolation

Given the greater hostility and sense of isolation felt by many of the 
transsexual female participants growing up, it is not surprising that 
they were more likely than the transsexual male participants to have 
felt guilty about or to have denied or repressed their gender feel-
ings. Thirteen (22 percent) of the transsexual female telephone and 
face-to-face interviewees stated that they had been ashamed of this 
part of themselves, or had thought it was sinful and prayed to be 
able to stop cross-dressing. In contrast, only one transsexual male 
interviewee said that he had felt guilty about being male-identified. 
Nearly twice as many of the MTF as FTM respondents (42 versus 
22 percent) indicated that they sought to hide or overcome their 
gender feelings by trying to fit into traditional gender roles.

The transsexual female interviewees sought to deny their gender 
identities in a number of ways that were rarely mentioned by the 
transsexual male interviewees. For example, ten (17 percent) of the 
transsexual women described feeling that they would be “cured” of 
their sense of themselves as female by falling in love or marrying; 
none of the transsexual men expressed this sentiment. The trans-
sexual women were also more likely to indicate that they tried to 
escape from their “gender troubles” through abusing alcohol or 
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other drugs (mentioned by six MTF individuals but just one FTM 
individual) or by burying themselves in hobbies or work (men-
tioned by five MTF individuals but by none of the FTM individu-
als). One of the transsexual women who used the latter survival 
mechanism was Lisa, a white fifty-two-year-old who channeled 
what she calls her “internal crisis” into music and became a rock 
guitarist. In a 2006 interview, she stated: “My guitar has saved 
me from death.  .  .  . Back [in] 1965 when I decided to play, then 
through the ’70s, ’80s, and beyond, I was absolutely clueless about 
my gender issues . . . nowhere to turn, no one to relate to. My in-
strument was all there was. I had to relate to it. I hid myself in it.”2

Other transsexual women sought to escape from their feminine 
feelings through what George Brown (1988) describes as a “flight 
into hypermasculinity.” Brown, a military psychiatrist who studied 
MTF individuals with extensive service backgrounds, found that 
they commonly joined the military in an attempt to “become real 
men” and that some even volunteered for high-risk combat assign-
ments in seeking to prove their “manliness” to themselves and oth-
ers (529). Other research (Gagné et al. 1997; Samons 2009) has 
also recognized this phenomenon.

A number of the MTF people whom we interviewed likewise 
joined the military as a way to avoid facing their gender feelings and 
in the hope that the experience would, as Shirley desired, “make 
more of a man out of [her].” Shirley, a white sixty-one-year-old, 
entered the Air Force to “purge” her feminine self. Her sense of 
being female persisted, however, which led her to leave the military 
and take a job in which she could travel and be a woman while 
away from home. A few of the MTF interviewees were drafted for 
the Korean or Vietnam Wars. Some of these respondents saw it as 
an opportunity to try to overcome their feminine feelings, while 
others coped with not being able to act on their feelings until they 
were discharged.

learning about and meeting other transsexual women

Until the last ten to fifteen years, most of the information avail-
able about transsexuality was about transsexual women. For this 
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reason, the MTF participants were more likely than the FTM par-
ticipants (48 versus 28 percent) to report knowing about others 
like themselves when they began to question their gender identity. 
Many of the older transsexual female respondents learned about 
what they were experiencing by reading the autobiographies of 
Christine Jorgensen, Jan Morris, and/or Renée Richards. For Liz, 
a fifty-two-year-old white woman, a key moment was discovering 
Jorgensen’s autobiography in the library when she was twelve or 
thirteen years old. She recalls thinking, “Wow, that’s my story.” 
From her earliest memories, Liz had wanted to be a girl. Now she 
finally had a name for how she felt and “knew [she] wasn’t the only 
person in the world who felt this way.”

Perhaps because of the relatively greater resources historically 
available to MTF individuals, our transsexual female interviewees 
often attached less importance to meeting others like themselves in 
their process of self-acceptance than did the transsexual male in-
terviewees. Fewer than a third of the MTF respondents mentioned 
knowing others like themselves as a part of their identity devel-
opment, as compared with two-thirds of the transsexual male re-
spondents. Still, for some transsexual women, meeting other MTF 
individuals played a critical role in their transitioning. Jennifer Z., 
for example, cites her involvement with a transsexual female sup-
port group as enabling her to recognize that she was not alone as 
a male-assigned woman and that “transitioning [was] not beyond 
her reach, and thus, neither [was] true happiness with being able 
to finally be [her]self.” Another interviewee, Nikki, also benefited 
from joining a local support group, where she met an MTF indi-
vidual who became her “big sister” and a role model. Through 
knowing her, Nikki accepted that she was a transsexual woman 
and “began to forgive [her]self for the years of hatred and denial.”

recognizing oneself as transsexual rather  
than as a cross-dresser

Meeting other MTF individuals was especially important for the 
transsexual women who were in denial or who were unsure about 
being transsexual. The vast majority of the transsexual female 
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phone and face-to-face interviewees expressed their gender feelings 
by cross-dressing from a young age, and some believed that they 
were cross-dressers. Twenty-three interviewees (38 percent) men-
tioned that they first identified as cross-dressers before realizing 
or admitting to themselves that their female gender feelings went 
beyond expressing a feminine side. They began to identify as trans-
sexual when they recognized that they never wanted to stop being 
women. For Shirley, a sign that she was more than a cross-dresser 
was taking the opportunity afforded by Halloween to wear a dress 
publicly and acknowledging to herself that she “didn’t want to take 
it off.”

Many of the transsexual female respondents who were inter-
viewed by e-mail also initially thought of themselves as cross-
dressers. Jacqueline attributes her first believing that she was a 
cross-dresser, and not an MTF, to societal and family stigmas and 
a fear of surgery. But as her knowledge about transsexuality grew, 
“just cross-dressing [became] never enough; [she] always wanted 
‘more.’” Julie Marie, a white fifty-four-year-old, reached a similar 
point in her life. Even though she had felt herself to be female 
from as early as she could remember, Julie Marie denied her feel-
ings and insisted that she was a cross-dresser because “that’s all 
[she] wanted to be.” Married and with three children, she feared 
losing her family if she “followed [her] heart.” However, she came 
to conclude that she could never be content simply cross-dressing. 
“It’s either transition or I’ll die inside,” Julie Marie realized. “Once 
I decided to transition I felt a huge weight off my shoulders and 
began to feel at peace inside for the first time in my life.”

overcoming denial and internalized genderism  
to accept oneself as female

Like Julie Marie, a number of the transsexual female participants 
told moving stories about accepting themselves as female. The fol-
lowing is the account of fifty-six-year-old Sheila.

I have always known that I was female but didn’t know any 
better, as my peers and adults around me told me I was male. I 
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believed them and tried hard to be who I was supposed to be. It 
didn’t work, as I had a mental breakdown. When I accepted my-
self for whom I have always known, I became a happier person 
and calmer. I don’t wake up every morning wondering if today 
is the day I kill myself and wondering why I am in this body.

The extent to which some of the transsexual female interviewees 
were in denial is demonstrated by the drastic circumstances under 
which they came to accept themselves. Five MTF individuals stated 
that a major traumatic experience (for three, a near-death experi-
ence) led them finally to act on their gender feelings. For example, 
being nearly killed twice in the Gulf War made Sarafina, a white 
and Latina thirty-eight-year-old, realize that “life was too short” to 
continue to deny being transsexual. In contrast, none of the FTM 
interviewees indicated that a crisis had played a critical role in their 
decision to transition.

taking hormones and perhaps having surgery  
to look more like self-image

As with the transsexual male participants, the vast majority of the 
transsexual female respondents considered beginning to take hor-
mones as an important milestone that marked a turning point in 
their lives as women. Of the sixty MTF individuals interviewed by 
telephone or in person, fifty-two (87 percent) were on or about to 
start hormones—the same percentage as among the FTM inter-
viewees. The average amount of time that the MTF individuals had 
been on hormones was about six years, as compared with about 
four years for the FTM individuals.

However, the two groups differed significantly with regard to 
having bottom surgery. Sixteen (27 percent) of the transsexual fe-
male telephone and in-person interviewees had already had or were 
scheduled to have a vaginoplasty (construction of a vagina), and 
another five (8 percent) were planning to have the procedure within 
the next year. A few of the respondents chose not to have gender 
confirmation surgery (GCS) because they felt it was unnecessary to 
becoming a woman, because of age or poor health, or because they 
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were concerned about sexual functioning afterward. But most of 
the transsexual women who had not already had GCS wanted to 
do so; however, they could not afford it at the present time or were 
prevented by other life circumstances from transitioning.

A greater percentage of the MTF than FTM individuals in-
terviewed (28 versus 15 percent) reported that they encountered 
delays or were unable to transition because of their particular 
situations, including the negative effects (or feared negative effects) 
on their children, romantic partners, and/or birth families; hostility 
from local medical professionals; and concerns about the reactions 
of people where they live or work. Whereas only a few of the FTM 
interviewees were parents at the time that they began to consider 
transitioning, about half of the MTF interviewees had children. 
Twenty percent of the FTM parents indicated that they postponed 
taking hormones and having GCS until their children were adults 
and on their own—so as not to interfere with their lives or lose 
custody or visitation rights in divorce proceedings. Other MTF par-
ticipants waited until their spouses or birth families adjusted to the 
idea or until they could separate from them.

Even when the people closest to them were encouraging, some of 
the transsexual female respondents still faced personal challenges 
to transitioning. One of these individuals is Rachel G., a forty-
seven-year-old woman who, despite having the strong support of 
her wife and father, does not present as female full-time at this 
point because she does not always feel safe doing so in the con-
servative area where she lives. Still, she has sought to educate the 
people around her, including local doctors and therapists, about 
transgender issues and estimates that she now expresses herself as 
female “95 percent of the time.”

The transsexual female participants often faced several impedi-
ments at once. For instance, before Shelby can begin to transition 
she must resolve her marriage, work out her relationships with 
her three children, and find a new job (she works for a law firm 
that would be hostile to her as a woman). Facing similar obstacles, 
Michelle P. concluded that the personal costs of transitioning are 
too great. She states: “I did go as far as researching hormones years 
back and buying them online. . . . I had to decide to stop because 
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if I developed much more, there was no way I could live in both 
worlds. I’d have to come out to everyone, lose my job/home, and I 
couldn’t make that jump to go female 24/7 as much as I want to.” 
Kim L., who identifies “somewhere between a CD [cross-dresser] 
and a TS [transsexual],” made the same decision. “If I do more 
than CD, I will lose my love and family,” she says. “At this time, 
that is too high a price.”

whether and when to tell others, and developing  
new relationships after disclosure

Like the transsexual male participants, the transsexual female re-
spondents who chose to transition encountered a wide range of 
reactions to the disclosure. Of the forty-nine transsexual women 
who discussed their relationship history during our telephone or 
in-person interviews, forty-four were married to a woman at the 
time they recognized themselves as an MTF and/or began to transi-
tion. More than two-thirds of these marriages subsequently ended, 
often because their partners did not feel comfortable being involved 
with another woman. In a few instances, the transsexual women 
themselves sought a divorce, recognizing that they needed to focus 
on transitioning or that they had married largely to try to overcome 
their sense of themselves as female. Other transsexual women re-
mained in denial or continued to believe that marriage to the “right 
woman” would “cure” them, even after their first marriages had 
ended as a result of their cross-gender identity. Six of the MTF par-
ticipants had been divorced twice, and two had been divorced three 
times, because of concerns related to their transsexuality.

Some of the wives at first voiced support for their spouses’ tran-
sitions but realized over time that they could not accept them as 
women or were uncomfortable being seen by others as having a 
female partner. After her first marriage ended, Kayle, a white fifty-
year-old interviewee, married a woman whom she indicates was 
“initially very supportive” of her gender identity, which included 
buying her “women’s” clothing. Unlike many of the other survey 
participants’ wives, Kayle’s partner had been involved with other 
women previously, so Kayle thought that her transition would not 
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be an issue. But after they had a child, Kayle’s wife insisted that 
she stop presenting as female, which Kayle did. However, Kayle’s 
wife still ended the relationship and left her for a cisgender woman.

Until recently, one heard few stories about MTFs whose re-
lationships survived their transitions. Indeed, the medical estab-
lishment for decades dictated that transsexual women who were 
married and seeking to transition obtain a divorce from their wives 
before they would be eligible for surgery (Denny 2006). In the last 
few years, though, narratives of MTFs who have stayed married 
or partnered have become more common in the lore of the trans-
gender community and the subject of two texts: one by transsexual 
women and men (O’Keefe & Fox 2008) and another by the wives 
of transsexual women and female-presenting CDs (Erhardt 2007).

Thirteen of the MTFs we interviewed reported that they and 
their wives have remained together through their transitions. In 
most of these instances, the disclosure of the participants’ cross-
gender feelings at least initially placed a great strain on their 
marriages. The relationships ultimately survived, but not all fully 
recovered. Three of the MTF respondents indicated that their mar-
riages have become platonic because their wives do not want to 
be sexual with another woman. “Carol,” for example, stated that 
she and her wife are no longer intimate but continue to be “good 
friends.” She wishes that she had intimacy in her life but is not 
willing to forgo her marriage of thirty-three years.

A few of the interviewees indicated that their marriages actu-
ally improved after they came out as MTF individuals, since they 
became easier to get along with when they could be themselves 
and no longer had to hide or repress their gender identities. Like 
a majority of the married transsexual female respondents, Mary 
initially kept her gender feelings from her wife and children and, 
in retrospect, realizes that she “took out [her] frustration on [her] 
family without knowing it.” Finally, when “the pain was getting 
to be too much,” Mary told her wife and was relieved to find that 
she was completely supportive. Her wife realized that Mary had no 
choice in being transgender and “accepted her for her.”

Allason, in contrast, told her wife before their marriage. They 
were friends for several years first and have been married for nine 
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years. Allason’s spouse is a female-bodied cross-dresser, which en-
ables her to understand Allason’s experiences. According to Alla-
son, she “loves [her] for who [she] is.”

A difficulty that the transsexual female participants encountered 
more often than did the transsexual men was being perceived as 
transgender in new relationships. Some of the MTF individuals 
who sought to present as female were still recognized, at times, 
as having been assigned male at birth because they were taller and 
had larger hands, more extensive facial hair, and deeper voices than 
most women and exhibited masculine facial features and promi-
nent Adam’s apples. As a result, they had no choice about whether 
or when to disclose their transsexual histories. This situation was 
especially common for the transsexual women who had made few
er visible changes to their bodies, such as taking hormones, hav-
ing electrolysis, and undergoing a chondrolaryngoplasty (tracheal 
shave) and facial feminization surgery.

Many of the MTF individuals in this position had problems find-
ing romantic partners; they may also have faced difficulties ob-
taining employment or being promoted or postponed transitioning 
at their workplaces for fear of discrimination. Rhiannon, a forty-
eight-year-old woman of American Indian (Cree, Anashinabe, 
Assinboine, and Metis) and Celtic ancestry, experienced hardships 
in both areas. Since beginning hormones twenty years ago, she has 
not been able to find other women who are romantically interested 
in her. Moreover, she has not been able to save money for pro-
cedures that would make her look more traditionally female and 
might make her appealing to more women. She has an entry-level 
customer service job and has been passed over for advancement for 
several years, she believes, because of anti-transgender prejudice.

having a sense of wholeness even when unable  
to be seen as a woman

Although the respondents were not specifically asked how they cur-
rently feel about themselves, many of the transsexual female inter-
viewees stated that they are much happier today after transitioning 
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because they are comfortable in their bodies and are finally able to 
be seen by others as they have long felt inside. Even the participants 
who were sometimes or frequently “read” as transgender (because 
they retain traditionally male body characteristics) still often felt a 
sense of inner peace and expressed relief that they could now be 
themselves. Like the FTM interviewees who recognized that not 
having a penis did not make them any less of a man, many MTF 
interviewees stated that they did not feel less “real” or less “whole” 
for not always appearing like other women.

“At six-feet-four and a size twenty-two, I hardly expect to pass 
as a genetic woman,” states Barbara, an MTF individual who con-
tinues to present as male at work. But her inability to look like 
most other women does not deter her from being comfortable and 
self-assured in public as female, which includes attending an Epis-
copal church with her wife and speaking to high school and college 
classes. “By being open and honest and somewhat self-deprecating, 
I have made many friends. I have also been blessed to be invited 
into what I can only call sacred women’s space and a community 
of faith and friendship.”

FEMALE-PRESENTING CROSS-DRESSER MILESTONES

The MTF and cross-dressing participants often had similar early 
life trajectories. As already stated, many of the MTF interview-
ees indicated that they first saw themselves as cross-dressers before 
recognizing that they identified as female, rather than just feeling 
a need to present as female. The lives of the cross-dressing respon-
dents diverged from the lives of the transsexual female respondents 
in the extent to which they expressed themselves as women; the 
cross-dressers typically did not permanently change their bodies 
to appear more traditionally feminine. However, like many of the 
MTF participants, the cross-dressing participants often repressed 
or hid their gender identity in the face of opposition. But frequently 
by meeting others like themselves, they overcame their internalized 
genderism and stopped denying their “true selves.”
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attraction to “women’s” clothes and  
cross-dressing from a young age

As with many of the transsexual female participants, almost all of 
the CD survey respondents who had been assigned male at birth 
began to cross-dress as children. Among the nineteen CD individu-
als interviewed by telephone or in person, the mean age at which 
they reported having their first cross-dressing experience was seven; 
this is one-and-a-half years younger than indicated by participants 
in an earlier study of female-presenting cross-dressers (Bullough & 
Bullough 1997). A few of the respondents were first cross-dressed 
by female family members or initially had permission to dress in 
their clothing; the rest discovered cross-dressing on their own, typi-
cally with the clothing of female relatives. But no matter how they 
started cross-dressing, the CD interviewees, like the MTF inter-
viewees, learned over time that they needed to hide it from others 
or face punishment.

However, only a few of our nineteen CD interviewees were 
discovered as cross-dressers—often because they kept, and their 
families found, a stash of “female” clothing. Most were extremely 
cautious so as to avoid being detected. “Every time my parents went 
out to the store, I would drop whatever I was doing and head for 
the lingerie drawer in my parents’ bedroom,” remembers Susan, a 
sixty-six-year-old cross-dresser. “I would carefully calculate just how 
much time I had to explore. Somehow I was never caught.” If Su-
san’s mother did notice that her clothing had been worn or moved, 
she did not say anything. In her teens, Susan was able to collect a few 
items of her own through “the lame old story about buying ‘for [her] 
sister,’” which enabled her to avoid the risks associated with wearing 
her mother’s clothes and to cross-dress more frequently.

buying or obtaining one’s own “women’s” clothing

A point of divergence between individuals who were cross-dressers 
and the transsexual women who expressed their sense of them-
selves as female through cross-dressing was that many of the CD 
individuals viewed obtaining their own “women’s” clothes and 
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expanding their cross-dressing to be a significant milestone. It was 
mentioned by 79 percent (fifteen) of the cross-dressers but by none 
of the sixty MTF individuals interviewed by telephone or face-to-
face. The importance that the cross-dressers attached to acquiring 
their own wardrobe was reflected in their frequent ability to remem-
ber the time and circumstances under which they did so. Wonder-
ing how she was going to obtain “women’s” clothing of her own, 
Michelle G., a thirty-three-year-old white cross-dresser, recalls being 
with a group of friends in high school who were the last ones to 
leave a waterslide and finding a pair of women’s panties on the floor 
in the locker area. “I grabbed them, loved them, and then bought 
my own,” she states. Over the years, she has gradually shopped for 
other “women’s” clothes, sometimes bringing them home to wear 
secretly but more often simply trying on items in stores.

repressing the desire to cross-dress  
and purging clothing because of shame

Like many of the MTF interviewees, many of the CD respondents 
interviewed by telephone or in person felt ashamed about cross-
dressing because of the severe social stigma against male-assigned 
individuals wearing traditionally women’s clothing. Almost half 
(47 percent) of the CD participants indicated that they felt guilty 
about their behavior and had disposed of all of their “female” gar-
ments at least once. Two earlier studies of cross-dressers (Prince & 
Bentler 1972; Docter & Prince 1997) find that 69 and 75 percent 
of the respondents, respectively, had purged. The lower percentage 
of individuals in our survey who reported having disposed of their 
“female” clothes may indicate that fewer cross-dressers today ex-
perience a prolonged period of shame before accepting this aspect 
of themselves.

Most of the interviewees who purged subsequently bought new 
clothing, only to purge again. For some, this cycle of purging and 
replacing continued for decades. “The hiding, the shame, the guilt, 
the purging, the resisting, the relapse into buying more clothing 
and dressing once again, which led to repeating the cycle, plagued 
my life for the next thirty years,” states Michelle S., a cross-dresser 
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in her fifties. “All those thirty years I felt that I was all alone in this 
obsession and that I was the only heterosexual male in the world 
who could not resist wearing feminine clothing.”

Other CD interviewees likewise felt that they were the only one 
like themselves—what Cheryl, a sixty-year-old white cross-dresser, 
describes as being a “total freak of nature.” Many despised them-
selves not only for cross-dressing but also for not being able to 
stop. “I hated who I was and what I did,” Donna states. “I hated 
that no one knew that I was so screwed up. . . . I resolved myself to 
the fact that my life, however long I [chose] to continue it, would 
be such that I was to be forever alone with my pathetic secret.”

learning about and meeting other cross-dressers

Donna realized that she was by no means the only man who cross-
dressed when she went online in 1997 and discovered several dis-
cussion groups for cross-dressers. Through being involved in these 
forums, she recognized that there were many people like herself and 
that she was not “screwed up.” Many of the other cross-dressing 
participants related similar experiences. They had not had a name 
for how they felt or had not known that others felt the same way for 
years or, in some instances, for decades until the advent of the Inter-
net. Sandra, a fifty-seven-year-old cross-dresser, knew she was dif-
ferent from a young age but did not understand what it meant until 
eleven years ago, when she bought a computer and went online. She 
“only had Christine Jorgensen and Renée Richards, but [she] knew 
[she] was not like them and couldn’t identify with them.” By meet-
ing other cross-dressing individuals, especially other transgender 
Christians, via the Internet, Sandra was able to start feeling good 
about herself and realize that being a cross-dresser was not sinful.

overcoming shame to accept oneself as a cross-dresser

Meeting other cross-dressers online and/or through CD support 
groups like Tri-Ess (the Society for the Second Self) enabled many 
of the CD respondents to begin to accept themselves. Tina M., a 
fifty-four-year-old cross-dresser, discovered that there were other 
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people like herself when she went online about a decade ago. The 
experience was very affirming for Tina and led her to an “epiphany” 
about cross-dressing: “I like it and there is nothing wrong with it. 
I’m not an evil person. I’m not going to be ashamed anymore.” 
Another cross-dresser, Julie, realized that she faced a choice: either 
deny her “true nature” and “exist at the lowest level of life” or be 
herself and “be content and enjoy life.” When seen in these terms, 
the decision was an easy one for her to make, and Julie soon “came 
to peace with trans issues.”

cross-dressing in public for the first time  
and adopting a feminine name

For all nineteen of the CD participants interviewed by phone or 
in person, going out in public visibly cross-dressed was seen as 
an important milestone. Suzi explained its significance this way: 
“Getting out is the biggest step for most ‘T’ people because the 
number of possible disasters are infinite. However, once the panic 
is overcome, the potential for fun is endless.” Many of the cross-
dressers were extremely frightened the first time that they did so 
publicly, believing that they would be harassed, assaulted, or outed 
if they ran into a friend, neighbor, or coworker who did not know 
they sometimes wore “women’s” clothing. Sandy, for example, was 
more afraid to walk outside cross-dressed than she had been to 
serve in military combat. But when she did start going out, Sandy 
relished the opportunity to be herself and found that she had been 
overly concerned about the likelihood of negative consequences. 
She admits that it “was almost a disappointment that [she] didn’t 
get anybody’s attention.”

Once they overcame their initial fears, many of the other inter-
viewees likewise felt a sense of satisfaction and relief in publicly 
cross-dressing. Susan saw going out as liberating:

The sensation of being out of doors was very special. The open-
ness and airiness of being attired in a skirt, with the clothing 
swaying with your movements, was extraordinary. Part of it 
was the clothing. Most of it was the feeling of freedom of being 
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outside. That would come to be a facet of my feminine life that 
I would particularly treasure. The thrill of being out of doors 
en femme was the ultimate contrast to all of the years in hiding.

Not all of the CD respondents, though, were able or wanted to 
cross-dress publicly. Some lived and worked in a small town or 
rural area and felt that there was no place they could go where 
they would not be recognized or greatly risk being assaulted. If 
they were far from a large city or did not have the opportunity to 
do much traveling, they had to be satisfied with cross-dressing in 
private. Others—like Lynn T., an interviewee who has partly cross-
dressed for more than forty years—were content to cross-dress only 
at home and, when possible, on out-of-town trips and at cross-
dressing events and/or support group meetings. A few of the CD 
participants indicated that they cross-dressed largely in their homes 
as part of an agreement with their spouses to avoid potential harm 
to themselves and their families, but most of the interviewees who 
cross-dressed privately simply felt more comfortable doing so.

For many of the participants, another aspect of being more open 
with cross-dressing was adopting a feminine name to refer to them-
selves when cross-dressed, what some described as their “second 
selves.” All but two of the eighty-five cross-dressing individuals 
interviewed for the study chose to identify themselves using a tra-
ditionally female name. Some respondents kept these names largely 
private, while others were widely known in person and/or online 
as their female selves. The awareness that their partners or spouses 
were using a feminine name often reinforced the seriousness of the 
cross-dressing. For Sandra’s wife, “reality hit” when she saw San-
dra’s signature on an e-mail to a transgender Christian listserv. Ac-
cording to Sandra, “from that point [her wife] realized that there 
really was a second spirit involved.”

whether and when to tell others, and developing  
new relationships after disclosure

Unlike the transsexual individuals who were in the process of tran-
sitioning, the cross-dressing participants did not have to disclose 
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that they were transgender. Many sought to do so, however, be-
cause they did not want to hide a central part of their lives from 
their partners and families. But some kept it to themselves, be-
lieving that marriage would cure their cross-dressing or that their 
spouses would leave them if they disclosed. A few of the CD par-
ticipants were unsure about how to raise the issue, as they did not 
understand their cross-dressing themselves.

Of the nineteen cross-dressers interviewed by telephone or in 
person, eighteen are or seek to be involved in relationships with 
women, and seventeen are (or have been) married to a woman. The 
wives of these seventeen respondents all knew that their husbands 
cross-dressed. The participants were almost evenly divided between 
individuals who told their wives about their cross-dressing before 
their wedding (35 percent), individuals who disclosed after they 
were married (35 percent), and individuals whose cross-dressing 
was discovered by their wives (29 percent).

Seven of the participants were divorced. In six of these in-
stances, the interviewees believed that their cross-dressing either 
contributed or directly led to the dissolution of their marriages—
even when their wives knew at the outset of the relationship. 
Angie, a fifty-three-year-old transgender individual, told her wife 
about her cross-dressing before they married. Her wife accepted 
it and consented, for example, to Angie cross-dressing when they 
went on vacations or took shopping trips. But after more than 
twenty-five years of marriage, Angie’s wife said that she could 
no longer live with a transgender husband. Despite Angie’s ex-
planation that she could not “remove that part of [her]self” any 
more than her wife could stop being Italian, they parted soon 
thereafter.

Four of the CD individuals who were divorced subsequently 
remarried, so that fourteen (78 percent) of the cross-dressing in-
terviewees who were attracted to women were married at the time 
of the survey. Four of these participants (29 percent) character-
ized their wives as accepting or embracing of their cross-dressing, 
nine (64 percent) described their wives as tolerant, and one (7 per-
cent) considered her wife to be intolerant. By comparison, Docter 
and Prince (1997) find that 28 percent of the wives in their study 



S
N
144

T H E  L I V E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  P E O P L E   144

were “completely accepting,” 47 percent had a “mixed view,” and 
19 percent were “completely antagonistic.”

Most of the CD interviewees who characterized their wives as 
“accepting” indicated that their spouses enjoyed spending time 
with them en femme, accompanied them to Tri-Ess or other cross-
dressing group events, and therefore knew other heterosexual male 
cross-dressers and their partners. Through meeting these other 
couples, the wives recognized that their partners were not abnor-
mal for cross-dressing, had other women in a similar situation to 
turn to for support if needed, and could see that cross-dressing 
did not have to be an issue in their marriages. Sandra’s wife, for 
example, was devastated when she discovered that Sandra cross-
dressed, fearing that her spouse was gay and would leave her. But 
she became “more comfortable” after attending a local Tri-Ess 
meeting, where she met other wives with whom she could relate, 
and the two developed close friendships with other couples who 
share similar Christian beliefs. According to Sandra, her wife now 
sees being involved in the Tri-Ess group “as a ministry [with which] 
she can help.”

In contrast, many of the wives who were described as “tolerant” 
refused to see their spouses cross-dressed or attend cross-dressing 
group meetings. They fervently wished that they were not married 
to a cross-dresser but “put up with it,” in the words of one of 
the CD interviewees, to preserve the marriage. “Jessica,” a sixty-
four-year-old interviewee, finds herself in this situation. She and her 
wife separated at first because of Jessica’s cross-dressing, but they 
reunited about a year later when her wife was assured that Jessica 
was not transsexual. However, their relationship remains strained 
at times. Her wife endures Jessica’s cross-dressing as long as she 
does not have to be “a part of it in any way.”

Susan’s wife “Jill” was the one “intolerant” wife among the 
couples who have stayed married. Not only is she adamantly op-
posed to seeing Susan cross-dressed, she also refuses to discuss the 
topic; the two have not spoken about Susan’s cross-dressing in 
more than five years. When Susan came to terms with herself as 
a cross-dresser in 1994 and told her wife, Jill demanded that she 
move her “female” clothing out of the house. Susan currently has 
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her wardrobe at the house of a longtime friend who lives an hour 
away. Because she cross-dresses only while on out-of-town trips, 
Susan does not find this situation to be overly burdensome. But she 
does feel guilty that she has to sneak away to cross-dress and is sad 
that she must keep a meaningful aspect of her life from her wife.

arriving at a comfortable place with cross-dressing

Some of the CD participants still struggled over whether to disclose 
their cross-dressing to their partners, and others who had already 
disclosed had difficulties in their romantic relationships. However, 
many of the respondents described being comfortable with them-
selves and with the place that cross-dressing had assumed in their 
lives. “I can’t begin to tell you just how good it felt, to be able to 
finally express my hidden feminine side,” Tina M. stated. “I finally 
came to terms with my true self. I will no longer deny myself the 
truth. . . . I know I’m a man, but I can enjoy being a girl.”

Angie expressed a similar sentiment, saying that being a cross-
dresser “is who and what I am.” She is active in a local Tri-Ess 
chapter and frequently goes out in public cross-dressed, not worry-
ing if others see her as male bodied. When she encounters a negative 
reaction from someone, Angie seeks to disarm the person through 
“a smile, a sense of humor, and a recognizable positive self-image”; 
she does not let hostility affect her sense of herself.

passing of the term “cross-dresser”?

Overall, the CD respondents were significantly older than the rest 
of the people who participated in the survey. Among the eighty-five 
cross-dressing individuals interviewed by telephone, by e-mail, or 
in person, the majority were in their fifties or older. The youngest 
CD interviewee was thirty-two years old. Other studies have like-
wise involved samples of generally older, female-presenting cross-
dressers. For example, the mean ages of the cross-dressers surveyed 
by Richard Schott (1995) and Bonnie and Vern Bullough (1997) 
were forty-seven and forty-eight years old, respectively. Three stud-
ies conducted by Virginia Prince (Docter & Prince 1997; Prince 
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1962; Prince & Bentler 1972) demonstrate the “aging” of cross-
dressing samples. In the first two studies, for which data was gath-
ered in the 1960s, a majority of the participants were under forty 
years old, and 20 percent of the individuals surveyed in 1972 were 
in their twenties. Yet among the respondents to the 1997 survey, a 
majority were older than forty and just 10 percent were less than 
thirty. Docter and Prince (1997:599) suggest that this age differ-
ence may reflect the older membership of the cross-dressing sup-
port groups from which they recruited most of their participants; 
younger cross-dressers are more likely to socialize in bars and other 
venues where they can cross-dress in public. It could also be that 
fewer younger transgender people today are choosing to refer to 
themselves as cross-dressers.

GENDERQUEER MILESTONES

Whereas our survey respondents who identified as cross-dressers 
were substantially older on average than the rest of the sample, 
the participants who identified as genderqueer (GQ) or who other-
wise described their gender in nonbinary terms were substantially 
younger overall than the other transgender people surveyed. Of the 
fourteen genderqueer individuals interviewed, all were younger than 
fifty and most were in their twenties or early thirties. Autobiograph-
ical stories (see, e.g., Diamond 2004; Nestle, Howell, & Wilchins 
2002; O’Keefe & Fox 2003; Scott-Dixon 2006) and anecdotal evi-
dence (Beemyn 2008) also suggest that many younger transgender 
people today are embracing nonbinary or fluid gender identities.

The growing number of transgender youth who are identifying 
as genderqueers rather than as cross-dressers partly reflects genera-
tional changes in terminology or a cohort effect.3 Younger individ-
uals today who partially or completely cross-dress often choose to 
describe themselves using what they see as more modern and more 
gender-transgressive terms, such as “genderqueer,” “gender fluid,” 
“bigendered,” “third gendered,” “androgynous,” and “boi.” Yet 
beyond new ways to name transgender experiences, the use of 
terms like “genderqueer” reflects a growing understanding among 
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individuals who are now coming out as transgender that gender is 
not a binary concept.

Male-bodied cross-dressers frequently see themselves as having 
a second, female self that is separate from their male gender iden-
tity. Adhering to a two-gender system, they distinguish between 
being en femme (presenting as a woman) and being “in drab” 
(presenting in their everyday male mode). In contrast, genderqueer 
individuals identify and express themselves in ways that challenge 
conventional static, binary constructions of gender. They describe 
their gender identity as being a combination of female and male; as 
neither male nor female but as a different gender altogether; or as 
somewhere “in between” female and male.

Some of the genderqueer participants partly or entirely transi-
tioned by taking hormones, undergoing gender confirmation sur-
geries, and/or altering their bodies in other ways, such as through 
electrolysis or bodybuilding. Others did not change their bodies 
but still destabilized gender categories in their self-expression, such 
as by dressing as both “female” and “male” in their everyday lives, 
combining so-called feminine and masculine aspects of appearance, 
or presenting androgynously. For example, ’Ron, a twenty-eight-
year-old multiracial interviewee, enjoys mixing traditionally fe-
male and male characteristics. Ze might bind hir breasts and wear 
“boy’s” jeans with a blouse and eye makeup, or ze might wear 
“men’s” clothing and not bind. ’Ron likes “messing with people’s 
heads,” so ze is not offended when people often call hir “sir” and 
“ma’am” in the same breath.

Although the genderqueer respondents expressed their gender 
identity in a wide variety of ways, they often experienced similar 
milestones in the process of recognizing and acknowledging them-
selves as gender different. Among the genderqueer interviewees, 
some common life moments included feeling and often expressing 
a gender identity different from their assigned gender from a young 
age, realizing that genderqueer is a viable identity, deciding on how 
to present oneself as genderqueer, encountering resistance to their 
nontraditional gender behavior and/or appearance, not fitting into 
transgender or LGBT communities, and finding a home within or 
outside of those communities.
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feeling and often expressing a different gender  
identity from a young age

The vast majority (86 percent) of the 111 individuals surveyed 
who identified as genderqueer had been assigned female at birth, 
which was also the case for twelve of the fourteen genderqueer in-
terviewees. This disparity may reflect the overall greater leeway in 
gender expression experienced by the respondents who were raised 
as women. Like the other female-assigned participants, the female-
assigned genderqueer interviewees were often able to assume more 
traditionally male modes of presentation and behavior as children, 
and even though many were pressured by peers and family mem-
bers to act more feminine during adolescence, they did not have to 
adhere to a narrow range of gender roles.

Many of the female-assigned genderqueer interviewees did not 
grow up identifying as traditionally female; however, in contrast to 
the vast majority of FTM interviewees, they also did not think of 
themselves as male. Esther, for example, knew as a teenager that 
“[ze] wasn’t happy as a ‘typical female’” but thought at the time 
that ze was “just tomboyish.” Hir “feelings of not being female” 
grew even stronger in hir twenties. Yet so, too, did a sense that ze 
did not want to be male. It was not until Esther learned about the 
concept of being genderqueer in hir thirties that ze had a better 
understanding of hir feelings.

Similarly, the male-assigned genderqueer participants who spoke 
about their childhoods felt and/or acted in traditionally feminine 
ways growing up but did not identify as female. Daniel, a twenty-
eight-year-old respondent, thought of hirself as a “Jewish sissy-
boy” growing up. Not knowing about transgender until years later, 
ze simply considered hirself to be a different kind of male—one 
who often looked female and who did not mind being referred to 
as “she” by strangers. Likewise, in Gagné and colleagues’ (1997) 
study of masculine-to-feminine transgender people, the five par-
ticipants who identified in nonbinary ways (unlike the MTF par-
ticipants) did not report feeling or wanting to become female as 
children or teenagers.



S
N

149

149  D E V E L O P M E N T A L  M I L E S T O N E S

realizing that genderqueer is a viable identity

The two predominant cultural representations of transgender peo-
ple have long been the transsexual individual who has transitioned 
(or is in the process of transitioning) and the ultrafeminine or oc-
casionally ultramasculine cross-dresser. Although vastly different 
in terms of how they view their identities and how they relate to 
their bodies, members of both of these groups commonly want to 
be seen by others simply as female or male. Until recently, there 
have been few visible images of transgender people who do not 
present and identify as women or men, and transgender support 
groups—especially outside of colleges and youth settings—consist 
largely of female- and/or male-gendered individuals. As a result, 
people with a nonbinary understanding of their gender have often 
lacked information, support, and role models, all of which makes it 
more difficult to adopt a genderqueer identity. “I thought that trans 
people were all transsexuals,” remembers Eric, a twenty-two-year-
old interviewee who describes hirself as an “FTM boi.” “I didn’t 
know until college that transgender, a more general term, encom-
passed genderqueers.”

In the last decade and a half, genderqueer individuals have been 
able to see themselves reflected in a growing body of literature, 
both fictional and nonfictional, that challenges traditional notions 
of gender and conceptualizes diverse gender possibilities. Five of 
the fourteen genderqueer interviewees indicated that books about 
gender or gender theory, most often works by Kate Bornstein and 
Leslie Feinberg, were instrumental in the process by which they be-
gan to see that they need not identify as male or female. “Through 
those pages, I found community,” states Kelly, a white genderqueer 
interviewee. “As I read, I played around with thinking of myself 
as trans. . . . I began thinking of myself as a gender-free person.” 
Daniel started considering issues of gender and sexuality in hir late 
teens, when ze was introduced to “riot grrl” writing and then to 
academic theorists like Michel Foucault, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, 
Kate Bornstein, and Trinh T. Minh-ha. “Over the course of those 
years I began to describe my identity roughly as I do now.”
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deciding how to express oneself as genderqueer

Genderqueer individuals face two distinct challenges: being ac-
knowledged in a society that largely comprehends and validates 
only two gender options; and being recognized as different from 
other transgender people whose gender identities may be expressed 
in ways similar to those of genderqueer people. In addition, gender-
queer individuals may encounter obstacles if they seek to modify 
their bodies through hormones or surgery because they may not fit 
the medical criteria for transitioning, which are often more applica-
ble to the experiences of transsexual than genderqueer individuals. 
But as more and more people who identify as genderqueer come 
out publicly, there is likely to be greater public awareness of dif-
ferent forms of gender expression and genderqueer individuals will 
more readily be seen as distinct from other transgender people—as 
well as increasingly distinct from each other.

The genderqueer participants expressed their identities in a 
multitude of ways. Some of the interviewees who had been as-
signed female at birth were taking hormones and had undergone 
or were contemplating top surgery. Others chose not to alter their 
bodies permanently; instead, they modified some of the more vis-
ible markers of gender in other ways, such as by breast binding, 
bodybuilding, having a traditionally male hairstyle, not shaving 
their body hair, and “packing” (wearing a dildo under their cloth-
ing). The genderqueer respondents who had been assigned male 
at birth likewise changed aspects of themselves that typically in-
dicate gender. Among these changes were growing their hair long, 
undergoing electrolysis or other techniques to remove facial hair, 
using makeup and nail polish, and wearing “feminine” earrings 
and other jewelry.

Clothing and mannerisms were also important ways through 
which many of the genderqueer participants expressed their gender 
identity and sought to destabilize traditional gender markers. Some 
of the interviewees dressed androgynously—wearing non-gender-
specific shirts, pants, and shoes—or combined elements of tradi-
tionally men’s and women’s clothing to indicate that they identified 
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as neither, both, or somewhere in between female and male. Other 
participants, like Eric, completely cross-dressed. Eric combines  
aspects of lesbian and gay cultures to present as a “gay boi” and 
buys all of hir clothes from the men’s departments at stores. For 
Zander, a Latino and white participant in hir thirties, changing 
from a lesbian to a genderqueer identity meant simply changing 
labels, as ze already wore traditionally male clothing, had short 
hair, and had a gender-neutral name.

Several interviewees indicated that mannerisms played a signifi-
cant role in how they sought to present to others as gender ambigu-
ous or nontraditionally gendered. Eric, for example, watches men 
and women, especially lesbians and gay men, for cues on ways that 
ze might be read as more “queer.” Shannon, a white genderqueer 
participant in hir thirties, acts in ways that challenge the behavior 
expected of individuals assigned female at birth, such as by making 
eye contact with strangers and sitting with hir knees apart. These 
mannerisms, combined with hir “usually androgynous clothing, 
hairy legs, small breasts, and shaved head,” mean that Shannon 
frequently receives what ze describes as “that ‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ 
look.”

encountering resistance to a nonbinary  
gender expression or identity

As discussed in chapter 3 and in the literature (e.g., Lombardi 
et  al. 2001), many transgender people—including many gender-
queer individuals—have experienced hostility, discrimination, and 
violence because of their gender identity and/or expression. In the 
case of genderqueer individuals, genderism often takes the form 
of opposition to their unwillingness to identify as male or female 
and to conform to a binary understanding of gender. For example, 
the few people to whom Esther has disclosed hir gender identity 
seemed accepting of other transgender people but disapproved of 
hir as genderqueer, expecting hir to decide between male and fe-
male and failing to understand someone who rejects both labels 
and expresses as male and female at different times.
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Shannon has received support for hir identity from the people 
closest to hir, except from hir mother. Ze states:

[My mother is] generally really open-minded about my sexuality 
queerness and attends PFLAG in St. Louis, where she lives and 
I’m originally from. But when I came out to her as genderqueer, 
it kind of blew her mind. She accused me of doing too much 
reading in graduate school, where I was going for an M.A. in 
Women’s Studies and, presumably, was having my mind poi-
soned by the unrealistic gender notions of radical feminists. . . . 
She believes that it’s natural for there to be only two genders/
sexes. . . . So she rejects out of hand the entire premise that 
gender is socially constructed, that there can be any division be-
tween sex and gender identity (although she accepts my trans 
aunt—mostly, I think, because my aunt transitioned entirely to 
the “other side,” so her gender identity is still understandable 
and remains within the comfortable binary), and that any nonbi-
nary gender identity can exist. In short, she thinks I’m incredibly 
deluded, unrealistic, and out-of-touch with (her) “reality.”

Genderqueer respondents who sought to have other people re-
fer to them using a different name or gender-neutral pronouns en-
countered some of the greatest hostility. The individuals they knew 
who were antagonistic toward genderqueer identities frequently 
expressed this disapproval through their unwillingness to use the 
appropriate, nongendered language, even after being corrected. 
When ’Ron asked to be called by this name (which is a portion 
of hir former name) and by gender-neutral pronouns, some people 
responded derisively, asking with disdain, “What am I supposed to 
call you?” Because ze has struggled to get others to see hir as gen-
derqueer and to stop using hir birth name, ’Ron thinks that ze may 
change hir name entirely to break with hir gendered past.

Other genderqueer participants did not insist on being known by 
gender-neutral pronouns or did not constantly correct people who 
used the wrong pronouns; they found that it required too much ef-
fort to convince others to rethink how they conceive of gender and 
to stop using gendered language. “I haven’t been terribly successful 
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in my pronoun desires,” Shannon admits. “There are a couple 
people in my now-former chorus who were great about using them 
not only for me but as their default gender-neutral pronouns. . . . 
No one else uses them for me, as far as I can tell.” Shannon had to 
make a conscious effort hirself to become accustomed to gender-
neutral pronouns, so ze can empathize with nongenderqueer people 
who have difficulty using them.

not fitting in with transgender or lgbt communities

The opposition encountered by the genderqueer interviewees 
frequently came from other transgender people, specifically trans-
sexual women and men, who did not take genderqueer identities 
seriously and saw it as a fad or phase. Other transsexual indi-
viduals viewed the genderqueer respondents as not “transgender 
enough” because they had often not transitioned completely (or 
at all). For their part, some of the genderqueer participants did 
not consider themselves to be transgender because they felt that 
transgender people frequently reinforce a binary understanding of 
gender by identifying strictly as male or female and by engaging in 
stereotypically female or male modes of appearance and behavior.

Given that genderqueer individuals reject dichotomous catego-
ries to describe their gender, it is not surprising that most also do 
not identify their sexual orientation in binary ways. Of the four-
teen self-identified genderqueer people interviewed, the vast ma-
jority (86 percent) characterized their sexual orientation as queer, 
bisexual, pansexual, or open. But much as with the reaction they 
received from other transgender people, many found little or no 
understanding or acceptance in LGBT communities. The intoler-
ance ranged from genderqueer identities being dismissed as a joke 
at an LGBT gathering to threats of violence for not conforming to 
gender and sexual expectations. In one of the more extreme cases, 
Mary-Lynn, a thirty-eight-year-old white and American Indian 
(Choctaw) who initially identified as a butch lesbian, was harassed 
and threatened with assault on several occasions by butch lesbians 
who felt that ze was violating group norms in hir appearance and 
behavior. Similar to hir experiences in non-LGBT communities, 
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Mary-Lynn was repeatedly confronted with the question, “What 
are you?”

creating a home within or outside of  
transgender/lgbt communities

Given the perceived lack of support from transgender and LGBT 
communities, several of the interviewees indicated that they felt iso-
lated. When asked where ze receives support for identifying as gen-
derqueer, Esther replied, “I really don’t. There’s a LJ [Live Journal] 
genderqueer community, but most of the people there are androgy-
nous or transgendered. Only a few others have identified as I do.” 
Kelly expressed a similar sentiment. The few people to whom ze 
has disclosed hir gender identity have been supportive, but most of 
these individuals live far away from hir. As a result, Kelly feels that 
ze does not have a local community and is “constantly on guard 
because [ze doesn’t] feel as though that safety net is close by.”

Whereas the transsexual and cross-dressing participants typi-
cally found a sense of safety and support within transgender and/or 
LGBT communities, the genderqueer interviewees could not always 
count on being embraced by other transgender people. Thus, to 
a greater extent than many of the other respondents, they had to 
create their own communities. In many cases, these friendship and 
support networks consisted of individuals who shared their expe-
rience being genderqueer. Zander, for example, knew other gen-
derqueer people when ze came out because ze had friends who, 
like hirself, had moved from identifying as lesbian to identifying as 
transgender. Eric’s biggest supporters are hir partner and hir “best 
gay boi friend.” They help hir with clothes, binding, accessories, 
hair style, and other parts of hir gender presentation.

Along with the difficulties of finding an established community 
to which they can belong, some of the genderqueer participants 
felt isolated by virtue of having to live in a society that largely 
adheres to a strict gender binary. The respondents who were in 
college, for example, had to contend with residence hall rooms, 
locker rooms, bathrooms, sports teams, fraternities and sorori-
ties, and certain social traditions that were divided along gender 
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lines; furthermore, they had to choose between marking “male” 
or “female” when filling out campus forms. Workplaces are gener-
ally less gender segregated, but bathrooms (and sometimes locker 
rooms) often remain an obstacle for people who do not feel safe 
or comfortable in gender-dichotomous spaces. But as more and 
more gender-nonconforming youth come out and expect to have 
their needs addressed by schools and other institutions, policies 
and practices that had been based on a gender binary are changing 
to be more inclusive of people of all genders (Transgender Law and 
Policy Institute 2011a).

SUMMARY OF THE MILESTONES FOR TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

This chapter has examined the similarities and differences in how 
the study’s participants came to identify and accept themselves as 
transgender. Although the broad categories we use—MTF, FTM, 
cross-dresser, and genderqueer—do not capture the complexities 
of all of the ways that transgender people characterize and express 
their gender identities, these groups represent some of the main 
components of the transgender “umbrella,” and individuals in each 
group often share common milestones in their processes of identity 
formation. The various milestones may be experienced differently 
or not at all by members of a transgender group. In particular, 
younger transgender people may not experience a delay in iden-
tifying and embracing their gender identities given the availability 
of online resources and the visibility of transgender people in the 
media and popular culture.

Although there are often differences within a transgender group, 
often there also are similarities between groups. Regardless of 
their specific gender identities, transgender people typically feel 
gender different from a young age and learn to hide these feel-
ings from others for fear of rejection or hostility. Members of all 
groups sought to gather information about transgender experi-
ences, which included talking with and often meeting others like 
themselves. Through these interactions, they found role models and 
came to understand that they could lead happy and healthy lives 
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as transgender people. Some also gained the encouragement they 
needed to transition, to cross-dress in public, or otherwise begin to 
challenge gender expectations.

The respondents who cross-dressed only when they were alone 
could decide if they wanted to tell anyone else about their gender 
identities. The transgender participants who were transitioning or 
presenting publicly as a gender different than the one assigned to 
them at birth had no choice about coming out. The question was 
not whether they should disclose but rather when and how they 
should do so. All of the interviewees—no matter how they identi-
fied as transgender—found that relationships with partners, friends, 
family members, and coworkers changed after the revelation. Some 
relationships ended, became more distant, or were strained because 
the other people could not accept them as transgender. But rela-
tionships changed even when others were completely supportive 
because in some sense the other people had to acquaint themselves 
with a different person than the one they once knew.

Finally, many of the participants across all gender identities came 
to embrace themselves as transgender or as having a transgender 
past. They developed a sense of wholeness even if they could not al-
ways express their gender identity publicly, even though they might 
be recognized by others as having been assigned a different gender 
at birth, and even when their bodies were different from those of 
most other women or men. For some, it was a quick and relatively 
painless process; others spent years in denial and self-hatred before 
becoming comfortable with themselves and achieving an overall 
sense of well-being.
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5
TRANSGENDER YOUTH AND IMPLICATIONS  

FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

I’m not open about [identifying as an androgyny]. I don’t even 
know how to talk about it and the few times I’ve even brought 
the discussion up with either straight or gay friends, they look at 
me like I’m from outer space. It’s too far out there on the edge 
to have any bearing on the mainstay of reality as anyone knows 
it. There just seems to be no getting around being boxed into 
familiar categories of male/female, straight/gay/bi.

—linda

In this final chapter, we focus on higher education because, as pro-
fessionals in the field, we see increasing numbers of college students 
coming out publicly as transgender or as gender nonconforming. 
Twenty years ago, it was rare to find a student at any college or 
university who openly identified as transgender. Today, informal 
and organized transgender groups exist at many institutions; even 
small colleges, religiously affiliated schools, and military academies 
report having transgender students on their campuses.

Even so, few colleges and universities have developed compre-
hensive policies and practices to address the needs of transgender 
students and acknowledge their experiences. Transgender people 
are still completely ignored and invisible in most institutional 
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structures; college curricula and cocurricular activities rarely en-
compass experiences beyond male and female; and most faculty, 
staff, and student leaders lack training on gender diversity.

As we discuss in this chapter, the campus climates and insti-
tutional processes of colleges and universities must be radically 
changed if higher education is to be truly inclusive of gender-
nonconforming students.

IDENTITY FORMATION AMONG TRANSGENDER YOUTH

The results of our survey and the follow-up interviews indicate that 
transgender youth in the early twenty-first century are often more 
connected to resources and feel less isolated than the youth who 
came out as transgender in previous decades. Owing to the Internet 
and the greater visibility of transgender people in popular culture 
and the media, most of the participants who were in their late 
teens and twenties had become aware of transgender people at a 
younger age than had the older participants. Many also knew other 
transgender people relatively sooner, having met others online and 
often subsequently “in real life.” Among the approximately 300 in-
dividuals we interviewed by e-mail, more than two-thirds of the 
eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds had already met other transgen-
der people by the time they began to identify as transgender them-
selves, as compared with only about one-third of the interviewees 
in their forties and about one-fourth of those in their fifties and 
older. In fact, more than half of the older participants did not meet 
another transgender person until they were at least forty years old.

Because they had known about and met others like themselves 
from an early age, most of the younger people we interviewed re-
ported that they began to identify as transgender while still teenag-
ers. Obviously, these interviewees must have accepted their gender 
identity at a young age or else they would not have discovered 
and wanted to participate in our study. Yet few of the older par-
ticipants indicated that they had acknowledged being transgender 
during adolescence, which suggests that these results reflect a shift 
in transgender identity formation and not merely survey bias.
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Most of the individuals we interviewed, regardless of age, rec-
ognized themselves as different from other people of their assigned 
gender as young children, and almost all did so by the end of their 
teenage years. However, most of the participants who were in their 
thirties or older had hidden or repressed how they felt for years, 
if not decades, in the face of opposition (from family members, 
peers, and societal institutions) and a lack of information, role 
models, and sources of support. Brianna, a forty-eight-year-old 
white transsexual woman, spoke for many of the participants 
when she described feeling that she was living the life that others 
expected of her:

As a child it is hard to identify as a transsexual when you don’t 
know what a transsexual is. It “felt wrong” to have to play mas-
culine games, sports, wear boy clothes, et cetera. . . . I don’t 
know that I understood why. Later, the “times” and environment 
I was raised in was not conducive to questioning one’s gender 
and there was no information available about others with the 
same issues. . . . There were no options available, so I played the 
role of a male without telling anyone about my issues until I told 
my spouse around age thirty. In the years after that, I researched 
and explored my feelings through therapy and support groups 
until eighteen years later I am finally in transition.

Like a number of the older interviewees, Brianna also commented 
on the greater availability of transgender resources now than when 
she was growing up. She concluded that, given the different social 
and cultural landscape in the early twenty-first century, “[her] ex-
periences are probably no longer a valid representation of what a 
younger transsexual goes through today.”

As Brianna suggested, the interviewees in their late teens and 
twenties did have a significantly different experience in coming to 
embrace a transgender identity. Even though transgender people 
today continue to face high levels of discrimination, verbal ha-
rassment, and physical assault, the younger participants typically 
did not go through an extensive period of denial or concealment. 
Among the twenty-one interviewees who were between eighteen 
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and twenty-one years old, only four indicated that they repressed 
their sense of gender difference throughout childhood and ado-
lescence. More common was the experience of interviewees like 
Rickey, who had identified as male since he was a young child 
despite other people telling him that he was a girl. In sixth and 
seventh grade, he learned about the concept of transsexuality by 
doing some research and was better able then to understand how 
he felt. Previously, he had believed the stereotype that transgender 
people are all female-presenting cross-dressers who do not know 
how to “pass” as women—“men in frilly pink dresses and tacky 
blonde wigs.”

Like many of the older participants, a majority of the tradition-
ally college-aged participants initially adopted some other sexual 
or gender identity. For example, several of the female-assigned 
respondents thought of themselves as butch lesbians or as gen-
derqueer individuals before identifying as transsexual men. One 
person who identified as a transsexual man now describes himself 
as “somewhere in between,” and one young transsexual woman 
initially believed that she might be an effeminate gay man. Where 
the younger people differed, though, was in the amount of time 
spent in their previous identities. Just as few of the eighteen- to 
twenty-two-year-olds experienced a lengthy period of self-denial, 
few also maintained their previous identities for very long. Whereas 
many of the older participants seemed to use other identities as 
a means to avoid facing their “true selves,” sometimes for years 
or decades, many of the younger participants—who typically had 
greater access to transgender information and to other transgender 
people—experimented relatively briefly with different identities be-
fore arriving at one that felt right to them.

Martin, an eighteen-year-old FTM individual, was one of the 
interviewees who “tried out a lot of identities.” He came out to 
himself two-and-a-half years ago as transgender but “wasn’t sure 
what ‘type.’” After extensive reading, online research, and talking 
to other transgender people, he realized a year later that he was a 
transsexual man and began the process of transitioning. Caiden, a 
twenty-one-year-old transgender interviewee, initially thought of 
himself as a lesbian. He “never felt comfortable in that identity, 
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but it was the only language [he] knew.” Being from a conserva-
tive family in a small town, he had never heard of transgender 
people until he went to college, where he met a couple of openly 
transgender students and attended a “Transgender 101” panel. 
Through these experiences, he discovered a language that could 
describe how he felt.

THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES

With more and more transgender people coming out to themselves 
and others during childhood or adolescence, many colleges and 
universities are witnessing a steadily growing number of openly 
transgender students. These students are expecting to be recog-
nized and to have their needs met by their institutions. However, 
campuses have been largely unprepared to meet these needs and 
so now are scrambling to provide support services and to create 
more inclusive policies and practices. A rapidly increasing num-
ber of colleges and universities are adding “gender identity and/or 
expression” to their nondiscrimination policies; creating gender-
inclusive bathrooms, locker rooms, and housing options; providing 
a means for transgender students who have not legally changed 
their names or had gender confirmation surgeries to use a preferred 
name and to change the gender on public records and documents; 
and covering hormones and surgeries for transitioning students as 
part of student health insurance. However, more than 90 percent 
of two- and four-year institutions in the United States have not 
taken any of these steps and remain completely inaccessible and 
inhospitable to transgender students (Transgender Law and Policy 
Institute 2011a, 2011b).

Furthermore, even those colleges and universities that have 
implemented transgender-supportive policies and practices still re-
main firmly entrenched in a binary gender system and largely privi-
lege gender-conforming students. In his study of the experiences 
of transgender students at two large, midwestern public universi-
ties that offer some transgender support services, Brent Bilodeau 
(2009) found that genderism permeated every aspect of campus 
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life: the academic classroom, campus employment and career plan-
ning, LGBT and other student organizations and communities, and 
campus facilities. The student interviewees who identified or ex-
pressed their gender outside of a binary had an especially difficult 
time finding support on their campuses. Even though some progress 
had been made to recognize and address the needs of transgender 
people, the overriding assumption governing individual attitudes 
and institutional structures was that students were either male or 
female.

Similarly, even though the general campus climate for transgen-
der people has improved during the last decade as transgender stu-
dents and allies have increasingly organized and sought to educate 
others, many transgender students indicate that they continue to 
experience a hostile college environment. A recent study (Dugan, 
Kusel, & Simounet 2010) compared the experiences of ninety-one 
transgender-identified students with matched samples of nontrans-
gender lesbian, gay, and bisexual and nontransgender heterosex-
ual students. The researchers found that the transgender students 
“reported more frequent encounters with harassment and discrimi-
nation as well as a significantly lower overall sense of belonging 
within the campus community” and significantly lower capacities 
on two educational outcome measures (18).

Colleges and universities can be supportive of transgender 
students by implementing the transgender-inclusive policies and 
practices that have been suggested by educators and advocates 
in the field (Beemyn 2005; Beemyn, Curtis, et al. 2005; Beemyn, 
Domingue, et al. 2005; Bilodeau 2009). However, the changes 
needed cannot end there. Having a process whereby students can 
change the male/female designation on their college records, for 
example, is of little value to gender-nonconforming students who 
fit into neither box. Gender-segregated cocurricular activities (e.g., 
fraternities, sororities, and athletic teams) and “women’s” health 
and support services likewise ignore and exclude the growing num-
ber of genderqueer and androgynous students.

Obviously, policies related to participation in intercollegiate 
sports and fraternities and sororities are beyond the purview 
of an individual college. But institutions still have the ability to 
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implement transgender inclusion in other ways, such as through in-
tramural athletics and multigendered fraternities, while advocating 
for change on the national level. Similarly, colleges and universities 
that use the standard undergraduate admissions form produced by 
the Common Application can support efforts by campus LGBT cen-
ter administrators to expand the “gender” category on the applica-
tion form to enable transgender and other gender-nonconforming 
students to self-identify.

Beyond developing practices and policies throughout the insti-
tution that are inclusive and supportive of both transgender and 
other gender-nonconforming students, colleges and universities 
should establish a no-tolerance policy for anti-transgender harass-
ment and discrimination. Such a policy would be similar to how 
institutions have addressed sexual harassment and would involve 
development of a formal grievance procedure with clearly defined 
penalties and implementation of a mandatory transgender aware-
ness training program for all faculty and staff supervisors. Only af-
ter a complete transformation of institutional cultures will colleges 
and universities become truly welcoming to transgender students.

THE LIVES OF TRANSGENDER PEOPLE TODAY

In retrospect, what it meant to be transgender was relatively simple 
prior to the twenty-first century. Depending on whether they wanted 
to transition or not, individuals typically considered themselves to 
be either transsexuals or cross-dressers. Today, young people who 
are coming out as transgender identify in myriad ways beyond 
a gender binary. In our survey, respondents offered more than a 
hundred different descriptions for their gender identity besides the 
traditional categories of men, women, and transgender; these in-
cluded “fluid,” “neutral,” “queer,” “two-spirit,” “somewhere be-
tween transsexual and cross-dresser,” “FTM TG stone butch drag 
king,” and “no easy definition, some other kind of man.” Lack-
ing adequate words to describe themselves, some participants gave 
percentages (e.g., “49 percent masculine, 51 percent feminine” and 
“male 85 percent, cross-dresser 15 percent”) or simply said that 
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there was no language yet available that captured who they were. 
They were just themselves.

By identifying themselves in multigendered ways, transgender 
and other gender-nonconforming youth are radically changing the 
definition of gender and how gender identity will be viewed in the 
future. Long gone are the days when gender could be limited to 
the categories of women and men. But so, too, is the time when 
transgender can be considered a catchall third option, creating a 
gender “trinary.” We live in a world where gender is more complex 
and more fluid. It is not enough to dispense with the notion of a 
gender binary; we must embrace and celebrate the idea that gender 
is bound only by the limits of people’s spirits.
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appendix a
TRANSGENDER SURVEY INSTRUMENT

PURPOSE

Thank you for participating in this confidential survey to assist in 
the development of a transgender identity model. The results of the 
survey will provide important information about the experiences of 
transgender people.

PROCEDURES

You will be asked to complete an online survey. Your participa-
tion and responses are confidential. Please answer the questions 
as openly and honestly as possible. You may skip questions. The 
survey will take about 20 minutes to complete. You must be 18 
years of age or older to participate. Please note that you can choose 
to withdraw your responses at any time before you submit your 
answers. The survey results will be submitted directly to a secure 



S
N
168

T H E  L I V E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  P E O P L E   168

server where any computer identification that might identify par-
ticipants is deleted from the submissions. Any comments provided 
by participants are also separated at submission so that comments 
are not attributed to any demographic characteristics. These com-
ments will be analyzed using content analysis and submitted as an 
appendix to the report. Quotes will also be used throughout the 
report to give “voice” to the quantitative data.

DISCOMFORTS AND RISKS

There are no risks in participating in this research beyond those 
experienced in everyday life. Some of the questions are personal 
and might cause discomfort. In the event that any questions asked 
are disturbing you may stop the survey at any time. Additional 
resources may be found at:

Gender Education and Advocacy http://www.gender.org/
FTM International http://www.ftmi.org/
The Trevor Project http://www.thetrevorproject.org/ (24-hour 

hotline)

BENEFITS

The results of the survey will provide important information about 
the experiences of transgender people.

STATEMENT OF CONFIDENTIALITY

You will not be asked to provide any identifying information and 
information you provide on the survey will remain confidential. 
The Office for Research Protections and the Social Science Institu-
tional Review Board may review records related to this project. In 
the event of any publication or presentation resulting from the re-
search, no personally identifiable information will be shared. Your 
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confidentiality will be kept to the degree permitted by the technol-
ogy used (e.g., IP addresses will be stripped when the survey is 
submitted). No guarantees can be made regarding the interception 
of data sent via the Internet by any third parties.

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION

Participation in this research is voluntary. If you decide to partici-
pate, you do not have to answer any questions on the survey that 
you do not wish to answer. Individuals will not be identified and 
only group data will be reported (e.g., the analysis will include only 
aggregate data). By completing the survey, your informed consent 
will be implied. Please note that you can choose to withdraw your 
responses at any time before you submit your answers. Refusal to 
take part in this research study will involve no penalty or loss of 
benefits to participants.

RIGHT TO ASK QUESTIONS

You can ask questions about this research. Contact Susan Rankin 
at (814) 863-8415 (sxr2@psu.edu) with questions. If you have 
questions about your rights as a research participant, contact The 
Pennsylvania State University’s Office for Research Protections at 
(814) 865-1775.

If you agree to take part in this research study and the informa-
tion outlined above, please click on the “Continue” button below, 
which indicates your consent to participate in this study. It is rec-
ommended that you print this statement for your records, or record 
the address for this site and keep it for reference.

This informed consent form was reviewed and approved by the 
Social Science Institutional Review Board (IRB #21490) at The 
Pennsylvania State University on October 28, 2005. This informed 
consent form was also reviewed and approved by the Social Sci-
ence Institutional Review Board (#2005B0270) at The Ohio State 
University on November 1, 2005.
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[Continue button: leads participant to the survey. Respondents 
who decline to participate are led to a page that thanks them for 
considering participating in the study.]

DIRECTIONS

•	 Please read and answer each question carefully, and for each 
answer, click on the appropriate oval.

•	 If you want to change an answer, click on the oval of your 
new answer and your previous response will be erased.

•	 You may decline to answer specific questions.

SURVEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Climate: Current attitudes, behaviors, and standards of employ-
ees and students concerning the level of respect for individual 
needs, abilities, and potential.

Disability: A physical, cognitive, and/or emotional attribute/
condition that substantially limits one or more major life activ-
ities. Some examples include, but are not limited to, blindness, 
diabetes, learning disabilities, deafness, depression, attention 
deficit disorder, etc.

Gender Identity: How one sees oneself as a gendered being, 
which includes one’s sense of self and the image that one pre
sents to the world.

Racial Identity: A group of people who share a socially con-
structed category based on generalized beliefs and/or assump-
tions about their physical features such as skin color, hair type, 
shape of eyes, physique, etc.

Sexual Orientation: This is inclusive of lesbians (women who 
are emotionally, physically, and sexually attracted to women), 
gay men (men who are emotionally, physically, and sexu-
ally attracted to men), bisexual people (individuals who are 
emotionally, physically, and sexually attracted to women and  
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men), and heterosexual people (individuals who are emotion-
ally, physically, and sexually attracted to people of a different 
gender).

Transgender: Transgender is used as an umbrella term for any-
one who transgresses or blurs traditional gender categories, 
inclusive of female-to-male and male-to-female transsexuals, 
cross-dressers, drag queens and kings, genderqueers, gender 
blenders, two-spirit people, androgyny, and other self-defined 
gender-variant people.

PART 1 .  DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Please keep in mind that we will not report any “group” data for 
groups that may be small enough to compromise identity. Instead, 
we will combine the groups to eliminate any potential for identifi-
able demographic information. Please remember that you do not 
have to answer any question(s) about which you feel uncomfortable.

1.	 What was the sex assigned to you at birth?
   female
   male
2.	 What is your gender identity?
   woman
   man
   transgender, please specify 
   other (please specify) 
3.	 What is your gender expression?
   feminine
   masculine
   transgender, please specify 
   other (please specify) 
4.	 What is your sexual orientation?
   bisexual
   gay
   lesbian
   heterosexual
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   asexual
   other (please specify) 
5.	 What is your age?
   under 18
   18–22
   23–32
   33–42
   43–52
   53 and over
6.	 Do you have a physical attribute that substantially affects a 

major life activity (such as a disability involving seeing, hear-
ing, walking, etc.)?

   yes	  no
  If yes, please specify type of attribute: 
7.	Do you have a cognitive or emotional attribute (e.g., learning 

disability, depression, etc.) that substantially affects a major 
life activity?

   yes	  no
  If yes, please specify type of attribute: 
8.	 What is your race/ethnicity? (If you are of a multiracial/

multiethnic/multicultural identity, mark all that apply.)
   African/African American/black
   American Indian (tribal affiliation )
   Alaskan Native
   Asian/Asian American
   Latino(a)/Hispanic/Chicano(a)
   Middle Eastern
   Pacific Islander
   Hawaiian Native
   white/Caucasian
   other (please specify) 
9.	 What is your citizenship status?
   U.S. citizen, born in the United States
   U.S. citizen, naturalized
   permanent resident (immigrant)
   international (nonpermanent resident)
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10.	 To whom are you most sexually attracted?
   women
   men
   both men and women
   uncertain

PART 2 .  TRANSGENDER IDENTITY

11.	 At about what age did you begin to feel “different” from 
others?

   12 and under
   13–19
   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over

12.	 How did you experience this “difference”? (Mark all that apply.)
   fearful
   marginalized
   angry
   suicidal
   comfortable
   curious
   other (please specify )

13. Please explain how you felt “different.”

14.	 At about what age did you begin to feel uncertain about your 
gender identity?

   12 and under
   13–19
   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over
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15.	 What led to this sense of uncertainty?

16.	At about what age did you begin to feel that you might be 
transgender?

   12 and under
   13–19
   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over

17.	 How did you react when you first thought that you might be 
transgender?

   fearful
   marginalized
   angry
   suicidal
   comfortable
   curious
   other (please specify )

18.	 After self-identifying as transgender, how did you begin to 
express this identity?

19.	 At about what age did you first understand that there were a 
group of people whose gender identity or expression did not 
coincide with their birth sex?

   12 and under
   13–19
   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over

20. At about what age did you first meet another transgender 
person?

   12 and under
   13–19
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   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over

21.	 What was this experience of meeting another transgender per-
son like for you?

22.	 When you first began to identify as transgender, how did you 
manage the societal stigma around being transgender?

23.	 Place yourself on the following continuum with 5 being out 
to all of your friends as a transgender person, 4 being out to 
most of your friends, 3 being out to some friends, 2 being out 
to only a few close friends, and 1 being totally closeted.

  1          2          3          4          5        

                                                                  

24.	 Place yourself on the following continuum with 5 being out 
to your nuclear family (e.g., parents and siblings) as a trans-
gender person, 4 being out to most of your family, 3 being 
out to some family members, 2 being out to only a few family 
members, and 1 being totally closeted.

  1          2          3          4          5        

                                                                  

25.	 Place yourself on the following continuum with 5 being out to 
your extended family (e.g., grandparents, aunts, uncles, and 
cousins) as a transgender person, 4 being out to most of your 
family, 3 being out to some family members, 2 being out to 
only a few family members, and 1 being totally closeted.

  1          2          3          4          5        
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26.	 Place yourself on the following continuum with 5 being out to 
everyone professionally as a transgender person, 4 being out 
to most colleagues, 3 being out to some colleagues, 2 being 
out to a few colleagues, and 1 being totally closeted.

   1          2          3          4          5        
                                                                  

27.	 If you are open about being transgender to nontransgender peo-
ple, at about what age did you first begin to disclose to others?

   12 and under
   13–19
   20–29
   30–39
   40 and over

28.	 To what extent do you socialize with other transgender people?
   never
   rarely
   sometimes
   often
   very often

29. In what context do you socialize with other transgender peo-
ple? (Mark all that apply.)

   political activism
   social activities
   personal support (e.g., support groups)
   I don’t socialize with other transgender people
   other (please specify )

30.	 How comfortable are you self-identifying as transgender as 
compared to when you did not self-identify as transgender?

   very comfortable
   comfortable
   neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
   uncomfortable
   very uncomfortable
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31.	 How comfortable is your nuclear family (e.g., parents and 
siblings) with your self-identifying as transgender?

   very comfortable
   comfortable
   neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
   uncomfortable
   very uncomfortable

32.	 How comfortable is your extended family (e.g., grandpar-
ents, aunts, uncles, and cousins) with your self-identifying as 
transgender?

   very comfortable
   comfortable
   neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
   uncomfortable
   very uncomfortable

33.	 How comfortable are your coworkers/colleagues/peers with 
your self-identifying as transgender?

   very comfortable
   comfortable
   neither comfortable nor uncomfortable
   uncomfortable
   very uncomfortable

34.	 Overall, how comfortable are you with the climate in your 
workplace or school for transgender people?
    very	 comfort-		  uncom-	 very uncom-
comfortable	 able	 unsure	 fortable	 fortable

       1                2          3            4             5        

35.	 Overall, how comfortable are you with the climate where you 
live?
    very	 comfort-		  uncom-	 very uncom-
comfortable	 able	 unsure	 fortable	 fortable

       1                2         3            4             5        
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PART 3 .  TRANSGENDER EXPERIENCES

Within the past year, I have:
36.	 Feared for my physical safety because of my gender identity 

or gender expression.
    never	 rarely	 sometimes	 often	 don’t know
       1	 2	 3	 4	 5

37. Concealed my gender identity or gender expression to avoid 
intimidation.

    never	 rarely	 sometimes	 often	 don’t know
       1	 2	 3	 4	 5

38.	 Avoided disclosing my gender identity or gender expres-
sion due to a fear of negative consequences, harassment, or 
discrimination.

    never	 rarely	 sometimes	 often	 don’t know
       1	 2	 3	 4	 5

39.	 Been denied employment or advancement or been paid a 
lower salary due to my gender identity or gender expression.

   yes	  no	  not applicable	  don’t know

40.	 Been a victim of harassment due to my gender identity or 
gender expression?

   yes	  no (Skip to question 41.)

	 40-1. �In what form(s) was this harassment? (Mark all that 
apply.)

         derogatory remarks
         �threats to expose your gender identity or gender 

expression
         �pressure to be silent about your gender identity or 

gender expression
         direct or indirect verbal harassment or threats
         denial of services
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         �written comments (e.g., anti-LGBT flyers, publica-
tions, etc.)

         anti-LGBT graffiti
         threats of physical violence
         had physical property damaged or destroyed
         actual physical assault or injury
         other (please specify) 
   40-2. Where did this harassment occur? (Mark all that apply.)
         in the workplace
         in a public space
         at an LGBT event
         other (please specify) 
   40-3. �Who was the source of this harassment? (Mark all that 

apply.)
         family member
         colleague/coworker
         supervisor/manager/boss
         police
         health care professional
         don’t know
         other (please specify) 
   40-4. �Please describe your reactions to experiencing this con-

duct. (Mark all that apply.)
         I felt embarrassed
         I told a friend
         I avoided the person who harassed me
         I ignored it
         I left the situation immediately
         I confronted the harasser at the time
         I confronted the harasser later
         I made a complaint to an appropriate official
         I didn’t report it for fear of retaliation
         I didn’t know whom to go to
         �not described above (please describe your reaction) 
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PART 4 .  YOUR ADDITIONAL COMMENTS

41.	 This survey may have raised a large number of issues for you. 
If you would like to offer additional thoughts or elaborate on 
your responses, please use the space below to add your com-
ments. Thank you.

[“Thank you” page: respondents are directed to this page after hit-
ting the “submit” button.]

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS SURVEY
Your responses will assist us in understanding the experiences of 
transgender people. If you are interested in speaking with us further 
about your experiences, we are inviting survey participants to par-
ticipate in an open-ended interview that will last approximately 1 
hour. The topics that will be covered include your elaborating on 
your experiences as a transgender person.

You might learn more about yourself by participating in this 
next phase of the project, and your participation will allow others 
to hear rarely heard transgender voices and perspectives.

The interview will take about 60 minutes and you must be 18 
years of age or older. If you are interested in participating, please 
contact .

Thank you for your consideration.
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Participant Name:

Participant Contact Information:

Participant Pseudonym:

Date of Interview:

Location of Interview:

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

What was the sex assigned to you at birth?

What is your gender identity?
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What is your gender expression?

If you identify as transsexual:
  •  Are you taking hormones?
  •  If so, how long have you been on hormones?
  •  Have you had any transsexual-related surgeries?
  •  If so, which surgical procedures?

If you identify as a cross-dresser:
  •  How long have you cross-dressed?
  •  In what contexts do you cross-dress/not cross-dress?

If you identify as genderqueer:
  •  How do you express this identity?

If you identify as some other identity, please describe:

What is your sexual orientation?

To whom are you most sexually attracted?

What is your age?

What is your race/ethnicity?

What is your citizenship status?

Do you have a physical attribute that substantially affects a major 
life activity?

Do you have a cognitive or emotional attribute that substantially 
affects a major life activity?
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

(The blanks are how you particularly identify your gender: man, 
woman, transsexual man or woman, female or male cross-dresser, 
drag queen or king, genderqueer, etc.)

1) How long have you identified as ______________?

2) Did you first identify as ____________ or did you identify as 
some other gender identity first?

3) Please describe the process by which you began to identify as 
_______________.

4) Did you know other _____________ when you began to identify 
as ___________?

4a) If so, how did you meet them?

4b) If not, how did you learn about a ______________ identity?

5) If you are open to others about being _____________, how have 
these individuals responded to the disclosure?

6) If you are not seen by others as strictly male/female, where do 
you receive support for identifying as _____________?
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REVIEW OF STATISTICAL ANALYSES

CHAPTER 1 :  DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA), and binary logistic regression were used to ex-
amine whether differences existed between groups with respect 
to when they began to understand their identity as transgender 
(see table C.1); for this, we analyzed responses to the following 
two questions: “What was the sex assigned to you at birth?” and 
“What is your gender identity?” Instead of separate ANOVAs, we 
used MANOVAs to analyze the group of age-related questions (as 
well as questions 23–26) to control for experiment-wise errors 
stemming from dependent variables that are correlated with each 
other. Because the variance was not homogeneous, Dunnett’s T3 
test was employed to compare means of different groups. Based 
on this analysis, participants were placed into one of four catego-
ries: female-to-different-gender (FTDG), male-to-different-gender 
(MTDG), male-to-female/transgender (MTF/T), and female-to-
male/transgender (FTM/T).
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For the age questions (table C.1), the participants could select 
one of the following age groups.

Group 1: 12 and under (except for question 5)
Group 2: 13–19
Group 3: 20–29
Group 4: 30–39
Group 5: 40 and over

Table C.2 gives the average age group and standard deviation 
on the age questions for each of the transgender groups. After 
conducting a MANOVA, the existence of a difference among the 
transgender groups was determined at an alpha of .05 with an 
F(28, 9026) equal to 27.802 and a p-value of less than .0001 
(table C.3).

table c.1  Age questions

Question

Q5 What is your age at the time of this survey?
Q11 At about what age did you begin to feel “different” from others?
Q14 At about what age did you begin to feel uncertain about your 

gender identity?
Q16 At about what age did you begin to feel that you might be 

transgender?
Q19 At about what age did you first understand that there were a 

group of people whose gender identity or expression did not 
coincide with their birth sex?

Q20 At about what age did you first meet another transgender 
person?

Q27 If you are open about being transgender to nontransgender 
people, at about what age did this occur?
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table c.2  Means and standard deviations for age questions

Question

FTDG MTDG MTF/T FTM/T

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Q5 2.087 0.147 3.784 0.130 3.816 0.032 2.516 0.055
Q11 1.232 0.069 1.239 0.061 1.177 0.015 1.155 0.026
Q14 1.812 0.126 1.545 0.112 1.680 0.027 1.698 0.047
Q16 2.493 0.150 2.523 0.133 2.561 0.033 2.594 0.056
Q19 2.319 0.131 2.500 0.116 2.833 0.029 2.398 0.049
Q20 2.652 0.125 3.625 0.111 3.656 0.027 2.811 0.047
Q27 2.986 0.124 3.136 0.110 4.119 0.027 3.243 0.046

table c.3  Univariate statistics for age questions

F-statistic Degrees of Freedom p-value Adjusted R2

Q5 149.20 (4, 2264) < .0001 .207
Q11   11.25 (4, 2264) < .0001 .018
Q14     8.30 (4, 2264) < .0001 .013
Q16     1.79 (4, 2264)  .128 .001
Q19   18.35 (4, 2264) < .0001 .030
Q20   72.17 (4, 2264) < .0001 .112
Q27   83.08 (4, 2264) < .0001 .126

CHAPTER 2 :  EXPERIENCES OF TRANSGENDER IDENTITY

table c.4  When respondents felt different (columns) by age 
group (rows)

12 and  
Under 13–19 20–29 30–39

40 and  
Over Missing Total

18 and under n 242 82 3 0 0 3 330
% 73.3 24.8 0.9 0.0 0.0 0.9 100.0

Other ages n 2,483 353 53 19 31 15 2,954
% 84.1 11.9 1.8 0.6 1.0 0.5 100.0

53 and over n 131 26 3 2 7 4 173
% 75.7 15.0 1.7 1.2 4.0 2.3 100.0

Total n 2,856 461 59 21 38 22 3,457
% 82.6 13.3 1.7 0.6 1.1 0.6 100.0



S
N
188

T H E  L I V E S  O F  T R A N S G E N D E R  P E O P L E   188

The binary regression coefficients and associated odds ratios are dis-
played in table C.6 and table C.7. The MTDG and MTF/T groups 
were less likely to feel marginalized, angry, or suicidal and more 
likely to feel curious than the FTM/T groups (p < .001). The only 
significant difference (alpha = .05) between the FTM/T and FTDG 
group was curiosity, where the latter group was more curious.

Based on question 19 (“At about what age did you first under-
stand that there were a group of people whose gender identity or 
expression did not coincide with their birth sex?”), we found that 
the MTF/T participants were significantly older than the FTDG 
and FTM/T participants. The MTDG group was not significantly 
different from any of the other groups in terms of age.

We used ANOVA to examine the difference in the extent that 
each group socialized with other transgender people (question 28), 
which respondents answered on a five-point Likert scale. The aver-
age response and standard deviation for each group are shown in 
table C.11. With an F(4, 3063) equal to 11.03 (p < .001), a signifi-
cant difference existed among the groups at an alpha of .05. Results 
of the post hoc tests (Tukey’s) showed that the MTDG respondents 
are less likely to socialize with other transgender people than are 
the FTDG, FTM/T, and MTF/T respondents at an alpha of .05. 
The ANOVA analysis is in line with the binary logistic regression 
analysis performed on question 29 (tables C.12 and C.13), which 
revealed that the MTDG group was less likely to participate in 
political activism, personal support, and social activities—as well 
as less likely to socialize with other transgender people—than was 
the FTM/T group. The MTF/T group was less likely to participate 
in political activism and social activities and also less likely to so-
cialize with other transgender people than was the FTM/T group. 

table c.5  Significance tests for results reported in table C.4

Test Value
Degrees of  
Freedom

Asymptotic 
Significance (2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 73.041 10 .000
Likelihood ratio 63.608 10 .000
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table c.8  Mean and standard 
deviation on age questions by 
transgender group

Group Mean SD

FTDG 2.319 0.131
MTDG 2.500 0.116
MTF/T 2.833 0.029
FTM/T 2.398 0.049

table c.9  Univariate statistics for question 19 (“At about what age 
did you first understand that there were a group of people whose gender 
identity or expression did not coincide with their birth sex?”)

F-statistic Degrees of Freedom p-value Adjusted R2

18.35 (4, 2264) < .0001 .030

table c.10  Summary of responses to question 29 (“In what context do 
you socialize with other transgender people?”)

Response Comment

Political 
activism

MTDG and MTF/T were less likely to be politically active 
with other transgender than were FTM/T (p < .01)

FTDG were more likely to be politically active with other 
transgender than were FTM/T (p = .05)

Social 
activities

MTDG and MTF/T were less likely to be socially active 
with other transgender than were FTM/T (p < .01)

Personal 
support

FTDG and MTDG were likely to have less personal support 
with other transgender than were FTM/T (p < .02)

MTF/T were likely to have more personal support with 
other transgender than were FTM/T (p = .025) 

Don’t 
socialize

MTDG and MTF/T were less likely to socialize with other 
transgender than were FTM/T (p < .01)

However, MTF/T respondents were more likely to participate in 
personal support groups with other transgender people than were 
the FTM/T participants. The FTDG group was more likely to par-
ticipate in political activism activities but less likely to participate 
in personal support groups than the FTM/T group.
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table c.11  Mean and standard deviation 
for question 28 (“To what extent do you 
socialize with other transgender people?”) 
by transgender group

Group Mean SD

FTDG 3.23 1.10
MTDG 2.89 1.20
MTF/T 3.08 1.16
FTM/T 3.23 1.10

table c.12  Responses to question 29 (“In what context do you 
socialize with other transgender people?”) by transgender group (first 
two choices)

Political Activism Social Activities

Group B SE Wald p-value
Odds 
Ratio B SE Wald p-value

Odds 
Ratio

FTDG 0.44 0.23 3.84 .050 1.56 −0.19 0.24 0.62 .43 0.83
MTDG −0.58 0.21 7.69 .006 0.56 −0.63 0.19 10.63 .001 0.53
MTF/T −0.70 0.10 49.15 < .001 0.50 −0.41 0.10 16.31 < .001 0.66

Note: For all coefficients reported in this table, df = 1.

table c.13  Responses to question 29 (“In what context do you 
socialize with other transgender people?”) by transgender group (next 
two choices)

Personal Support Do Not Socialize

Group B SE Wald p-value
Odds 
Ratio B SE Wald p-value

Odds 
Ratio

FTDG −0.55 0.23 5.66 .017 0.57 0.22 0.43 0.25 .614 1.24
MTDG −0.51 0.19 7.18 .007 0.60 1.01 0.29 12.40 < .001 2.75
MTF/T 0.21 0.10 5.01 .025 1.24 0.57 0.19 9.61 .002 1.78

Note: For all coefficients reported in this table, df = 1.
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CHAPTER 3 :  THE CLIMATE FOR TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

When reviewing the data by transgender group, 47 percent (49) of 
the FTDG participants experienced harassment as compared with 
22 percent (33) of the MTDG participants, 27 percent (584) of the 
MTF/T participants, and 35 percent (231) of the FTM/T partici-
pants. Chi-square analysis indicates that this finding is significant 
and that all differences reported in this section are also significant.

Among the individuals surveyed, a significantly larger percent-
age of the transgender people of color than transgender white peo-
ple (33 versus 27 percent) reported experiencing harassment in the 
previous year because of their gender identity/expression.

table c.14  Affirmative responses to question 
40 (“Within the past year, I have been the victim 
of harassment due to my gender identity or 
gender expression”) by transgender group

Group

FTDG n 49
% 47.1

MTDG n 33
% 21.7

MTF/T n 584
% 26.8

FTM/T n 231
% 35.4

table c.15  Significance tests for results reported in table C.14

Test Value
Degrees of 
Freedom

Asymptotic 
Significance 

(2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 2.414 × 102 8 .000
Likelihood ratio 166.207 8 .000
Linear-by-linear 

association 0.612 1 .434
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A significantly higher incidence of physical assault was reported 
by transgender people of color than by transgender white respon-
dents. The transgender people of color (58 percent, 244 respon-
dents) were significantly more fearful for their safety based on their 
gender identity/expression than were the transgender white people 
(49 percent, 1,515 respondents).

table c.16  Affirmative responses to question 
40 (“Within the past year, I have been a victim 
of harassment due to my gender identity or 
gender expression?”) by race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity

White people n 808
% 26.9

People of color n 138
% 32.7

table c.17  Significance tests for results reported in table C.16

Test Value
Degrees of 
Freedom

Asymptotic 
Significance (2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 3.904 × 102 4 .000
Likelihood ratio 94.735 4 .000
Linear-by-linear 

association 0.706 1 .401

table c.18  Basis of gender-motivated 
physical assault by race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity

White people n 60
% 7.4

People of color n 18
% 13.0
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table c.19  Significance tests for results reported in table C.18

Test Value
Degrees of 
Freedom

Asymptotic 
Significance 

(2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 7.116 2 .029
Likelihood ratio 5.991 2 .050
Linear-by-linear 

association 2.710 1 .100

table c.20  Responses to question 36 (“Within the past year, I have 
feared for my physical safety because of my gender identity or gender 
expression”) by race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity Never Rarely Sometimes Often Don’t Know

White people n 557 818 1,140 375 67
% 18.5 27.2 37.9 12.5 2.2

People of color n 61 96 163 81 15
% 14.5 22.7 38.6 19.2 3.6

table c.21  Significance tests for results reported in table C.20

Test Value
Degrees of 
Freedom

Asymptotic  
Significance (2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 3.389 × 102 10 .000
Likelihood ratio 109.560 10 .000
Linear-by-linear 

association 31.812   1 .000

Finally, 25 percent (99) of the people of color stated that they 
had sometimes or often been denied employment, advancement, 
or a raise because of their gender identity/expression, as compared 
with 16 percent (469) of the white people.
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table c.22  Responses to question 39 (“Within the past year, I have 
been denied employment or advancement or been paid a lower salary 
due to my gender identity or gender expression”) by race/ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity Never Rarely or Sometimes Often

White people n 1,520 439 274
% 52.6 15.2 9.5

People of color n 174 85 59
% 43.5 21.2 14.8

table c.23  Significance tests for results reported in table C.22

Test Value
Degrees of  
Freedom

Asymptotic  
Significance (2-sided)

Pearson chi-square 30.950 6 .000
Likelihood ratio 29.606 6 .000
Linear-by-linear 

association   0.503 1 .478
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NOTES

Foreword

1. Doe v. Yunits, 2000 WL 33162199 (Mass. Super. 2000).

Introduction

1. The quotes used throughout the book are excerpts from the in-
terviews conducted for this project. The names are the individual’s 
given or adopted name (used with permission of the individual) or a 
pseudonym (as requested by the individual). In instances where more 
than one interviewee had the same first name, the first initial of their 
last names are also used.

2. “Ze” is a gender-neutral pronoun used in place of “she” and 
“he” and sometimes also “her” and “him” (other people use “sie” for 
“she”/“he” and “hir” for “her”/“him”). In order to value the indi-
vidual voices of the participants in our study, we employ the pronouns 
that they have chosen to use.

3. “Cisgender” is a term for people who are nontransgender; it 
refers here to individuals whose gender assigned at birth has always 
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coincided with their gender identity/expression. The prefix “cis” is 
Latin for “on the same side as,” which makes it the antonym of “trans” 
(“on the opposite side of”). According to historian Susan Stryker, the 
basis of the words “cisgender” and “cissexual” (nontranssexual indi-
viduals) “is to resist the way that ‘woman’ or ‘man’ can mean ‘non-
transgendered woman’ or ‘nontransgendered man’ by default, unless 
the person’s transgender status is explicitly named; it’s the same logic 
that would lead somebody to prefer saying ‘white woman’ and ‘black 
woman’ rather than simply using ‘woman’ to describe a white woman 
(thus presenting white as the norm) and ‘black woman’ to indicate a 
deviation from the norm” (Stryker 2008:22). See also Fausto-Sterling 
(2000), Gorton, Buth, & Spade (2005), Green (2006), and Transsexual 
Roadmap (2010).

4. The purpose of the mixed methods design is to “use qualitative 
results to assist in explaining and interpreting the findings of a primar-
ily quantitative study” (Creswell 2008:21). Mixed methods designs are 
appropriate when researchers want to generalize the findings of a pop-
ulation before developing a more detailed view of a complex construct. 
By using a mixed methods design for such assessment, it is possible 
to “capture the best of both quantitative and qualitative approaches” 
(Creswell 2008:22). The mixed methods research is discussed more 
thoroughly in Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004).

5. A more detailed description of these analyses is provided in 
appendix C.

Chapter 1

1. “Disorders of sex development” is a general term used to de-
scribe a variety of intersex conditions in which a person is born with 
chromosomes, a reproductive system, or a sexual anatomy that is not 
considered “standard” for either male or female. For more informa-
tion, see the website of the Accord Alliance: www.accordalliance.org.

2. The definitions offered here will be used throughout the book, 
but we also agree with Kate Bornstein that terminology is neither 
definitive nor determined—that it is a starting rather than an ending 
point. As she states, “definitions have their uses in the same way that 
road signs make it easy to travel: they point out the directions. But you 
don’t get where you’re going when you just stand underneath some 
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sign, waiting for it to tell you what to do” (Bornstein 1994:21). In-
sightful discussions of terminology are also provided by Lev (2004) 
and Stryker (2008).

3. According to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, “people perceive the 
world through the cultural lens of language” (Sapir 1949:162). Thus, 
language shapes our reality, is a powerful tool of culture, and main-
tains a system of inequality. Julia Wood (1997) uses the assertions of 
philosopher Ernst Cassirer (1978) to illustrate how language is used to 
indicate cultural values and views of women and men, thereby main-
taining inequality.

4. For this project, the following were considered to be “people 
of color” identities: African/African American/black, Alaskan Native, 
American Indian, Asian/Asian American, Hawaiian Native, Latino(a)/
Hispanic/Chicano(a), Middle Eastern, and Pacific Islander. Although 
we recognize the vastly different experiences of people of various ra-
cial identities (e.g., American Indians versus African Americans) and 
even within the same racial identity (e.g., Hmong versus Chinese), we 
collapsed our categories into “people of color” and “white” for much 
of the analysis because there were so few participants in the different 
“people of color” categories. The percentages given are based on all of 
the survey respondents (3,509 people).

Chapter 2

1. “Mahu” is a precolonial Hawaiian word for indigenous people 
who lived cross-gendered lives.

Chapter 3

1. For a more detailed explanation of the rationale behind and 
the means of assessing campus climate, see Rankin and Reason 
(forthcoming).

2. There is sparse research examining the campus climate specifi-
cally for transgender people. Most of the research considers both sex-
ual identity and gender identity. This review will focus on the results 
for transgender communities.

3. Violence motivated or aggravated by hatred or bias is character-
ized as a hate crime (Lawrence 1999). These acts are far reaching and 
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affect more than just the person who experienced the hate crime; they 
also serve to send a “message of intimidation to an entire community 
of people” (United States House of Representatives, Subcommittee on 
Crime and Criminal Justice Bias Crimes; cited in Ferber, Grattet, & 
Jenness 1999:47). See also Haider-Markel (1998).

4. Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United States, 2004. 
Available at http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2004

Chapter 4

1. We did not obtain a large enough sample of male-presenting 
cross-dressers to examine their experiences separately.

2. Quoted in Gay Guitarists Worldwide (2006, June). Retrieved 
from http://launch.groups.yahoo.com/group/gayguitarists

3. A cohort effect is “any effect associated with being a member of 
a group born at roughly the same time and bonded by common life 
experiences (e.g., growing up in the 1980s).” A Dictionary of Business 
and Management, Oxford University Press (2006, January). Retrieved 
from http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O18-cohorteffect.html
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