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CHILD DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVES

Early Findings From the TransYouth Project: Gender
Development in Transgender Children

Kristina R. Olson and Selin Gulgoz

University of Washington

ABSTRACT—Despite a dramatic increase in the number
of socially transitioned transgender children (children
who identify with the gender opposite their natal sex
and who change their appearance and pronouns to
align with
examined transgender children’s gender development.
Findings from the TransYouth Project, the first large,
longitudinal study of socially transitioned transgender
children, suggest that the gender development of
socially transitioned children looks the
gender development of their gender-typical, gender-
matched peers In this
article, we review findings from the few studies that
have addressed this topic, connect these studies to

that gender identity), few studies have

similar to

and gender-typical siblings.

past research, and discuss ways to foster deeper

understanding of gender development among transgen-
der children.

KEYWORDS—gender development; transgender children;
identity

In 2007, Barbara Walters interviewed 6-year-old Jazz Jennings,
perhaps the first openly transgender child on American network
television (1). Jazz’'s story was notable not because she was
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transgender—a natal' male who identified as a girl—but
because her parents had permitted her to transition socially (i.e.,
she was referred to as a girl and by the pronoun she rather than
a boy who used the pronoun he; no hormonal or surgical inter-
ventions were involved). Since then, articles about socially tran-
sitioned transgender children have appeared in popular media
(2—4), and clinics that focus on gender development in children
have reported a surge in the number of children who transition
socially (5). Despite these increases, until 2 years ago, no quan-
titative research had been reported on the development of these
children. In this article, we review research on gender develop-
ment in transgender children who have transitioned socially,
note connections to past research on gender-nonconforming chil-
dren (i.e., children who have preferences and interests more
common for children of the opposite sex but are not necessarily
transgender and have not transitioned socially), and outline ave-
nues for work in this area.”

THE TRANSYOUTH PROJECT

To our knowledge, only one laboratory has begun investigating
gender development in socially transitioned children. The
TransYouth Project (TYP) is a longitudinal study of gender
development among socially transitioned prepubescent transgen-
der children (ages 3—12 years at the start of the study in 2013)
from North America. Families are recruited into the study via
online and in-person support groups and conferences for fami-
lies with transgender children, via referrals from clinicians, by

'Although it is more acceptable in transgender communities to use the terms
assigned sex at birth, assigned male at birth, and assigned female at birth, in this
article we use the terms natal sex, natal male, and natal female to refer to the sex
of the child at birth for ease of comprehension, and because terms like assigned
sex at birth can lead to confusion between transgender children and children who
are intersex (those whose sex cannot be easily labeled male or female at birth).

2Gender is often conceptualized as a spectrum or even a multidimensional
space. Nonetheless, for ease of communication and because the children referred
to in this article see their gender as discrete and binary, we use the term opposite
gender. Thus, a child like Jazz is a girl according to her gender identity and this is
the opposite of the sex she was assigned at birth (male).
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word of mouth, and in response to media coverage of the project.
Since these children transitioned socially, and doing so at a
young age requires parents’ approval, the children in this study
have much parental support of their gender identities (even if
support varied earlier in their lives). Given these sampling
approaches, caution is warranted in generalizing the findings
beyond groups of children who share these characteristics.

The TYP also includes two comparison groups. The first is a
group of unrelated, gender-typical children matched for age and
gender with the transgender children (e.g., a trans girl like Jazz
would be paired with a gender-typical girl; we use the term typi-
cal to refer to youth who demonstrate the modal, or most com-
mon, pattern of gender development; our use of this term should
not imply that such development is prescriptively better or
worse). The second comparison group is siblings of the transgen-
der participants, who have close contact with and knowledge
about gender diversity but are not transgender.

Three studies explore gender development in the TYP cohort.
One (6) reported on 32 (M = 9.1 years) transgender elementary
school-age children, another (7) reported on 36 transgender pre-
school-age children (M = 5.0 years), and a third (8) reported on
56 transgender elementary school-age children (M = 7.5 years).
In all studies, more than half of the transgender children identi-
fied as girls (63, 78, and 75%, respectively) and researchers
focused on four constructs in gender development: gender iden-
tity, gender-stereotypic preferences, gender stereotyping, and
gender constancy.

This work was exploratory because all outcomes were possi-
ble theoretically. Because transgender children live for some
time as members of one group before being recognized as
members of the opposite group, we hypothesized that trans-
gender children could have one of three outcomes: they could
respond in ways that are less gendered than their gender-
matched peers (perhaps as a result of the lasting impact of
that early socialization), they could assert their identities and
beliefs even more than their gender-matched peers (perhaps
to “prove” their gender identity), or they could not differ from
their gender-matched peers.

Gender Identity

Most gender-typical children reliably identify their gender by
their third birthday (9). In studies of 3- to 12-year-olds, most
gender-typical children identify with their gender and do so
more strongly than with the opposite gender (10). In all studies
of socially transitioned transgender children that have assessed
gender identity, transgender children as young as age 3 have
identified clearly and consistently with their current gender, and
indicated feeling more similar to peers of their own gender and
dissimilar to peers of the opposite gender (the magnitude of
these effects does not differ from their gender- and age-matched
peers; 6, 7). Furthermore, elementary school-aged transgender
and gender-typical children also show equally strong implicit
gender identification as measured by the Gender Identity

Implicit Association Test, a more implicit or automatic assess-
ment of gender identity (6).

Gender-Stereotypic Preferences

Another clear hallmark of early gender development in gender-
typical children is that they often show robust and reliable gen-
der-typed preferences (11, 12). For example, boys tend to prefer
being friends with other boys, as well as playing with toys and
wearing clothes that are marketed toward boys (13, 14). In the
TYP, during the preschool years, transgender children preferred
toys, clothing, and playmates, and wore clothing typically asso-
ciated with their gender (not their natal sex) at the same rates as
gender-matched children (7). Elementary school-aged transgen-
der children preferred peers of their gender, chose to play with
novel toys endorsed by peers of their gender, and implicitly pre-
ferred their gender (i.e., they associated their gender with good
and the opposite gender with bad; 6). Together, across measures
and ages, the findings for preferences are clear: Socially transi-
tioned transgender children show the same gender-stereotypical
preferences in direction and magnitude as unrelated children
and siblings of the same gender (6, 7).

Gender Stereotyping

Gender-typical children endorse common gender stereotypes
(e.g., girls have long hair or boys do not wear dresses) by ages
34 (for reviews, see 15, 16) and negatively evaluate peers who
violate these gender stereotypes (17, 18). While endorsing gen-
der stereotypes peaks around age 6 and then begins to decline
(19), even adolescents and adults endorse many gender stereo-
types (20, 21) and discriminate against people who violate those
stereotypes (22—24).

Unlike findings in the domains of identity and preferences,
transgender children in the TYP differed from children in the
control group in gender stereotyping, at least in the elementary
years. At ages 3-5, socially transitioned transgender children
did not differ significantly from unrelated children or siblings in
their level of endorsing stereotypes, though at the mean level,
transgender children and siblings endorsed gender stereotypes
less than unrelated children in the control group (7); at ages
6-8, this difference was significant. Transgender children and
their siblings were significantly less likely to endorse gender
stereotypes than unrelated children, and they believed that gen-
der nonconformity in peers was more acceptable than unrelated
children did (8). By this age, transgender children and their sib-
lings were also more willing to befriend gender-nonconforming
peers than unrelated children were. We do not know whether
these group differences are related to different interpersonal
experiences (e.g., more exposure to gender-nonconforming chil-
dren), different socialization (e.g., parents may talk about gender
differently), or some combination of these factors. Nor do we
know whether the developmental difference between groups can
be explained by the smaller sample size of the preschool group
or real developmental change (see 8 for a more detailed
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discussion). Efforts to replicate this work should address these
questions.

Gender Constancy

Gender constancy, or the belief that gender is stable across time
and consistent across situations, has long been a cornerstone of
research on gender development (25). Achieving gender con-
stancy has been viewed as a necessary milestone for young chil-
dren and critical to learning gender roles (26). In studies of
gender-typical children, by age 5, children believe gender is
stable across development, and by age 7, they believe gender is
consistent across changes in situation (e.g., changing clothes;
27).

Researchers have explored gender constancy only in pre-
school-aged transgender children (7). On a traditional gender-
constancy task (e.g., asking whether a participant will grow up
to be a man or a woman; 28), transgender children overwhelm-
ingly indicated that they would remain a member of their cur-
rent gender group as adults at the same rates as children in the
comparison groups. However, when asked about their gender as
infants, transgender children differed from children in the com-
parison groups: Most indicated that they were members of the
opposite-gender group in infancy (i.e., they answered in a way
that aligned with their sex at birth).

Children in the TYP were also asked about the stability of
other people’s gender across time. Children in all groups
believed that most people’s gender would be stable across time
(i-e., most boys would grow up to be men). However, whereas
children in the unrelated control group said they always
believed that gender was stable, transgender children and their
siblings said they believed that occasionally, a person’s gender
would not remain stable from childhood into adulthood. The
responses by all children in all groups about the consistency of
gender across situational changes—for both themselves and
others—did not differ from chance, consistent with past work
with children at this age (29).

Why did the transgender children indicate that their gender
had changed since infancy? One possibility is that transgender
children often hear that they were previously a different gender
(e.g., “you were born a boy”) and know they are no longer living
as that gender, so they perceive this as a change, or that they
confused the concepts of sex and gender. Another possibility is
that transgender children reported on a change they felt, moving
from one gender to its opposite. Yet another possibility—consis-
tent with the chance results on the third-party consistency mea-
sures for all groups—is that transgender children, like all
children at this age, are confused by stories involving changes
in clothing, and know they used to dress as one gender and now
dress as the opposite gender. Additional research is needed to
understand how children reason about these questions, espe-
cially as society moves forward and children without transgender
siblings are exposed to transgender or gender-nonconforming
people.
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LIMITS, RELATED RESEARCH, AND NEXT STEPS

The findings of the TYP are limited in several ways. First and
foremost, they come from a single large-scale study whose sam-
ple is limited in many ways (e.g., predominantly White, of
higher socioeconomic status, and higher parental educational
status than the average child). Because of challenges recruiting
socially transitioned children, samples are relatively small, are
skewed toward more supportive families, and have biases associ-
ated with community recruitment (e.g., parents are likely more
supportive of scientific research, members of groups treated
poorly by researchers in the past are probably underrepre-
sented). Furthermore, because the children in these studies have
transitioned socially before participating, we do not know if the
findings are a result of children’s social transitions or reflect
responses that would have been noted before their transitions.
Nonetheless, these first quantitative studies of gender develop-
ment in young socially transitioned transgender children have
yielded the same results across conceptually related measures,
suggesting that the findings are robust, at least among groups of
children with similar sample biases.

Although the research we have presented is the first to inves-
tigate development among socially transitioned transgender chil-
dren, older and more clinically focused research has reported on
gender development among a related group of children similar
in some respects to the children in the TYP. In past studies,
children were referred to clinics for behaving in gender-noncon-
forming ways that were associated culturally with the opposite
sex (e.g., boys who wanted to wear dresses and heels, girls who
expressed an interest in growing up to be men), but they had not
transitioned socially (i.e., they lived as the gender associated
with their sex at birth). The children in these studies from dec-
ades ago also differed in many other ways: For example, they
were recruited through clinics so they may have had health
problems, they lived in different countries (e.g., Canada, the
Netherlands), and the participants were more socioeconomically
diverse than children in the TYP moreover, the studies were run
by the same teams that evaluated and treated the children (for
more information on differences, see 30). Despite these differ-
ences, findings from prior studies are relevant to current work
because they involved children at the same ages who were nota-
ble to the adults around them for their less-common gender
development.

Many of the findings from the clinic-based studies of
gender-nonconforming children, especially in the domain of
preferences, align with the recent findings. For example, the
clinic-referred children preferred playmates, toys, and play
styles associated stereotypically with the opposite sex more often
than their same-sex peers (31-36), like the socially transitioned
transgender children in the TYP (in fact, the TYP children
showed effects that were equal in magnitude to opposite-sex
gender-typical peers; 6, 7). The children in the older studies
also endorsed beliefs about gender stability at lower levels than
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gender-typical children in the control group, consistent with
findings related to transgender children who have transitioned
socially (37).

While many of the findings from these past and current stud-
ies are similar, one striking dissimilarity involves a measure of
gender identity. Fewer than 10% of children in the older studies
identified as the gender opposite their sex at birth when asked if
they were boys or girls (37, 38). This contrasts with most chil-
dren in the TYP, who report being a member of the gender
group opposite their sex at birth. We do not know whether this
difference is attributable to differences in recruitment tech-
niques, measures, the fact that the TYP children had transi-
tioned socially, demographic differences, or other factors.

In addition to the older studies just described, researchers
have examined girls with minor deviations in gender nonconfor-
mity—often called tomboys. These children often self-identify
and are recruited from largely normative or more representative
samples. While tomboys differ from their female peers in their
stronger interest in stereotypically masculine activities, they do
not differ from their female peers in their interest in stereotypi-
cally feminine activities (39, 40), suggesting that we should cat-
egorize self-identified tomboys as androgynous, or having high
levels of both femininity and masculinity (see also 10). In this
way, tomboys also appear to be less “extreme” in the degree to
which they prefer and associate with things traditionally associ-
ated with the opposite sex than the children in the older studies
and those in the TYP.

Researchers need to bridge the gaps between these disparate
studies by measuring children recruited through diverse means
using similar tools. Gender nonconformity is likely continuous
rather than categorical, and researchers could benefit from
understanding the developmental course of children with differ-
ent degrees of gender nonconformity. If gender-nonconforming
children can be identified early and studied longitudinally,
researchers could investigate such issues as whether cross-gen-
der identification emerges before or after social transitions and
whether some degrees of gender nonconformity are more or less
likely to fade or change over time (32, 41, 42). Furthermore, by
studying a large and diverse group of gender-nonconforming
children over time, researchers can understand more fully the
relationships between different aspects of gender development
(e.g., preferences, identity), identifying key signatures that might
inform which (if any) children would benefit from social transi-
tions or other early supports. Toward this end, researchers
should recruit large and diverse groups of children and track
their development to expand our understanding about gender
diversity as well as gender development more broadly.

CONCLUSION

Early results from the TYP suggest that socially transitioned
transgender children resemble gender-matched children in their
gender identities and gender expression. Transgender girls like

Jazz identify as girls and prefer girl-typed toys and clothes as
much as other girls, and transgender boys show patterns indis-
tinguishable from other boys on these measures. At the same
time, compared to gender-typical children, transgender children
and their siblings are apparently less likely to stereotype accord-
ing to gender and more likely to tolerate gender nonconformity
in others, and they believe that others’ gender experience varies
(e.g., seeing some people’s gender as changing across the lifes-
pan). The similarity between transgender children and their sib-
lings on their views of gender suggests that one need not be
transgender to think about gender flexibly. More research is
needed, especially studies that address questions related to the
diversity of children who display less common patterns of
gender development in early childhood.
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