
A Guide for Parents

There is no shortage of parenting literature, with an abundance

of resources addressing near$ all aspeas of child deuelopment

and care. But Dn Edgardo Menoielle and I coaldfind notbing
tbat offered parents practical guidance in understanding and
sapporting the gender-nonconforuning child. In 2003 we

published If You Are Concerned about Your Child's Gender
Behaviors: A Guide for Parents under the auEices of tbe

Gender and Sexuali4t Adaocary and Education Program at
the Cbildren's National Medical Centen Tbis groandbreaking
booklet has reacbed thousands ofparents, tenchers, and others

who work witb children, with English and Spanish uersions of
tbe gaide also aaailable for download at www.cbildrenmational.

org/gendervariance. The textual clntent of tbe booklet is

reprinted here, witb permission, witbout photos and drawings.
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If You Are Concerned
about Your Child's Gender
Behaviors: A Guide
for Parents

Sonae CnnoRen Ane DrrrenENr rN Txrtn Genorn BexRvrons

By the age of three years, most children express an interest in or
preference toward activities and behaviors typically associated to
their specific gender. We call these behaviors "gender typical" be-
cause the members of one of the sexes favor them. For example,

boys enjoy rough-and-tumble play and identify with male heroes,

while girls enjoy such activities as playing with dolls and pretend-

ing to be a mommy. By age five to six years, children have a strong
sense of the gender-appropriate behavior that is typical for their
social group.

However, some children develop in a different way. Some

children have interests more typical of the other sex and some-
times want to look and act like the other sex. For example, a seven-

year-old boy plays with BarbierM dolls and pretends to have long
hair and be a princess. A six-year-old girl is only interested in
playing outside with the boys, refuses to wear anything except
jeans and T:shirts, and talks about being a boy. We call these

gender-variant behaviors and interests.
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Gender variance and gender nonconformity refer to inter-

ests and behaviors that are outside of typical culrural norms for
each of the genders. Children with gender-variant traits have

strong and persistent behaviors that are typically associated with
the other sex. Sometimes they reject the physical appearance

(clothing and hairstyle) typical of the child's own sex. Gender

variance does not apply to children who have a passing interest

in trying out behaviors and typical interests of the other sex for
a few days or weeks.

Wnnr Anr GenoeR-VRRlnnr Bexevlons?

Patterns of gender-variant behavior are usually first noticed
between the ages of two and four years. Children with a gender-

variant pattern display many of the following characteristics:

Boys may show an interest in women's clothes, shoes, hair,

and make-up. They play-act and identi$, with female charac-

ters such as BarbierM, The Little MermaidrM, Snow White, or
Cinderella. They vuish to have or may pretend to have long hair,

prefer girls as playmates, and avoid rough-and-tumble play and

team sports. Others may describe them as gentle, sensitive, ar-

tistic, sweet, cute, and very affectionate. When young, they may

express the desire to be a girl or claim that they really are girls.
Girls may insist on wearing boys' clothing and short haircuts

and refuse to wear skirts, dresses, and female bathing suits. They
tend to reject play activities that are associated with being a girl.
Instead, they prefer games and toys that are typically considered
more appropriate for boys such as GI JoerM, SupermanrM, and

cars and trucks. These girls may identifi, with male characters and

refuse to assume female characters in play-acting. For example,

they may want to be the father when playing house. They prefer
boys as playrnates and are interested in rough-and-tumble play

and contact or team sports. These girls may also express the desire

to be a boy, announce they are really are boys, and enjoy being

mistaken for a boy.
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Behaviors that are observed frequently before the child starts

school may become less frequent once the child has more contact

with peers. A decrease in observed behaviors may indicate that as

the child matures and experiences peer criticism, he voluntarily
hides or avoids some behaviors in order to blend in.

Wnv Does Grruoen VnRrlruce Occun?

Gender variance is not new. It has been described throughout his-
tory and in many different culrures. Child development specialists
used to believe that gender-typical and gender-variant behaviors
were the result of the u.ays in which children were raised. Today,
experts believe that the presence or absence ofthese behaviors is

mainly the result of the biological or genetic diversity among indi-
viduals. In other words, the genetic propensity for these behaviors
is hard-wired in the brain before or soon after birth. Of course,
the specific content of male and female roles has to be learned by
all children, even though some children seem to be biologically
predisposed toward manifesting some of the gender role charac-
teristics of the other sex. Some experts used to believe that gender
variance represented abnonttal development, but today many have

come to believe that children with gender-variant behaviors are

norztal children with unique qualities-just as children u,ho de-
velop left-handedness are n ornut l.

Although science has yet to pinpoint the causes, we know
that gender-variant traits are not rypically caused by parenting
sqFle or by childhood events, such as divorce, sexual abuse, or
other traumatic experiences. Children do not choose to have
gender-variant interests any more than other children choose
gender-rypical interests. Both rypes of interests represent
what comes naturally to each child. Gender variance is not
caused by an emotional disorder. However, because of societal
prejudice, children with gender-variant traits may experience
ongoing rejection, criticism and bullying, causing adjustment
difficulties.
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Wnnr Cnn I Expecr rN THE Furune?

As an adolescent and adult, your child may be emotionally and
physically attracted to persons of the opposite sex, the same

sex, or both sexes. Although these three outcomes are possible,

research on boys with gender-variant histories suggests that
most of them have a same-sex orientation (i.e., they are gay).

These boys may grow up to be masculine and conventional in
their appearance. Gender-variant girls are most likely to be

conventionally heterosexual or perhaps bisexual in their sexual

orientation.
On rare occasions, children continue to develop a strong

cross-gender identification as they enter adolescence and adult-
hood. These persons maybe transgender and experience persistent
discomfort with his or her social sex role. Some may eventually
seek sex reassignment so they can more fully and effectively live
as the other sex. Some transgender persons do not completely
identifz with either gender.

How Wrll Mv Cxrlo Vrrw Hrruselr?

Good self-esteem is vital to a child's ability to deal u'ith life's tri-
als effectively. However, generalized social stigma and the hos-
tile behaviors that stem from it can cause emotional distress in
children rvith gender-variant behaviors, making their self-esteem

development more challenging than necessary. Without support
from parents, the child may believe that this stigma is deserved.
Affirming parenting is key to protecting a child from these harm-
ful effects.

Generally speaking, girls with interests or behaviors that tra-
ditionally are viewed as masculine-oriented usually have stronger
self-esteem than boys who have traditionally feminine-oriented
interests or behaviors. This may be due to greater social accep-

tance of girls who show masculine interests than of boys who show
feminine interests.
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Cnn lr Be Cnnnceo?

At the age of five or six years, children begin to be influenced by

social pressure to conform and may adjust their behavior in public

to blend in. This does not necessarily mean that the child's core

traits have changed. What drives gender-typical or gender-variant
traits cannot be changed through the influence ofparents, teach-

ers, coaches, or therapists. Although a child may alter his or her
behavior in response to parental pressure or social pressure, such

changes may be skin-deep and may not reflect how the child truly
feels. Furthermore, pressuring/shaming is likely to undermine the

child's self-confidence and esteem. fu we explain further below,

we strongly oppose parenting approaches or therapies that focus

on pressuring children to change and accommodate to a stereo-

type of how a girl or a boy is "supposed to be."

How Cnru I Her-p Mv Cnno?

Love your child for who she is,

Like all children, your child needs love, acceptance, understand-
ing and support. Children that have gender-variant traits some-

times need these in a special way. The more that society and their
peers may be critical of them, the more important it is for them
to have the support and acceptance of their families.

Qu e sti o n tro d iti on ol assu m pti o n s.

Do not automatically accept traditional assumptions about social
gender and sexual orientation. Learn to separate society's judg-
ments from the love you have for your child. Do not let other
people's critical opinions of what is right and wrong come be-
tween you and your child.

Create a safe spdce for your child.

Children are far more resilient and able to cope when they feel
that their parent is on their side. Let your child know that you

I
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Iove him, no matter what. Let others know that you love your
child unconditionally, and let your child know that you are there
to support him. Many children with gender-variant traits experi-
ence social isolation or bullying. Your and your home may be the
child's only place of safety. If this is the case, assure your child that
you always will allow and encourage him to be "who he is" in his

own home. Create an atmosphere of acceptance, providing a safe

place for your child to express his interests.

Seek out socially dcceptoble octivities.
Encourage your child to find activities that respect her interests,
yet help her to fit in socially. These might include gymnastics,
swimming, computers, or theater for boys and athletic teams,
leadership programs, or outdoor advenrures for girls. Remember
to encourage activities that appeal to the child.

Validate your child.

Thlkwith your child about the fact that there is more than one way
of being a girl or boy. Encourage individuality, and avoid using
statements such as, "only girls play with dolls," and "boys love ball
play but girls do not." Instead, explain that although a majority
of boys are not interested in dolls, there are some boys that love
them and that's OK tool The same goes for girls. Not all girls like
to play mommy; some girls, for example, like to pretend to be a

daddy or a soldier.
Speak openly and calmly about gender variance. Acknowl-

edge to your child that she is different in positive terms. Thlk
with your child about what it feels like to be different. Adults who
look back on their own childhood of gender nonconformity often
recall feeling dffirent, which made them feel ashamed. Help your
child realize that although not everyone understands or affirms her,
liking different things is nothing to be ashamed of and can lead to
special talents and success in adulthood. Most importandy, listen to
your child without criticizing. Your child needs to feel that she is
understood by you in order to be open with you.
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Seek out supportive resources.

Share books and videos with your child that present the full range

of human variation in gender roles and sexual orientation. Have

these at your home, and ask that they be made available in the

school library (see "IJseful Resources").

If your child is isolated from peers, acknowledge that this is
hurtful but not his or her fault. Assure your child that helshe will
make friends with others who have similar interests in the future.
Seek connections with families who accept and celebrate differ-
ences among individuals.

Tolkto other significont people.

Include siblings in as many discussions about gender variance as

possible. They may find it difficult to accept a bother or sister with
gender-variant behaviors or interests; they may feel embarrassed

or become abusive. This is a challenge for them as well, so they
may need your help in understanding their feelings. This can also

be a challenge for other family members. Thlk to members of your
extended family, babysitters, and family friends. Let them know
about your child's needs and what you expect. You may want to
have other significant adults read this booklet.

Prepare your child to deal with bullying.
Explain to your child that he will probably encounter criticism and

even bullying, and ask him hou,this feels. fuk what will make hirn
feel safe, and tell your child to come to you or other adults in author-
ity for help. Let your child knou' that he does not deserve to be hurt.

From time to time, encourage your child to tell you if he
is criticized or bullied. Children who are verbally or physically
abused by peers are often afraid or embarrassed to talk about it.
It is better if your child talks to you about being bullied; however,
do not expect your child to always tell you. Be alert to possible
warning signs that indicate your child may be in trouble. These
signs can include refusing to go to school or outside, complaining
of aches or pains, or crying excessively.
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Be your child's advocote.

You maywant to anticipate problems and talkto the school, before

you hear about them. Thlk to your child's teacher or the school

administration or guidance counselor, and solicit their help in
creating an atmosphere where your child will be safe from nega-
tive judgments. Insist on a zero-tolerance policy at school with
regard to teasing and criticism. Do not assume that the school has

an understanding of this issue; you may need to educate school

staff. Sometimes the school environment may be such that an

alternative school may need to be considered.

Wxnr PtrrRuls Sxoulo I Avolo?

Avoid finding fault.
Do not blame your child, yourself, oryour spouse. Your child's gen-

der variance came from within and cannot be turned off at will. It
was not caused by anyone else and cannot be changed by anyone

else. In fact, if you focus on blame or change, you may miss wonder-
ful things about your child and spoil the rewards of being a parent.

Your child needs to express herself as much as other children. Ifyour
child is interested in an activity more typical of the opposite sex, it
is not an act of defiance. She is simply follorving her orvn instincts.

Do not pressure your child to change.

Avoid all actions designed to pressure your child to change. Some

children may hide their interests and feelings from disapprov-
ing parents because they want to be loved and accepted by them,

but this does not mean that the child's deep-seated interests have

changed. In fact, it teaches the child that he has to live a lie in
order to be accepted. Do not negatively compare your child to a

sibling or another child; this will only hurt both children.

Do not blame the victim.
Do not try to sweep being bullied under the rug or tell your child
it is something she must learn to accept because she is different.
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Do not make your child responsible for other people's intoler-
ance. Being outside the norm does not give someone else the right
to criticize or torment. Bullinng is an unacceptable and cowardly
act for which only the bully is responsible. Thlk about what hap-

pened, and help the child understand why it is rvrong.

As a Pnnerur, How Do I Dear- wlrH My Own Ferltucs?

Examine your feelings ond leorn to accept your child.

You and other family members may feel uncomfortable and ashamed
of your child's interests and behaviors. This is common early on.
Thke time to figure out where your feelings are coming from.

You may have to adjust your dreams of how you expected
parenting and your family to be. If these changes must occur, you
may experience some of the emotions associated with loss, such as

shock, denial, anger, and despair. These feelings are all part of the
process toward acceptance. You must reach acceptance in order to
affirm your child's uniqueness.

Lookfor support.
Learning how to parent in a new way can be challenging. fuking
for support is a wise decision for you, your child, and the rest of
your family. If you are experiencing too much stress from signs of
excessive worrying, loss of sleep, anxiety or irritability, do not hesi-
tate to seek professional support. Sometimes, both parents may dis-
agree on how to raise a child, especially a child with gender-variant
traits. If you and the other parent have extremely different views,
seek counseling to help mediate your discussions. Counseling will
make your communication more productive by providing a safe

and neutral space in which to share your feelings and differences.
IJnfortunately, many times it is not easy to find support. Keep

in mind that you are not alone and neither is your child. Howeveq
do not feel discouraged if it is difficult to find other families in simi-
lar circumstances in your community. You may consider joining
or forming a parent support group in your communiry or joining
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the elecrronic discussion group described below under "Useful Re-

sources: Parent Listserve." In spite of initial apprehension, many

parents like you have found support groups to be very helpful.

How Do I Kruow lr Mv Cxro Neros Pnoressror,tAL HELp?

Seek professional help if your child becomes anxious, depressed,

angry, or hyperactive in spite of your efforts to be supportive.
If your child shows signs of self-destructive or suicidal behavioq

seek professional help immediately. It may be useful to seek out
strucrured approaches that teach children strategies to reduce the
impact of bullying and skills to respond more effectively to bully-
ing. Children who are very shy or have difficulty making friends
may benefit from training to improve social skills.

How do you identify the right professional help?
Therapists who are competent with other childhood issues do not
necessarily have the competence to deal with gender variance, so

become an informed consumer and select a professional wisely. A
red flag should be raised when the therapist seems to focus on the
child's behaviors as the problem rather than on helping the child
cope with intolerance and social prejudice. In the past, profession-
als assigned the diagnosis of Gender Identifu Disorder to children.
This approach is flawed because it implies that these children suf-
fer from a mental disorder. Along the same lines, therapists used

to recommend techniques to change gender-variant behaviors.
Such approaches may be harmful and should not be used.

Ask prospective therapists how they approach gender
variance. fuk about their previous experience treating children
with these issues. Discuss with prospective therapists what you
have learned from this booklet. Ifyou seek therapy foryour child,
make sure that guidance and support for the parents is a major
component of the sessions. Be concerned if the sessions only in-
volve the child, do not address your parenting questions, or do not
provide you with ideas to help your child and,vour family.
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Userul Rrsouncts

Porent Listserve

The Gender and Sexuality Advocacy and Education Program at

the Children's National Medical Center moderates an electronic
listserve for parents. As listserve members, parents can post and

read messages from otJrer parents and moderators. The program
coordinator can be reached at pgroup@cnmc.org.

Websites

C hildren's National Medical C enter http://www.childrensnational.
com./gendervariance

PFLAG: Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays

Men'opolitan Wash ington D C C b nptu' http://www.pfl agdc.org
N ationa I http://www.pfl ag. org

GI,SEM Gay, Lesbian and Straigbt Edu.cation Netttork http://
www.glsen.org

Booksfor Children

Oliuer Buttott is a Sissy. Tomie de Paola. Ilarcourt Brace

Jovanovich , 1979. Reading levels 4-8.

The Sissy Duckling. Harvey Fierstein and Henry Cole (illus).
Simon and Schuste4 2002. Reading levels 4-8.

b's Perfealy Norwral. Robie Harris. Candlewick,1994. Ages 10

and up.

Cbanging Bodies, Changing Liaes: A Book for Tbens on Sex and Rela-

tionsbips. Ruth Bell et al. Random House, 1998.

Booksfor Parents

Not Like Otber Boys. Marlene Fanta-Shyer and Christopher
Shyer. Houghton Mifflin, 1996.

Horuosexuality: The Seo"et o Child Dare Not Tbll. Mary Ann
Cantwell. Raphael, 1998.
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Szisies and Tbntboys: Gettder Nonconforwity and Homosexual

Cbildbood. Matthew Rottnek, ed. New York University
Press, 1999.

Films ond Videos

Ma We en Rose (NIy L,ft in Pink) fl,4deo/DVD) A film by Alain
Berliner. Sony Picture Classics (R)

Oliaer Button Is a Star' (l,tdeo) Directed byJohn Scagliotti and

Dan Hunt, with Tomie de Paola and others. Q.{o audience

rating) www. oliverbuttonisastar. com

The Dress Code a/ideo/D\ID) A film by ShirleyMaclaine.
MGM/UA Studios (PGl3)

Txe GeNorR AND S:xullrrv Aovocecy AND EDUcATtoN
Pnocnnm AT THE Cnrronrru's NRrtoruRl MrolcRr- Cenren

Catherine Tuerk, MA, RN, CS, Edgardo Menvielle, MD, and

James de Jesus
Children's National Medical Center
111 Michigan Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20010
pgroup@cnmc.org

This bookietcan be downloaded or copied, butmaybe reproduced
only in its entirery. Please see www.childrensnational.orglgender-
variance. AIso available in Spanish.

Production of this booklet is supported by a grant from t1re

Child Health Center Board, Children's National Medical Center.
\4/e thank Dr. Gregory Lehne and the numerous professionals,
parents, and volunteers who have generously contributed their
assistance. Illusrrations by Rebecca Apple.

Copymght O 2003 Children's National Medical Center, all
rights reserved.
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