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⌂ Gender Dysphoria

What Is Gender Dysphoria?
Gender dysphoria involves a conflict between a person's physical or assigned gender and the gender
with which he/she/they identify. People with gender dysphoria may be very uncomfortable with the
gender they were assigned, sometimes described as being uncomfortable with their body (particularly
developments during puberty) or being uncomfortable with the expected roles of their assigned gender.

People with gender dysphoria may often experience significant distress and/or problems functioning
associated with this conflict between the way they feel and think of themselves (referred to as
experienced or expressed gender) and their physical or assigned gender.

The gender conflict affects people in different ways. It can change the way a person wants to express
their gender and can influence behavior, dress and self-image. Some people may cross-dress, some
may want to socially transition, others may want to medically transition with sex-change surgery and/or
hormone treatment. Socially transitioning primarily involves transitioning into the affirmed gender’s
pronouns and bathrooms.

People with gender dysphoria may allow themselves to express their true selves and may openly want to
be affirmed in their gender identity. They may use clothes and hairstyles and adopt a new first name of
their experienced gender. Similarly children with gender dysphoria may express the wish to be of the
opposite gender and may assert they are (or will grow up to be) of the opposite gender. They prefer, or
demand, clothing, hairstyles and to be called a name of the opposite gender. (Medical transition is only
relevant at and after the onset of puberty.)
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Diagnosis

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) provides for one overarching
diagnosis of gender dysphoria with separate specific criteria for children and for adolescents and adults.

In adolescents and adults gender dysphoria diagnosis involves a difference between one’s
experienced/expressed gender and assigned gender, and significant distress or problems functioning. It
lasts at least six months and is shown by at least two of the following:

1. A marked incongruence between one’s experienced/expressed gender and primary and/or
secondary sex characteristics

2. A strong desire to be rid of one’s primary and/or secondary sex characteristics
3. A strong desire for the primary and/or secondary sex characteristics of the other gender
4. A strong desire to be of the other gender
5. A strong desire to be treated as the other gender
6. A strong conviction that one has the typical feelings and reactions of the other gender

In children, gender dysphoria diagnosis involves at least six of the following and an associated
significant distress or impairment in function, lasting at least six months.

1. A strong desire to be of the other gender or an insistence that one is the other gender
2. A strong preference for wearing clothes typical of the opposite gender
3. A strong preference for cross-gender roles in make-believe play or fantasy play

Gender dysphoria is not the same as gender nonconformity, which refers to behaviors not matching the
gender norms or stereotypes of the gender assigned at birth. Examples of gender nonconformity (also
referred to as gender expansiveness or gender creativity) include girls behaving and dressing in ways
more socially expected of boys or occasional cross-dressing in adult men. Gender nonconformity is not a
mental disorder. Gender dysphoria is also not the same being gay/lesbian.

While some children express feelings and behaviors relating to gender dysphoria at 4 years old or
younger, many may not express feelings and behaviors until puberty or much later. For some children,
when they experience puberty, they suddenly find themselves unable to identify with their own body.
Some adolescents become unable to shower or wear a bathing suit and/or undertake self-harm
behaviors.
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4. A strong preference for the toys, games or activities stereotypically used or engaged in by the other
gender

5. A strong preference for playmates of the other gender
6. A strong rejection of toys, games and activities typical of one’s assigned gender
7. A strong dislike of one’s sexual anatomy
8. A strong desire for the physical sex characteristics that match one’s experienced gender

For children, cross-gender behaviors may start between ages 2 and 4, the same age at which most
typically developing children begin showing gendered behaviors and interests. Gender atypical behavior
is common among young children and may be part of normal development. Children who meet the
criteria for gender dysphoria may or may not continue to experience it into adolescence and adulthood.
Some research shows that children who had more intense symptoms and distress, who were more
persistent, insistent and consistent in their cross-gender statements and behaviors, and who used more
declarative statements (“I am a boy (or girl)” rather than “I want to be a boy (or girl)”) were more likely to
become transgender adults. 

Definitions and Pronouns

Definitions 

Gender - denotes the public (and usually legally recognized) lived role as boy or girl, man or
woman. Biological factors combined with social and psychological factors contribute to gender
development.
Assigned gender - refers to a person’s initial assignment as male or female at birth. It is based
on the child’s genitalia and other visible physical sex characteristics.
Gender-atypical - refers to physical features or behaviors that are not typical of individuals of the
same assigned gender in a given society.
Gender-nonconforming - refers to behaviors that are not typical of individuals with the same
assigned gender in a given society.
Gender reassignment - denotes an official (and usually legal) change of gender.
Gender identity - is a category of social identity and refers to an individual’s identification as
male, female or, occasionally, some category other than male or female. It is one’s deeply held
core sense of being male, female, some of both or neither, and does not always correspond to
biological sex.
Gender dysphoria - as a general descriptive term refers to an individual’s discontent with the
assigned gender. It is more specifically defined when used as a diagnosis.
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Transgender - refers to the broad spectrum of individuals who transiently or persistently identify
with a gender different from their gender at birth. (Note: the term transgendered is not generally
used.)
Transsexual - refers to an individual who seeks, or has undergone, a social transition from male
to female or female to male. In many, but not all, cases this also involves a physical transition
through cross-sex hormone treatment and genital surgery (sex reassignment surgery).
Genderqueer - blurring the lines around gender identity and sexual orientation. Genderqueer
individuals typically embrace a fluidity of gender identity and sometimes sexual orientation.
Gender fluidity - having different gender identities at different times.
Agendered - ‘without gender,’ individuals identifying as having no gender identity.
Cisgender - describes individuals whose gender identity or expression aligns with the sex
assigned to them at birth.
Gender expansiveness - conveys a wider, more flexible range of gender identity and/or
expression than typically associated with the binary gender system.
Gender expression - the manner in which a person communicates about gender to others
through external means such as clothing, appearance, or mannerisms. This communication may
be conscious or subconscious and may or may not reflect their gender identity or sexual
orientation.

Preferred Gender Pronouns

Some transgender and gender-nonconforming people may prefer gender-neutral or gender-inclusive
pronouns when talking to or about them. “They” and “their” are sometimes used as gender-neutral
singular pronouns. Singular gender-neutral pronouns also include “ze” (or “zie”) and “hir.”
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The American Psychiatric Association (APA) is committed to ensuring accessibility of its website to
people with disabilities. If you have trouble accessing any of APA’s web resources, please contact us at
202-559-3900 for assistance.

Become an APA Member       

Find answers to your questions about Gender Dysphoria written by leading psychiatrists.

Patient Stories: Gender Dysphoria

Read patient stories about Gender Dysphoria and learn how to share your story.
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