




stronger nondiscrimination policies 
and improved coverage.

There is a lack of quality research on 
the experience of youth of color who 
identify as transgender. One theory 
suggests that the intersection of 
racism, transphobia, and sexism may 
result in the extreme marginalization 
that is experienced among many 
women of color who identify as 
transgender,​‍79 including rejection 
from their family and dropping out 
of school at younger ages (often in 
the setting of rigid religious beliefs 
regarding gender),​‍80 increased levels 
of violence and body objectification,​‍81 
3 times the risk of poverty compared 
with the general population,​‍31 
and the highest prevalence of HIV 
compared with other risk groups 
(estimated as high as 56.3% in 1 
meta-analysis).30 One model suggests 
that pervasive stigma and oppression 
can be associated with psychological 
distress (anxiety, depression, 
and suicide) and adoption of risk 
behaviors by such youth to obtain 
a sense of validation toward their 
complex identities.‍79

FAMILY ACCEPTANCE

Research increasingly suggests that 
familial acceptance or rejection 
ultimately has little influence on the 
gender identity of youth; however, it 
may profoundly affect young people’s 
ability to openly discuss or disclose 
concerns about their identity. 
Suppressing such concerns can affect 
mental health.‍82 Families often find it 
hard to understand and accept their 
child’s gender-diverse traits because 
of personal beliefs, social pressure, 
and stigma.‍49,​‍83 Legitimate fears 
may exist for their child’s welfare, 
safety, and acceptance that pediatric 
providers need to appreciate and 
address. Families can be encouraged 
to communicate their concerns 
and questions. Unacknowledged 
concerns can contribute to shame 
and hesitation in regard to offering 
support and understanding,​‍84 

which is essential for the child’s 
self-esteem, social involvement, and 
overall health as TGD.48,​‍85‍–‍87 Some 
caution has been expressed that 
unquestioning acceptance per se may 
not best serve questioning youth or 
their families. Instead, psychological 
evidence suggests that the most 
benefit comes when family members 
and youth are supported and 
encouraged to engage in reflective 
perspective taking and validate their 
own and the other’s thoughts and 
feelings despite divergent views.‍49,​82

In this regard, suicide attempt rates 
among 433 adolescents in Ontario 
who identified as “trans” were 
4% among those with strongly 
supportive parents and as high as 
60% among those whose parents 
were not supportive.‍85 Adolescents 
who identify as transgender and 
endorse at least 1 supportive person 
in their life report significantly 
less distress than those who only 
experience rejection. In communities 
with high levels of support, it was 
found that nonsupportive families 
tended to increase their support 
over time, leading to dramatic 
improvement in mental health 
outcomes among their children who 
identified as transgender.‍88

Pediatric providers can create a 
safe environment for parents and 
families to better understand and 
listen to the needs of their children 
while receiving reassurance and 
education.‍83 It is often appropriate to 
assist the child in understanding the 
parents’ concerns as well. Despite 
expectations by some youth with 
transgender identity for immediate 
acceptance after “coming out,​”  
family members often proceed 
through a process of becoming more 
comfortable and understanding of 
the youth’s gender identity, thoughts, 
and feelings. One model suggests 
that the process resembles grieving, 
wherein the family separates from 
their expectations for their child to 
embrace a new reality. This process 
may proceed through stages of shock, 

denial, anger, feelings of betrayal, 
fear, self-discovery, and pride.‍89 The 
amount of time spent in any of these 
stages and the overall pace varies 
widely. Many family members also 
struggle as they are pushed to reflect 
on their own gender experience 
and assumptions throughout this 
process. In some situations, youth 
who identify as TGD may be at 
risk for internalizing the difficult 
emotions that family members may 
be experiencing. In these cases, 
individual and group therapy for the 
family members may be helpful.‍49,​‍78

Family dynamics can be complex, 
involving disagreement among legal 
guardians or between guardians 
and their children, which may 
affect the ability to obtain consent 
for any medical management or 
interventions. Even in states where 
minors may access care without 
parental consent for mental health 
services, contraception, and sexually 
transmitted infections, parental 
or guardian consent is required 
for hormonal and surgical care of 
patients who identify as TGD.‍72,​‍90  
Some families may take issue with 
providers who address gender 
concerns or offer gender-affirming 
care. In rare cases, a family may deny 
access to care that raises concerns 
about the youth’s welfare and safety; 
in those cases, additional legal or 
ethical support may be useful to 
consider. In such rare situations, 
pediatric providers may want to 
familiarize themselves with relevant 
local consent laws and maintain their 
primary responsibility for the welfare 
of the child.

SAFE SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITIES

Youth who identify as TGD are 
becoming more visible because 
gender-diverse expression is 
increasingly admissible in the 
media, on social media, and 
in schools and communities. 
Regardless of whether a 
youth with a gender-diverse 
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identity ultimately identifies as 
transgender, challenges exist in 
nearly every social context, from 
lack of understanding to outright 
rejection, isolation, discrimination, 
and victimization. In the US 
Transgender Survey of nearly 
28 000 respondents, it was found 
that among those who were out  
as or perceived to be TGD between 
kindergarten and eighth grade,  
54% were verbally harassed,  
24% were physically assaulted, 
and 13% were sexually assaulted; 
17% left school because of 
maltreatment.‍31 Education  
and advocacy from the medical 
community on the importance  
of safe schools for youth who 
identify as TGD can have a 
significant effect.

At the time of this writing,​* only 
18 states and the District of 
Columbia had laws that prohibited 
discrimination based on gender 
expression when it comes to 
employment, housing, public 
accommodations, and insurance 
benefits. Over 200 US cities have 
such legislation. In addition to 
basic protections, many youth 
who identify as TGD also have to 
navigate legal obstacles when it 
comes to legally changing their 
name and/or gender marker.‍54  
In addition to advocating and 
working with policy makers 
to promote equal protections 
for youth who identify as TGD, 
pediatric providers can play an 
important role by developing a 
familiarity with local laws and 
organizations that provide social 
work and legal assistance to youth 
who identify as TGD and their 
families.

School environments play a 
significant role in the social and 
emotional development of children. 
Every child has a right to feel safe 

*	 For more information regarding state-specific 
laws, please contact the AAP Division of State 
Government Affairs at stgov@ aap.org.

and respected at school, but for 
youth who identify as TGD, this can 
be challenging. Nearly every aspect 
of school life may present safety 
concerns and require negotiations 
regarding their gender expression, 
including name/pronoun use, use 
of bathrooms and locker rooms, 
sports teams, dances and activities, 
overnight activities, and even peer 
groups. Conflicts in any of these 
areas can quickly escalate beyond 
the school’s control to larger debates 
among the community and even on a 
national stage.

The formerly known Gay, Lesbian, 
and Straight Education Network 
(GLSEN), an advocacy organization 
for youth who identify as LGBTQ, 
conducts an annual national survey 
to measure LGBTQ well-being in 
US schools. In 2015, students who 
identified as LGBTQ reported high 
rates of being discouraged from 
participation in extracurricular 
activities. One in 5 students who 
identified as LGBTQ reported 
being hindered from forming or 
participating in a club to support 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender 
students (eg, a gay straight alliance, 
now often referred to as a genders 
and sexualities alliance) despite such 
clubs at schools being associated 
with decreased reports of negative 
remarks about sexual orientation 
or gender expression, increased 
feelings of safety and connectedness 
at school, and lower levels of 
victimization. In addition, >20% of 
students who identified as LGBTQ 
reported being blocked from writing 
about LGBTQ issues in school 
yearbooks or school newspapers 
or being prevented or discouraged 
by coaches and school staff from 
participating in sports because of 
their sexual orientation or gender 
expression.‍91

One strategy to prevent conflict 
is to proactively support policies 
and protections that promote 
inclusion and safety of all students. 
However, such policies are far from 

consistent across districts. In 2015, 
GLSEN found that 43% of children 
who identified as LGBTQ reported 
feeling unsafe at school because of 
their gender expression, but only 
6% reported that their school had 
official policies to support youth 
who identified as TGD, and only 
11% reported that their school’s 
antibullying policies had specific 
protections for gender expression.‍91 
Consequently, more than half of 
the students who identified as 
transgender in the study were 
prevented from using the bathroom, 
names, or pronouns that aligned with 
their asserted gender at school.  
A lack of explicit policies that 
protected youth who identified as 
TGD was associated with increased 
reported victimization, with 
more than half of students who 
identified as LGBTQ reporting verbal 
harassment because of their gender 
expression. Educators and school 
administrators play an essential 
role in advocating for and enforcing 
such policies. GLSEN found that 
when students recognized actions 
to reduce gender-based harassment, 
both students who identified as 
transgender and cisgender reported 
a greater connection to staff and 
feelings of safety.‍91 In another study, 
schools were open to education 
regarding gender diversity and 
were willing to implement policies 
when they were supported by 
external agencies, such as medical 
professionals.‍92

Academic content plays an 
important role in building a  
safe school environment as well. 
The 2015 GLSEN survey revealed 
that when positive representations 
of people who identified as LGBTQ 
were included in the curriculum, 
students who identified as LGBTQ 
reported less hostile school 
environments, less victimization 
and greater feelings of safety, 
fewer school absences because 
of feeling unsafe, greater feelings 
of connectedness to their school 
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community, and an increased 
interest in high school graduation 
and postsecondary education.‍91  
At the time of this writing,​* 8 states 
had laws that explicitly forbade 
teachers from even discussing 
LGBTQ issues.‍54

MEDICAL EDUCATION

One of the most important ways  
to promote high-quality health 
care for youth who identify as TGD 
and their families is increasing 
the knowledge base and clinical 
experience of pediatric providers 
in providing culturally competent 
care to such populations, as 
recommended by the recently 
released guidelines by the 
Association of American Medical 
Colleges.‍93 This begins with the 
medical school curriculum in areas 
such as human development, sexual 
health, endocrinology, pediatrics, 
and psychiatry. In a 2009–2010 
survey of US medical schools, it was 
found that the median number of 
hours dedicated to LGBTQ health 
was 5, with one-third of US medical 
schools reporting no LGBTQ 
curriculum during the clinical 
years.‍94

During residency training, there 
is potential for gender diversity to 
be emphasized in core rotations, 
especially in pediatrics, psychiatry, 
family medicine, and obstetrics and 
gynecology. Awareness could be 
promoted through the inclusion of 
topics relevant to caring for children 
who identify as TGD in the list of 
core competencies published by 
the American Board of Pediatrics, 
certifying examinations, and 
relevant study materials. Continuing 
education and maintenance of 
certification activities can include 
topics relevant to TGD populations 
as well.

*	 For more information regarding state-specific 
laws, please contact the AAP Division of State 
Government Affairs at stgov@ aap.org.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The AAP works toward all children 
and adolescents, regardless of 
gender identity or expression, 
receiving care to promote optimal 
physical, mental, and social well-
being. Any discrimination based on 
gender identity or expression, real 
or perceived, is damaging to the 
socioemotional health of children, 
families, and society. In particular, 
the AAP recommends the following:

1.	 that youth who identify as TGD 
have access to comprehensive, 
gender-affirming, and 
developmentally appropriate 
health care that is provided in a 
safe and inclusive clinical space;

2.	 that family-based therapy  
and support be available to 
recognize and respond to the 
emotional and mental health 
needs of parents, caregivers,  
and siblings of youth who  
identify as TGD;

3.	 that electronic health records, 
billing systems, patient-centered 
notification systems, and clinical 
research be designed to respect 
the asserted gender identity of 
each patient while maintaining 
confidentiality and avoiding 
duplicate charts;

4.	 that insurance plans offer 
coverage for health care that 
is specific to the needs of 
youth who identify as TGD, 
including coverage for medical, 
psychological, and, when 
indicated, surgical gender-
affirming interventions;

5.	 that provider education, including 
medical school, residency, and 
continuing education, integrate 
core competencies on the 
emotional and physical health 
needs and best practices for the 
care of youth who identify as TGD 
and their families;

6.	 that pediatricians have a role in 
advocating for, educating, and 
developing liaison relationships 

with school districts and  
other community organizations  
to promote acceptance and 
inclusion of all children without 
fear of harassment, exclusion, 
or bullying because of gender 
expression;

7.	 that pediatricians have a role in 
advocating for policies and laws 
that protect youth who identify 
as TGD from discrimination and 
violence;

8.	 that the health care workforce 
protects diversity by offering 
equal employment opportunities 
and workplace protections, 
regardless of gender identity or 
expression; and

9.	 that the medical field and federal 
government prioritize research 
that is dedicated to improving the 
quality of evidence-based care for 
youth who identify as TGD.
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