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Abstract 

 An increasing number of transgender children—those who express a gender identity that 

is “opposite” their natal sex—are socially transitioning, or presenting as their gender identity in 

everyday life. This study asks whether these children differ from gender-typical peers on basic 

gender development tasks. Three- to 5-year-old socially-transitioned transgender children (n=36) 

did not differ from controls matched on age and expressed gender (n=36), or siblings of 

transgender and gender nonconforming children (n=24) on gender preference, behavior, and 

belief measures. However, transgender children were less likely than both control groups to 

believe that their gender at birth matches their current gender, while both transgender children 

and siblings were less likely than controls to believe that other people’s gender is stable.  

 

Keywords: transgender children; gender nonconformity; gender development; gender-typing; 

constancy 
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Gender Development in Preschool Transgender Children 

  

Gender is perhaps the central way in which children and adults carve the social world 

into categories (Maccoby, 1998; Ruble, Martin, Berenbaum, 2006). Therefore, it may be 

unsurprising that gender is likely the earliest identity and social category to emerge in 

development (Lewis & Brooks-Gunn, 1979), and that acquiring gender knowledge is considered 

a critical component of early childhood development (Ruble et al., 2007). A pervasive, albeit an 

often implicit, assumption in society and in psychological research is that one’s gender (one’s 

sense of identity as a boy or girl) aligns with one’s sex (determined by one’s anatomy and 

chromosomes at birth). This belief is clearly grounded in data—for most people, their gender 

identity aligns with their sex. However, it is not always the case; rather there are people, termed 

transgender, whose gender identity and sex at birth do not align. One example is reality star, 

Jazz Jennings, who expressed a female identity as soon as she could communicate that 

information to others, despite being born a natal male (Goldberg & Adriano, 2007). When she 

was 5-years-old, her parents allowed her to begin living as a girl in everyday life (meaning that 

they used the pronoun “she” and a new female name “Jazz,” but no medical or hormonal 

intervention occurred at that age)—a process called a social transition. In the current work, we 

ask whether children like Jazz show patterns of gender development within the early preschool 

years that are similar to or different from gender-typical children of the same age.  

Despite developmental psychology’s long and rich history of studying gender 

development, children like Jazz—socially-transitioned transgender children—have largely been 

absent from these investigations. This is in part because social transitions early in development 

are relatively new (Ehrensaft, 2011; Hidalgo et al., 2013). However, the unique developmental 

experiences of transgender children, especially those who “switch” their gender presentations 
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early in life, may contribute in interesting ways to discussions about how gender and sex 

function as organizing principles in young children’s lives. Although their experiences are rare 

(estimates of transgender identities are difficult to find, but one recent study of New Zealander 

high school students suggested a rate of approximately 1.2% of people identifying as 

transgender, Clark et al., 2014, and likely even fewer have socially-transitioned to live as the 

“other” gender), given that socially-transitioned transgender children do exist, it is important to 

include their experiences in the study of gender development. Thus, in line with arguments 

concerning the importance of increasing diversity in empirical psychology (e.g., Kang & 

Bodenhausen, 2015; Shelton, 2000), the inclusion of transgender children will further our 

understanding of the range of ways in which gender emerges and develops, while also offering 

possible contributions to theoretical discussions of gender development (Dunham & Olson, in 

press). In the current work, we aim to do so by investigating preschool-age socially-transitioned 

transgender children’s gendered preferences, behaviors, and beliefs. We discuss how these data 

can add to our understanding of gender development, inform theories of gender development, 

and give rise to new research questions concerning the development of gender cognition.  

Theoretical Contribution 

Beyond conducting an exploratory analysis of the basic gender development of socially-

transitioned transgender children and comparing it to the development of gender-typical children 

of the same age, a secondary goal of the current work was to provide data that can begin to speak 

to broader theoretical discussions about gender development and transgender children. As one 

example, some previous work has claimed that understanding gender constancy (that gender is a 

stable and consistent attribute) allows for greater organization and motivation of strong same-

gender preferences and behaviors (Kohlberg, 1966; Slaby & Frey, 1975). More recent theorizing, 
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however, suggests that while full gender constancy knowledge may not be responsible for 

enhancing gendered preferences and behavior, understanding gender stability in particular is a 

central factor in motivating strong gender preferences (Ruble et al., 2007). For example, a very 

young girl might already display an affinity toward pink, dolls, and dresses, but once she 

understands the stability of her gender, she will have even more extreme gendered preferences.  

Socially-transitioned transgender children present an interesting case to test this idea 

because unlike other children, they might not have a belief that their gender is stable. 

Anecdotally, many transgender children and their families discuss how they “used to be” one 

gender, but are another gender now, after their social-transition. While this conversation can be 

interpreted as the child having been assumed to be one gender and now being recognized as a 

member of the “other” gender, children may not have this nuanced understanding. Further, as 

discussed in more detail below, there is some initial evidence suggesting that gender 

nonconforming children (a group that would include transgender children) are less likely than 

gender-typical children to say that gender is stable over time (Zucker et al., 1999). At the same 

time, some work with older socially-transitioned transgender children suggests that they give 

gender-typical (but not sex-typical) responses on measures of gender development, such as 

gendered preferences (Olson, Eaton, & Key, 2015). Evidence that transgender children show 

strongly-gendered preferences (perhaps as strong as controls) paired with a lack of gender 

stability beliefs (at least as it has traditionally been tested), could suggest that the “boost” from 

stability beliefs is not needed to show the high levels of gendered preferences observed by 

gender-typical children.  

 In addition, this work is likely to spawn further theoretical work on questions about 

gender development which may not come about until we know how socially-transitioned 
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transgender children respond compared to their gender-typical peers. For example, if transgender 

children do not differ from gender-typical children on some or all measures of gender 

development, we would have some preliminary evidence that gender-of-rearing in the first few 

years may not be a large contributor to those particular aspects of gender development—a 

hypothesis we may then be able to test with future data collection with transgender children or 

children with other diverse early experiences, such as intersex children who were reared as one 

gender but later identified as the “opposite” gender. Thus, we see this work as a catalyst for the 

establishment of future research and theories of gender development.  

Gender-Typical Development 

A large body of research suggests that gender-typical children, or those whose gender 

identity aligns with their sex at birth, are attuned to cues about gender early in development and 

begin perceiving gender categories at a young age. Infants display an ability to discriminate male 

and female faces by six months of age (Quinn, Yahr, Kuhn, Slater, & Pascalis, 2002) and they 

can accurately match male and female voices to male and female faces by their first birthday 

(Poulin-Dubois, Serbin, Kenyon, & Derbyshire, 1994). Around age two, when they begin to 

acquire knowledge of gender labels (Fenson et al., 1994; Stennes, Burch, Sen & Bauer, 2005), 

infants display preferences for objects and people associated with their own gender (Serbin, 

Poulin-Dubois, Colburne, Sen, & Eichstedt, 2001; Zosuls et al., 2009) and show rudimentary 

gender stereotyping (Levy & Haaf, 1994; Serbin, Poulin-Dubois, & Eichstedt, 2002).  

The current work focuses on the preschool period, as it is a crucial time for gender 

development. Throughout these years (3-5 years of age), gender is highly salient and a powerful 

motivator of children’s preferences and behaviors. For example, preschool-age children use 

gender to guide their own outfit choices (Halim et al., 2014) and toy choices (Eaton, Von 
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Bargen, & Keats, 1981), such that they express interest in objects that are associated with their 

own gender, rather than those linked to the other gender. Similarly, by age three and throughout 

the preschool years, children display a strong preference for same-gender people (Martin & 

Fabes, 2001; Martin, Fabes, Evans, & Wyman, 1999; Shutts, Pemberton, & Spelke, 2013). 

Preschool-age children also use gender to guide their expectations of others’ appearances and 

activities (Miller, Lurye, Zosuls, & Ruble, 2009), with gender stereotype knowledge developing 

rapidly during this age range (see Signorella, Bigler, & Liben, 1993). Finally, the preschool years 

are also thought to be a critical time for developing knowledge of gender constancy (Kohlberg, 

1966; Slaby & Frey, 1975). Specifically, children at this age are thought to master an 

understanding that gender is stable from infancy to adulthood (not until after preschool are they 

thought to understand that gender is consistent across changes in appearance, Ruble et al., 2007). 

Moreover, this gender stability knowledge is considered to be a central factor in enhancing 

preschool children’s same-gender preferences and behavior (e.g., Ruble et al., 2007). 

Gender Nonconforming Children 

Despite the large body of work on gender development, most of that work has been 

conducted with gender-typical children. The current work is an exploratory investigation into 

whether socially-transitioned transgender children show the same patterns of gender 

development during the preschool years. To date there has been no work on this question, though 

there has been one study reporting on gender development in elementary-age children, and a few 

studies reporting on gender development in a broader range of gender diverse children.  

Olson, Key, and Eaton (2015) investigated a similar question about gender development 

milestones in elementary-age transgender children (Mage = 9 years, 1 month). They found that 

across several measures—preferences for same-gender peers and objects endorsed by those 
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peers, as well as in the degree to which they displayed an implicit or explicit gender identity, and 

implicit gender-based preferences—socially-transitioned transgender children did not differ from 

gender-typical control children (who were matched on age and expressed gender) and gender-

typical siblings, when considered according to their gender. When analyzed as a function of 

gender assigned at birth (i.e., according to natal sex), the transgender children differed from their 

controls and siblings on every measure. Thus, from Olson et al. (2015) we can conclude that, by 

the elementary years, socially-transitioned transgender children show gender-typical responding 

on many measures of gender development. 

In addition to this more recent work on socially-transitioned transgender children, there is 

a longer tradition of studying gender nonconforming children—those who defy cultural gender 

expectations for children of their sex—in the clinical psychology and psychiatry literature. While 

typically focused on clinical outcomes (e.g., Cohen-Kettenis, Owen, Kaijser, Bradley, & Zucker, 

2003), these research teams have occasionally reported on basic gender development, much as 

we do in the current work with socially-transitioned transgender children. For example, one 

study found that while siblings of gender nonconforming children preferred to play with toys 

manufactured for children of their sex, gender nonconforming children (Mage = 7.6 years) did 

not—they equally preferred toys manufactured for their own sex and the other sex (Zucker, 

Bradley, Doering, & Lozinski, 1985). In contrast, for games, gender nonconforming children 

actually expressed a preference for games manufactured for the other sex, while their siblings did 

not. Thus, it appears that gender nonconforming children’s preferences consistently differ from 

their gender conforming peers (the definition of gender nonconformity), but only sometimes was 

this difference in the direction opposite their sex at birth. Further, Zucker and colleagues (1999) 

found that a group of 3- to 10-year-old gender nonconforming children showed an atypical 
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understanding of gender constancy. That is, the gender diverse group of children was less likely 

than gender-typical children to believe that their own gender was stable across time (gender 

stability) or across changes in appearance (gender consistency) compared to others’ gender.  

Importantly, while these previous findings suggest that gender nonconforming children 

have response patterns differing from their same-sex peers, these studies were completed with 

children who differ from those in the current work in a two key ways. First, the children in this 

past work (aside from Olson et al., 2015) were not socially-transitioned. That is, these children 

presented in public (e.g., attended school) as the gender that aligns with their sex at birth. In 

contrast, the current work focuses on children who have socially-transitioned, and thus present a 

gender that differs from the one they were assumed to have at birth. Second, previous work with 

gender nonconforming children likely drew a broader range of children than those included in 

the current work. That is, there are many gender nonconforming children who do not actually 

believe themselves to be the “other” gender; instead, they tend to have preferences that align 

with the “other” gender while maintaining that they identify as a member of the gender group 

aligning with their sex at birth (see Olson, 2016 for more on this issue). Children in the current 

work—those expressing that they are a member of the “other” gender group and living 

publically as this “other” gender—perhaps could be thought of as the most extreme subset of 

gender nonconforming youth. Therefore, it may be reasonable to assume that these socially-

transitioned transgender children are the most likely to show effects in the direction opposite 

their sex at birth, leading to our hypothesis that these children would show patterns of gender 

responding remarkably similar to children who share their expressed gender, but who differ in 

their sex (as Olson et al., 2015 found with older children). 

The Current Work 
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The present work is an exploratory investigation of how young socially-transitioned 

transgender children’s preferences, behavior, and beliefs with regard to gender compare to those 

of gender-typical children of the same age. To this end, we had socially-transitioned transgender 

children and gender-typical children complete a series of basic gender development tasks, 

including measures assessing: (1) gender constancy understanding, (2) gender preferences, (3) 

gendered behavior (stereotypicality of outfit worn to the appointment), (4) explicit gender 

identity, (5) perceived similarity to boys and girls, and (6) gender stereotyping.  

As described in the Theoretical Contribution section above, assessing how socially-

transitioned transgender children respond compared to gender-typical peers on measures of 

gender constancy understanding—more specifically, gender stability understanding—paired with 

their responding to measures of gender preferences may shed some light on whether seeing one’s 

gender as stable over time is always a major contributor to enhancing same-gender preferences 

and behavior at this age. Based on both anecdotal knowledge and previous work with gender 

nonconforming children (Zucker et al., 1999), we expected that young transgender children may 

be less likely than gender-typical children to see their gender as stable over time. However, 

drawing upon previous work on older socially-transitioned transgender children (Olson et al., 

2015), we expected young transgender children to have just as strong same-gender preferences 

and behavior as their gender-typical peers. If transgender and gender-typical children show 

similar levels of preference but different patterns of stability, this might suggest that stability is 

not playing a causal role, so much as it is a developmentally co-occurring phenomenon. 

 Since previous work on gender development has included questions about gender 

identity, we do so in the current work as well; however, the measures we use are slightly 

different than those used in past work. The explicit gender identity measure used in the current 
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work asks children what they feel like they are on the inside (i.e., in their “mind, thoughts, and 

feelings”). This identity measure was designed to make it clear to children that we were asking 

about their gender identity and not their biological sex. We also investigated gender identity by 

asking children how similar they feel to boys and how similar they feel to girls. Finally, we 

explored gender stereotyping (versus flexibility). Since there is no previous work on transgender 

or gender nonconforming children’s tendency to endorse gender stereotypes, this was an 

exploratory investigation.  

In the current work we include two control groups, serving two different purposes. The 

first is a group of gender typical children that are matched to the transgender children on age and 

gender identity (henceforth, controls). This group allows us to examine whether our transgender 

sample is showing responses typical for their age and gender. The second control group is a 

group of gender typical children who are siblings of transgender or gender nonconforming 

children (henceforth, siblings). The inclusion of the sibling control group allows us to separate 

the impact of the lived experience of gender diversity from mere knowledge of the existence of 

gender diversity. In the case that transgender children respond differently from controls and 

siblings we might assume personal experience of being transgender is playing a critical role in 

this difference. On the other hand, a finding that siblings respond similarly to transgender 

children, but different from controls would suggest that knowledge of gender diversity (or 

perhaps factors unique to the kinds of families that have gender nonconforming children in them) 

plays a contributing role, rather than just personal experience as a transgender person. 

We specifically focused on socially-transitioned transgender children in the preschool 

years (ages 3-5) because it is the age at which—according to previous work with gender-typical 

children (Eaton et al., 1981; Halim et al., 2014; Shutts et al., 2013; Signorella et al., 1993)—
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gender begins to strongly motivate children’s preferences and behavior as well as their beliefs 

about gender roles. Additionally, the preschool years are when an understanding of gender 

stability is mastered (Slaby & Frey, 1975; Ruble et al., 2007), which is particularly interesting 

with regard to a young transgender person’s view of their gender identity. In addition, this is the 

age at which gender nonconforming children tend to express their gender atypical identity and 

behavior (Green, 1976; Zucker, Bradley, & Sanikhani, 1997) and it is the age at which the first 

transgender children have socially-transitioned (to our knowledge). 

Methods 

Participants 

This study is part of a larger longitudinal project on gender development, examining the 

longitudinal development of a larger sample of socially-transitioned transgender children, 

currently ages 3-14. This study focused on the 3- to 5-year-old children in that project. 

Participants in this study belong to three different groups: (1) socially-transitioned binary 

(meaning they identify as male or female) transgender children (henceforth, transgender); (2) 

gender-typical siblings of transgender and gender nonconforming children; and (3) age- and 

gender-matched unrelated gender-typical control children. Because transgender children are rare, 

the research team traveled extensively to recruit this sample. Over the course of nine months 

(March 2015 to November 2015), the researchers flew and drove throughout the U.S. to meet 

with families from 17 U.S. states (see Table 1 for list of states) at a series of conferences and 

camps for gender diverse children, at support group meetings for families with transgender 

children, at our research lab (for area families), or at families’ own homes to recruit this sample 

of transgender children and siblings. Additionally, control participants were run in a child 
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development lab in the Pacific Northwestern United States. Despite recruiting from different 

geographic areas, our groups had similar other demographics as can be seen in Table 1. 

Transgender children. Thirty-six 3- to 5-year-old transgender children who had 

socially-transitioned (Mage = 4.99 years, SD = 7.82 months) participated, including 28 

transgender girls (natal males) and 8 transgender boys (natal females). Perhaps not surprisingly, 

as social transitions often occur later in development, our sample skewed toward the older age of 

this range, with two 3-year-olds, 13 4-year-olds, and 21 5-year-olds participating. The 

transgender children were socially transitioned at the time of participation, meaning they were all 

living as the gender “opposite” of their natal sex. Using the criteria for full transitions from 

Steensma, McGuire, Kreukels, Beekman, and Cohen-Kattenis (2013), participants had to be 

using the pronoun, clothing, and hairstyles associated with the “other” gender to count as 

socially-transitioned. Every socially-transitioned transgender 3- to 5-year-old child who was run 

during the recruitment period is reported in this paper. 

Siblings. In order to recruit as large of a sample of siblings as possible, we recruited a 

group of children who were siblings of transgender children, irrespective of whether the 

transgender sibling was in the 3- to 5-year-old range (only 2 of the current siblings had one in 

this sample), or who were siblings of children who were gender nonconforming (that is, children 

who had behaviors and preferences counter to gender stereotypes and who had not yet 

transitioned). Twenty-four 3- to 5-year-old gender-typical siblings of transgender or gender 

nonconforming children (Mage = 4.93 years, SD = 8.24 months; 12 natal males, 12 natal females) 

participated during the same time period as the transgender children. These children were 

recruited and run while attending the same support group meetings, conferences, and camps as 

our transgender sample and were recruited via the same recruitment techniques, as we always 
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stated that we were interested in sibling participants as well. All siblings age 3- to 5-years-old 

who were run during the recruitment period are included in this paper. 

Controls. Additionally, 36 3- to 5-year-old gender-typical children (Mage = 5.03 years, 

SD = 8.52 months; 8 natal males, 28 natal females) were recruited to participate as matched 

controls of the transgender participants. These controls were matched on age, such that controls’ 

ages at test were within four months of the transgender children’s age at test, and matched on 

expressed gender (such that a transgender girl—a natal male who lives as a girl—was matched to 

a gender-typical girl), which is the same matching approach as utilized by Olson and colleagues 

(2015). Gender-typical matched controls were recruited through a university database of families 

interested in participating in child development research, and families were informed this was 

part of a study of children with diverse gender identities and expressions.  

Procedure and Materials. 

After obtaining parental consent and verbal assent, experimenters administered the 

following measures. Parents simultaneously provided demographic and other information. The 

procedures took approximately 30 minutes to complete. All participants, including parents, 

received $10 and children additionally received a small toy prize for participation.  

Gender Constancy. Participants were asked questions about their own and others’ 

gender stability and consistency to examine their gender constancy understanding. We chose to 

separate first-party and third-party gender constancy because previous work on gender constancy 

understanding of gender-atypical children examined constancy knowledge in this way (Zucker et 

al., 1999). Further, it was plausible that transgender children would view the constancy of their 

own gender differently compared to the gender constancy of others—after all, unlike children 

themselves, most people the children know have had a stable gender.  
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First-Party Stability. Two questions about participants’ own gender stability were taken 

from a previous work (Slaby & Frey, 1975). Participants were asked about their gender in the 

past (“When you were a little baby, were you a little boy or a little girl?”) and in the future 

(“When you grow up, will you be a dad or a mom?”). Because we were interested in the degree 

to which transgender children responded that their gender was stable from the past compared to 

their responses about the stability of their gender going into the future, we separately analyzed 

this measure by item. To examine whether transgender children differ from siblings and controls 

in their pattern of responding to the two first-party stability questions, we coded whether 

participants responded to each question with their expressed gender or with the “opposite” 

gender (i.e., the gender “opposite” of natal sex for gender typical controls and siblings, and the 

gender that aligns with natal sex for transgender participants). Participants who did not provide a 

response to an item were excluded from analyses of that item, leading to the exclusion of one 

control participant, one sibling, and two transgender participants on the past stability item as well 

as one control participant and four transgender participants on the future stability item.  

Third-Party Stability. To measure participants’ understanding of others’ gender stability, 

four questions were adapted from previously validated measures (Szkrybalo & Ruble, 1999; 

Ruble et al., 2007). Participants were shown pictures of four different targets (a boy, a girl, a 

woman, and a man) one at a time and answered one question about each target. When 

participants were shown a boy or a girl, they were asked, “When this kid was a little baby, was 

this kid a boy or a girl?” and when participants were shown a man or a woman, they were asked, 

“When this grown-up was little, was this grown-up a boy or a girl?”. Participants’ responses to 

the four third-party stability questions were coded as 1 if they responded with the gender-

constant response (e.g., saying that a boy will be a man) and 0 if they gave any other answer 
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(e.g., opposite gender, both genders). These four variables (Cronbach’s α = .90) were summed to 

create a third-party stability total score (with a possible range from 0-4, see Table 3 for means). 

Participants had to respond to all four third-party stability items to be included in analyses of this 

measure, resulting in the exclusion of one control participant and two transgender participants. 

First-Party Consistency. Two questions were taken from previous work (Slaby & Frey, 

1975) to assess participants’ own gender consistency. Participants were asked two questions: “If 

you wore [opposite gender’s] clothes, would you be a boy or a girl?” and “If you played 

[opposite gender’s] games, would you be a boy or a girl?”. Critically, when presenting the 

consistency questions, we asked about the gender “opposite” children’s expressed identity (e.g., 

a gender-typical or transgender girl was asked about boys’ clothes or games). In this way, all 

children were asked about clothing that would have been less common for them to wear in their 

current everyday life, as the measure was originally designed to function in that way. 

Participants’ responses to the two first-party consistency questions were coded as 1 if they 

responded with the gender corresponding to their expressed gender and 0 if they gave any other 

answer (e.g., opposite gender, both genders). These two variables (Cronbach’s α = .79) were then 

summed to create a first-party consistency total score for each participant (with a possible range 

from 0-2, see Table 3 for means). Participants had to respond to both first-party consistency 

items to be included in analyses of this measure, which resulted in the exclusion of one control 

participant and three transgender participants. 

Additionally, for these consistency items, children were asked to provide a justification of 

why they gave each response. The field is split about whether or not to code justifications given 

by 3- to 5-year-old children—some previous researchers code justifications to consistency 

questions (Arthur, Bigler, & Ruble, 2009; Ruble et al., 2007), but many do not (Bussey & 
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Bandura, 1984; Frey & Ruble, 1992; Lobel & Menashri, 1993; Marcus & Overton, 1978; Slaby 

& Frey, 1975; Warin, 2000). Because our participants tended to give nonsense, “I don’t know”, 

or no justifications (40% did so at least once during the first-party consistency task, leaving very 

few responses that could be coded) and since 3- to 5-year-olds in our study and in past work 

generally do not pass gender consistency measures anyway, we did not use these justification 

responses for first-party or third-party consistency measures; doing so would necessarily mean 

children would perform even worse on these items. 

Third-Party Consistency. To measure participants’ understanding of others’ gender 

consistency, four questions were adapted from previously validated measures (Szkrybalo & 

Ruble, 1999; Ruble et al., 2007). Participants were shown four new targets (a boy, a girl, a 

woman, and a man) and were asked a question about each target. When participants saw a boy or 

a girl, they were asked, “If this kid wore [opposite gender’s] clothes, would this kid be a boy or a 

girl?” and when participants saw a man or a woman, they were asked, “If this grown-up did the 

work that [opposite gender] do, would this grown-up be a man or a woman?”. Participants’ 

responses to the four third-party consistency questions were coded as 1 if they responded with 

the gender-constant response (e.g., saying that a boy will be a man) and 0 if they gave any other 

answer (e.g., opposite gender, both genders). Then, these variables (Cronbach’s α = .87) were 

summed to create a third-party consistency total score (with a possible range of 0-4, see Table 3 

for means). Participants were required to respond to all four third-party consistency items in 

order to be included in analyses of this measure, which resulted in the exclusion of two control 

participants, two sibling participants, and two transgender participants.  

Preferences. Participants were asked about their peer, toy, and clothing preferences. 
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Peer preference. Participants saw eight separate pairs of children and were asked to point 

to the child they would like to be friends with the most (Olson et al., 2015). In six of the trials, 

the pair included a male child and a female child, matched on perceived age and attractiveness, 

while two filler trials included two apparently male children or two apparently female children. 

A peer preference score was calculated for each participant, representing the number of times on 

mixed-gender pair trials (0-6) the participants chose peers who were the gender that matched 

their own expressed gender (e.g., number of times a gender-typical girl or transgender girl picked 

girls). Participants who did not provide a response on every trial of the task (with the exception 

of the two filler trials) were excluded from analyses of this item, which resulted in the exclusion 

of one control (missed 5 of 6 items) and one transgender participant (missed 4 of 6 items). 

Toy and clothing preferences. Participants saw four sets of five toys and four sets of five 

outfits and were asked to point to the toy they would like to play with the most or which outfit 

they liked the best. For example, one group of toy items included an orange tool set, a red 

barbecue set, a board game, a purple stove set, and a pink kitchen set. An example set of clothing 

items included a pair of plaid cargo shorts with athletic t-shirt, a pair of grey jeans with blue 

button-down shirt, a pair of blue jeans with green t-shirt, a pair of blue jeans with pink tank-top, 

and a purple dress with sparkles. Thus, each set of five toys or outfits, could be arranged from 

“most stereotypically masculine” (1) to “most stereotypically feminine” (5). These items had 

previously been pilot tested with a group of gender-typical children to determine how 

stereotypically girl-like or boy-like they were and in the current work the items were found to be 

highly reliable (toy items: Cronbach’s α = .74; clothing items: Cronbach’s α = .92). Responses 

were averaged to create a toy preference score and a clothing preference score. For boys, scores 

were re-coded such that higher numbers represent more gender-consistent preferences (the scale 
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was already ordered that way for girls). Analyses included participants who responded to at least 

three of the four items in each category, resulting in the inclusion of all participants (three 

children skipped one toy item—one control, one sibling, one transgender—and two transgender 

children skipped one clothing item, but due to the averaging approach, these participants could 

nonetheless be included in analyses).  

For analysis purposes, these three measures were combined to create a preferences 

composite score. Since the measures were on two different scales, the peer preference (ranging 

from 0-6), toy preference (1-5), and clothing preference (1-5) scores were first standardized into 

percent of maximum possibility (POMP) scores (Cohen, Cohen, Aiken, & West, 1999). The 

POMP scores were calculated by first subtracting the minimum possible score on the scale from 

the observed scores. That difference was then divided by the difference between the maximum 

and minimum possible scores on the scale, which was then multiplied by 100. Once POMP 

scores were calculated for each preference score (peer, toy, and clothing), they were averaged to 

create the preferences composite score. Although we do report the means on the original scales 

in the table below, the analyses are conducted with the preferences composite score.  

 Stereotype flexibility. A task was adapted from Liben & Bigler (2002) to assess the 

degree to which participants endorsed flexibility about gender activity stereotypes. Participants 

were told that they would hear a list of activities that people can do (e.g., gymnastics and video 

games; see Online Supplement for full list) and to say who they think should do each activity: 

boys, girls, or both boys and girls. Responses were coded into a stereotype flexibility score, 

which is the number of times each participant responded that “both boys and girls” should do an 

activity that was previously deemed either stereotypically male or stereotypically female. Since 

five of the fifteen items were intended to be gender-neutral activities, those items were excluded 
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from analyses. Thus, only the ten items about gendered activities were included in participants’ 

stereotype flexibility scores, which represent the number of times participants responded with the 

“both” option on gendered items (ranging from 0-10). Some participants did not even begin the 

measure (one control participant, two siblings, and two transgender participants), and thus are 

excluded from analyses on this measure. Of the participants who did start this stereotype 

measure, five did not respond to all of the questions, resulting in the additional exclusion of four 

transgender participants and one sibling on this measure.  

Explicit Gender Identity. Participants reported their gender identities using the explicit 

gender identity measure that Olson et al. (2015) used with elementary-aged transgender children. 

Before answering gender identity questions, participants were told that everybody has an outside 

part (physical body) and an inside part (mind, thought, and feelings) of them. Participants were 

further told that for some people the outside and inside parts are the same, and for other people 

they are different. For example, a person could be a boy on the outside and feel like a boy on the 

inside or could be a boy on the outside and feel like a girl on the inside. Additionally, 

participants were told that some people feel like they are both, neither, or that it changes over 

time. Finally, participants reported (1) what they feel like on the inside right now, and (2) what 

they think they will feel like on the inside when they grow up: a boy or man, a girl or woman, 

neither, both, it changes over time, or I don’t know. Participants who did not provide a response 

to either explicit identity item were excluded from analyses of that particular item (first (now) 

item: two transgender participants and two siblings; second (grown up) item: one control 

participant, two transgender participants and two siblings).  

 Similarity. Participants completed a task developed by Martin, Andrews, England, 

Zosuls, and Ruble (2016), measuring how similar children think they are to boys and girls. 
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Participants answered ten questions (five for similarity to boys and five for similarity to girls) 

and responded on a scale ranging from very different (0) to very similar (4). More specifically, 

participants were asked: “How similar do you feel to boys[girls]?”; “How much do you act like 

boys[girls]?”; “How much do you look like boys[girls]?”; “How much do you like to do the 

same thing as boys[girls]?”; and “How much do you like to spend time with boys[girls]?”. The 

response scale included a visual representation of each option to help participants understand the 

possible responses. This visual representation displayed circles labeled “You” and 

“Boys”[“Girls”], with the circles varying in the degree of overlap or separation, mapping on to 

the degree of (dis)similarity to other kids.  

We calculated three scores for this similarity measure. First, we created a similarity to my 

gender score, which is an average of the five items about other kids with the same gender as the 

participant (Cronbach’s α = .70). For example, for transgender girls and gender-typical girls, the 

similarity to my gender score is the average of the items asking about similarity to other girls. 

Next, we calculated a similarity to other gender score, which is an average of the five about 

other kids with the “opposite” gender as the participant (Cronbach’s α = .71). For transgender 

girls and gender-typical girls, the similarity to other gender score would be the average of the 

items asking about similarity to boys, for example. We also created a similarity difference score 

by calculating the difference between the similarity to my gender score and the similarity to 

other gender score. This difference score was always calculated in the direction of the 

participant’s expressed gender (e.g., scores for transgender and gender-typical girls were 

calculated by subtracting the ‘similarity to boys’ from the ‘similarity to girls’ average).  

Participants had to answer all questions included in each composite score to be included 

in analyses of that score.. Since this similarity measure was always the last task in the procedure, 
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a number of participants did not even begin the measure (three control participants, seven 

siblings, and ten transgender participants), and thus are excluded from analyses on this measure. 

Of the participants who did start this similarity measure, three missed at least one question 

contributing to each composite score, resulting in the additional exclusion of one control 

participant, one sibling, and one transgender participant from analyses of all scores for this 

measure. Finally, one additional transgender participant was excluded from analyses of only the 

similarity to other gender and similarity difference scores for not answering one of the questions 

about similarity to children of the other gender. 

Outfit at Appointment. To measure participants’ gender expression in everyday life, 

without telling parents or children in advance, two experimenters independently rated the outfit 

worn by each participant at the testing session on a scale ranging from 1-5 (allowing for half-

point ratings) with lower numbers representing more stereotypical boy outfits and higher 

numbers representing more stereotypical girl outfits (r = .94, p < .001). However, in some cases 

(n = 13) only one experimenter was able to provide an outfit rating, and in those cases we just 

used the one experimenter’s rating (unfortunately, due to experimenter error, for three 

participants—one transgender participant and two siblings—the experimenter did not indicate a 

rating, thus those three were excluded from analyses for this measure). Experimenters were told 

that the most masculine outfits consisted of clothing items such as male-stereotypic sports attire, 

superhero costumes, and men’s formalwear, whereas the most feminine outfits consisted of frilly 

dresses or skirts, princess costumes, and sparkly accessories. Experimenters also considered the 

colors (e.g., pink) and style (e.g., fitted vs. baggy shirt) when determining outfit ratings.  

Other Measures. Importantly, and in the spirit of transparency (Simmons, Nelson, & 

Simonsohn, 2011), we note that these measures were given as part of a larger study about gender 
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development and mental health amongst gender diverse children. Therefore, during this time 

period we did collect data on two measures not reported here. First, 72% of the children in this 

study completed a measure of gender essentialism. However, that measure was intended for a 

paper in progress on essentialism, which also includes participants within a larger age range (i.e., 

children who are older and are not included in the current paper). Second, we added a new 

measure—on gender encoding—part way through this study; however, this measure was only 

completed by 18% of our participants and as such, will be reported in a separate paper. Further, 

while the current participants were completing these measures, their parents completed a variety 

of measures (e.g., mental health), but as those measures were not relevant to the present paper 

(which is focused on children’s own behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes), they have been excluded 

from the current paper as well.  

Results 

Effect sizes for ANOVAs and post-hoc comparisons were calculated using a spreadsheet 

created by Lakens (2013). 

Gender Constancy  

First-Party Stability. Chi-squared analyses on responses to the first-party stability 

questions indicated that the participants in the three groups differed significantly in their 

tendency to say their expressed gender in response to the question about their past gender, χ2(2) 

= 57.32, p < .001, φ = .789; however, participants in the three groups were no different in their 

tendency to say their expressed gender in response to the question about their future gender χ2(2) 

= .081, p = .960, φ = .030. In response to the question about their gender as a baby, only 21% of 

transgender participants said their expressed gender, whereas 97% of controls and 96% of 

siblings said their expressed gender. On the other hand, when asked about their gender as an 

adult, 97% of transgender participants, 97% of controls, and 96% of siblings replied with their 
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expressed gender (see Table 2).  To best understand this result, imagine a child like Jazz from the 

introduction—a natal boy who identifies as a girl. If she was the modal participant in our study, 

she would have said she was a boy as a baby, but will be a woman as a grown-up. 

First-Party Consistency. A one-way ANOVA on first-party consistency total scores 

indicated that participants in the three groups did not differ in the degree to which they believed 

their gender would remain consistent across situational changes, F(2,89) = 0.96, p = .389, ηp
2 = 

0.02. See Table 3 for proportion of participants in each group who gave consistent responses. 

Within each group, children’s responses did not differ from chance responding: transgender, 

t(32) = .96, p = .344, d = .17; siblings, t(23) = .46, p = .647, d = .09; controls, t(34) = .90, p = 

.377, d = .15. Thus, consistent with past research examining preschool-age children, irrespective 

of whether they were transgender or not, children did not systematically believe gender was 

consistent across changes in appearance. 

Third-Party Stability. A one-way ANOVA on third-party stability total scores revealed 

that the three groups differed in the degree to which they believed other people’s gender would 

remain stable over time, F(2,90) = 5.36, p = .006, ηp
2 = 0.11. Tukey HSD tests indicate that 

transgender participants were significantly less likely to say that others’ gender is stable over 

time compared to control participants, p = .006, d = .83, but they were not different from 

siblings, p = .775, d = .15. Siblings were marginally different from control participants in the 

degree to which they endorse gender stability in others, p = .079, d = .71. See Table 3 for the 

proportion of participants in each group who gave stable responses. Overall, all groups were 

significantly more likely than chance to believe that gender would be stable: transgender, t(33) = 

3.53, p = .001, d = .60; siblings, t(23) = 3.83, p = .001, d = .78; controls, t(34) = 23.69, p < .001, 

d = 4.0. Thus, while all groups generally believed that other people’s gender was typically stable 
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across time, transgender children and to a lesser extent, the siblings of transgender and gender 

nonconforming children, responded that occasionally another child’s gender could change across 

their lifespan.  

Third-Party Consistency. A one-way ANOVA on third-party consistency total scores 

revealed a marginal difference between groups in participants’ tendency to say that others’ 

gender is consistent across situational changes, F(2,87) = 2.69, p = .073, ηp
2 = .06. However, if 

anything, the mean scores were higher (indicating greater belief in consistency) amongst the 

sibling and transgender groups, compared to the control group. See Table 3 for proportion of 

participants in each group who gave consistency-relevant responses. Responses from control 

participants did not differ from chance responding, t(33) = .76, p = .454, d = .13; however 

transgender participants were marginally more likely than chance to say that others’ gender is 

consistent, t(33) = 2.00, p = .054, d = .38, as well as siblings, t(21) = 2.06, p = .052, d = .44. In 

sum, transgender children and their siblings, but not control participants, trended toward 

believing that another person’s gender was likely to be consistent across changes in appearance.  

Preferences 

 

 We conducted a one-way ANOVA on the preferences composite score to test whether 

transgender, sibling, and control participants differed in the degree to which they prefer same-

gender peers, toys, and clothing (see Table 4 for means on original scales and preferences 

composite). Participants in the three groups did not differ in the degree to which they prefer 

same-gender peers and items, F(2,91) = 2.21, p = .116, ηp
2 = .05. In all groups children were 

significantly more likely than chance to prefer peers and items in the direction of their own 

gender: transgender, t(34) = 15.53, p < .001, d =2.62; siblings, t(23) = 4.68, p < .001, d = .96; 

controls, t(34) = 10.43, p < .001, d = 1.76.  
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Stereotyping 

A one-way ANOVA on gender stereotype flexibility scores (ranging from 0-10, see Table 

4 for means) suggests that the transgender, sibling, and control participant groups did not differ 

on how much they endorse flexibility of gender stereotypes, F(2,83) = 0.77, p = .464, ηp
2 = .02. 

In all groups, participants were significantly more likely than chance (3.33) to say that both boys 

and girls should do the gendered activities: transgender, t(29) = 5.52, p < .001, d = 1.0; siblings, 

t(20) = 3.86, p = .001, d = .84; controls, t(34) = 4.75, p < .001, d = .80. Figure 1 displays 

responses broken down by participant group and type of stereotype item.  

Gender Identity 

 

In terms of gender identity, we categorically coded participants’ responses, such that 

participants could either respond with: (1) their expressed gender, (2) the “opposite” of their 

expressed gender (opposite of natal sex for controls and siblings and same as natal sex for 

transgender participants), or (3) one of the additional options (i.e., neither, both, it changes over 

time, or I don’t know). Chi-squared analyses revealed that transgender, sibling, and control 

participants did not differ in their likelihood of responding with their expressed identity when 

asked about both their current gender identity, χ2(4) = 3.19, p = .526 φ = .186, and future gender 

identity, χ2(4) = 3.77, p = .438, φ = .204. See Table 5 for a summary of participant responses to 

both the current and future gender identity questions. 

Similarity 

The transgender, sibling, and control groups also not differ on how similar they felt to 

children of their same gender, F(2,70) = 0.15, p = .861, ηp
2 = .004, one-way ANOVA, and how 

similar they felt to children of the other gender, F(2,69) = 0.26, p = .768, ηp
2 = .007, one-way 

ANOVA (see Table 4 for means). The three groups also did not differ on how similar they feel to 
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their own gender versus the other gender, F(2,69) = 0.04, p = .966, ηp
2 = .001, one-way 

ANOVA. All groups tended to see themselves as similar to their own gender more than to the 

other gender: transgender, t(23) = 6.60, p < .001, d = 1.35; siblings, t(15) = 5.70, p < .001, d = 

1.43; controls, t(31) = 8.06, p < .001, d = 1.42.  

Outfit at Appointment 

 A one-way ANOVA on outfit ratings (ranging from 1-5, see Table 4 for means) indicated 

that transgender, sibling and control participants did not differ in the degree to which they wore 

outfits stereotypically in line with their expressed gender to the appointment, F(2,90) = 0.39, p = 

.680, ηp
2 = .009. Children from all groups, on average, wore clothing that is stereotypically 

associated with their gender: transgender, t(34) = 11.74, p < .001, d = 1.98; siblings, t(21) = 8.02, 

p < .001, d = 1.71; controls, t(35) = 11.64, p < .001, d = 1.94.  

Discussion 

Across all measures of preference, behavior, stereotyping, and identity, if coded 

according to children’s expressed gender, preschool-age socially-transitioned transgender 

children never significantly differed from their gender-matched peers (age- and gender-matched 

controls, and preschool-age siblings of transgender or gender nonconforming children), 

mirroring a previous finding about preferences and identity with older socially-transitioned 

transgender children (Olson et al., 2015). That is, young transgender children were just as likely 

as gender-typical children to: 1) show preferences for peers, toys, and clothing culturally 

associated with their expressed gender, 2) dress in a stereotypically gendered outfit, 3) endorse 

flexibility in gender stereotypes, and 4) say they are more similar to children of their gender than 

to children of the other gender. Transgender children were also just as likely as controls and 

siblings to say that they identify with their expressed gender, both now and in the future, when 
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given multiple other choices. These findings suggest that, in many ways, the basic gender 

development of socially-transgender children is quite similar to that of other children.  

However, in terms of children’s responses to the gender constancy measures, the results 

were fairly mixed. Transgender children differed from the other children in that they tended to 

say that they were a different gender as an infant than their current gender in everyday life. 

However, they were just as likely as both control groups to say that their gender in adulthood 

would be congruent with their current gender. This pattern of responding to the gender stability 

items may reflect the way that transgender children’s families often talk about their gender—that 

everyone believed them to be one gender (the one associated with their sex), but now and in the 

future they have a different gender. Whether the family discussion reflects, leads to, or merely 

co-occurs with this responding is currently unclear; however, this pattern of responding is 

notably different from the way many binary-identified (male or female) transgender adults often 

discuss their gender—as always existing in this one way. One possible explanation for this 

difference is that children are interpreting the statement about their identity as an infant as being 

a question about sex, rather than gender, or that they are responding by considering how other 

people treated them rather than how they felt. If older transgender children, particularly those 

approaching puberty, are better able to interpret these gender stability items due to stronger 

awareness of the distinction between sex and gender or better separating their own beliefs about 

their gender from the beliefs others had about their gender, perhaps they would be more likely 

than younger transgender children to say that their gender has been stable across their whole life. 

Future work can investigate this question, as well as assess whether preschool-age transgender 

children change the way they think about their gender as a young child based on how the 

question is presented (i.e., framed in terms of gender or sex). Transgender children did not differ 
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from the control groups in thinking about the consistency of their gender identity across 

superficial changes (e.g., clothing), though none of the groups showed anywhere near ceiling 

level performance on these items. 

Interestingly, transgender children were less likely to see other people’s gender as stable 

over time compared to gender-typical controls. Although this finding could at first be seen as 

support for the claim that transgender children have quite a different understanding of gender 

than their gender-typical peers, the fact that transgender children did not differ from siblings on 

their third-party stability responding suggests instead that this effect may be the result of 

knowledge that gender is not stable over time for some people. Importantly, children in all three 

groups generally believed that gender would be stable across development for most people, 

meaning that even the transgender children and siblings made this assumption. The difference 

was that the transgender and sibling groups seemed to assume that occasionally there is an 

individual for whom this is not the case. Future research could examine whether knowledge of 

transgender people is causally related to this pattern of responding by teaching a group of 

gender-typical children about transgender children and then later assessing their third-party 

gender stability. With regard to third-party consistency, we found that transgender children were 

actually more likely than the control participants to respond that other people’s gender was 

consistent in identity across clothing and hairstyle changes; though the difference was not quite 

significant, transgender children differed from chance responding, while controls did not. This 

finding could reflect transgender children’s knowledge of the fact that gender identity can exist 

irrespective of what one wears since they children personally experienced a time during which 

they wore clothes of a gender that did not match their gender identity. However, given the fact 
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that this difference between groups was not significant and that the sample size was small, we 

hastate to draw a particularly strong conclusion on this point.  

Taken together, the current work suggests that preschool-age transgender children display 

similar patterns of gendered responding in terms of their behaviors, preferences, stereotypes, and 

real life clothing choices to that of gender-typical children. The largest difference in responses 

from the participant groups was in the domain of constancy, where transgender children were 

less likely than the gender-typical groups to believe that their own gender will remain stable 

from infancy to adulthood. The fact that transgender children had atypical responses on gender 

constancy measures, but typical responding on measures of gender preference, behavior, and 

stereotyping, sheds some doubt on Kohlberg (1966)’s claim that full gender constancy 

understanding enhances gendered beliefs, preferences, and behaviors, as well as more recent 

claims that gender stability understanding in particular can boost same-gender preferences and 

behavior gender-typing (Halim et al., 2014; Ruble et al., 2007). Although the development of 

gender stability understanding seems to co-occur with increases in gender-typing for gender-

typical children, the current work suggests that this knowledge is not necessary, nor does it 

appear to be a central contributor to strong same-gender preferences and behavior (for more 

discussion and evidence on this point see the associated Online Supplement).  Of course the best 

test of this causal question would be to conduct a longitudinal study of even younger children, a 

test we hope researchers will conduct in the future.   

Kohlberg (1966) and more recent theorists (Halim et al., 2010; Ruble et al., 2007) did not 

distinguish between past and future identity when discussing children’s knowledge of gender 

stability. However, nearly all children in our transgender sample believed their current expressed 

gender will be their gender in the future, responded with gendered preferences, endorsed gender 
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stereotypes, and chose gendered clothing to the same degree as gender-typical children. 

Therefore, perhaps it is reasonable to consider an amendment to this cognitive theory of gender 

development, such that children’s sense of gender stability from the current moment into the 

future (with the removed assumption that gender is necessarily in line with a child’s sex at birth) 

is what motivates or contributes to especially strong gendered preferences and behavior, rather 

than the belief that past gender must be stable. Again, a longitudinal study would best answer the 

causal component of this question. In addition, given the current debate about the degree to 

which gender identity is stable in transgender children (Olson, 2016; Soh, 2016; Steensma, 

Biemond, de Boer, & Cohen-Kattenis, 2011; Steensma et al., 2013; Vilain & Bailey, 2015; 

Zucker & Bradley, 1995), it would be interesting to connect children’s reasoning about gender 

stability and their actual later life identity.  

Limitations and Future Work 

As with all work, but especially exploratory work like the present project, there are 

considerable limitations in interpretation, and suggestions for improvements to make in further 

work. First, with regard to our measures, we have some concerns with the gender identity 

measure, developed by Olson et al. (2015), for use with preschool-age children. Rather than 

utilize traditional questions about gender identity (e.g., are you a boy or a girl?), we opted to 

provide children with a range of possible responses (both, neither, it changes over time, I don’t 

know) that do not conform to a binary view of gender identity. Unexpectedly, a very large 

number of siblings and controls responded with one of the non-binary options. One interpretation 

of this result is that children have more diverse identities than we typically assume them to have. 

We are skeptical of this interpretation because, (1) we doubt that such a large number of 

children, especially in the control groups, have non-binary identities given that older children do 
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not express these identities as much (Olson et al., 2015), and (2) anecdotally, sometimes the very 

same children who gave non-binary answers on these items clearly identified themselves as a 

member of a binary gender group (always the one they lived in during everyday life) at other 

times in the visit (something we unfortunately did not regularly assess). Further, these findings 

are at odds with the results of the similarity measure which showed that children generally 

identified with their gender group. Thus, another possibility is that these younger children—who 

could not read the response options—forgot the options that were listed first (boy, girl) and 

responded with the options that were listed later (the non-binary ones) or simply liked the idea of 

providing a non-traditional answer. Perhaps future work could focus on just three options (e.g., 

boy, girl, something else), to allow for non-binary selections, but maintain a lower number of 

options to reduce demand. Finally, this gender identity measure was designed to inquire about 

children’s gender identity, rather than their sex. Thus, the items were worded such that children 

were asked about what they are on the “inside” following an experimenter’s statement that the 

“inside” is our mind, thoughts, and feelings, as opposed to the “outside”, which is our body. This 

information about “insides” and “outsides” was intended to make it clear that we wanted to know 

how they felt on the inside (in their mind), however some may have interpreted this as a question 

about their body (inside their clothes),interpreting this question differently than intended.  

Relatedly, we may have also encountered an issue with interpretation in our gender 

constancy measure. Unlike the gender identity measure, we did not attempt to specify whether 

we were referring to gender and sex when asking about past vs. future identity (i.e., stability) and 

identity upon situational changes (i.e., consistency). Thus, our results on these measures could 

reflect the fact that young children may not understand sex and gender as distinct and further, 

that we did not provide adequate explanation for this distinction. For example, the difference 
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between transgender and gender-typical children’s responses on the gender stability measure 

might have occurred because in order to answer “correctly”, transgender children would have to 

understand the distinction between sex and gender, but gender-typical children would not. That 

said, it is also worth noting that some transgender children at this age experience considerable 

body dysphoria. This experience might suggest that young transgender children actually have a 

representation of the distinction between sex and gender (i.e., they know that more female-

identified people do not have penises, hence their dislike of their penises). Further, these findings 

may suggest that transgender children, and to a lesser extent their siblings, have a deeper or more 

complex understanding of sex and gender than other children. A more systematic examination of 

transgender children’s representation of this distinction should be conducted in future work in 

order to begin to disentangle these issues.  

These findings open up questions regarding not only how transgender children interpret 

the items for these particular measures or how they represent sex versus gender, but also more 

broadly whether children at this age understand the distinction between gender and sex. While 

there have been some research programs aimed at addressing these questions (Bem, 1989; 

Volbert, 2000), future work might capitalize on the existence of transgender children to validate 

these measures, for example.  

Despite these limitations to some of the measures utilized in the present work, in general 

most measures appeared to be interpretable and consistent with past research for control 

participants, giving us greater confidence in their interpretation. The considerable similarity 

across our three samples on many of these basic gender development measures also suggests that 

the earliest years of rearing—the time during which transgender children were raised as a gender 

“opposite” that of the one they currently live as—may have minimal impact on many of our 
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measures, such as preferences, stereotypes, and behavior. Instead, perhaps these constructs 

develop for the first time during the preschool years, a time at which the transgender children in 

this study have already socially-transitioned. Examining children who transition later would be 

incredibly interesting. Alternatively, perhaps these constructs develop even earlier and are based 

on some of the same underlying mechanisms that lead transgender children to identify as the 

“opposite” gender in the first place. Future empirical and conceptual work in this area is needed.  

A second limitation of the current work is that, although the gender- and age-matched 

controls were not different than the transgender children on many participant and family 

demographic measures, the groups did differ on parent political ideology. More specifically, the 

parents of the transgender and sibling children reported being more politically liberal than the 

(also very liberal) parents of the control children. On one hand, it is possible that more liberal 

parents are more likely to: 1) have transgender or gender nonconforming children, 2) allow their 

children to socially-transition, or 3) sign up to participate in research. Alternatively, having a 

transgender or gender nonconforming child may make a parent more liberal (in fact, we have had 

parents anecdotally report this while filling out the political orientation item). However, despite 

differences between our groups on parental political orientation, we found remarkably few 

differences between groups on our other measures, suggesting that while political orientation 

could influence social transitioning or identifying a child as transgender, it is unlikely (at least 

within the liberal range) to hugely influence the measures assessed here. Our participant groups 

differed significantly on one additional demographic variable—the gender break down of each 

group. Critically, our control participants were matched to transgender participants based on 

gender. For example, a transgender girl (natal male) was matched with a gender-typical girl. 

Thus, importantly, there was no difference in gender of children in our control and transgender 
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participant groups, which were made up of 80% girls and 20% boys. However, the sibling group 

was 48% girls and 52% boys. Importantly, because our variables were coded with respect to each 

child’s gender (i.e., higher numbers representing more stereotypic responses for child’s gender) 

and because the sibling group never differed from both of the other groups, it is unlikely that the 

gender break down of groups influenced responding on the measures.       

A third, more general limitation of the current work is that the children included in this 

study are quite unique, and therefore, generalizing from these results must be met with caution. 

Within the greater population, very few children are transgender, fewer socially-transition (by 

the preschool years), and fewer still sign up for research studies. Therefore, it remains an open 

question how widely these results will generalize. Moreover, the small sample size of the current 

work is another general concern that limits our ability to observe significant differences between 

groups.  One the other hand, although most measures of basic gender development revealed no 

differences between transgender and other children, considering the number of tests conducted, it 

is important to take caution when interpreting the significant effects. Conducting many statistical 

tests increased the possibility of Type I errors, making replication especially important.  

Conclusions 

As a society and as psychological researchers, we are increasingly aware that there are 

individuals who identify, early in development, as a gender other than the one aligned with their 

sex at birth. Therefore, such children should be included in work on basic gender development, 

as in the current work, in order to both expand our knowledge of gender developmental 

experiences and strengthen our (widely debated) theories of gender development. In that way, as 

psychologists, we can lead not only the field, but also broader societal culture, in understanding 

that gender and sex identities are much broader than have traditionally been studied.   
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Table 1 

 

Participant Family Demographics 

 
 Controls Siblings Transgender Statistic p-value 

Child’s Age1  

5.03 (8.52) 

 

4.93 (8.24) 

 

4.99 (7.82) 

F(2,93) = 0.15 .858 

 

Child’s Gender2    χ2(2) = 6.72 .035 

     Male 22% 50% 22%   

     Female 78% 50% 78%   

Child’s Race3    χ2(2) = 1.87 .392 

      White 78% 75% 61%   

      Mono-racial, Non-White 8% 4% 6%   

      More than one 14% 21% 33%   

Household Annual Income4    F(2,93) = 0.46 .632 

      Less than $25,000 3% 0% 3%   

      $25,001 to $50,000 0% 17% 5%   

      $50,001 to $75,000 19% 0% 8%   

      $75,001 to $125,000 36% 50% 31%   

      More than $125,000 42% 33% 53%   

Parental Political Ideology5    F(2,93) = 8.07 .001 

 2.35 (1.11) 1.54 (0.66) 1.64 (0.76) 

 

  

US State of Residence6 WA AZ, CA, CO, IL, IN, MA, 

MD, MO, NJ, OH, OR, VT, 

WA, WI  

AZ, CA, CO, DC, IL, 

IN, MA, MD, NM, OR, 

PA, WA 

  

Note.  1Mean age (years) with standard deviation (months) of child participants. One-way ANOVA analysis was conducted on child’s age in months. 
2Percentage of male-identified and female-identified children. 

3Percentage of child in each racial category. Chi-square analysis was conducted with two categories (White and Non-White).  
4Percentage of families in each income bracket. One-way ANOVA analysis was conducted on a 5-point scale variable that maps onto the five options provided. 
5 Mean and standard deviation of parents’ political ideology on a scale ranging from (1) very liberal to (7) very conservative. 
6Current US states of residence for participants in each group.  
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Table 2 

 

Proportion of Participants Responding to First-party Stability Items with Expressed Gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3 

 

Means and Proportion of Participants “Passing” Constancy Items 

 

 Mean SD N Statistic p 

Third-Party Stability    F(2,90) = 5.36 .006 

        Controls 3.89 0.47 35   

        Siblings 3.17 1.49 24   

        Transgender 2.94 1.56 34   

First-Party Consistency     F(2,89) = 0.96 .389 

        Controls 0.86 0.94 35   

        Siblings 1.08 0.88 24   

        Transgender 1.15 0.91 33   

Third-Party Consistency    F(2,87) = 2.69 .073 

        Controls 1.76 1.81 34   

        Siblings 2.68 1.56 22   

        Transgender 2.53 1.54 34   
Note. Third-party stability total scores and third-party consistency total scores have a possible range of 0-

4. Possible range for first-party consistency total scores is 0-2.  

 

  

 Proportion  N χ2(2) p 

First-Party Stability Past   57.32 < .001 

        Controls .97 35   

        Siblings .96 23   

        Transgender .21 34   

First-Party Stability Future   0.81 .960 

        Controls .97 35   

        Siblings .96 24   

        Transgender .97 32   
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Table 4 

 

Preference, Stereotyping, Similarity, and Outfit Means By Group 

 

 Mean SD N 
Peer Preference1    

        Controls 4.94 1.63 35 

        Siblings 4.29 1.90 24 

        Transgender 5.09 1.36 35 

Toy Preference2     

        Controls 3.96 0.66 36 

        Siblings 3.67 0.94 24 

        Transgender 3.55 0.85 36 

Clothing Preference2    

        Controls 4.49 0.88 36 

        Siblings 4.14 1.10 24 

        Transgender 4.65 0.59 36 

Stereotype Flexibility3    

        Controls 5.54 2.76 35 

        Siblings 6.29 3.51 21 

        Transgender 6.43 3.08 30 

Similarity to My Gender4    

       Controls 3.08 0.87 32 

       Siblings 3.10 0.87 16 

      Transgender 2.97 0.94 25 

Similarity to Other Gender4    

       Controls 1.13 0.96 32 

       Siblings 1.20 1.11 16 

       Transgender 0.99 0.81 24 

Similarity Difference5    

        Controls 1.95 1.37 32 

        Siblings 1.90 1.33 16 

        Transgender 2.02 1.50 24 

Outfit at Appointment6    

        Controls 4.14 0.59 36 

        Siblings 4.13 0.66 22 

        Transgender 4.25 0.63 35 
 Note. 1Peer Preference scores range from 0-6, with higher numbers representing greater preference other children of 

one’s own gender.  
2Toy and Clothing Preference scores range from 1-5, with higher numbers representing more gender-typed 

preferences.  
3Stereotype Flexibility scores range from 0-10, indicating the number of times children said “both” in response to 

the stereotypic activities, such that higher numbers representing greater flexibility.  
4Similarity to My Gender and Similarity to Other Gender scores range from 1-5, representing the degree to which 

participants think they are similar to children of the same gender as them or the other gender, respectively.  
5Similarity Difference scores represent the degree to which participants think they are similar to children of their 

own gender, compared to children of the other gender (Similarity to My Gender – Similarity to Other Gender).  
6Outfit at Appointment scores range from 1-5, with higher numbers representing more gender-typed outfits.  
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Figure 1 

 

Mean Percentage of Responses to Stereotype Items by Participant Group and Item Type  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 

 

Explicit Gender Identity Response Percentages By Group 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. The “Anything Else” response category includes the responses: “Neither”, “Both”, “It changes over 

time”, and “I don’t know”. 
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