
 

  

Research Points: 
Gender Journeys 

Welcome to the We Are Allies Research Points. Here you will find research-based information about 
gender-affirming care and transgender, Two-Spirit, and nonbinary (TTNB) youth. These resources 
were developed to support the We Are Allies project.  

In 2023, a team of researchers conducted an environmental scan to identify misinformation 
messages being shared online related to gender-affirming care for TTNB youth. The team reviewed 
published research to systematically gather accurate information that addresses common 
misinformation messages. These have been organized by topic and can be found in this series of 
Research Points. References are provided for people who would like to learn more.  

If you have questions about accessing gender-affirming healthcare for yourself or a loved one, we 
encourage you to reach out to a trusted healthcare provider or organization. 

Introduction to Gender Journeys 
Gender journey is a term that can be used to describe one’s gender development over 
time.1,2 Human development, including gender development, happens over the lifespan and refers 
to the ways people continually grow, learn, and come to know themselves.2 The concept of gender 
journey was developed in research on cisgender people's experiences of gender.2 It emphasizes that 
everyone has a personal story of understanding our gender in relation to the world.1,2 For TTNB 
youth, the gender journey describes the way in which they come to understand themselves as 
transgender, Two-Spirit, and non-binary persons.1 

Research about Gender Journeys 
The following sections summarize research findings showing that people have different and valid 
gender journeys throughout their lives. After this summary, ideas to support people in their gender 
journeys are provided. 

 

People may explore gender throughout their lives 

Every person’s gender journey is different. Exploring gender helps people learn more about 
themselves and how they wish to engage with the world around them. Many people are comfortable 
with the gender assigned to them at birth. This is referred to as ‘cisgender’. Other people realize at 
some point that they are not cisgender. For some people, this may be a new self-understanding that 
does not involve major changes. For other people, this may mean there is a need to share about 



 

their genders, �ind support, and possibly make changes to live more comfortably in their authentic 
genders. There are many words TTNB people use to describe their genders, including (but not 
limited to) boy/man, girl/woman, non-binary, transgender, Two-Spirit and gender�luid.3,4 Gender 
journeys take many forms and coming to an understanding about one’s gender is a personal 
process. 

Many people are clear about their gender as young children. Others discover a new 
understanding about their genders as adults. The ways people understand or describe their 
genders can shift throughout their lives.3–5 As we grow up and learn more about ourselves, it is 
common to explore gender and expand our personal gender awareness over time. Through this 
process, people may �ind that their gender stays the same across their lifespan, or they may come to 
a new understanding of their gender. People may explore and understand aspects of their gender at 
different points in their lives.5–7 

Social af�irmation and transition refer to steps taken to live in the gender TTNB people feel is 
authentic for them. Support for these steps is important for  all children, youth, and 
adults. Social af�irmation and transition can involve changes in names, pronouns, clothes, 
hairstyles, and other ways people express their genders. No matter how old someone is, using their 
name and pronouns shows care and respect.8,9 When youth’s genders are af�irmed at their home, 
school, workplace, doctor’s of�ice and other places, they have better mental health and well-
being.7,9–14 For young people, parental and family support regarding their gender is connected to 
well-being later in life.15 

Some youth and adults will need gender-af�irming medical treatment at different times in 
their gender journeys. While not every youth who is TTNB will want or need puberty blockers or 
hormone therapy, it’s important that youth know what their options are and that this care is 
accessible for those who need medical treatment.16 Healthcare providers play an important role in 
ensuring youth are well-supported while learning about and accessing this care.8 Knowing about 
and considering gender-af�irming medical treatments is an important part of a person’s gender 
journey. 

 

Understanding and sharing about gender  

The only way to know a person’s gender is for them to tell you. It is impossible to tell someone’s 
gender from clothes, hair, or external appearance. The pronouns a person uses may connect to their 
gender, but pronouns do not necessarily reveal someone’s gender identity (for example, a 
nonbinary person might be most comfortable using he or she pronouns). We may not know 
someone’s gender, and that is ok. It is important to practice using inclusive language and to avoid 
assumptions about gender and pronouns.9,17 

Understanding one’s gender and sharing gender can happen at different times. Gender 
identity is sometimes considered ‘internal’ because people come to understand their gender by 
making sense of their experiences and re�lecting on who they are. 3–5 Gender exploration may 



 

include learning about gender and similar concepts within a person’s culture(s). Gender expression 
or sharing gender is often considered ‘external’ because these are the ways people share their 
gender(s); for example, through words, clothing, hair, accessories, and other signals that �it with our 
cultural understandings of gender. People often come to understand their gender sooner than 
they’re ready to share this with other people.18,19Over 40,000 Canadians identi�ied as nonbinary on 
the 2021 census.9 

Children and youth may not yet have the language to share their understandings of their 
genders. While some have the language to describe their gender at a very young age, others may 
have a general sense that something is ‘different’ related to their gender but do not yet have the 
words to express this.18 Discovering that trans people exist and that gender diversity is a natural 
part of the human experience can be key in opening more space for this understanding and 
vocabulary.5 

Some people wait a long time to share their gender. They may wait until they have safe and 
supportive people to talk to. Others may have shared their identity and received unsupportive or 
negative feedback, leading them to keep this to themselves until later in life.5 
 

 

How to support people in their gender journeys 

• Create space for learning and understanding about gender diversity for all youth. Be 

accepting of uncertainty throughout the journey. 

• Believe youth and make space for them to share and grow their understanding of 

themselves when they reflect on and share information about their genders. 

• Create safe space for TTNB youth to share information about gender as they become 

comfortable doing so. Ask TTNB youth what kind of support they would like from you and 

others. 

• Ask what names and pronouns they would like you to use for them. Remember that some 

youth use a specific name and pronouns only in spaces they feel safe and affirmed, and not 

in all settings. 

• Keep information about a youth’s gender confidential unless you have permission to share. 

Let youth guide the sharing of this information. 

• Learn about gender-affirming resources and supports and share them.   

• Use gender-inclusive language. 

• Be open to feedback. 
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