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Sex, Gender, and Identity

In our society, people’s sex and gender are assigned at birth based on their external 
genitalia. These assignments influence how people are organized and treated in different 
settings, including schools, doctor’s offices, and families. People are also taught different 
expectations and behaviors based on their assigned gender. Sex and gender are often 
discussed as binary—male/boy and female/girl—but they are more diverse and complex 
than those two categories. 

Sex assigned at birth
Sex refers to a combination of physical traits like genitalia, hormone levels, and 
chromosomes. Sex assigned at birth refers to how most people are assigned a male or 
female sex (and a gender) at birth by a healthcare provider based on external genitalia.1 
Around 1.7% of people are intersex, meaning that they are born with physical traits that 
don’t fit neatly into “male” and “female” categories.2 

Gender
Gender refers to the behaviors, norms, characteristics, and roles that are associated with 
being a man, a woman, or another gender. What it means to be a woman in 2022 in Los 
Angeles is different from what it meant to be a woman in 1850 in Mexico City, which is 
different from what it meant to be a woman in 1375 in Cairo. All these different places, 
times, and people have their own ideas of what womanhood means, as well as what 
behaviors, norms, characteristics, and roles are associated with being a woman. 

Gender identity
Gender identity is an internal sense of self that helps people situate themselves in 
a world with different expectations for people by gender.3 There are many different 
genders and ways that people see and relate to their gender. Some people know that 
their gender identity is the same (cisgender) or different (transgender) from their 
assigned gender early on in life. Other people take more time to figure out their gender 
identity. Understanding and labeling one’s gender does not have a timeline, and there is 
no right or wrong time to do so.

Social and physical transition
Social transition involves the process of someone changing their pronouns, name, 
and/or gender expression to reflect their gender identity. People may start by socially 
transitioning because it helps them explore their gender and figure out what parts of 
gender expression they like.4  Physical transition is another way people affirm their 
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gender and involves medical procedures and hormone therapies that alter someone’s 
body in a way that affirms their gender identity.5 Affirming one’s gender can include 
some, all, or none of these kinds of transition.

Gender expression
Gender expression refers to how people share their gender identity through behavior 
and physical appearance, such as makeup, clothing, mannerisms, and voice. A person’s 
name and pronouns are also an important part of their gender expression. Gender 
identity does not determine gender expression, and people of any gender can present 
themselves however they want.6 Others should not make assumptions about someone’s 
gender or sexual identity based on their gender presentation. 

People may feel discomfort around commonly gendered body parts like their chest or 
genitalia. Practices like tucking and binding are non-permanent options to change the 
way those body parts look in clothes and ease their ease distress.7  Tucking involves 
flattening the space between someone’s legs by moving the penis and testicles. Binding 
is something people do to compress their chest to create the appearance of a flat chest. 
Some people see tucking and binding as daily components of their gender expression, 
and other people only use them sometimes.8,9 

Masculinity and femininity
The terms masculinity and femininity are used to describe the ways in which people’s 
behaviors, roles, and characteristics can be associated with masculinity/men or 
femininity/women without necessarily assigning them those labels. For example, 
someone may say that a boy who paints his nails is feminine even though he is a boy. 
Masculinity and femininity are often positioned as a binary; however, a person can and 
often does express masculinity and femininity at the same time. For example, someone 
can wear lipstick and a tuxedo or work in construction and enjoy taking ballet classes. 
Like gender, masculinity and femininity are personally defined and are constantly 
changing.

Additional resources
•	 Understanding your own gender identity: interactive activities and community 

resources to help youth think about their gender identity and gender expression and 
how they could share it with others

•	 Gender Triangle Education Guide: educational tool to understand the different 
components of gender identity 

•	 Gender Identity: short videos on different aspects of gender identity

•	 I Think I Might be Transgender: pamphlet written by transgender youth about 
navigating gender identity

https://imi.guide/gender
https://www.glsen.org/sites/default/files/2019-11/GLSEN-Gender-Triangle-Education-Guide.pdf
https://amaze.org/us/?topic=gender-identity
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/resources/health-information/i-think-i-might-be-transgender/
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•	 Binding Resources: collection of online guides to binding, resources for where to find 
binders and tape, and FAQs 

•	 Safer Tucking: guide to tucking for gender expansive youth
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