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"Gender-variance" describes a strong and per-
sistent preference for interests and behaviors 
usually associated with the opposite sex. 

Parents may begin to notice gender-variance in children 
as young as two or three. For instance, Jimmy insists on 
wearing his sister’s dresses. Nicole only wants to play 
with her brother’s trucks.

Explorations of cross-gender roles and behaviors are 
a normal part of development, especially for toddlers 
and pre-school age children. Generally, by age 5 these 
interests and behaviors fade. Some children, who con-
tinue to express strong and persistent gender-variance 
past this age, will identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or 
transgender (lgbt) later in life. However, many lgbt 
adults were not gender-variant as children, and many 
heterosexuals were. It is just not possible to predict one 
way or the other.

Instead of worrying about these 
behaviors and discouraging such 
play, or re-directing your child to 
activities that are more in line with 
their gender, try to expose your 
children to a variety of play ac-
tivities that reinforce the idea that 
there are many types of boys and 
girls – all of whom can explore and 
have fun doing what comes natu-
rally to them.

The social stigma surrounding 
gender variance may cause par-
ents to feel confused or somehow 
responsible for their child's be-
havior. They may worry about the 
possibility of teasing by friends and 
bullying at school. Parents deal-
ing with gender variance may have 
questions or concerns about how 
to support their child. Affirming 
community and religious organiza-
tion (see our list on this page) can 
help parents understand and cope 
with their child's specific behaviors. 
Support groups for children can 
lessen feelings of isolation – helping 
children understand and manage 
their gender variance in a positive 
and more effective way.

Children need parental support 
and unconditional love in order to 

successfully navigate the challenges they face in child-
hood and adolescence. Criticism and behavior restric-
tions generally cause the child to feel ashamed, miser-
able and insecure, while suppressing their underlying 
feelings. If the natural expressions of their interests are 
supported, the opportunities for raising happy, well-ad-
justed children are enhanced. Please, love your children 
for who they are.
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