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Gender Roles, Gender Identity, 
and Gender Dysphoria
There is great variety in the traditional gender roles that 
boys and girls experience. These gender roles are typically 
defined by one’s culture in terms of the kinds of activities 
boys and girls are expected to engage in. Some girls tend 
to engage in activities that are seen as more male oriented 
and are called “tomboys.” Some boys may like to do more 
traditional female activities such as dressing and playing 
with dolls and are referred to as “sissies.” Some individu-
als stay with their childhood interests and continue in 
occupations that follow. Females who become construc-
tion workers or males who design clothes would be two 
examples. However, even though their culture would 
say they were a tomboy or sissy, they still continue to see 
themselves as their biological gender. This is referred to as gender identity. Gender identity is the 
internal experience of knowing that you are male or female. Even if individuals find themselves 
sexually attracted to members of their same sex, they would describe themselves as male attracted 
to another male or as female attracted to another female. Being gay or lesbian or bisexual does not 
change one’s gender identity. However, some individuals experience a discrepancy between their 
physical sexual characteristics and their understanding of themselves. For these individuals, their 
gender identity does not match their sexual anatomy at birth.

As noted in the above account by Chaz Bono, who was born as Chastity Bono to the singing 
duo Sonny and Cher, some adults feel that they are in the wrong body. In 2015, Caitlyn Jenner 
described her journey from Olympic star Bruce Jenner who won a gold medal in the decathlon in 
1976 to a transgender woman (http://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2015/06/caitlyn-jenner-
bruce-cover-annie-leibovitz). Jenner felt as if “nature had made a mistake.” These individuals 
may have been born as one gender in terms of their body, but their internal experience is that of 
the other gender. In DSM–5, this is referred to as gender dysphoria. Dysphoria is defined as a 
sense of unease or suffering.

Development, Characteristics, and 
Prevalence of Gender Dysphoria
Gender dysphoria can be seen in children, adolescents, and adults. In children, the gender dys-
phoria diagnosis requires that the condition last for at least 6 months and cause the child sig-
nificant distress or impairment in school, social relationships, or other areas. In order to make 
the diagnosis, six of eight criteria must be present. These include (1) a strong desire to be the 
other gender; (2) a strong preference for wearing clothes of the opposite gender; (3) a strong 
preference for cross-gender roles in make-believe play; (4) a strong preference for toys, games, 
or activities associated with the opposite gender; (5) a strong preference for playmates of the 
opposite gender; (6) a strong rejection of toys or games associated with one’s physical gender; 
(7) a strong dislike of one’s sexual anatomy; and (8) a strong desire to have the physical sexual
anatomy of the opposite gender. There is greater variety in the patterns of behaviors seen in 
children than those seen in adolescents and adults with gender dysphoria. Not all children who 
show gender dysphoria will continue to show it into adolescence or adulthood. Its continuance 
has been estimated to range from 2% to 30% in those born as males as opposed to 12% to 50% in 
those born as females (APA, 2013).

In adolescents and adults, the experience of the situation is seen as more stable. For a 
diagnosis, it also requires 6 months’ duration and significant distress or impairment in social, 
occupational, or other areas of functioning. Also, two of the following six criteria must be 

gender roles: typically defined 
by one’s culture in terms of the 
kinds of activities boys and girls 
are expected to engage in, and 
behaviors considered to be more 
typical of either males or females

gender identity: the internal 
experience of knowing that one is 
male or female

gender dysphoria: a marked 
incongruence between one’s 
gender at birth and the person’s 
experienced and expressed 
gender, which is associated with 
significant distress
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Chaz Bono, before and after the sex change operation.
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