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Introduction

To our knowledge, the mean earliest age at which adult transgender women (TW) and transgender
men (TM) first experienced gender dysphoria (GD) has not been quantified and reported among a US
population of adults seeking genital gender-affirming surgery (GAS). Because gender is an innate part
of an individual’s identity, we hypothesized that untreated GD would be part of an individual’s earliest
memories. Our aim was to identify the age at which patients first experienced GD and the number
of life-years that a diverse US sample of transgender adult presurgical patients spent living with
untreated GD and its comorbidities. This information is important because it can help guide health
care practitioners to as to when and how to best focus outreach and care to patients not yet
identified as transgender.

Methods

The Cedars-Sinai Medical Center institutional review board reviewed and approved this cross-
sectional study. This study was conducted in accordance with all relevant guidelines and procedures
of Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. A waiver of informed consent was granted by the institutional review
board for the collection and reporting of the data because they were deidentified.

All study data were obtained at a single study site (Cedars-Sinai Medical Center). All participants
received a diagnosis of GD from a mental health specialist in accordance with Diagnostic and

Table 1. Demographic, Social, and Clinical Characteristics of Transgender Patients

Characteristic

Patients, No. (%)

Men (n = 55) Women (n = 155)
Age, mean (SD), y 35.4 (10.8) 41.3 (16.3)

Age range at consultation for surgery, y

16-19 0 8 (5)

20-29 19 (35) 38 (25)

30-39 13 (24) 29 (19)

40-49 15 (27) 22 (14)

50-59 6 (11) 30 (19)

≥60 2 (4) 28 (18)

Race/ethnicity

White (non-Hispanic) 26 (47) 84 (54)

Hispanic 10 (18) 30 (19)

Black or African American 7 (13) 12 (8)

Asian or Pacific Islander 4 (7) 19 (12)

Not disclosed 8 (15) 10 (6)

Gender of sexual partners

Patients, No. 52 153

Men 6 (12) 71 (46)

Women 38 (73) 50 (33)

Both 8 (15) 32 (21)
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Table 2. Earliest Age of First Memory of GD Among Transgender Patients

Variable

Patients, No. (%)

Men Women

Age at time of earliest memory,
mean (SD), y

4.7 (2.3) 4.5 (2.0)

Patients, No. 30 101

Age at first GD,
mean (SD), y

6.2 (3.1) 6.7 (3.6)

Patients, No. 52 155

Age range at first memory
of GD, y

Patients, No. 52 155

2-4 16 (30) 38 (25)

5-7 25 (48) 74 (48)

8-10 4 (8) 19 (12)

11-13 5 (10) 17 (11)

14-24 2 (4) 7 (5)

Rank their earliest memory of GD as among
their earliest life memories

Patients, No. 30 101

Yes 24 (80) 82 (81)

No 6 (20) 19 (19)

Duration patients lived with GD before
commencing gender transition (nonsurgical), y

Patients, No. 50 150

<10 7 (14) 20 (13)

10-19 17 (34) 40 (27)

20-29 13 (26) 33 (22)

30-39 6 (12) 23 (15)

40-49 5 (10) 16 (11)

≥50 2 (4) 18 (12)

Mean (SD) [range] 22.9 (12.6) [3-58] 27.1 (16.4) [1-68]
Abbreviation: GD, gender dysphoria.

Table 1. Demographic, Social, and Clinical Characteristics of Transgender Patients (continued)

Characteristic

Patients, No. (%)

Men (n = 55) Women (n = 155)
Mental health comorbidities

Depression 7 (13) 17 (11)

Anxiety 5 (9) 10 (6)

Both 17 (31) 45 (29)

Neither 26 (47) 83 (54)

Reported history of suicide attempt?

Patients, No. 48 149

Yes 10 (21) 45 (30)

No 38 (79) 104 (70)

Suicide attempts,
mean (SD) [range], No.

1.9 (1.3) [1-5] 1.8 (1.7) [1-10]

Reported current feelings of
suicide ideation?

Patients, No. 48 149

Yes 1 (2) 12 (8)

No 47 (98) 137 (92)

Medical HIV comorbidities

HIV positive 0 11 (7)

HIV negative 55 (100) 144 (93)
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Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, criteria. All patients were presenting for
consultation for GAS and already met the criteria for surgery. During consultation for genital GAS, all
consecutive TW and TM were asked to report how old they were at their earliest general
(non–gender-related) memories and how old they were at their first experience of GD.

Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to test the association between variables.
Two-sample t tests were used to test for differences in mean ages. Data are presented as mean (SD).
Differences were considered statistically significant where 2-tailed P < .05. Data were analyzed using
SAS statistical software version 9.4 (SAS Institute). Data analysis was performed in April 2019.

Results

Data from 155 TW (mean [SD] age, 41.3 [16.3] years) and 55 TM (mean age 35.4 [10.8] years) were
collected (Table 1). Approximately one-half (52%) of all TM and TW were white and non-Hispanic
(110 patients), and nearly one-half (101 patients [48%]) had an active or recent history of anxiety or
depression. Among TW, 7% (11 patients) were HIV positive. For TM, the mean (SD) age of earliest
general memory and age at first experience of GD were 4.7 (2.3) and 6.2 (3.1) years, respectively; for
TW, these ages were 4.5 (2.0) and 6.7 (3.6) years, respectively (Table 2). Most of the patients (112
TW [73%] and 41 TM [78%]) first experienced GD by the age of 7 years. TM and TW lived for a mean
(SD) of 22.9 (12.6) and 27.1 (16.4) years, respectively, with untreated GD before commencing gender
transition (nonsurgical). Birth sex, age at commencement of transition, sexual orientation, and age at
presentation for surgery were not associated with age at earliest memory of GD.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study is the first to quantify the earliest age at which GD was experienced in a
US patient population seeking genital GAS. We found that nearly all TM and TW first experienced GD
by age 7 years (gender identity typically becomes constant at ages 5-7 years),1 which is only 1.5 and
2.2 years later than each cohort’s first life memories (which typically occur at ages 3-4 years).2 Our
findings are consistent with prior research3 that found that GD generally develops early in life.

Another important finding from our study is the number of years that transgender adults live
with untreated GD before commencing treatment (social transition and/or hormonal therapy): 22.9
years for TM and 27.1 years for TW. When we consider that life-years spent with any untreated
condition are associated with morbidity and decreased quality of life, then the high number of life-
years spent living with GD and its associated morbidities is striking.4,5 This large cumulative burden
strongly supports the argument for early GD care, counseling, and education about transition-related
options, both for patients and for their parents or guardians.6 Gender transition–related care has
been shown to substantially improve quality of life and reduce health care costs.3-6

This study has some limitations. The participants included only patients presenting for genital
GAS and, thus, may not be representative of transgender people who do not seek GAS. Patients were
not queried about the severity of their GD and mental health during their childhood, when they may
have experienced a different degree of distress and/or other consequences.

Conclusions

Our findings suggest that GD typically manifests very early in childhood and can persist for many
years until gender transition. As such, GD and its associated adverse health effects are conditions of
childhood as much as adolescence or adulthood. Diagnosis and early management during childhood
and adolescence can decrease morbidity and improve quality of life and overall survival.
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