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IS GENDER NONCONFORMITY A

MENTAL DISORDER?

Trans is an umbrella term that refers to a diverse group of
people whose gender identity or expression differs from
prevailing societal expectations.! Being trans, also known
as gender nonconformity, is often mischaracterized as

a mental disorder. Trans people have been found to
experience higher rates of depression, anxiety disorders
and suicidality than non-trans people, but is this because
of their gender identity alone? What do we really know
about the mental health of trans people?

CONFUSING DIFFERENCE
WITH DISEASE

Until recently, we’ve known very little about the
relationship between gender nonconformity and mental
health. Conflicting media reports, outdated studies, and
changing terminology within the American Psychiatric
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM) have made it challenging to separate
science fact from science fiction. The inclusion of Gender
Identity Disorder as a diagnostic category in previous
versions of the DSM has resulted in many trans people
being characterized as “mentally ill” on the basis of

their gender identity alone. In other words, being trans
has been labelled as a mental disorder, which has in

turn pathologized gender nonconformity. While the
pathologizing of gender nonconformity has always been
contested by trans communities and advocates, we now
have ground breaking research that is advancing our
understanding of the mental health of trans people and
demonstrating that difference is, in fact, not disease.
Difference, however, can make trans people vulnerable to
forms of social exclusion that compromise their health

in substantial ways.

Higher rates of depression and suicidality
among trans people are due to experiences

of transphobia and discrimination.

THE EVIDENCE

New studies by the Trans PULSE project are showing
that the higher rates of depression and suicidality
experienced by trans people are actually due to
experiences of transphobia and discrimination.'234
Transphobia has been defined as “an irrational fear of,
aversion to, or discrimination against people whose
gendered identities, appearances, or behaviours deviate
from societal norms”.®> The Trans PULSE project is a CIHR-
funded initiative that surveyed 433 trans people aged
16 and older in the province of Ontario. The study found
that 98% of respondents had experienced at least one
instance of transphobia, and 96% had heard that trans
people are not normal.® Twenty percent of respondents
had been the victim of a transphobic physical or sexual
assault, and an additional 34% experienced harassment
or verbal threats.* The study confirms a correlation
between experiences of transphobia and increased

risk of depression and suicidality.

Participants reported a high prevalence rate of
depression: 66.4% of female-to-male Ontarians and
61.2% of male-to-female Ontarians reported symptoms
consistent with depression.?23 Among trans Ontarians,
about three-quarters had seriously considered suicide:
50%, for reasons related to their experience as a trans
person, and an additional 27% for reasons they felt
were unrelated to being trans.”
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IS GENDER NONCONFORMITY A MENTAL DISORDER?

Transphobia is harmful to the physical and mental health

CONCLUSION

of trans people. Transphobia presents barriers to stable

income, housing and access to health care and social Gender nonconformity, or being trans, is not a mental
services.! Social and identity supports are crucial for disorder. New evidence demonstrates that the increased
improving mental health outcomes for trans people.?348 risk of depression and suicidality among trans people
For trans youth, for example, having strong parental is associated with experiences of transphobia and
support is associated with a 93% reduction in reported discrimination. The implementation of anti-transphobia
suicide attempts.® initiatives that address the impacts of transphobia is key

to protecting the mental health of trans people.

ABOUT THE TRANS

i PULSE PROJECT
The Trans PULSE project is a community-based mixed-
methods research project that investigates the impact

of social exclusion and discrimination on the health of

For trans youth, having strong trans people in Ontario. Trans PULSE aims to provide the
parental support is associated information necessary to change policies and practices to
with a 93% reduction in improve the health of trans communities.

reported suicide attempts . )
To learn more, please visit http://transpulseproject.ca.
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