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ABSTRACT

Background: In recent years, research on gender diversity in early childhood has increased
significantly. However, much of the published literature still focuses on children whose
experiences align with binary gender norms, inadvertently excluding nonbinary experiences
from analysis.

Aims: We seek to explore how nonbinary children, aged five to eight, perceive and understand
their gender modality and experiences.

Methods: Nine American nonbinary children were interviewed using a semi-structured
approach, which included two book readings, a drawing activity, and approximately 23
pre-determined questions. Inductive reflexive thematic analysis was utilized for developing,
analyzing, and interpreting patterns across a qualitative dataset. All authors engaged in
various aspects of reflexivity throughout the process, including personal, functional, and
disciplinary reflexivity.

Analysis: We constructed five themes, which were evident across the accounts of participating
children. The first one, Being nonbinary has different meanings for different people, illustrates
the diverse interpretations of nonbinary identities. Gender is hard to describe but my pronouns
help me make sense of it, highlights the challenges of explaining gender, yet pronouns help
participants lucidly put their and others’ gender into words. People can change their gender for
good or just for a little while, reflect participants’ view of gender as dynamic and fluid. “/ have
the agency to decide who | am with a little help of others”: feeling, learning, choosing and telling,
explores participants’ journey in adopting the label “nonbinary”. Lastly, Being nonbinary is both
easy and hard: easy because | am myself, hard because of other people, depicts the multifaceted
experiences of being nonbinary, from the affirmation to bullying.

Discussion: In an era marked by a contentious political climate and ongoing debates about
trans/nonbinary individuals, these young children defy conventional norms and establish
themselves as active architects of their identity narratives, driven by their agency and
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self-determination.

Introduction

The concept of cisnormativity assumes that being
cisgender is the default, universal gender modal-
ity (McGuire et al., 2016). This perspective rein-
forces a narrow and exclusive understanding of
gender diversity, systematically oppressing and
overlooking the lived experiences of individuals
whose gender identities do not match the gender
that they were assigned at birth. Additionally, it
reinforces the idea that trans and nonbinary

identities are abnormal or deviant. This contrib-
utes to discrimination and prejudice against those
who do not conform to cisnormative expecta-
tions. However, in the contemporary era, a more
fluid and inclusive understanding of gender has
emerged, acknowledging the diverse spectrum of
gender identities beyond the confines of the
binary (Ashley, 2022). This more nuanced under-
standing of gender is already prevalent in gender

nonconforming  children aged 3-10, who
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demonstrate a reduced inclination to perceive
their own gender as stable or consistent over
time (Fast & Olson, 2018; Zucker et al., 1999).

For the purposes of this article, we are using
nonbinary as an umbrella term for someone who
self-identifies as a gender outside the gender
binary, and/or does not identify as always and
completely being just a man or a woman, recog-
nizing gender as existing along a spectrum. Some
examples of nonbinary identities include being
both a woman and a man, genderqueer or gen-
derfluid identities that fluctuate, demigender
identities that relate more to one gender than
another without completely aligning with that
gender, having two or three gender identities,
two-spirit gender identities that are rooted in the
spiritual and cultural beliefs of Indigenous com-
munities in North America going beyond the tra-
ditional Western understanding of gender or
another third gender according to a cultural her-
itage, xenogender identities incorporating con-
cepts seemingly unrelated to gender, and/or the
“lack of” a gender (Salinas-Quiroz & Sweder,
2023). While trans and nonbinary are still Western
terms, they are intended to encompass an
ever-growing and ever-changing umbrella of gen-
der modalities. Although many nonbinary indi-
viduals also consider themselves trans, it is worth
saying that not all identify as such.

Despite the increasing visibility and accep-
tance of nonbinary identities, nonbinary individ-
uals continue to face systemic persecution and
discrimination in various aspects of their lives,
as evidenced by the extraordinary number of
anti-trans laws, bills, and executive orders that
were proposed and passed since 2020 in the US.
This ongoing discrimination highlights the
urgent need for research to center the experi-
ences of nonbinary individuals. Moreover, there
remains a significant gap in research focusing
on the voices of nonbinary children themselves.
Therefore, our study aims to explore how non-
binary children, age five to eight, understand
their gender and gendered experiences. It is
imperative to listen to children to inform
policy-making,  shifting away from an
adult-centric and condescending approach, and
instead promoting trans joy and supporting the
well-being of nonbinary individuals.
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Systematic persecution of nonbinary individuals

The pervasive cisnormative conceptualization of
gender in Western societies has been constructed
along with other categories such as race through
colonial institutions and processes. Colonial pow-
ers imposed binary gender norms as part of their
social control and hegemony, erasing or delegiti-
mizing indigenous and non-Western understand-
ings of gender and sexuality (Morgensen, 2012).
In stark contrast to these cisnormative systems
that believe that sex and gender are immutable
binaries that are determined solely by the assess-
ment of a persons genitalia at birth by legal and
medical authorities (Bauer et al., 2009; Miyagi
et al., 2021; Salinas-Quiroz & Daniels, 2023),
Ashley (2021, p. 43) articulates a view of gender
as ‘messy, plural, dynamic, and in constant evolu-
tion. This understanding of gender criticizes the
traditional binary classifications of ‘male’ and
‘female, which dictate which genders do or do
not exist and how these genders should or should
not identify and act (Morgenroth et al., 2021).
Instead, gender is recognized as encompassing a
wide spectrum of identities, and as existing on a
spectrum rather than being limited to male and
female categories (Ashley, 2022).

On nearly every continent, and for all recorded
history, thriving cultures have recognized, revered,
and integrated more than two genders (Public
Broadcasting Service, 2015), such as Muxes in
Mexico, Sekratas in Madagascar, Metis in Nepal,
and Faafafine in Samoa. Nevertheless, nonbinary
individuals have been systematically persecuted in
different parts of the world across time. For years,
the legal, medical, and academic establishments
have been instrumental in constructing gender
and racial hierarchies in colonial societies, which
have fueled systemic discrimination and violence
against trans and nonbinary individuals (Keenan,
2022; Pauly, 2023). Rooted in eugenics and the
rhetoric of “civilization”, these structures have
perpetuated white supremacy and patriarchy, with
gender norms serving as a foundational element
of racism (Bederman, 1995). Consequently, trans
and nonbinary individuals—especially children—
have become the targets of political campaigns,
media scrutiny, and social discourse that question
their very right to exist (ACLU, 2022; Movement
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Advancement Project, 2023; Salinas-Quiroz &
Daniels, 2023; Trans Formations Project, n.d.).

This system of political and extrajudicial vio-
lence both stems from and contributes to cisnor-
mativity. The current surge in awareness of
anti-trans violence globally is shedding light on
longstanding issues that have historically been
pervasive but less visible. Anti-trans policy
attempts to exclude trans and nonbinary children
from accessing healthcare, updating legal docu-
ments to reflect their gender, entering appropriate
bathroom facilities, and participating in school
activities such as sports and clubs (Meyer et al,
2022). Even though there is extensive evidence of
trans children living as themselves and socially
transitioning in childhood prior to the 1930s in
the US. (Gill-Peterson, 2018, 2021), policies are
often justified by an endeavor to frame trans and
nonbinary children as a new phenomenon caused
by “social contagion” and false claims that
gender-affirming treatments are “experimental”
This pervasive cisnormativity and systemic perse-
cution faced by nonbinary individuals underscore
the urgent need for societal recognition, accep-
tance, and protection of gender diversity, espe-
cially among children.

Nonbinary identity development

The research on nonbinary individuals has also
been characterized by cisnormativity and oppres-
sion, perpetuating existing inequalities and mar-
ginalization within academic discourse. Research
about trans and nonbinary individuals has a his-
tory of cis researchers justifying the exploitation
of these communities through a bigoted argu-
ment suggesting that trans and nonbinary indi-
viduals lack the objectivity required to make
meaningful contributions to scientific literature
(Barsczewski, 2020). Cis-supremacist systems, like
other systems of privilege, are inherently invisible
to those who benefit from them (Veiszadeh,
2017). Consequently, studies focused on trans
and nonbinary children frequently suffer from
inadequate design due to the predominant
involvement of cis psychologists and are further
informed by dated-gender theories (Salinas-Quiroz
& Sweder, 2023), which view children as far more
malleable than adults, developmentally unfinished

and still open to behavioral
(Gill-Peterson, 2023).

Psychology, as a discipline, often presents chal-
lenges for those who perceive realities as socially
constructed, tending to privatize, individualize,
and depoliticize the phenomena it studies
(Kitzinger, 1995). As such, the reflective and ana-
lytic capacities of children are often underesti-
mated (Lone & Burroughs, 2016), with cis-adults
undermining and dismissing trans and nonbinary
children’s ability to self-determine their gender.

Inexorably, however, children possess an
understanding of their identities. In recent years,
there has been a surge in research focusing on
gender diversity. Nonetheless, a significant por-
tion of published literature continues to center
on children whose experiences align with binary
gender norms (Durwood et al, 2017; Giilgoz
et al, 2019; Olson et al., 2015; McGuire et al,
2016; Westwater et al., 2019). This academic
emphasis has largely adhered to a dichotomous
understanding of gender, predominantly focus-
ing on transnormative experiences, which align
more readily with many researchers’ underlying
assumptions of cisnormativity (Bradford et al,
2019). As a result, the rigid dual structure of
bigenderism has often been maintained, inad-
vertently excluding nonbinary, genderqueer, gen-
derfluid, and other gender experiences from
analysis (Galman, 2020; Katz-Wise et al., 2023).
For instance, Fast and Olsons (2018) study
employs developmental concepts such as
"gender-typical development" and "gender stabil-
ity", which are inherently meaningful only within
the context of cisgender experiences. Similarly,
while researchers such as Giilgéz et al. (2019)
and Olson et al. (2022) have broadened contem-
porary gender development research, their
frameworks were originally conceived for cis-
gender individuals and may not be directly
applicable to the lived experiences of nonbinary
people (Salinas-Quiroz & Sweder, 2023).

However, there has been a growing recogni-
tion within this research area of the importance
of understanding identity development as com-
plex and dynamic (Katz-Wise et al, 2023;
Schudson & van Anders, 2019). Concurrently,
the conceptualization of gender as extending
beyond the

imprinting



binary has gained traction (Fox & Wu, 2023;
Salinas-Quiroz & Sweder, 2023). Previous
research has highlighted age five to eight as a
crucial time for gender development, in which
gender is highly salient and a powerful motiva-
tor of children’s preferences and behaviors (Fast
& Olson, 2018). Within this age, nonbinary
individuals often learn about nonbinary identi-
ties and recognize discomfort with their gender
assigned at birth, prompting questioning on
their gender identity (Blakemore et al., 2009;
Bussey & Bandura, 1984; Koonce, 2019; Kuper
et al., 2018; Waagen, 2022). Children in this age
range may encounter discussions about gender
as a spectrum, either from parents, teachers, or
other caregivers (Waagen, 2022). They observe
and imitate gender traits from various models,
though the presence of nonbinary role models is
limited (Koonce, 2019). Furthermore, children’s
exploration of gender traits is influenced by
environmental factors, with liberal gender norms
fostering exploration (Dowers et al.,, 2020; Fiani
& Han, 2019). Peer groups play a crucial role,
with mixed-gender groups providing more sup-
port for nonbinary children to express their
gender identity compared to single-gender
groups, where conformity to gender norms is
often enforced (Fabes et al, 2003; Hanish &
Fabes, 2014; Priess & Hyde, 2011; Waagen, 2022).

Salinas-Quiroz and Sweder (2023) postulated
two minimum criteria for nonbinary gender
identification in young children: (1) that a child
learns about the existence of nonbinary identities
and (2) that they do not identify with the defi-
nitions of a boy or a girl they have been taught.
It is noteworthy to underscore that while these
assertions marked a commendable endeavor and
initial exploration, this relies on a developmen-
talist paradigm that the current study aims to
transcend. Consequently, we find ourselves relin-
quishing the comfort of employing terms such as
“authentic” and “development” given that they
imply progressive and linear processes toward a
tinal goal (Goodey, 2021). Overall, nonbinary
gender changes involve a complex interplay of
biological contributors, learning, imitation, and
environmental influences, with opportunities for
expression influenced by societal norms and peer
dynamics.
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The current study

While there is growing research on gender diver-
sity, it has predominantly focused on trans gen-
der identities within a binary gender framework,
neglecting the lived experiences of nonbinary
individuals in psychological literature (Waagen,
2022). Moreover, qualitative research in this area
has been primarily limited to adults (e.g. Keller,
2019), leaving a gap in understanding nonbinary
children’s perspectives (Horton, 2022). While
nonbinary children are often mentioned in dis-
cussions, they are seldom directly engaged in
conversations about their own experiences. Much
discourse and previous research tends to discount
and invalidate the experiences of nonbinary chil-
dren, portraying them as incompetent due to
their age and thus, as immature (Wallace Skelton,
2022). To our knowledge, there has been no
direct inquiry into how nonbinary children, aged
five to eight, understand their gender modality
and gendered experiences. We aim to address this
gap and center the agency of nonbinary children.

Additionally, a recurring issue in the discourse
around nonbinary individuals is the tendency to
focus solely on the challenges and harms that
they face, rather than recognizing and amplifying
their actual lived experiences. Despite encounter-
ing discrimination and prejudice, it is crucial to
develop methodologies that respect and validate
the desires and knowledge of nonbinary individ-
uals (Wallace Skelton, 2022).

Consequently, our study aims to fill this gap
by exploring these aspects. In light of these con-
siderations, we seek to explore how nonbinary
children, aged five to eight, perceive and under-
stand their gender modality and experiences. We
specifically aim to address the following research
questions:

1. How do nonbinary children understand
and define their own gender modality?

2. What are the gendered experiences of non-
binary children in their daily lives?

Methodology

The name method risks “..a practically orien-
tated descriptive summary, rather than a more
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theoretically-orientated and reflexive discussion of
what, why and how one did the research” (Braun
& Clarke, 2022, loc. 5232). Our project “How Do
Children Identifying Beyond the Gender Binary
and Their Parents Understand Gender?” (IRB ID:
CR-01-STUDY00002649) was originally concep-
tualized by Fer and further developed with
Jocelyn Demos as a summer scholar; a program
that funds rising juniors and seniors to pursue
ten-week research projects with a faculty mentor.
Fer positions (Boveda & Annamma, 2023) them-
selves as a Brown trans genderqueer/nonbinary
Mexican immigrant, and a doctoral-degree-
researcher (in the largest university in Latin
America, a top public institution) as well as an
Assistant Professor (tenure track position at
an American private “little ivy” university).
Jocelyn is an nonbinary trans feminine Latina
and an undergraduate student at the same
institution.

As positionality statements become more
prevalent in research, they are often crafted as
brief confessionals or clear disclosures of some
researcher’s identity labels and credentials.
However, a significant issue arises when posi-
tionality is perceived as static, as it leads to a
lack of theoretically informed reflection on
our connections with the field, the literature,
and participants. “We argue that the power
and purpose of positioning should be to
remove the researcher from the center of the
work and centralize multiply marginalized
communities. Consequently, positioning
requires reflection throughout the research
process, not just in researcher statements”
(Boveda & Annamma, 2023, p. 5). Most scien-
tific journals enforce strict word limits and
tend to adhere to guidelines rooted in a
post-positivist tradition, making it challenging
to present qualitative research. Although we
recognize our recent "sin" of falling into the
very trap we critique, there’s a genuine con-
straint at play, and we strive to navigate dual
worlds/formats ~ without undermining our
research. We not only take a stance but also
infuse reflexivity into every step of this pro-
cess, encouraging reflection on our positions
and adding depth and introspection to our
work (see the following sections).

Recruitment

To participate, children needed to self-identify
beyond the gender binary (see page 1), be between
3 and 8years old, be accompanied by their parent,
and live in the Northeastern US, i.e. Connecticut,
Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and
Vermont, to restrict the financial burden of trans-
portation. We offered prepaid train rides to and
from campus, prepaid parking fees for the univer-
sity’s parking, and/or payment of bus fees.

Between July and August 2022, we spend weeks
creating a database and reaching out to organiza-
tions dedicated to advocating for
2SPLGBTQIA + individuals/families.  Afterwards,
in October 2022, specialists from NIH CTSI cre-
ated a 1-month Facebook targeted advertisement/
campaign (UL1TR002544) and a Craigslist adver-
tisement from October 2022 until March 2023.
Eleven parents answered a Qualtrics’s question-
naire and only nine met the inclusion criteria, so
they proceeded to schedule an in-person visit to
our facilities. We compensated families with a 50
USD gift card. Despite our recruitment efforts in
order to have a diverse sample, all children in the
study are white except one who is Asian and
white, and the entirety lives in the Greater Boston
Area (Massachusetts) and have upper middle-class
parents with yearly household income ranging
between 50,000 and 74,999 USD, and 150,000
USD and greater. As specified by the US Census
Bureau, in 2021 the median household income
was 81,744 USD in Boston and 70,784 USD
across the US (in 2021). Moreover, although we
assume that children can already recognize their
nonbinary identity by age 3-5, we only managed
to recruit 5-8-year-olds.

How?

We wanted to make sure that activities were
attractive and joyful, so we co-constructed them
with two early childhood education specialists.
The semi-structured interview involved two book
readings, one drawing activity, and around 23
pre-determined questions both during and fol-
lowing the reading and drawing tasks. Before
starting, we demonstrated to children that their



parent was on the other side of the mirror both
to reduce potential separation anxiety, and to
show them that they were also going to be inter-
viewed by one of us. We documented assent with
7-8y/o children and willingness to participate for
younger individuals. The entire interview process
took around 60 min with a range between 50 min
and 1h and 25min. Please note that only two
interviews took longer than 1h and 15min.
Children could take breaks and check-in with
their parent as many times as needed. Only one
child asked for two short breaks during the inter-
view. We structured questions to be asked in a
specific order and particular points during the
tasks. Some questions addressed their gender
modality and how they explain it (e.g. “How
would you describe your gender?”, “Were you
always [child’s description of gender modality]
since you were a baby?”), and other questions
addressed their gendered experiences (e.g. “Do
your friends know that you are [child’s descrip-
tion]?”). We read two books! to or with the child
(depending on their reading level and age) during
the interview. These books allowed a baseline
understanding of gender to facilitate more broad
interview questions. In between the first and the
second book, we asked the nine participant chil-
dren (see Table 1) to” draw a picture of a time
that you and your friends did something fun” All
children participated in all tasks and no children
declined any parts of the study. Only one child
refused to answer some questions. Most children
did not display signs of fatigue, except three chil-
dren who showed verbal or non-verbal signs of
tiredness. When children displayed these signs,
the interviewer moved on to the drawing part or

Table 1. Participants.

Child’s
Age (years. Child's self-ascribed
Child (pseudonym) months) pronoun(s) gender label
Janelle 6.1 They/them Nonbinary
Sam 6 They/them They/them or Sam
Féi/Luna 6.11 He/she/they  Féi/Luna
Elliot 6.6 They/them Nonbinary
Demi 75 They/them They
Jonathan 6.11 They/them Jonathan or they/
them
Jesus Ociel 8.11 They/them Nonbinary or they/
them
Tilda 5.2 She/he/they  Changes everyday
Sasha 8.2 They/them Nonbinary

Note: Despite we assume that children can recognize their nonbinary iden-
tity by age 3-5, we only managed to recruit 5-8-year-olds.
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shortened the last parts of the interviews. All
procedures performed were in accordance with
the ethical standards of the institutional and/or
national research committee and with the 1964
Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or
comparable ethical standards.

Reflexivity

At the time that interviews were being tran-
scribed, Fer was invited to give a 5-day workshop
on reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) in Greece.
There, they met three colleagues that shared
views, interest, identities, and social positions, but
most importantly, that seek to act in allyship.
“Allyship is not an identity. It is a life-long pro-
cess of building relationships based upon trust,
consistency, and accountability with marginalized
(folk)...an arduous practice of unlearning and
evaluating” (Gao, 2015, p. 8). Tugce Aral is a
queer/pansexual Turkish immigrant and a doc-
toral researcher and lecturer (German public uni-
versity), Jessie Hillekens is a queer Dutch cis
woman and an Assistant Professor (tenure track
position at a Dutch public university), and Sophie
Holscher is a bisexual cis woman, third culture
child, and a doctoral researcher and lecturer
(German public university).

Although this passage comes across as a
‘brief confessional’ (see first paragraph of the
Method-ology section), on the inaugural day
of the workshop, each author dedicated them-
selves to crafting their own reflexivity state-
ment. This engaging exercise lasted for a total
of 4h, with the initial hour and a half to two
hours dedicated to the writing process. The
remaining time was allocated for sharing these
statements with the group. The resulting doc-
uments proved to be a valuable resource
throughout the analytic process.

Under the guidance of Fer, who not only
facilitated the workshop but also actively partic-
ipated by crafting a new statement (a regular
practice they undertake every semester), the rest
of the authors, with Fer among them, were
prompted to delve into various aspects of reflex-
ivity, including personal, functional, and disci-
plinary perspectives, all within the context of the
specific research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
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Fer prompted the middle three authors to reflect
on their intersecting identities, particularly those
where they occupy positions of social privilege
and marginality. They ask them to consider how
these social positions shape how they see the
world and others, as well as how they may be
perceived by peers or society. Additionally, the
middle three authors were encouraged to reflect
on how their personal backgrounds, life experi-
ences, and ideological beliefs shape their
worldview.

Following this, the middle three authors were
prompted to examine their relationship with
knowledge, scholarship, and research practice.
This involved reflecting on their research training
and experiences, understanding what constitutes
‘good quality’ research, and recognizing institu-
tional pressures such as ‘publish or perish’ They
were also encouraged to explore their preferences
for research methods and how these choices
impact the research process and resulting
knowledge.

Finally, Fer directed the middle three authors
to return to reflexivity regarding their identities
and life experiences, particularly in relation to
the project and the topic of nonbinary children.
They were asked to consider how their positions
intersect with this subject and to examine any
assumptions they may hold about individuals
outside of the gender binary.

As the reader may discern, these are not merely
lengthy documents, but rather profoundly intense
personal statements that, when shared with the
group, fostered a sense of closeness and safety
among us. While ideally these reflexivity state-
ments should be delineated in this section, as its
outset, we deliberated on the neoliberal logic
prevalent in academia and the contemporary
world’s emphasis on haste and the production of
brief articles. For those interested in accessing
them, please contact the corresponding author.

In a nutshell, the four of us share the follow-
ing assumptions: (a) reality and truth are con-
tingent, local, and multiple; (b) gender is
self-determined; (c) nonbinary individuals feel a
profound sense of clarity, presence, and lucidity
(Marchese, 2023); and (d) we most seek for
curiosity and compassion beyond comprehension
(Vaid-Menon, 2022).

RTA

Thematic Analysis is a method for developing,
analyzing, and interpreting patterns across a qual-
itative dataset. The differentiating factor across its
different versions is that RTA values “..a subjec-
tive, situated, aware and questioning researcher, a
reflexive researcher...” (Braun & Clarke, 2022,
loc. 1246). We followed the RTA six-phase pro-
cess—starting with familiarization with the inter-
views, moving into a rigorous collaborative coding
process, before starting to explore, develop, review,
and refine themes, and finally producing this
written analytic report.

Coding

Where becoming familiarized with the data is
ongoing but not yet structured, coding becomes
structured and systematic. During coding, we
meticulously read each interview at least two
times so we could then identify and label seg-
ments of text relevant to the research question
(i.e. how nonbinary children understand their
gender and gendered experiences?). It is import-
ant to note that not all data segments were tagged
if they didn’t relate to the research question, since
codes are “..ultimately guided by your research
question and purpose” (Braun & Clarke, 2022,
loc. 2953).

We used collaborative coding to enhance
understanding, interpretation, and reflexivity,
rather than to reach a consensus about codes.
The first four authors worked together to code
data and develop codes through discussing and
reflecting on their ideas and assumptions. Our
purpose was to “..collaboratively gain richer or
more nuanced insights, not to reach agreement
about every code” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, loc.
3028). This process ensured a structured explora-
tion of meaning and patterns throughout the
nine interviews, guaranteeing thorough and
detailed analysis for theme development. This
systematic approach also safeguards against accu-
sations of cherry-picking.

We followed an inductive approach where the
majority of the codes were semantic. Pure induc-
tion is impossible, since “...we bring with us all
sorts of perspectives, theoretical and otherwise, to



our meaning-making, so our engagement with
data is never purely inductive...This is why
reflexivity matters...” (Braun & Clarke, 2022, loc.
3027). Semantic codes directly capture expressed
meanings, often mirroring participants’ language.
According to Braun and Clarke (2022) semantic
codes are particularly beneficial for those inter-
ested in exploring experiences: this is why in our
RTA analytical journey we prioritized data mean-
ings, starting from and departing from these
meanings as our foundation.

Thematization (development, revision, and
refinement)

Developing initial themes from our codes involved
a series of processes. We engaged with the data
codes to explore areas where there were similari-
ties of meaning. Next, we clustered together
potentially connected codes into candidate themes
and explored these initial patterns of meaning.
This exploration considered each cluster inde-
pendently; in relation to the research question;
and as part of the wider analysis. It was key to
remember at this stage that we were exploring
clustered patterning across our dataset. Considering
that data ‘do not speak for itself], we, as research-
ers, speak for our themes (and our data) and will
tell a story that we have crafted about our dataset
(Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Phase four extended and provided a crucial
check on the initial theme development from
phase three. This was achieved through a pro-
cess of re-engagement with: (1) all the coded
data extracts; and (2) the entire dataset. The
purpose was to review the viability of the initial
clusterings and explore opportunities for enhanc-
ing pattern development. This phase was notably
iterative. We moved back and forth between the
data and the evolving analysis to ensure that our
analysis either: (a) effectively addressed our
research question with a compelling narrative or
(b) remained grounded in the data without
straying too far.

We ensured that each theme captured a dis-
tinct core point and offered rich diversity and
nuance about the dataset. Additionally, we veri-
fied that themes were coherent, distinct, and
comprehensive enough.
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It’s your job as analyst to determine the most relevant
and important patterned meaning that ‘speaks’ both
about the data, and into the existing field of scholar-
ship and the wider context (Braun & Clarke, 2022,
loc. 4573).

We constructed five themes, which were evident
across the accounts of participating children. The
first theme, Being nonbinary has different mean-
ings for different people,> shows how participants
made meaning of being nonbinary in complex
ways. The second theme, Gender is hard to
describe but my pronouns help me make sense of
it, captures that gender is a difficult concept to
explain, yet pronouns help participants lucidly
put their and others’ gender into words. The
third theme, People can change their gender for
good or just for a little while, reports on how par-
ticipants describe gender as something dynamic
and fluid. “I have the agency to decide who I am
with a little help of others™ Feeling learning,
choosing and telling, addresses participants’ jour-
ney of adopting the label “nonbinary”, and the
fifth and final theme, Being nonbinary is both
easy and hard: easy because I am myself, hard
because of other people, reports on the multifac-
eted experiences of being nonbinary, from the
gender-affirming ones to experiences of bullying.
These five themes are discussed in detail below.

Theme 1: Being nonbinary has different meanings
for different people

Therere many different ways [...] I don’t really know
what it feels like for other people to feel a different
gender, but for me, its just different. (Jesus Ociel,
8y.0.)

The first theme revolved around the many ways
in which participants made meaning of being
nonbinary. It was apparent across interviews that
all participating children self-identified as nonbi-
nary (“See, I'm nonbinary”, Janelle, 6y.0; "[My
gender is] they/them. It’s nonbinary”, Sam, 6y.0.),
that their gender identity did not match binary
notions of gender (Interviewer(I): “How is it dif-
ferent or similar [from boy or girl]?”, Child(C):
“Different”, Elliot, 6y.0.), and that nonbinary was
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a gender modality rather than the lack of gender
(“I do have a gender. I feel like I do”, Demi, 7y.0.).
Therefore, all participants do not identify com-
pletely or exclusively as a boy or girl and claimed
a nonbinary gender identity, in line with the
minimum criteria for nonbinary gender identifi-
cation in young children proposed by
Salinas-Quiroz and Sweder (2023).

Yet, they had different ways in which they
constructed what being nonbinary meant to them.
Some participating children explained being non-
binary in relation to being a boy or a girl. They
expressed that being nonbinary is ‘in the middle
[between being a boy and a girl]’ (Elliot, 6y.0.),
being “a boy and a girl at the same time” (Demi,
7y.0.; also expressed by Janelle, 6y.0., Elliot, 6y.0.,
and Jonathan, 6y.0.), being “not a girl or boy”
(Sasha, 8y.0; also expressed by Janelle, 6y.o0.,
Jonathan, 6y.0., and Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.), being
“both of them” (Elliot, 6y.0.), or being “both, nei-
ther and both” (Féi/Luna, 6y.0.). Notions of gen-
derfluidity, demi and bi/tri-genderism were
evident. Some participants would (also) use mul-
tiple pronouns, names, and genders to explain
their nonbinary identity:

Since the school year began, I had two genders, Féi
and Luna. [...] Girl and they/them. And two, and two
names, Féi and Luna. (Féi/Luna, 6y.0.)

Because now I'm a boy and I'm a they. (Demi, 7y.0.)

It was also frequent that participants would
use other labels to describe their gender identity.
They would describe their gender as “feminine”
(Féi/Luna, 6y.0.), ‘a funny kid” (Demi, 7y.0.),
“just me” (Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.; also expressed by
Sam, 6y.0. and Demi, 7y.0.) or ‘a double gender”
(Féi/Luna, 6y.0.). Yet other participants did not
like any of the prompted gender labels in the
Who are You?... book (Tilda, 5y.0.) or explained
that being nonbinary meant that “youre free from
just a girl or a boy” (Elliot, 6y.0.). While some
thus explained being nonbinary in relation to
being a boy or a girl, other participants explained
being nonbinary in ways that were seemingly
unrelated to the binary notion of gender. These
participating children therefore knowingly seem
to broaden the concept of gender and to chal-
lenge the status quo by creating their own mean-
ing of what their gender means to them.

In addition, participants expressed positive
feelings regarding their nonbinary identity.
They describe being nonbinary as a “miracle”
(Sam, 6y.0.), a “big other world” (Elliot, 6y.0.),
“sort of like everybody”, “‘awesome”, and “fun”
(Demi, 7y.0.), or “nice” and “happy” (Jonathan,
6y.0.). Participants stress the importance of
being able to live their gender modality: “Its
good being yourself” (Jonathan, 6y.0.) and “Now
I feel better about myself” (Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.).
Moreover, one participant describes how non-
binary gender identities uplift humanity: “If
everyone was the same, then it would be boring”
(Sasha, 8y.0.).

Overall, participants portrayed a wide variety
of meanings they attached to being nonbinary.
Thus, their responses were aligned with the
nonbinary concept as a theorized umbrella
term that includes a wide variety of gender
identities beyond the binary (Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023). Our participants reflect this plu-
ralism and demonstrate the creative nature of
gender. In line with prior work showing that
gender is socially constructed in childhood
(Spark et al., 2019), participants demonstrated
agency in constructing their own meaning and
gender identity through claiming a nonbinary
identity and self-labeling as such (Salinas-Quiroz
& Sweder, 2023). As these identity construc-
tions are deeply personal, participants also
acknowledged them as such, stressing that they
“know everything about me, [but] I don’t know
that much about anyone else.” (Sam, 6y.0.; also
expressed by Féi/Luna, 6y.0., and Jestis Ociel,
8y.0.). Moreover, they associated nonbinary
identity with positive feelings. In sum, all par-
ticipating children shared a clear and positive
nonbinary identity yet constructed its meaning
in different ways.

Theme 2: Gender is hard to describe but my
pronouns help me make sense of it

Hmm. If T were talking to an adult, I say they and
them. (Janelle, 6y.0.)

The second theme captures that while gender is
a hard concept for participating children to



describe, pronouns help them to put their gender
into words. While participants expressed a nonbi-
nary identity (see also Theme 1), they often
struggled to explain what gender entails when
asked to describe it:

Its the thingy that... its like what... um... well if
you... its like you....Okay I don't know how to
explain it. (Sasha, 8y.0.)

They often said they did not know what gender
was and that it was really hard, or they struggled
to put their answers into words. Gender is a way
to socially categorize people and to impose gen-
dered expectations on them. Children come to
understand social categories and their individual
group membership already at age 1 (Rhodes &
Baron, 2019), which, together with their under-
standing of group norms, increase with age
(Cooley & Killen, 2015). As such, it is not sur-
prising that our participants already have a clear
nonbinary identity. Yet, at the same time, gender
is an abstract concept and is harder to explain
than their own gendered experiences.

Participants explicitly expressed having no doubts
about who they are by stating that they “heard
about it and then completely decided 1 was nonbi-
nary” (Janelle, 6y.0.), “knew who I wanted to be”
(Sam, 6y.0.), and ‘T never, ever, ever [felt confused].
Especially not about myself” (Féi/Luna, 6y.0.). Thus,
while participants have difficulty describing gender
as a concept, they are not confused about who they
are: they feel a profound sense of clarity, presence,
and lucidity (Marchese, 2023).

Pronouns appeared to be a way to put their
gender into words:

C: I'm feeling like a boy today.
I: Do you always feel like a boy?
C: No.

I: When you don't feel like a boy, what are some
things you feel like?

C: They and she. (Tilda, 5y.0.)

When asked about their gender, participants often
referred to they/them pronouns to indicate their
nonbinary identity. Additionally, some partici-
pants used she/her and he/him pronouns. The
usage of they/them pronouns is common among
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nonbinary individuals to signal that they identify
outside the gender binary (Norris & Welch, 2020).
Gender-neutral pronouns are a linguistic way to
challenge gender perceptions and establish more
gender equality and inclusivity (Gustafsson
Sendén et al.,, 2015). Using pronouns that match
individuals’ gender is affirming and empowering
(Sevelius et al., 2020), making pronouns a critical
way for participants to signal and claim gender
modalities, and to make sense of them.

Theme 3: People can change their gender for
good or just for a little while

Everybody can, they can change who they are whenever
they need to. For good or just a little while. (Sam, 6y.0.)

The third theme describes how participants
explain gender as something dynamic and fluid.
They talked about gender as something that can
change over time (Janelle, 6y.0., Sam, 6y.0., and
Jests Ociel, 8y.0.); in other words, that it is in
constant transformation (Salinas-Quiroz & Daniels,
2023). They saw change and fluidity as something
“normal” and “fun” (Demi, 7y.0.) and something
that “feels good” (Jonathan, 6y.0.) and that “just
happens” (Sam, 6y.0.). All participating children
mentioned that their gender had already changed.
When asked about their gender as a newborn,
many indicated that they did not (yet) know
about gender as a baby (Sam, 6y.o0., Elliot, 6y.0.,
Jests Ociel, 8y.0., Tilda, 5y.0., and Sasha, 8y.0.) or
that they used to be a boy or girl (Janelle, 6y.0.,
Féi/Luna, 6y.0., Demi, 7yo., and Jesus Ociel,
8y.0.). Some participants shared explicitly that
their gender had transformed in the past:

I guess I didn't really think that much of it when I,
before I was older. I mean, when I was about seven or
six then I maybe felt a little bit different about it.
(Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.)

Interestingly, several participants also expressed
gender fluidity (Janelle, 6y.o., Féi/Luna, 6y.0.,
Demi, 7y.0., and Tilda, 5y.0.), whereby their gen-
der changes over shorter periods of time
(Katz-Wise, 2020) such as within days, hours, or
even minutes and seconds:

I just turn into a they for a while, then a she, then
just a they/them mix, or pretty much I go between
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the two, then middle, pretty much, ugh... pretty
much, it's going from one, to one, to one, to one,
faster than you can really see.... Just one second.
Like, they! She! They! She! They - they! She! They!
She! (Féi/Luna, 6y.0.)

Along the same lines, all participants also kept
the possibility for future transformation open,
because “I don't really know. Because guess what?
Change is...change is... unknowable” (Janelle,
6y.0.) and ‘I cant answer that because I dont
have a time machine.” (Sasha, 8y.0.). They argued
that they didn't know what their gender would
look like in the future, yet they kept different
opportunities open because they might start to
like or feel something else:

I: Do you think its possible you could have a differ-
ent identity?

C: Yeah. [...] ‘Cause I think I might feel different
when I'm older. (Jonathan, 6y.0.)

While all participants expressed that their gen-
der might change, several also explicitly mentioned
that they did not want that to happen (Sam, 6y.0.,
Jests Ociel, 8y.0., and Sasha, 8y.0.) or that they
did not think that their gender would transform
(Janelle, 6y.0., Sam, 6y.0., and Elliot, 6y.0.):

[I think I will always be nonbinary from now on as I
grow up] ‘cause it... ‘Cause it feels like that. It's the one
that makes me feel right. (Elliot, 6y.0.)

This reflects that while participants feel com-
fortable and happy with their gender modality,
they have flexible notions of gender as a creative
construct that might—but not necessarily will—
change over time. Although many societies gen-
erally conceptualize gender as static and rigid,
children did not perceive it as such. They chal-
lenged societal norms and conceived gender as
messy (Salinas-Quiroz & Daniels, 2023). Without
an exception, they felt that gender can be recon-
sidered and reinvented to what feels best in the
moment—which may or may not last “forever”

Theme 4: “I have the agency to decide who | am
with a little help of others”: feeling, learning,
choosing, and telling

I never wanted to be one of them [girl/boy] ... just
like a year ago was the time that I actually found out
they/them was a thing. (Sasha, 8y.0.)

The fourth theme captured participants’ jour-
ney to identifying as nonbinary. What was clear
across participants’ accounts is that while the
process of figuring out their gender identity dif-
fers between them, it was an agentic process
involving feeling (emotion), learning (cognition),
choosing (volition) and telling (behavior). Many
participants described feeling nonbinary or not
feeling like their gender assigned at birth before
knowing what to call it. In line with previous lit-
erature (Waagen, 2022), some participants spoke
about feeling pressured to change themselves or
cited feelings of discomfort before identifying as
nonbinary:

I guess just feel like, it in my stomach whenever
someone says she thinks, she blah, blah, blah. Her
blah. blah, that stuff... [It feels] uncomfortable. Yeah.
It kind of made me... sweaty. (Jests Ociel, 8y.0.)

The accounts were further indicative of the two
minimum criteria for nonbinary gender identifi-
cation in young children: a) a child learns about
the existence of nonbinary identities and b) they
do not identify with the definitions they have
been taught of a boy or a girl (Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023). Only after learning about nonbi-
nary gender identities are participants able to
give a name to their feelings:

I went by he/him/his, until my friend - I, I felt like
both. But I just like, um, I didnt know about they/
them, so I just...stayed a boy until my friend knew
how to do it. (Jonathan, 6y.0.)

Unsurprisingly, as parents are the most important
socializing agents of gender during childhood
(Spivey et al., 2018), participants most commonly
learn about nonbinary gender identities from
them. The fact that some participants found out
about different gender modalities through books
or a nonbinary friend underlines how different
socializing agents help children expand their gen-
dered experiences as well as identify their gender,
rather than “causes” or “determinants” of nonbi-
nary gender identification (Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023). In turn, one participant describes
that living their gender modality in school helped
other classmates realize they were also nonbinary.
These instances highlight the importance of non-
binary representation for gender development, as
nonbinary individuals grow up in cis-supremacist



systems in which gender expectations are imposed
on them, which can lead to feelings of incongru-
ence between their gender modality and prevail-
ing norms (Craig et al, 2015; Mills-Koonce
et al., 2018).

Participants’ choice of words in talking about
their gender identity highlights that children are
not passive recipients of societal norms or
parental expectations but active agents in shap-
ing their gender (Spark et al., 2019). After chil-
dren in the study learn about being nonbinary,
they “want” (Sam, 6y.0., Demi, 7y.0., Jesus Ociel,
8y.0., and Sasha, 8y.0.), “hoose” (Jonathan,
6y.0.), “know” (Sam, 6y.0., and Demi, 7y.0.) and
‘decide” (Janelle, 6y.0.) to be nonbinary. Other
participants’ narratives include first “thinking”
about (Janelle, 6y.0.) and “figuring out” (Janelle,
6y.0., and Sasha, 8y.0.) their gender, by “trying
out” (Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.) different gender options
until they find one that “feels” (Elliot, 6y.0., and
Jests Ociel, 8y.0.) right. Their choice of words
highlights the importance of emotion, cognition,
and volition for gender identity identification,
with the former two informing the latter: the
quintessential  self-determination component.
Finally, participants stress the importance of
“telling” people about their gender modality.
Participants’ responses reflected that only by
communicating their gendered experiences and
identity with others, and not by looking at gen-
itals, gender assigned at birth, clothing, or hob-
bies, can you know what a person’s gender
modality is:

No one knows [someone’s gender] until they tell
you. (Sam, 6y.0.)

In summary, participants’ accounts challenged the
idea of gender assigned at birth, and rather indi-
cated gender as an active self-determination pro-
cess in which one feels, learns, chooses, and tells.

Theme 5: Being nonbinary is both easy and hard:
easy because | am myself, hard because of other
people

Well, what’s easy is I just really, 'm myself. But what’s
hard about it is that sometimes kids in my class...
mostly just one kid...forget[s that I am nonbinary].
(Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.)
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The last theme captures the positive experiences
of identifying as nonbinary within often negative
conditions, i.e. cis-supremacist systems that mar-
ginalize, invalidate, and discriminate against non-
binary individuals (Jones, 2023). The narratives
depict mostly sensitive support from the people
surrounding them. While some participants
expressed worry or nervousness in sharing their
nonbinary identity with others, participants had
mostly positive experiences when doing this with
family and friends. In participants’ accounts, par-
ents specifically emerge as pivotal pillars of teach-
ing, understanding, affirmation and support.
Certainly, in part due to the age of the participat-
ing children (Salinas-Quiroz & Sweder, 2023;
Spivey et al., 2018), parents are described as their
main resource to turn to when having questions
about gender or when confronted with nonbinary
related ignorance or bullying. Parents in the study
act as advocates for their children toward other
family members, teachers, or strangers.

[My family] will correct those people before I do
[referring to the use of wrong pronouns by others].
(Sasha, 8y.0.)

However, amidst the positive experiences, all par-
ticipants recount negative encounters with others,
ranging from family members, to peers, or teach-
ers. A notable challenge is the prevalence of
ignorance about nonbinary identities, as well as
missing structures such as “all genders” changing
rooms. Participants also describe multiple
instances where their gender identity is invali-
dated or dismissed:

Sometimes they dont know that [there are really
many genders]. (Demi, 7y.0.)

[My grandma] said that [...] talking about nonbinary
isn't English! (Janelle, 6y.0.)

Moreover, the narratives paint a poignant picture
of the impact of misgendering on the well-being
of nonbinary children. In line with other studies
with nonbinary individuals, our participants are
consistently educating other people on nonbinary
identities, as well as reminding them of their pro-
nouns (Fiani & Han, 2019; Paechter et al., 2021).
This is demanding emotional labor (Fiani & Han,
2019) often imposed on individuals from margin-
alized groups, which can lead to burnout in the
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long run (Gorski, 2018). Even within our very
young participants, the negative impact of edu-
cating those who hold power and privilege on
their well-being can be seen:

Well... This may...I guess it’s kind of just hard because
I just wish that people would learn how to just use
my correct pronouns faster. It gets very tiring to...It’s
a lot of the time. People don't listen all the time. I
wish people would listen better. ‘Cause it just gets tir-
ing. (Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.)

Furthermore, regarding peers, bullying emerges
as a deeply troubling issue that participants
encounter in and outside of school. The impact
of bullying is heightened by the fact that official
structures such as camps or schools are inade-
quately prepared in relation to nonbinary individ-
uals or gender-based discrimination (Paechter
et al., 2021), and often only act after parents get
involved. Unfortunately, the situation is often
resolved by participants removing themselves
from the situation (“I'm not going there again’,
Jesus Ociel, 8y.0.). This fits a long-standing his-
tory of nonbinary individuals being asked to
reshape themselves to fit cisnormative spaces (van
der Toorn et al., 2020).

In summary, participants’ accounts reveal the
profound impact of positive feelings and support
in fostering a sense of self-acceptance and con-
tentment. The vital role played by parents as
unwavering supporters signifies the importance
of family curiosity and compassion beyond com-
prehension (Vaid-Menon, 2022) in promoting a
positive environment for nonbinary individuals.
Conversely, the challenges encountered under-
score the need for continued education and dis-
mantling cis-supremacist systems in order to
ensure that nonbinary individuals can live their
gender modality without being marginalized,
invalidated, and discriminated against.

General discussion

The aims of this study were to explore how non-
binary children understand and define their own
gender modality (aim 1) and what their gen-
dered experiences are in their daily lives (aim 2).
By conducting interviews with nine nonbinary
children themselves, we aspired to understand
what being nonbinary means through a

child-centered approach which prioritizes their
experiences over adult-centric narratives on
being trans/nonbinary. The five themes that were
constructed within the analysis: (1) Being nonbi-
nary has different meanings for different people;
(2) Gender is hard to describe but my pronouns
help me make sense of it; (3) People can change
their gender for good or just for a little while; (4)
“I have the agency to decide who I am with a
little help of others: Feeling, learning, choosing and
telling; and (5) Being nonbinary is both easy and
hard: easy because I am myself, hard because of
other people, provide valuable insights into the
agency demonstrated by nonbinary children
in navigating and constructing their identities
within a cisnormative society. In an era marked
by a contentious political climate and ongoing
debates about trans/nonbinary individuals and
children (ACLU, 2022; Movement Advancement
Project, 2023; Salinas-Quiroz & Daniels, 2023;
Trans Formations Project, n.d.), these young
children defy conventional norms and establish
themselves as active architects of their identity
narratives (Spark et al., 2019).

The five distinct themes capture the nuanced
ways nonbinary children understand and navigate
their gendered experiences. First, the nonbinary
children in our study defined being nonbinary in
various ways (Theme 1). They displayed a diverse
understanding of gender (Fast & Olson, 2018;
Zucker et al.,, 1999), challenging traditional binary
notions (Ashley, 2022). Our children’s ability to
articulate their identities, even when faced with
challenges in explaining the abstract concept of
gender, underscores their determination to com-
municate their truth through the powerful medium
of pronouns (Theme 2). For them, pronouns seem
a way to signal and claim their nonbinary gender
identity (Norris & Welch, 2020) and an accessible
way to challenge cisnormativity (Gustafsson
Sendén et al, 2015). The third theme of fluidity
speaks volumes about these children’s refusal to be
confined by rigid categories. In a world often pre-
occupied with static definitions, these young minds
embrace the idea that gender can be a fluid,
changing concept (Katz-Wise, 2020; Salinas-Quiroz
& Daniels, 2023). This more dynamic understand-
ing of gender is prevalent among gender noncon-
forming children whose experiences do not fit



into the dominant cisnormative narrative they are
confronted with (Fast & Olson, 2018; Zucker et al.,
1999). Contrary to dated theories that see children
as open to behavioral imprinting and that take
away children’s agency (Gill-Peterson, 2023), chil-
dren thus actively challenged binary understand-
ings of gender that are omnipresent in society.
This agency is also evident when our participants
describe their process of identity formation—a
journey shaped by feelings, learning, choices, and
open conversations (Theme 4, Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023). In a society where gender norms
are often imposed, their process of learning about
nonbinary identities and subsequent self-discovery
emphasizes the importance of affirmative educa-
tion and accessible resources, as only after learn-
ing about nonbinary gender identities are children
able to identify as such (Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023).

However, amidst the empowerment lies the
sobering recognition that the main challenge
nonbinary children in our study faced is external
opposition (Theme 5). Yet, they are rooted in
societal systems and individuals’ reluctance to
accepting these identities. Unfortunately, anti-trans
bills currently prevent trans and nonbinary youth
from using appropriate bathroom facilities, par-
ticipating in sports, accessing healthcare, and
updating legal documents to reflect who they are
(Meyer et al., 2022). In a world where public dis-
course often tries to deny children the agency to
understand their own gender (Salinas-Quiroz &
Sweder, 2023), our study firmly establishes that
nonbinary children possess the capacity for
self-determination (Spark et al., 2019). Their nar-
ratives affirm that the main barriers they face are
external, stressing the critical need for people and
systems that support, acknowledge, and respect
their self-determined identities (Jones, 2023).

The exploration of nonbinary children’s
self-determination and agency in shaping their
gender identities holds significant implications.
It’s crucial to acknowledge that some of our par-
ticipant’s characteristics—predominantly affluent
and white—reflect a specific demographic subset
within the nonbinary community. Though our
study purposefully prioritizes the voices of nonbi-
nary/trans children, our participants mainly
shared a homogenous life experience as being
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predominantly privileged, wealthy, and white.
Additionally, children in our study had mainly
supportive parents who helped them understand
and affirm their gender modality and
gender-related experiences and they grew up in
progressive environments with ample community
support. Although parents were also interviewed
as part of the larger project (see “How Do
Children Identifying Beyond the Gender Binary
and Their Parents Understand Gender?” (IRB ID:
CR-01-STUDY00002649) for the paper on par-
ents experiences), we wanted to foreground chil-
dren’s voices in the current article. The challenges
faced by these nonbinary children may be com-
pounded for those who exist at the intersections
of race, class, and other marginalized identities
(Crenshaw, 1989). Nonbinary children navigating
identities in marginalized communities might
encounter additional barriers stemming from
structural inequalities and systemic racism. This
study underscores the importance of future
research  examining nonbinary experiences
through a more comprehensive and intersectional
perspective, in order to enhance our understand-
ing of how structural inequalities can intersect
with gender modalities to create unique chal-
lenges for nonbinary children with multiple mar-
ginalized identities. Moreover, it highlights the
need for continued education, especially in offi-
cial structures such as schools, and the disman-
tling of cis-supremacist systems to ensure that all
nonbinary individuals can live their gender
modality without facing discrimination (Paechter
et al., 2021; van der Toorn et al., 2020).

One of the strengths of our study is its trans
perspective and its commitment to a genuine and
nuanced representation of nonbinary experiences.
We assert that our investigation stands as pio-
neering and iconoclastic in nature. By having
trans and genderqueer/nonbinary team members
we provide much needed new and dissident
forms of knowledge, since we subverted the his-
tory of cis, heterosexual, and white researchers
exploiting our communities and rejected the often
seen but inherently bigoted argument that we
cannot be sufficiently objective to make meaning-
ful  contributions to  scientific literature
(Barsczewski, 2020). This perspective enriches the
study’s depth, allowing for a more empathetic
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and respectful exploration of nonbinary children’s
narratives. According to Katz-Wise et al. (2023),
qualitative methods help us “..gain insight into
trans gender and/or nonbinary youth’s under-
standing and experience of gender identity
changes” (p. 7). Although it is important to be
cautious of potential power dynamics that are
inherent in interviews between children and
adults, focusing on the voices of nonbinary chil-
dren themselves, rather than an adult-centric per-
spective, lends agency and credibility to the
analysis. This participatory approach contributes
to a more accurate representation of their experi-
ences, ensuring that their voices remain at the
forefront of the discussion, and contributes to a
more comprehensive understanding of gender
identity and agency in a world that often seeks to
silence nonbinary and trans voices (Salinas-Quiroz
& Sweder, 2023; Vaid-Menon, 2022). Additionally,
the RTA employed in this study enables us to
reflect on our positions, resulting in a more
nuanced and respectful interpretation of the data
(Braun & Clarke, 2022).

In summary, our study shines a spotlight on the
remarkable self-determination and agency of non-
binary children in shaping their gender identities.
It reinforces the need to challenge societal norms
that undermine their agency and highlights the
importance of dismantling cisnormative systems
that harm them, while also creating environments
that affirm and celebrate nonbinary peoples.

Notes

1.  Who are You? The Kids guide to gender identity by
Brook Pessin-Whedbee—cis white—(2016) and Avocado
Asks: What am I? by Momoko Abe—cis Asian—(2020).
Unfortunately, we learned once the study closed that
the first one was partially plagiarized from the queer
Chicanx educator Maya Christina Gonzalez. “Many
have a way with words. They label themselves seers,
but they will not see. Many have the gift of tongue but
nothing to say. Do not listen to them. Many who have
words and tongue have no ear, they cannot listen, and
they will not hear” (Anzaldua, 1981).

2. And not “Results” since themes are already interpretative.

3. As per Braun and Clarke (2022) perspective, “..[us-
ing] brief data quotations in theme names can pro-
vide an immediate and vivid sense of what a theme
is about, while staying close to the data language and
concepts” (loc. 4891).
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