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My intentions for this book started from a very simple premise: transgen-
der young people exist, they know who they are, and they deserve all of 
the support and care we can give them. From the first transgender young 
person I worked with over a decade ago, to the many many young people 
I have worked with since, I have always been driven by the desire to listen 
and to affirm. As such, writing this book is certainly not the end point of 
my journey of learning: I learn with every young person who shares part 
of their life with me. But in putting up my hand to write this book, I did 
so from a place of knowing. Not of knowing everything, but of knowing 
that some of the insights I have gained from the young people I work 
with, and how they challenge both public and clinical representations of 
transgender people, are important to share.

Writing this book, then, was very much a labour of love. It was a true 
intertwining of my own journey within critical psychology, and the jour-
ney I have undertaken with the many young people I have worked with. 
As a field of psychology, critical psychology seeks to challenge social 
norms, to examine how power operates to both privilege and marginalise, 
and to be liberatory in the sense of opening up new vistas for thinking 
about subjectivity. As children, as people, and as active agents in the 
world around them, the young people I have worked with push the remit 
of critical psychology to new ends by asserting themselves in the face of 
cisgenderism, by speaking to power from a place of knowing, and in so 
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doing creating new vistas within which they and others (including 
myself ) can think about gender.

Just as this book was informed by a simple premise, my approach to 
writing this book was simple. I sought to bring together two forms of 
evidence: the fictionalized (though not fictional) narratives of some of the 
young people I work with, and the latest research about transgender 
young people and their families. In so doing my goal was to challenge 
much of the received ‘wisdom’ that circulates about transgender young 
people, not by engaging in unnecessary critiques of previous literature, or 
by giving space to the voices of those who oppose transgender young 
people and their families, but rather by using a critical psychological lens 
through which to situate clinical practice with transgender young people 
and their families. This meant that whilst I am fully aware of literature 
that seeks to challenge or question transgender people’s gender, it did not 
have much of a place in this book.

By staying away for the most part from aspects of the literature and 
public narratives about transgender people that often leave us ‘stuck’ in 
cisgenderism, I was able to write a book that is both situated and optimis-
tic. It is situated in the sense that it is situated in the context of transgen-
der young people’s lives, and particularly their need for affirming clinical 
care. And it is situated in a literature that seeks to understand the speci-
ficities of transgender young people’s lives. Importantly, this does not 
mean that the book shies away from debate when necessary. The situated-
ness that I adopted within this book, however, means that the debates 
that I engage with are never about the veracity of transgender young 
people’s lives. Instead, any debates that I take up within this book chal-
lenge the terms of the debates themselves (i.e., the idea that transgender 
young people should be a topic of debate).

Focusing primarily on the lives of transgender young people and their 
families, then, allowed me to focus on topics that are often left to one side 
when debates over transgender young people predominate. Primarily it 
allowed me to think through what a critical developmental approach to 
working with transgender young people might look like. Mindful of the 
critical psychological deconstruction of ‘developmentalism’ (i.e., the idea 
that there is one ‘correct’ developmental pathway for all children), I was 
able to reconstruct an account of transgender young people’s gender 
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development, an account that emphasises diversity, that is both non-
linear and non-normative, and which is grounded in a critical account of  
the latest literature in the field. Placing this alongside fictionalized case 
studies enabled me to provide an overview of the broad contours of 
gender development for transgender young people, without being 
prescriptive.

To frame my thoughts about gender development I generated a mne-
monic that, in both my own clinical practice and that of other clinicians 
who have undertaken training with me, enables transgender young peo-
ple’s diverse journeys to be heard and engaged with. Eschewing diagnosis, 
the mnemonic is situated within an extended family context, and is 
mindful of the negative impact of cisgenderism upon all people. This 
situatedness and mindfulness means, I believe, that the GENDER mne-
monic I outline in this book offers a critical psychological account of how 
to go about the work of adopting an affirmative approach to working 
with transgender young people. It most certainly owes more than a debt 
of gratitude to all of the scholars and clinicians who have advocated for 
affirming approaches, and who have made it possible for me to write this 
particular book. But it also builds upon this work, offering new avenues 
for thinking about how clinicians can best work with transgender young 
people through a lens that is critical of received wisdom, instead centring 
the knowledges that transgender young people bring with them to the 
clinical encounter.

Importantly, and as I noted above, the GENDER mnemonic is not 
prescriptive. There is no requirement that aspects of the mnemonic be 
addressed in any particular order, nor that any one aspect must be of rel-
evance to a particular young person and their family. In other words, the 
mnemonic is not intended as yet another form of gatekeeping, and thus 
should not be used to keep transgender young people in a holding pattern 
controlled by the clinician. Instead, its utility is its capacity to open up 
productive conversations, but whether or not these are productive or sim-
ply not relevant can only be determined by young people themselves. 
This will mean that at differing ages or in the context of differing life 
experiences certain aspects of the mnemonic will be more salient. Again, 
it is young people who ‘activate’ our focus as clinicians on certain aspects 
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of the mnemonic, rather than clinicians dictating what aspects should be 
given concerted attention.

As I came to see, however, having written this book, nothing is ever 
quite as simple as the account above might suggest. I was very fortunate 
to receive critical feedback on this book from many people, including 
other clinicians, parents of transgender young people, and from transgen-
der adults (acknowledging, of course, that these three categories overlap). 
Some of the changes that resulted from this feedback, and which I signal 
here, add necessary complexity to this book. Indeed, starting with the 
word ‘complexity’, I use it throughout this book to argue that clinicians 
working with transgender young people should not seek simplistic 
answers, and specifically to suggest that there is no one singular transgen-
der narrative. This, however, is not to suggest that clinicians should situ-
ate ‘complexity’ within transgender young people. We are all complex 
people, whatever our gender may be. Rather, my aim as a clinician is 
always to listen to the diversity of narratives that any one person brings 
with them, instead of trying to produce one definitive account of their 
life. This is different, however, to demanding that transgender young 
people spend unnecessary amounts of time ‘unpacking their gender’.

As I will clearly argue in this book, my starting place is always that 
young people know their gender. But like all of us, living as we do in a 
context of social norms that regulate what forms of gender expression are 
intelligible, in my experience it is helpful to encourage conversations 
about what gender means and looks like, for both young people and their 
parents. This is in no way about questioning anyone’s gender, or suggest-
ing that they should live their gender in a different way. Nor is it about 
suggesting in any way that parents are somehow ‘responsible’ for a child 
being transgender. Instead, by having complex and critical conversations 
about gender, my aim is always to help young people to understand that 
the way they express their gender is entirely a matter of their own deter-
mination, and that there are no set rules about being a particular gender. 
For parents, and particularly those who may be struggling to understand 
a child who is transgender, talking to them about their own gender is 
about helping them to understand that just as they experience their gen-
der to be true, so do their children. As such, discussions about gender 
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may or may not be salient, depending on the journey that young people 
and their parents are undertaking.

Another word that I use throughout this book (and indeed this pref-
ace) is ‘critical’. As I have elaborated above, this draws from the field of 
critical psychology, and is critical in the sense of examining social norms, 
and offering a creative space in which to think differently about norma-
tive assumptions. As such, my use of the word ‘critical’ is in no way asso-
ciated with so-called ‘gender critical’ approaches, which seek to reassert 
the normative assumption that assigned sex determines gender, and hence 
that transgender people do not exist. Indeed, a critical psychological 
account of gender would be highly suspicious of ‘gender critical’ 
approaches, and would seek to deconstruct the types of claims made in 
the name of such approaches. I do just such deconstructive work within 
this book, as I carefully unpack how gender development has been his-
torically understood, and how it may more productively be understood 
from a critical developmental starting place that seeks to be affirming of 
transgender young people.

Also important to note is that this book is not a ‘how to’ guide. There 
are many such books already on the market, some of which I summarise 
in Chap. 1. I intentionally did not write a ‘how to’ guide, partly because 
there are already so many on the market, partly because they are often 
region-specific, and partly because they can date quite quickly as our 
critical understanding about the needs and lives of transgender young 
people grows. Instead, this book is a clinical book in that it takes a critical 
stance on existing empirical literature so as to clear the way to an inclu-
sive and affirming account of gender development that can be used by 
clinicians across the world, and it does so by linking the account that I 
develop closely with fictionalized clinical case material. My hope is that 
such a linking will bring into being new ways of thinking about clinical 
work with transgender young people, ways that challenge gatekeeping, 
and which are instead founded upon the knowledges that transgender 
young people bring to the clinical space.

Finally, and this is a vital point, clinicians must know when we should 
step out. Certainly, some transgender young people may need ongoing 
support, particularly in the context of mental health concerns arising 
from the effects of cisgenderism. Other families may need ongoing 
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support as parents work through their own struggles. And at certain key 
points in their lives transgender young people may need to re-engage 
with clinicians for support. But there will also be many transgender 
young people who simply need access to clinical services to achieve a 
particular aim, whether that be puberty suppression or hormone thera-
pies. Such services should be available with minimum wait times, and 
without gatekeeping that serves to prolong the wait to achieve a particu-
lar aim. Clinicians thus need to know when to step out, always leaving 
the door open should new needs arise.

In conclusion, I hope that readers of this book will see the complexity 
in the simple way that I have approached writing this book. That my 
focus on an affirming approach that is critical of received wisdom is 
understood as one that can only be determined by young people and 
their families: only they can determine what counts as affirming, and 
what might be experienced as gatekeeping. As such, despite the complex-
ity and criticality that I introduce throughout this book, my premise 
remains simple: clinicians must be guided by young people in terms of 
how they understand their gender, and the goal should always be to listen 
and affirm, never to question unnecessarily for our own edification.

Adelaide, SA, Australia� Damien W. Riggs
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1
Introduction

For most of my career I have thought of myself as a scientist-practitioner. 
To me, this is exemplified by the intersections of my clinical work as a 
psychotherapist who specialises in working with transgender children 
and their families, and my role as an academic whose research primarily 
focuses on the lives of transgender people. This image of myself as a 
scientist-practitioner was formed through my training in the discipline of 
psychology, where the scientist-practitioner model is very much a taken 
for granted norm, and in which the search for ‘truth’ central. Yet as part 
of my formation as a psychoanalyst, the topic of what counts as ‘truth’ 
very much came under question. Coming into a relationship with one’s 
unconscious, and indeed coming to authorise oneself as a clinician – as is 
central to Lacanian psychoanalysis – led me to question what it means to 
‘know’. Furthermore, coming to grapple with my own complex gender 
histories as a nominally cisgender (i.e., not transgender) man led me to 
question what it means to ‘know’ one’s gender, and how, as a clinician, I 
can understand the gender of another.

This book represents an attempt at coming to terms with what it means 
to ‘know’ gender in the context of working with transgender young peo-
ple and their families. To know, I will argue, is always partial, and always 
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