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The word transgender can serve as an umbrella term, encompassing a wide array of identities. However,
those opposed to transgender rights seem to narrowly conceptualize what it means to be transgender in
terms of assigned sex and gender expression while ignoring the construct of gender identity. This
research tests whether the variation that can exist in cisgender participants’ lay definitions of the word
transgender is a predictor of antitransgender prejudice and broader beliefs about gender roles. The current
study had 200 heterosexual cisgender undergraduate participants complete a mixed-methods online
survey that asked them to generate a definition of the term transgender and then respond to question-
naires assessing antitransgender attitudes and the endorsement of traditional gender roles. A content
analysis of participants’ definitions was conducted by 3 independent raters, and 3 themes emerged around
the concepts of gender identity, gender expression, and changing one’s gender or sex. Referencing gender
identity in definitions was related to more positive attitudes toward transgender individuals whereas
definitions that included reference to changing sex or gender were related to more negative attitudes.
However, gender expression was unrelated to attitudes. The relationships between attitudes and the
gender identity and change codes were mediated by the endorsement of traditional gender roles,
suggesting a possible model of antitransgender prejudice.
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In November 2015, Houston voters went to the polls to vote on
a bill called the Houston Equal Rights Ordinance (HERO), which
was intended to create local protections against discrimination on
the grounds of race, ethnicity, sex, sexual orientation, and gender
identity (Driessen, 2015). Although this ordinance would have
afforded protections to several different groups, the debate around
the bill focused in particular on transgender people. Those cam-
paigning against the legislation worked to rebrand the bill as a
“bathroom bill,” which they claimed would allow predatory men
disguised as women free entry to women’s restrooms (Ross, 2015).
Although this concern does not appear to be supported by any
evidence (Brinker & Maza, 2014), with research actually suggest-
ing that transgender individuals are far more likely to be the
victims of verbal harassment and physical assault than the perpe-
trators of it (Herman, 2013), this tactic of portraying transgender
people as some sort of sexual bogeymen is common and effective
in these kinds of debates (Schilt & Westbrook, 2015).

The arguments against the advancement of transgender rights
are noteworthy inasmuch as they may indicate something about
how cisgender (i.e., nontransgender) opponents are conceptualiz-
ing what it means to be transgender. The concern that is typically
expressed in response to antidiscrimination legislation—that men
dressed as women will invade women’s restrooms—suggests that
people who hold negative attitudes toward transgender individuals
are defining what it means to be transgender in terms of assigned
sex and gendered appearance or behaviors. Notably missing from
this conceptualization is an acknowledgment of gender identity as

a defining feature, which is the personal psychological experience
of one’s own gender (GLAAD, n.d.; Worthen, 2013). I argue that
this characterization of what it means to be transgender is reflec-
tive of more than just arbitrary differences in language. Rather, this
research examines the possibility that the differing lay definitions
of the word transgender that are held by cisgender people are
indicative of meaningful differences in underlying beliefs about
gender roles and attitudes toward transgender individuals.

Defining Transgender

The word transgender is a somewhat challenging term to define.
Broad definitions exist that characterize the word as an umbrella
term that encompasses anyone who exhibits gender-variant char-
acteristics (Norton & Herek, 2013); however, whereas this sort of
broad definition has the benefit of being inclusive of the diverse
spectrum of genders and sexualities that can exist, that very same
inclusiveness also restricts its utility by inaccurately representing
that diversity of identities as a single homogenous group. The
practical limitations of this are apparent when considering that
such a broad understanding of the word transgender could, for
example, include transgender men and women, drag performers,
cross dressers, and—to the extent that sexual attraction to members
of the opposite sex is considered to be an element of normative
gendered behavior (Herek, 1986)—anyone who does not identify
as heterosexual. The conceptual issue that arises from using
gender-variant characteristics as the sole defining element of the
term transgender is that such a broad definition fails to acknowl-
edge the distinction among the interrelated constructs of sexual
orientation, gender expression, assigned sex, and gender identity.

Gender identity is the personal psychological experience of
one’s own gender, and although it is an important part of the
meaning of the word transgender (GLAAD, n.d.; Worthen, 2013),
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it might at times be overlooked by cisgender men and women. One
possible explanation for this could be that for cisgender people,
assigned sex and gender identity could conceivably serve as proxy
terms. Without a personal discrepancy to help practically distin-
guish the two constructs, making an abstract conceptual distinction
between them might not be intuitive. Furthermore, because gender
identity is by definition internal, it is only discernable to the extent
that it is explicitly disclosed or reflected by an individual’s gender
expression. In other words, it is something that can only be
indirectly perceived. Because of the complex and internal nature of
gender identity, lay understanding of what it means to be trans-
gender might instead tend to focus on the more familiar concept of
assigned sex and the more outwardly apparent features of gender
expression. This focus even seems to be reflected in the language
used when assessing attitudes toward transgender individuals, with
commonly used measures of antitransgender prejudice often uti-
lizing items that operationalize attitudes in terms of participants’
responses to examples of nontraditionally gendered bodies and
behaviors (e.g., Hill & Willoughby, 2005; Nagoshi et al., 2008).

Research has not explicitly examined whether or not cisgender
individuals tend to incorporate the construct of gender identity into
their definitions of what it means to be transgender; however, a
recent study by Gazzola and Morrison (2014) did examine the
different stereotypes that exist about transgender men and trans-
gender women, and although stereotypes are not necessarily the
same as defining characteristics of a group (e.g., although cultural
stereotypes of gay men might include flamboyant and artistic, it is
unlikely that many would consider these traits definitional of male
homosexuality), they might point to some of the more commonly
held beliefs that cisgender people hold regarding what it means to
be transgender. In their research, Gazzola and Morrison (2014)
found that just under one third of the (primarily cisgender) partic-
ipants in their sample strongly endorsed the stereotype “born in the
wrong body.” When applied to transgender people, the phrase
“born in the wrong body” could be considered a reference to
gender identity inasmuch as it alludes to a gendered mind that is
distinct from biology. However, not only was this stereotype not
endorsed by the majority of their sample,1 two other stereotypes
that were endorsed with similar frequency—“gay” and “con-
fused”—could be taken as a rejection of the construct of gender
identity, the latter trivializing a nonconforming gender identity as
simply a state of confusion and the former inaccurately using
sexual orientation as a proxy.

Research that explicitly examines antitransgender prejudice has
consistently shown that it is strongly related to sexual prejudice
(Nagoshi et al., 2008; Norton & Herek, 2013; Tebbe & Moradi,
2012; Tebbe, Moradi, & Ege, 2014; Warriner, Nagoshi, & Na-
goshi, 2013), and although one explanation for this relationship is
that it reflects the real-world grouping that exists, in which lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender individuals are all identified as
members of a common LGBT subculture (Worthen, 2013), it could
be indicative of more than simply a shared cultural identity. It is
possible that for some cisgender people, the concepts of gender
identity and sexual orientation are conflated. This is supported by
recent research on the experiences of transgender and gender
nonconforming individuals, which shows that perpetrators of prej-
udice at times express homophobic stigma in response to the
expression of a transgender identity (i.e., homophobic transphobia;
Mizock & Hopwood, 2016).

Given that the content of stereotypes about gay men and lesbi-
ans are consistent with an inversion of traditional gender roles
(Kite & Deaux, 1987; Madon, 1997), this conflation of sexual
orientation and gender identity is perhaps not surprising. For
example, believing that a transgender woman is really a gay man
might serve as a means of assimilating information about the
assigned sex and gender expression of the transgender woman into
a familiar schema (i.e., gay man) rather than accommodating
existing schema related to sex and gender to include gender
identity as a distinct construct. This idea is supported by data
showing that transgender men are viewed as being similar to
lesbian women, transgender women are rated as being similar to
gay men, and this perceived similarity is stronger among people
who believe that gender is intrinsically tied to biology (Tee &
Hegarty, 2006).

Gender Identity, Gender Roles, and
Antitransgender Prejudice

The fact that gender identity might often be omitted from lay
understanding of the word transgender does not necessarily imply
that such an omission would be linked to antitransgender preju-
dice. However, the construct of gender identity challenges the
conventional understanding of gender as being both binary and
intrinsically tied to biology, and research has shown that antitrans-
gender prejudice is associated with intolerance of ambiguity
(Tebbe & Moradi, 2012), endorsement of a binary construction of
gender (Norton & Herek, 2013), and the belief that gender has a
biological basis (Tee & Hegarty, 2006). One cross-cultural study
examining attitudes toward transgender women in Eastern and
Western societies further argued that the beliefs that transgender
women are mentally ill and that they are not real women were
reliable components of antitransgender prejudice across all of the
cultures studied (Winter et al., 2009). Although these studies do
not explicitly link attitudes to an endorsement of the construct of
gender identity, the findings do suggest that negative attitudes
toward transgender people are associated with a belief in the
primacy of assigned sex. To the extent that gender identity is
acknowledged at all, it is interpreted as a symptom of mental
illness rather than as a legitimate identity.

The primacy that is sometimes placed on assigned sex over
gender identity might also explain why research on antitransgender
prejudice consistently finds that negative attitudes toward trans-
gender people are uniquely explained by endorsement of tradi-
tional gender roles, even after controlling for other factors such as
sexual prejudice (Nagoshi et al., 2008; Tebbe & Moradi, 2012;
Warriner et al., 2013), social-dominance orientation (Tebbe &
Moradi, 2012), and rightwing authoritarianism (Nagoshi et al.,
2008). An endorsement of traditional gender roles involves eval-
uating masculinity or femininity by comparing external features
such as appearance and behavior (i.e., gender expression) to a set
of sex-specific prescribed social norms (Bem, 1981). Individuals

1 In addition, it is possible that even the frequency with which “born in
the wrong body” was endorsed could be in part due to the fact that before
filling out study materials, participants were provided with definitions that
used similar language to define transgender men and transgender women
(e.g., transgender men were defined for participants as “People who were
born [emphasis added] female but now live their lives as men” Gazzola &
Morrison, 2014, p. 87).
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whose gender expression is perceived to be violating the particular
norms associated with their assigned sex are evaluated more neg-
atively than those who conform (Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky,
1992; Lehavot & Lambert, 2007).

However, gender identity involves defining gender as a unique
and personal psychological experience, not something that is nec-
essarily tied to biology or behavior. Because of this, acceptance of
gender identity as a legitimate basis for the construction of gender
would seem to be at odds with an endorsement of gender roles.
That is, if an individual’s gender is considered to be defined by
their self-identification with that gender, rather than by their as-
signed sex, then the endorsement of sex-specific expectations for
behavior becomes irrational. Research on implicit theories of gen-
der alludes to this point, showing that greater stereotyping and
gender role endorsement is associated with the belief that gender is
an essential, biological, and discrete category (Brescoll, Uhlmann,
& Newman, 2013; Morton, Postmes, Haslam, & Hornsey, 2009).
An implication of this is that individuals who acknowledge gender
identity as a basis for defining gender should be less likely to
endorse traditional gender roles and therefore exhibit less anti-
transgender prejudice. Conversely, focusing on the constructs of
gender expression and assigned sex, rather than gender identity, as
defining features of what it means to be transgender should be
associated with a greater endorsement of traditional gender roles,
which would correspond to greater levels of prejudice against
transgender individuals.

Current Study

The current study used a mixed-methods survey to explore the
content of heterosexual cisgender participants’ definitions of the
word transgender and to test two hypotheses regarding the rela-
tionships between the contents of participants’ definitions and their
attitudes toward transgender individuals. First, definitions that
include some acknowledgment of the internal component of gen-
der identity were hypothesized to be associated with lower levels
of prejudice whereas definitions that focus on external features
related to gender expression or that place primacy on assigned sex
will be associated with more negative attitudes. Second, because
beliefs about what it means to be transgender are indicative of
broader beliefs about the nature of sex and gender, the relation-
ships that exist between participants’ definitions of the word
transgender and their levels of antitransgender prejudice will be at
least in part explained by the degree to which participants endorse
traditional gender roles.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants (N � 206) were undergraduate students from a
midsized liberal arts institution in the Southeast who signed up for
and completed all survey materials online. Students were recruited
via a listing posted to the psychology department’s institutional
review board-approved secure online participant management sys-
tem. Those who chose to participate had the option to receive
credit that could count toward the fulfillment of a class assignment.
Because this study focused on responses of heterosexual cisgender
participants, data from six participants who identified as lesbian

(n � 2), gay (n � 1), bisexual (n � 2), or transgender (n � 1) were
excluded from analyses. This resulted in a final sample of 200
participants. The sample was largely female (80.5%) and White/
Caucasian (80.5%). Participants also identified as Black (7.5%),
Hispanic (5%), bi- or multiracial (3.5%), Asian/Pacific Islander
(1.5%), Native American (1%), and Middle Eastern (1%). All
participants were between 18 and 22 years of age (M � 18.68,
SD � .97).

After reading an informed consent statement, participants were
first asked to provide a definition for the word transgender. Par-
ticipants then responded to scales measuring antitransgender prej-
udice and traditional gender role endorsement. At the end of the
survey, participants were asked to provide demographic informa-
tion that included their age, gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual
orientation. They were then presented with a debriefing statement
that described the purpose of the research and were provided
contact information for the researcher if they had questions. This
research was reviewed and approved by the university’s institu-
tional review board before data collection. To preserve anonymity
and encourage open and honest responding, no identifying infor-
mation was collected that could tie responses back to individual
participants.

Materials

Definitions of transgender. To understand how participants
define the term transgender, the first question of the survey asked
participants “What does the word transgender mean?” Because the
survey was completed online, and it was possible that participants
might look up a definition, the instructions explicitly discouraged
them from consulting other sources or people. Instead, they were
encouraged to provide their personal best answer.

Antitransgender attitudes. Prejudice was assessed using a
nine-item Transphobia scale created by Nagoshi and colleagues
(2008). In their work developing this scale, the researchers pro-
vided evidence of a single factor structure, test–retest reliability,
and good internal consistency (� � .82). In terms of validity, this
measure has been found to be related to other measures of anti-
transgender prejudice (Tebbe et al., 2014), sexism (Nagoshi et al.,
2008; Tebbe & Moradi, 2012), and antigay and antilesbian atti-
tudes (Nagoshi et al., 2008; Tebbe & Moradi, 2012; Tebbe et al.,
2014). In addition, a structural equation model explaining re-
sponses to this measure supports the idea that this measure is
distinct from related anti-LGB attitudes (Tebbe & Moradi, 2012).
This measure was selected because the items use gender-neutral
wording rather than making specific reference to transgender men
or women (e.g., “I would be upset, if someone I’d known a long
time revealed to me that they used to be another gender.”). Par-
ticipants rated their agreement with each item on a 7-point Likert-
type scale, with higher values indicating greater prejudice, M �
3.74, SD � 1.2, � � .87.

Endorsement of traditional gender roles. To assess en-
dorsement of traditional gender roles, participants responded to 10
items from the Sex-Role Egalitarianism scale (SRES; King &
King, 1997). Although these 10 items represent a shortened ver-
sion of the full scale, research has shown both the full SRES and
abbreviated versions of the measure to have strong internal con-
sistency and good convergent validity with other measures of
gender role endorsement and attitudes toward women (King &
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King, 1990, 1997). These items assessed the degree to which
participants believed men and women should behave in accor-
dance with prescribed gender roles (e.g., “Things work out best in
a marriage if a husband leaves his hands off domestic tasks.”) or
not (e.g., “Home economics course should be as acceptable for
male students as for female students.”). Participants rated their
level of agreement with each statement using a 7-point Likert-type
scale. Responses were reverse scored where appropriate and av-
eraged to create a scale with higher values indicating a greater
endorsement of traditional gender roles, M � 2.35, SD � .89, � �
.80.

Content Analysis

Participants’ definitions of the word transgender were open
coded by three independent raters using a conventional content
analysis approach (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This method of
qualitative analysis was selected because of its appropriateness for
the analysis of short responses to an open-ended survey adminis-
tered to a single sample. The three raters included the study author
and two senior undergraduate research assistants. Both of the
student raters were psychology majors who had previously taken
course work that included coverage of research methods in the
social sciences and issues related to sex and gender. For several
weeks before coding began the three raters met regularly to discuss
a set of selected readings on sexual prejudice and antitransgender
prejudice. This helped to ensure that all raters were familiar with
relevant background literature, current issues, and terminology.

Analysis of the participants’ definitions began with each rater
reading through all participant responses line by line and generat-
ing an initial list of content codes that were derived from the
language used by participants. The raters then met to discuss the
codes that had been generated, and an axial approach was used to
group associated codes into three categories that were agreed upon
by all raters: gender expression, gender identity, and changing
gender (see Table 1 for descriptions and examples). During this
discussion the raters collaborated to create a codebook that pro-
vided descriptions and examples of the three category themes.
After the codebook was created, the three raters independently
coded participants’ definitions for the presence or absence of each
theme. Raters’ responses were recorded in separate data tables,
which were later combined and discussed in person. There was a
high degree of agreement among the three raters for all of the
themes (Expression, 91%; Identity, 87%; Change, 92%). In in-
stances in which there was disagreement, the raters determined that
a theme would be marked as present in a definition if at least two
of the three raters had coded it as such.

Results

Analysis of Codes

Participants’ definitions were typically a sentence or less (me-
dian � 14 words). Most definitions generated by participants were
marked as possessing content related to only one or two of the
three codes (66.5% and 25.5%, respectively). Three definitions
were marked as possessing content relevant to all three codes, and
no codes were indicated for 13 of the definitions.2

Potential relationships between the codes were examined using
a series of �2 analyses. There was a significant relationship be-
tween the gender identity and gender expression codes, �2(1,
200) � 10.09, p � .001, and between the gender identity and
change codes, �2(1, 200) � 56.12, p � .001. Definitions that
contained the gender identity code were less likely to contain
either the gender expression, r � �.23, or the change code,
r � �.53. The gender expression and change codes were unre-
lated, �2(1, 200) � 0.003, p � .954.

Definitions provided by female participants were on average
longer than those provided by male participants, t(198) � �2.18,
p � .031, d � .38, and contained significantly more codes,
t(198) � �2.69, p � .008, d � .46. �2 analyses were conducted to
determine whether participant gender was related to the specific
occurrence of any of the three codes. Results indicate that male and
female participants were equally likely to include reference to
gender expression, �2(1, 200) � 0.07, p � .797, and changing sex
or gender, �2(1, 200) � 0.12, p � .729, in their definitions.
However, there was a significant difference in the likelihood of
referencing gender identity, �2(1, 200) � 6.47, p � .001. Women
were more likely to mention internal characteristics related to
gender identity in their definitions (63.4%) than men (41%). Anal-
ysis of gender differences in attitudes and gender role endorsement
indicate that male participants more strongly endorsed traditional
gender roles, M � 3.11, SD � .93, compared with women, M �
2.17, SD � .78, t(51.85) � 5.85, p � .001, d � 1.10.3 However,
there was no significant difference in level of antitransgender
prejudice, t(198) � 1.75, p � .089.

Relationships Between Definitions and Attitudes

To test the hypothesis that attitudes toward transgender people
would be related to participants’ beliefs about the meaning of the
word transgender, three independent-sample t tests were con-
ducted, with the presence or absence of each coded theme as
grouping variables and antitransgender prejudice as the outcome
variable.4 Analysis of the change code showed that there was a
significant difference in antitransgender attitudes, t(198) � �3.82,
p � .001, d � .57. Participants who defined transgender as an
actual change of sex or gender had significantly higher levels of
antitransgender prejudice, M � 4.21, SD � 1.31, than those who
did not include a reference to change, M � 3.53, SD � 1.09. The
gender identity code was also a significant predictor of prejudice,

2 Those definitions that did not contain any content relevant to the codes
examined were generally either so short or ambiguously worded that the
raters could not reliably categorize the content. For example, one definition
simply included the three words “Opposite sex parts.”

3 Degrees of freedom were adjusted for this analysis to correct for
possible heterogeneity of variance, as indicated by a significant Levine’s
test, F � 4.78, p � .03.

4 To ensure that the relationships between attitudes and the codes could
not alternatively be explained by participant gender, parallel analyses of
attitudes were conducted using ANOVAs that included both the code and
participant gender as fixed factors. These analyses produced the same
pattern of significant effects for the codes as the t tests and found neither
significant main effects for participant gender (ps � .07), nor significant
interactions between gender and any of the codes (ps � .228). Because
there were no a priori hypotheses related to gender, and because the results
are identical regardless of the method of analysis, the more parsimonious
t tests are reported here.
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t(198) � 3.78, p � .001, d � .54. Participants who included a
reference to gender identity in their definition reported signifi-
cantly lower levels of antitransgender prejudice, M � 3.48, SD �
1.10, than those who did not include gender identity, M � 4.11,
SD � 1.25. However, the gender expression code was not a
significant predictor of attitudes, t(198) � .12, p � .9, d � .02.

Because mentioning characteristics associated with gender ex-
pression in a definition might only be problematic when it is done
to the exclusion of gender identity, a follow-up analysis was
conducted to test whether an exclusive focus on gender expression
would be associated with more negative attitudes toward transgen-
der people. A new variable was created from the existing gender
identity and gender expression codes that distinguished between
definitions that included both of the codes (14%), just the gender
expression code (18.5%), just the gender identity code (45%), or
neither of the two codes (22.5%), and a one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was then conducted using this new variable to
predict antitransgender prejudice (see Figure 1).5 The results were
significant, F(3, 196) � 5.80, p � .001, �2 � .09. Post hoc
analyses using the Tukey’s honestly significant difference (HSD)
test indicated that definitions that included only gender expression

were associated with greater prejudice, M � 4.20, SD � 1.22, than
those that included either gender identity, M � 3.57, SD � 1.16,
p � .034, or both gender identity and expression, M � 3.26, SD �
.84, p � .003, but were not significantly different from definitions
that included no mention of gender expression or identity, M �
4.03, SD � 1.28, p � .927.

Gender Role Endorsement

To test the second hypothesis that the endorsement of traditional
gender roles could explain the relationships between the contents
of participants’ definitions and level of antitransgender prejudice,
mediation analyses were conducted for the gender identity and
gender change codes (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Antitransgender
prejudice was first separately regressed onto the gender identity,
	 � �.259, p � .001, and change, 	 � .262, p � .001, codes to
determine the direct relationships between the codes and attitudes.
Regressions were then conducted to assess the relationships be-
tween the SRES and each of the two codes. The gender identity
code, 	 � �.287, p � .001, and the change code, 	 � .259, p �
.001, were both significantly related to SRES.

Two final regression analyses were then conducted to examine
the role of SRES as a possible mediator of the relationships
between the codes and attitudes (see Figure 2). When SRES and
the gender identity code were both included in the regression
equation, SRES was a significant predictor of antitransgender
prejudice, 	 � .496, p � .001, whereas the gender identity code
was no longer significant, 	 � �.117, p � .063. The bootstrapping
procedure recommended by Preacher and Hayes (2008) was used
to test whether SRES was a significant mediator of the relationship
between the gender identity code and attitudes. Results of the
bootstrapping analysis showed that the indirect effect of SRES was
significant, 95% confidence interval (CI) [–.56, �.19], indicating
that SRES does mediate the relationship between the gender iden-
tity code and attitudes. When antitransgender prejudice was re-
gressed onto SRES and the gender change code, SRES was again
a significant predictor, 	 � .495, p � .001. The change code also
remained a significant predictor, 	 � .134, p � .031. Bootstrap-
ping procedures were again used to examine the indirect effect of
SRES, and the results indicated significant mediation, 95% CI
[.16, .55].

5 This method was selected over analyzing the variables as unique
factors because the results of the �2 analysis indicated that the gender
identity and gender expression codes were not independent.

Table 1
Thematic Codes for Participant Definitions of the Word Transgender

Code n (%) Description Example

Gender Expression 65 (32.5%) The response mentioned gendered behavior,
clothing, appearance, or anatomy.

“A person who dresses in the opposite fashion of
their birth gender.”

Gender Identity 118 (59%) The response mentioned internal psychological
features, such as identifying with or feeling
like a particular gender.

“Identifying with a different gender (or sex) than
the one assigned at birth.”

Change 61 (30.5%) The response describes switching or changing
gender.

“Someone who changes their gender to the
opposite of their natural-born gender.”

Note. The frequency of each code occurring in the participants’ definitions and the proportion of responses that contained each code are included. Each
definition could have multiple codes assigned to it.
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Figure 1. Mean level of antitransgender prejudice with standard errors as
a function of the content of participants’ definitions.
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Discussion

The purpose of this research was to test two hypotheses having
to do with beliefs about the meaning of the word transgender. The
first hypothesis—that attitudes toward transgender people would
be related to beliefs about what defines the term transgender—was
supported. Definitions of the word transgender that participants
created were coded for whether they included reference to gender
identity, gender expression, and changing sex or gender, and the
relationships between these codes and antitransgender prejudice
were examined. The results indicate that participants with more
positive attitudes toward transgender people are more likely to
acknowledge gender identity as a defining feature of the term
transgender and less likely to define the word transgender as
involving a change of sex or gender. In addition, referencing
characteristics related to gender expression when defining the term
transgender was associated with more negative attitudes only
when the definition did not also include reference to gender
identity.

The second hypothesis—that differences in gender role endorse-
ment would explain the relationships between participants’ beliefs
about the meaning of the word transgender and their attitudes
toward transgender people—was also supported. Analyses indi-
cated that the relationships between attitudes and the gender iden-
tity and gender change codes were mediated by participants’
endorsement of traditional gender roles. Specifically, those partic-
ipants who strongly endorsed traditional gender roles had more
negative attitudes toward transgender people, and they were both
less likely to acknowledge gender identity and more likely to
reference changing sex or gender in their definitions.

Previous research has shown that perpetrators of prejudice will
at times conflate a transgender identity with a homosexual sexual
orientation (Mizock & Hopwood, 2016) and that prejudice against
transgender people is associated with a need for closure (Tebbe &

Moradi, 2012) and believing that gender is both discrete (Norton &
Herek, 2013) and biologically based (Tee & Hegarty, 2006). Those
findings suggest that attitudes toward transgender people are as-
sociated with beliefs about the fundamental nature of gender. This
study expands upon the existing research by highlighting specific
beliefs about what it means to be transgender and exploring the
relationships among those beliefs, gender role endorsement, and
attitudes toward transgender people.

In this study, including reference to gender identity when de-
fining the word transgender was associated with less endorsement
of traditional gender roles, and, through that, more positive atti-
tudes toward transgender people. The concept of gender identity is
a necessary component of an accurate definition of the word
transgender (GLAAD, n.d.; Worthen, 2013), and as a psycholog-
ical construct it challenges the idea that gender is biologically
based and discretely organized. Accepting that gender identity is
distinct from assigned sex means rejecting (at least to some extent)
essentialist beliefs about gender, which have been used to reinforce
stereotypes about men and women (Keller, 2005) and justify the
enforcement of gender roles (Brescoll et al., 2013; Morton et al.,
2009). Given that, it makes sense that the gender expression code
was only associated with negative attitudes when it was not paired
with the gender identity code. To the extent that accepting gender
identity is associated with a rejection of gender roles, there should
be less derogation of nonconforming gender expression.

The changing gender code was also related to the endorsement
of traditional gender roles and antitransgender prejudice, but the
pattern of results was different. Definitions that referenced chang-
ing gender were associated with greater gender role endorsement
and more negative attitudes toward transgender people. The data
also show that definitions that included the change code were less
likely to reference gender identity. One possible explanation for
these findings is that defining the word transgender as involving a

Change Code 
An transgender 

Prejudice 

SRES 

β= .26 * β = .50* 

β = .26 * 

β = .13* 

Gender Iden ty Code 
An transgender 

Prejudice 

SRES 

β= -.29 * β = .50* 

β = -.26 * 

β = -.12 

Figure 2. Two hypothetical mediation models, showing the SRES significantly mediating the relationships
between both the Gender Identity and Change content codes and Antitransgender Prejudice. � p � .05.
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change of sex or gender places a primacy on assigned sex and
gender expression rather than gender identity. Suggesting that
someone has changed their gender indicates that assigned sex is
the metric by which gender is initially being defined and that the
observable elements of gender expression (which might change as
a transgender person transitions to living publicly as the gender
they identify with) are subsequently being used to define the
outcome of the gender change. This would be similar to arguing
that when a person comes out as gay or lesbian, he or she is
switching sexual orientations as opposed to simply disclosing his
or her true sexual orientation; the implication being that before
coming out the person was heterosexual by default. Thus, defining
the term transgender as involving a change means implicitly
endorsing both a discrete biological system of sex categorization
and the gender roles associated with it.

Given the varied definitions of the word transgender that were
created by participants in this study, one practical implication of
this study is that researchers assessing attitudes toward transgender
people—or related civil rights issues—should consider providing
participants with descriptions and definitions of terminology be-
fore measuring attitudes to ensure that participants are conceptu-
alizing the group under study in a uniform fashion. This would be
particularly important when measures assume understanding of the
term, such as feeling thermometers that simply use the group label
to assess affect or measures of attitudes toward related social
issues (e.g., “Should there be laws protecting transgender people
against discrimination?”).

In addition, research on prejudice toward members of the trans-
gender community might also benefit from an examination of the
different subgroups that make it up. As stated at the beginning of
this document, the term transgender can be considered an umbrella
term, and although research typically focuses specifically on trans-
gender men and women, a broader characterization of the term
includes a multiplicity of identities, including nonbinary, gender
queer, and gender fluid (Grant et al., 2011).6 Because the latter
groups further challenge the nature of gender identity as dichotic
and immutable, it is unclear whether or how existing research on
antitransgender prejudice can be applied to them. However, re-
search on attitudes toward gay men and lesbians has shown that the
believing that homosexuality is innate and immutable is associated
with more positive attitudes toward sexual minorities (Haslam &
Levy, 2006). In addition, given that this study found that negative
attitudes were associated with a failure to acknowledge the con-
struct of gender identity and with a belief that being transgender
involves changing genders, it is possible that those transgender
individuals who eschew a heteronormative gender identity entirely
or who characterize their gender as fluid rather than fixed could
elicit more negative attitudes than binary transgender men and
women.

One limitation of this research is that it used a correlational
design. Mediation analyses were used to explore the indirect
relationships between the codes and attitudes through gender role
endorsement, and the results suggest a possible causal model in
which beliefs about what it means to be transgender affect attitudes
toward transgender people by changing beliefs about gender roles
(see Figure 2). However, it is important to note that although this
suggests one possible model of the interrelationships among be-
liefs, gender role endorsement, and attitudes toward transgender
people, the results of the mediation analyses are only exploratory.

Although this study provides initial evidence that such relation-
ships exist, statistical mediation alone is not sufficient to defini-
tively infer a causal path. Future experimental work will need to be
conducted to support the hypothesized model.

In addition, this study used a largely female convenience sample
of young undergraduate students at a liberal arts college, a group
that traditionally holds more positive attitudes toward sexual and
gender minorities (Norton & Herek, 2013). This might explain
why the most commonly identified theme was gender identity,
which was found in a majority of the definitions. The frequency
with which gender identity was referenced could be indicative of
an above-average awareness and knowledge of gender issues in the
sample. That being said, the current study did not rely on partic-
ipants’ knowledge and use of terminology for the coding of the
themes, and although a more diverse sample might produce a
greater variety of definitions, there is little reason to suspect that
the pattern of relationships would differ.

This research highlights how some of the qualitative differences
in cisgender participants’ understanding of what it means to be
transgender can explain quantitative differences in antitransgender
prejudice. Transgender individuals challenge traditional societal
conceptions of sex and gender, and research that examines the
underlying beliefs and attitudes regarding those very concepts may
prove to be important for furthering an understanding of antitrans-
gender prejudice. A more complex understanding of how cisgen-
der people think about gender could also increase the degree to
which research on attitudes toward transgender men and women
can be effectively generalized to include the wider range of iden-
tities that are encompassed by the transgender umbrella.

6 A gender queer or nonbinary gender refers to people who do not
identify with the traditional male/female binary. For instance, they might
identify as agender (i.e., not possessing a gender identity) or as possessing
a gender identity that is both male and female. Gender fluid refers to
individuals for whom gender identity is not fixed and may periodically
change.
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