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The Experiences of Parents of Transgender
Individuals Who Transition in Adulthood
Katherine Rachlin, PhD

The gender transition of a child is a major event in the life of a parent. As transgender and gender nonconforming people are increasingly visible in the culture
at large, those who come out as transgender have more positive, supportive,
and even unremarkable responses from their friends, coworkers, and employers. In contrast, many parents will be shaken to their core by the disclosure that
their child is transgender, may transition, or is transitioning.
At the first meeting of a support group for parents, we went around the
room as people responded to the prompt “Tell us about yourself.” One woman
said: “Well, I have two sons and a daughter. My oldest son is a teacher and lives
in Maryland. He is married and has two girls. My youngest is single and lives in
Los Angeles, and my daughter is a writer. She and her husband live near me.
They have three children — two boys and a girl.” The original question to her
was “Tell us about yourself.” A parent’s self-definition is partially constituted by
the presence of children and grandchildren, who are, in turn, partially defined
by gender. Changes made by one family member inevitably mean changes for
the family. More specifically, a person’s gender transition is not theirs alone. It is
a transition for their parents, siblings, and extended family as well, an emotional journey that requires time and support.
Parents whose children come out as transgender or gender nonconforming
in adulthood have unique challenges. Adult children may inform their parents
that they are exploring gender, that they have come to a new understanding of
their gender, or that they intend to undergo a gender transition; they may have
had this wish all their life, or they may have had a recent unexpected awakening; they may desire only a change in name and pronoun or a complete social
and medical transition from one expressed gender to another.
As a therapist, I see the full range of positive and negative reactions of parents
when their adult children reveal an intention to transition. One of the differences
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