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Trans Terminology 

 

Transgender or trans*:  Usually used as an umbrella term for individuals who do not identify 

with the gender they were assigned at birth, including, but not limited to genderqueer, bi-

gendered, two-spirit, transsexual, cross-dressers, gender-variant, and gender non-conforming 

people.  Identification as transgender or trans* does not necessarily indicate a desire for 

hormones and/or surgeries.  Use of “trans*” in writing indicates the use of “trans” as an umbrella 

term. 

 

Trans:  Refers specifically to trans men and trans women (in writing).   

 

Genderqueer:  Used by individuals who do not identify entirely with stereotypical gender roles 

and choose to live outside the gender binary of “male/man” and “female/woman.”  

 

FTM (female-to-male):  Individuals who were assigned female at birth but identify as male and 

are, or have, transitioned to male.  

 

MTF (male-to-female):  Individuals who were assigned male at birth but identify as female and 

are, or have, transitioned to female. 

 

Trans man:  Individuals who were not assigned male at birth but identify and express 

themselves as men.  Some individuals do not identify with the term “FTM” as they feel they 

were never female to begin with and thus never transitioned from female to male. 

 

Trans woman:  Individuals who were not assigned female at birth but identify and express 

themselves as women.  Some individuals do not identify with the term “MTF” as they feel they 

were never male to begin with and thus never transitioned from male to female. 

 

Transitioning:  The complex process of coming out as transgender, changing gender 

expressions and/or physical appearance (through medical and/or non-medical means), changing 

legal documents, and medical intervention to align with an individual’s gender identity.  Some 

individuals prefer the term “gender affirmation” instead of “transition.” 

 

Gender identity:  An individual’s internal sense of being male (or boy or man),  female (or girl 

or woman), or some combination or lack thereof.  An individual’s gender identity may or may 

not align with the sex they were assigned at birth. 

 

Gender expression (or gender presentation):  The manner in which an individual externally 

expresses their gender, through their clothes, behavior and mannerisms, voice, haircut, and 
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physical characteristics.  An individual’s gender expression may or may not match the sex they 

were assigned at birth.   

 

Sex:  The classification of male, female, or intersex, based on a combination of genitals, 

reproductive organs, hormones, and chromosomes.   

 

Orientation:  An individual’s attraction to others, whether romantic, physical, sexual, or 

emotional.   

 

Cisgender (or cis):  A term used to refer to individuals who are not transgender - who do 

identify with and express the gender they were assigned a birth.   

 

Queer:  A term that can be used to refer to gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans people, as well as 

other people who do not do not fit into normative ideas of sexuality or gender.  It can be either an 

umbrella term for these identities, or refer to an individual who does not identify specifically as 

gay, lesbian, bisexual, or trans, but also does not identify as straight/heterosexual.  The term has 

had derogatory connotations, but many individuals have reclaimed the word and use and identify 

with it in a positive manner.   

 

Gender non-conforming or gender variant:  Terms for individuals whose gender expression 

and/or identity does not conform to stereotypical ideas of gender in their society. 

 

Cross-dresser:  An individual who identities as one gender but enjoys dressing up as the another 

gender.  Usually refers to men who dress in women’s clothing.   

 

Transsexual:  An older term that originated in the medical community, it usually refers to an 

individual who identities as trans and has undergone medical intervention (hormones and/or 

surgery) to change their body away from the sex they were assigned at birth.  It is not an 

umbrella term for transgender individuals, and many trans individuals do not identify as 

transsexual.  It is best to only use this term if an individual specifically identities as transsexual 

and prefers the term. 

 

Transvestite:  Often used as a derogatory term for “cross-dresser.”  According to the DSM-V, 

an individual who is sexually aroused by dressing as the opposite gender.  Use this term with 

caution, if at all. 

 

Intersex:  The term for individuals whose biological sex is not unambiguously male or female.  

These individuals may have genitalia that are not ambiguously male or female, a combination of 

male and female reproductive organs, hormones, and/or chromosomes, and/or a combination of 
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male and female secondary sex characteristics.  Some intersex conditions are not visible or 

identified until puberty.   

 

Two-spirit:  A term derived from Native American Indian ideas of gender, where an individual 

can be a third gender or embody characteristics of both men and women.  Individuals who 

identify as two-spirit feel they have both masculine and feminine spirits in their body.   

 

Hormones (hormone therapy):  Cross-sex hormones that are administered to trans individuals 

to facilitate the development of secondary sex characteristics that match the individual’s gender 

identity.  Trans masculine individuals take testosterone, while trans feminine individuals take 

estrogen and anti-androgen medication. 

 

“T”:  short for “testosterone,” the hormone FTM or trans masculine individuals take to develop 

male secondary sex characteristics. 

 

“E”:  short for “estrogen,” the hormone MTF or trans feminine individuals take to develop 

female secondary sex characteristics. 

 

Bi-gendered:  The term for individuals who identify as both male and female, either at the same 

time or alternatively.   

 

Passing:  A term used when an individual is perceived as the gender they express and identify 

as, based on well their clothing, behavior, mannerisms, and other visible characteristics align 

with society’s view of that gender.  For example, an individual with male anatomy, dressed as a 

woman, who is perceived as a woman.   

 


