
W e have all seen recent news stories and social media buzz about LGBT issues. Facebook 
feeds are full of rainbow-colored profile pictures and articles on Caitlin Jenner. If you are 
still confused or curious about the LGBT community, here is a crash course on under-

standing these issues.

• Gender identity – the gender a person identifies with being

• Gender expression – how a person dresses, speaks, and acts

• Biological sex – gender given at birth based on physical characteristics

• Sexual orientation – gender a person is sexually attracted to

• Romantic orientation – gender a person is romantically attracted to

Sam Killermann’s Genderbread Person infographic helps summarize these categories:

 Typically, gender is thought about as either male or 
female (girl or boy, man or woman, etc.). However, we 
are beginning to understand gender is not two sepa-
rate distinct categories. You can see in the Genderbread 
Person infographic that there are two ranges for each 
area, meaning a person could have aspects of both 
maleness and femaleness in each.

For example, a woman who has equal parts masculine 
and feminine gender expression might be equally as 
comfortable wearing dresses and heels as she is wear-

ing t-shirts and boxer shorts. The typical “tomboy” would be higher on masculine gender expres-
sion and lower on feminine gender expression.

Understanding gender as ranges rather than separate categories can be difficult for some to under-
stand. Our society emphasizes the differences between girls and boys starting before they are even 
born. Think about the colors we choose for baby clothes and nurseries, or try finding a toy aisle 
that is gender neutral.

Now that we understand gender better, we can focus more on gender identity. For many, this 
gender matches their biological sex. Society identifies these individuals as “cisgender” or “cis.” 
Those whose gender identity does not match their biological sex are referred to as “transgender” or 
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“trans.” Transgender people may change their looks or bodies to align with how they identify. This constitutes transitioning. Others 
incorporate aspects of male-ness and female-ness and are referred to as gender queer, gender fluid, nongendered, nonbinary, gender 
nonconforming, or two-spirited (just to name a few).  

It is important to understand that gender identity and gender expression are not the same thing. For example, if a man speaks in a 
higher pitched voice and wears feminine clothing, this does not automatically mean that he is transgender. A woman who dresses 
in masculine clothing and cuts her hair short can still identify with being female. Gender expression and sexual orientation also are 
separate.

At this point, some might be wondering why biological sex is on a continuum. There is a common belief that there are only XX 
(female) or XY (male) chromosomes and gender is clear at birth based on genitals. Turns out it actually is not that simple. There 
are people whose biological sex at birth is unclear. They can have chromosome variations or both male and female genitalia. This is 
referred to as intersexed.

Next, we will explore sexual orientation. There are multiple types of sexual and romantic orientations, so the ones covered may not 
include them all. Heterosexual means being attracted to someone of a different gender. Gay, lesbian, or homosexual mean being at-
tracted to someone of the same gender. Bisexual means a person is attracted to members of multiple genders.

So, now that several terms have been covered, a question that often comes up is, what term/pronoun/name should I use for so-and-
so? The easiest answer is to ask that particular person. Gender identity, sexual orientation, and romantic orientation are self-defined; 
the only way to know is to ask. Making assumptions based on how one dresses, their mannerisms, or whom they choose to date may 
lead to false conclusions. Asking about preferences is the best choice.

This also applies to transgender individuals. Using appropriate pronouns, names, and terms is important in respecting transgender 
individuals. Some may prefer male pronouns, female pronouns, or plural pronouns that are gender neutral. When people are transi-
tioning or have transitioned, using their new names is respectful while using former names can be offensive. Some may embrace the 
word “trans” while others might prefer another term.

Asking about preferences is important, but you should avoid asking one question when speaking to a transgender individual. Refrain 
from asking about their surgery status or genitals, since people generally do not discuss these matters in polite conversation.

Being open-minded, respectful, and willing to learn is the best approach to take with friends or loved ones who are part of the LGBT 
community. For more information check out these websites:

• Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays – www.community.pflag.org

• Sam Killermann’s website – www.itspronouncedmetrosexual.com

• GLBT National Help Center – www.glnh.org

• Gay Health NHS Choices - www.nhs.uk/Livewell/LGBhealth/Pages/Gayandlesbianhealth.aspx
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