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Executive Summary

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender youth, and
those who are questioning their sexual orientation
or gender identity (LGBTQ youth) experience
significant health and behavioral health disparities.
Negative social attitudes and discrimination
related to an individual’s LGBTQ identity can
contribute to these disparities, and may result

in institutional, interpersonal, and individual
stressors that affect mental health and well-being.
(Bockting, Miner, Swinburne Romine, Hamilton,
& Coleman, 2013; Meyer, 2003). This stress,

as well as limited opportunities for support, are
encountered by sexual and gender minority'youth
in their families, communities, and school settings.
Additionally, some transgender youth experience
gender dysphoria — psychological distress due to
the incongruence between one’s body and gender
identity (Coleman et al., 2012).

SAMHSA is committed to eliminating health
disparities facing vulnerable communities, including
sexual and gender minority communities. One

key factor to preventing these adverse outcomes is
positive family (including guardians and caregivers)
and community engagement and appropriate
interventions by medical and behavioral health

care providers. Supporting optimal development

of children and adolescents with regard to sexual
orientation, gender identity, and gender expression
is vital to ensuring their health and well-being.

The purpose of this report, Ending Conversion
Therapy: Supporting and Affirming LGBTQ  outh,
is to provide mental health professionals and
families with accurate information about effective
and ineffective therapeutic practices related to
children’s and adolescent’s sexual orientation and
gender identity. Specifically, this report addresses
the issue of conversion therapy for minors. The
conclusions in this report are based on professional
consensus statements arrived at by experts in the
field. Specifically, conversion therapy—efforts to
change an individual’s sexual orientation, gender
identity, or gender expression*—is a practice

that is not supported by credible evidence and

has been disavowed by behavioral health experts
and associations. Conversion therapy perpetuates
outdated views of gender roles and identities as
well as the negative stereotype that being a sexual
or gender minority or identifying as LGBTQ is
an abnormal aspect of human development. Most
importantly, it may put young people at risk of
serious harm.

Key Findings

This report and its recommendations are based

on consensus statements developed by experts

in the field after a careful review of existing

research, professional health association reports

and summaries, and expert clinical guidance. The
consensus statements highlight areas of the ethical
and scientific foundations most relevant to the practice
of conversion therapy with minors. A full list of the
consensus statements is found in the body of'this
report; key statements that form the underpinnings of
the guidance in this report are provided here.

Same-gender’sexual orientation (including
identity, behavior, and attraction) and variations
in gender identity and gender expression are a
part of the normal spectrum of human diversity
and do not constitute a mental disorder.

There is limited research on conversion therapy
efforts among children and adolescents;
however, none of the existing research supports
the premise that mental or behavioral health
interventions can alter gender identity or sexual
orientation.

= Interventions aimed at a fixed outcome,
such as gender conformity or heterosexual
orientation, including those aimed at changing
gender identity, gender expression, and sexual
orientation are coercive, can be harmful,
and should not be part of behavioral health
treatment. (American Psychiatric Association,
2013b; American Psychological Association,
2010; National Association of Social Workers,
2008).
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Understanding Sexual Orientation
and Gender ldentity in Children
and Youth

Behavioral health providers, parents, schools, and
communities can best provide support to children,
adolescents. and their families when they have
access to the most current information about sexual
orientation, gender identity, and gender expression
in youth. The following overview presents the best
current evidence regarding understandings of child
and adolescent sexual orientation, gender identity,
and gender expression.

Sexuality occurs across a continuum; same-gender
attraction and relationships are normal variations of
human sexuality (Diamond, 2015; Vrangalova &
Savin-Williams, 2012). Similarly, a gender identity
that is incongruent with assigned sex at birth, as
well as a gender expression that diverges from
stereotypical cultural norms for a particular gender,
are normal variations of human gender (American
Psychological Association, 2015a; Knudson, De
Cuypere, & Bockting, 2010). Being a sexual or
gender minority, or identifying as LGBTQ, is not
pathological (American Psychological Association,
2015a; APA Task Force on Gender Identity and
Gender Variance, 2009; Coleman et al., 2012).

There is not a single developmental trajectory

for either sexual minority or gender minority
youth. Compared to the 20™ century, in the 21*
century, youth started realizing and disclosing a
minority sexual orientation and/or identifying as
lesbian, gay, or bisexual at younger ages than in
previous generations (Diamond & Savin-Williams,
2000; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Grov, Bimbi,
Nanin, & Parsons, 2006; R. C. Savin-Williams,
2001). Though aspects of sexuality are displayed
beginning in infancy, little is known about

sexual orientation among pre-pubertal children
(Adelson & American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) Committee on
Quality Issues (CQI), 2012). Children are rarely
if ever distressed about their current or future
sexual orientation; more commonly, parents and
guardians are distressed about a child’s perceived
current or future sexual orientation and seek the

assistance of behavioral health providers (American
Psychological Association, 2009). Sexual minority
adolescents face the same developmental tasks that
accompany adolescence for all youth, including
sexual orientation identity development. Unlike
those with a heterosexual orientation, however,
adolescents with a minority sexual orientation

must navigate awareness and acceptance of a
socially marginalized sexual identity; potentially
without family, community, or societal support. In
comparison with their heterosexual counterparts,
sexual minority adolescents are at increased risk for
psychological distress and substance use behaviors,
including depressive symptoms, increased rates

of substance use and abuse, suicidal ideation

and attempts, as well as increased likelihood

of experiencing victimization, violence, and
homelessness (Corliss et al., 2010; Friedman et al.,
2011; Goldbach, Tanner-Smith, Bagwell, & Dunlap,
2014; Hatzenbuehler, 2011; Institute of Medicine,
2011; Kannetal.,, 2011; Marshal et al., 2011;
Russell, 2003). Supportive families, peers, and
school and community environments are associated
with improved psychosocial outcomes for sexual
minority youth (Bouris et al., 2010; Kosciw,
Greytak, Palmer, & Boesen, 2014; Lease, Horne, &
Noftsinger-Frazier, 2005).

Gender development begins in infancy and
continues progressively throughout childhood.
Gender diversity or signs of gender dysphoria may
emerge as early as a child’s preschool years, or as
late as adolescence (Cohen-Kettenis, 2005). For
many gender minority children, gender dysphoria
will not persist, and they will develop a cisgender
identity in adolescence or adulthood; a majority

of these children will identify as lesbian, gay, or
bisexual in adulthood (Bailey & Zucker, 1995;
Drescher, 2014; Leibowitz & Spack, 2011; Wallien
& Cohen-Kettenis, 2008). Whether or not these
individuals continue to have a diverse gender
expression is unknown. For other gender minority
children, gender dysphoria will persist and usually
worsen with the physical changes of adolescence;
these youth generally identify as transgender (or
another gender identity that differs from their
assigned sex at birth) in adolescence and adulthood



(Byne et al., 2012; Coleman, et al., 2012). For still
another group, gender dysphoria emerges in post-
puberty without any childhood history of gender
dysphoria gender diversity (Edwards-Leeper &
Spack. 2012). Gender dysphoria that worsens with
the onset of puberty is unlikely to remit later in
adolescence or adulthood, especially among youth
with a childhood onset, and long-term identification
as transgender is likely (American Psychological
Association, 2015a; American Psychological
Association, 2008; Byne, et al., 2012).

While most adolescents with gender dysphoria
score within normal ranges on psychological tests
(Cohen-Kettenis & van Goozen, 1997; de Vries,
Doreleijers, Steensma, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2011;
Smith, van Goozen, & Cohen-Kettenis, 2001), some
gender minority children and adolescents have
elevated risk of depression, anxiety, and behavioral
issues. These psychosocial issues are likely related
to if not caused by negative social attitudes or
rejection (Vance, Ehrensaft, & Rosenthal, 2014).
As with sexual minority adolescents, other

issues of clinical relevance for gender minority
adolescents include increased risk of experiencing
victimization and violence, suicidal ideation and
attempts, and homelessness (Coleman, et al., 2012;
Garofalo, Deleon, Osmer, Doll, & Harper, 2006;
Institute of Medicine, 2011; Mustanski, Garofalo,
& Emerson, 2010; Simons, Leibowitz, & Hidalgo,
2014). Improved psychosocial outcomes are seen
among youth when social supports are put in place
to recognize and affirm gender minority youth’s
gender identities (Vance, et al., 2014).

Therapeutic Efforts with Sexual
and Gender Minority Youth?

Given the professional consensus that conversion
therapy efforts are inappropriate, the following
behavioral health approaches are consistent with the
expert consensus statements and current research,
and are recommended by professional associations
(American Psychological Association, 2015a; APA
Task Force on Appropriate Therapeutic Responses
to Sexual Orientation, 2009; Byne, et al., 2012).
When providing services to children, adolescents,
and families, appropriate therapeutic approaches

include: providing accurate information on the
development of sexual orientation and gender
identity and expression; increasing family and
school support; and reducing family, community,
and social rejection of sexual and gender minority
children and adolescents. Approaches should be
client-centered and developmentally-appropriate
with the goal of treatment being the best possible
level of psychological functioning, rather than

any specific gender identity, gender expression,

or sexual orientation. Appropriate therapeutic
approaches with sexual and gender minority youth
should include a comprehensive evaluation and
focus on identity development and exploration
that allows the child or adolescent the freedom of
self-discovery within a context of acceptance and
support. It is important to identify the sources of any
distress experienced by sexual and gender minority
youth and their families, and work to reduce this
distress. Working with parents and guardians is
important as parental behaviors and attitudes have
a significant effect on the mental health and well-
being of sexual and gender minority children and
adolescents. School and community interventions
may also be necessary and appropriate.

In addition to the appropriate therapeutic
approaches described above — comprehensive
evaluation, support in identity exploration and
development without an a priori goal of any
particular gender identity or expression, and
facilitation of family and community support

— social transition and medical intervention are
therapeutic approaches that are appropriate for
some gender minority youth, Careful evaluation
and developmentally-appropriate informed consent
of youth and their families, including a weighing
of potential risks and benefits are vital when
considering medical intervention with gender
minority youth.

Eliminating the practice of conversion therapy

with sexual and gender minority minors is

an important step, but it will not alleviate the
myriad of stressors they experience as a result of
interpersonal, institutional, and societal bias and
discrimination against sexual and gender minorities.
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LGBTQ youth still need additional support to
promote positive development in the face of such
stressors. Supportive family, community, school.
and health care environments have been shown to
have great positive impacts on both the short- and
long-term health and well-being of LGBTQ vouth.
Families and others working with LGBTQ children
and adolescents can benefit from guidance and
resources to increase support for sexual and gender
minority minors and to help facilitate the best
possible outcomes for these youth.

Ending the Use of Conversion
Therapy for Minors

Given that conversion therapy is not an appropriate
therapeutic intervention; efforts should be taken
to end the practice of conversion therapy. Efforts
to end the practice have included policy efforts to
reduce the negative attitudes and discrimination
directed at LGBTQ individuals and families;
affirmative public information about LGBTQ
individuals, particularly directed at families and
youth; resolutions and guidelines by professional
associations to inform providers that conversion
efforts are inappropriate and to provide guidance
on appropriate interventions; and, state and federal
legislation and legal action to end the practice of
conversion therapy. Future efforts may include
improved provider training, federal regulatory
action, advancement of legislation at the state

and federal level, and additional activities by the
Administration, which issued a public statement
supporting efforts to ban the use of conversion
therapy for minors in the spring of 2015.
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Introduction

This report, Ending Conversion Therapy:
Supporting and Affirming LGBTQ  outh, provides
an overview of the current state of scientific
understanding of the development of sexual
orientation and gender identity in children and
adolescents as well as the professional consensus
on clinical best practices with these populations.
Specifically, this report addresses the issue of
conversion therapy for minors. Conversion
therapy—efforts to change an individual’s sexual
orientation, gender identity, or gender expression*—
is a practice that is not supported by credible
evidence, and has been disavowed by behavioral
health experts and associations. Importantly,

this report also provides a nuanced overview of
appropriate supportive interventions to assist
families in exploring the sometimes difficult issues
associated with sexual orientation. gender identity,
and gender expression.

This work is the result of a collaboration between
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA) and the American
Psychological Association (APA), which convened
a panel of behavioral health professionals (e.g.,
psychologists, researchers and clinicians from
psychology, social work, and psychiatry) with
expertise in the fields of gender development,
gender identity, and sexual orientation in children
and adolescents in July 2015. That convening,
which is discussed in greater depth below, aimed
to establish consensus with respect to conversion
therapy for minors, based on the best available
research and scholarly material available, as well as
the clinical experience of experts in the field. The
resultant statements of professional consensus are
printed in their entirety in the following section.

In addition, this report highlights areas of
opportunity for future research, and provides an
overview of mechanisms to eliminate the use of
harmtul therapies. In an effort to provide useful
tools for families, practitioners, and educators, the
report also provides resources on several topics,
including: Family and Community Acceptance,

¢6 Being gay is not a
disorder. Being transgender
is not a malady that

requires a cure. 99

—Vice Admiral Vivek H. Murthy,
19th U.S. Surgeon General

School-Based Issues, Pediatric Consideraiions,

and Affirmative Exploratory Therap . In addressing
these four topics, SAMHSA aims to enable families,
providers, educators, and community members to
take actions that will reduce the health risks and
disparities facing this vulnerable population.

SAMHSA is committed to eliminating health
disparities facing vulnerable communities, including
sexual and gender minority communities. In
addressing the issues included in this report that
have a significant impact on the lives and well-being
of sexual and gender minority vouth, SAMHSA
aims to enable families, providers, and educators

to take actions that will reduce the health risks and
disparities facing this vulnerable population

SAMHSA’s mission is to improve the behavioral
health of the nation. As such, SAMHSA endeavors
to improve public health and eliminate health
disparities facing all vulnerable communities,
including sexual and gender minority
populations.®As will be addressed in detail below,
conversion therapy perpetuates outdated gender
roles and negative stereotypes that being a sexual
or gender minority or identifying as LGBTQ is

an abnormal aspect of human development. Most
importantly, it may put young people at risk of
serious harm. This report is one of many steps
SAMHSA is taking to improve the health and well-
being of sexual and gender minority children and
youth.
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Professional Consensus Process

In early April 2015, representatives from
SAMHSA and APA agreed to collaborate to
address the concerns of professional associations,
policy makers, and the public regarding efforts

to change gender identity and sexual orientation

in children and adolescents (also referred to as
conversion therapy). Through the support of the
Federal Agencies Project, APA hosted an expert
consensus convening on this topic in July 2015,
which significantly informed this report. The
research overview and clinical expertise highlighted
throughout serve as the foundation from which the
consensus statements were developed. Both the
process of achieving consensus and the results of
the meeting are published below.

APA initially developed a list of the areas of
expertise to be used in identifying potential experts
to participate in the consensus panel based on
existing professional guidelines and resolutions
related to sexual orientation, gender identity, and
gender expression, as well as published research.
APA solicited nominations from specialists in the
field with expertise in gender, sexuality and sexual
orientation, child and adolescent development

and mental health, and the psychology of religion.
Additionally, APA solicited nominations from
professional associations representing the major
mental health and health professions. Using the
input received from these sources, APA extended
invitations to a short list of highly recommended
group of experts. This initial expert pool nominated
additional experts based on their assessment of

the expertise needed to achieve the goals of the
meeting. The final panel of 13 experts consisted

of ten psychologists, two social workers, and

one psychiatrist. These individuals included
researchers and practitioners in child and adolescent
mental health with a strong background in gender
development, gender identity, and sexual orientation
in children and adolescents. The panel also included
experts with a background in family therapy, ethics,
and the psychology of religion. Among others, the
panel included: Sheri Berenbaum, PhD; Celia B.

Fisher, PhD; Laura Edwards-Leeper, PhD; Marco
A. Hidalgo, PhD; David Huebner, PhD; Colton L.
Keo-Meier, PhD; Scott Leibowitz, MD; Robin Lin
Miller, PhD; Caitlin Ryan, PhD, ACSW; Josh Wolff,
PhD; and Mark Yarhouse, PsyD. APA activities
were coordinated by Clinton W. Anderson, PhD and
Judith Glassgold, PsyD.

Based on published literature on consensus
methods, APA developed an iterative process that
culminated in a two-day meeting in Washington,
DC on July 7 and 8, 2015. During the meeting,
panelist-led discussions considered the relevant
research, professional guidelines and clinical
knowledge-base for each of the topics. The

panel developed consensus statements on sexual
orientation change efforts as well as gender identity
change efforts in children and adolescents for each
of the relevant developmental stages: pre-pubertal
children, peri-pubertal adolescents, and pubertal and
post-pubertal adolescents.

Panelists agreed that unanimous consensus was

a strang priority, but that if unanimity could not

be reached, 80 percent support would consitute
consensus. The panelists also agreed that minority
opinions should be reflected in the record if any
dissenting expert wished to issue such an opinion.
Unanimous consensus was reached in nearly all
instances. No dissenting opinions were formally
registered. The statements of professional consensus
are printed in Section 3 of this report.

Observers from interested federal agencies, health
and human services professional organizations,
foundations, and LGBTQ human rights
organizations also attended the meeting. These
observers were offered an opportunity to submit
written questions, which the panel addressed
throughout the course of the meeting.

ﬁ
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Statements of Professional Consensus
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The following are the statements of professional consensus regarding sexual orientation
and gender identity and expression that were developed during the July 2015 APA
consensus convening. After initially developing separate statements regarding issues
relating to the development of sexual orientation and gender identity and gender
expression, the panel developed a set of three key summary statements. The panel also
developed a statement regarding the guiding human rights and scientific principles that
provide a foundation for behavioral health professionals’work in this area.

e S o R e B o Rt

Guiding Principles

Behavioral health professionals respect human dignity and rights. The foundational ethical principle of
“self-determination” requires that children and adolescents be supported in their right to explore, define,
and articulate their own identity. The principles of “justice™ and “beneficence and nonmaleficence™ require
that all children and adolescents have access to behavioral health treatments that will promote their health
and welfare. Children and adolescents have the right to participate in decisions that affect their treatment
and future. Behavioral health professionals respect human diversity and strive to incorporate multicultural
awareness into their work.

These guiding principles are based upon the codes of ethics for the professional fields of Psychology,
Psychiatry, and Social Work (American Psychiatric Association, 2013b; American Psychological
Association, 2010; National Association of Social Workers, 2008).

Professional Consensus on Conversion Therapy

with Minors

. Same-gender’sexual orientation (including identity, behavior, and/or attraction) and variations in
gender identity and gender expression are a part of the normal spectrum of human diversity and
do not constitute a mental disorder.

[SS]

There is limited research on conversion therapy efforts among children and adolescents; however,
none of the existing research supports the premise that mental or behavioral health interventions
can alter gender identity or sexual orientation.

3. Interventions aimed at a fixed outcome, such as gender conformity or heterosexual orientation,
including those aimed at changing gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation are
coercive, can be harmful, and should not be part of behavioral health treatments. Directing the
child to be conforming to any gender expression or sexual orientation, or directing the parents
to place pressure for specific gender expressions, gender identities, and sexual orientations are
inappropriate and reinforce harmful gender and sexual orientation stereoty pes.
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Professional Consensus on Sexual Orientation

in Youth

(78]

Same-gender sexual identity, behavior, and attraction are not mental disorders. Same-gender
sexual attractions are part of the normal spectrum of sexual orientation. Sexual orientation
change in children and adolescents should not be a goal of mental health and behavioral
interventions.

Sexual minority children and adolescents are especially vulnerable populations with unique
developmental tasks who lack protections from involuntary or coercive treatment, and whose
parents and guardians need accurate information to make informed decisions about behavioral
health treatment.

There is a lack of published research on efforts to change sexual orientation among children and
adolescents; no existing research supports that mental health and behavioral interventions with
children and adolescents alter sexual orientation. Given the research on the secondary outcomes
of such efforts, the potential for risk of harm suggests the need for other models of behavioral
health treatment.

Behavioral health professionals provide accurate information on sexual orientation, gender
identity, and expression; increase family and school support; and, reduce rejection of sexual
minority youth. Behavioral health practitioners identify sources of distress and work to reduce
distress experienced by children and adolescents. Behavioral health professionals provide efforts
to encourage identity exploration and integration, adaptive coping, and family acceptance to
improve psychological well-being.

Professional Consensus on Gender ldentity

and Gender Expression in Youth

Consensus on the Overall Phenomena of Gender Identity and Gender
Expression

L.

Variations in gender identity and expression are normal aspects of human diversity and do
not constitute a mental disorder. Binary definitions of gender may not reflect emerging gender
identities.

Pre-pubertal children and peri-pubertal adolescents who present with diverse gender expressions
or gender dysphoria may or may not develop a transgender identity in adolescence or adulthood.
In pubertal and post-pubertal adolescents, diverse gender expressions and transgender identity
usually continue into adulthood.




Consensus on Efforts to Change Gender Identity

3. There is a lack of published research on efforts to change gender identity among children and
adolescents; no existing research supports that mental health and behavioral interventions with
children and adolescents alter gender identity.

4. Itis clinically inappropriate for behavioral health professionals to have a prescriptive goal related
to gender identity, gender expression, or sexual orientation for the ultimate developmental
outcome of a child’s or adolescent’s gender identity or gender expression.

5. Mental health and behavioral interventions aimed at achieving a fixed outcome, such as gender
conformity, including those aimed at changing gender identity or gender expression, are coercive,
can be harmful, and should not be part of treatment. Directing the child or adolescent to conform
to any particular gender expression or identity, or directing parents and guardians to place
pressure on the child or adolescent to conform to specific gender expressions and/or identities, is
inappropriate and reinforces harmful gender stereotypes.

Consensus on Appropriate Therapeutic Intervention for Youth with
Gender-Related Concerns

6. Children and adolescents experiencing gender-related concerns are an especially vulnerable
population with unique developmental tasks. Parents and guardians need accurate scientific
information to make informed decisions about appropriate mental health and behavioral
interventions, including whether or not to initiate a social gender transition or, in the case of peri-
pubertal, pubertal, and post-pubertal adolescents, medical intervention. Treatment discussions
should respect the child’s and adolescent’s developing autonomy., recognizing that adolescents are
still transitioning into adult decision-making capacities.

7. Approaches that focus on developmentally-appropriate identity exploration, integration, the
reduction of distress, adaptive coping, and family acceptance to improve psychological well-
being are recommended for children and adolescents of all ages experiencing gender-related
concerns.

Pre-Pubertal Children

8. Gender expression and gender identity are interrelated and difficult to differentiate in pre-
pubertal children, and are aspects of identity that develop throughout childhood. Therefore, a
detailed psychological assessment should be offered to children and families to better understand
the present status of a child’s gender identity and gender expression, as well as any associated
distress.
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Peri-Pubertal Adolescents

9. For peri-pubertal adolescents, the purpose of pubertal suppression is to provide time to support
identity exploration, to alleviate or avoid potential distress associated with physical maturation
and secondary sex characteristics®, and to improve future healthy adjustment. If pubertal
suppression is being considered, it is strongly recommended that parents or guardians and
medical providers obtain an assessment by a licensed behavioral health provider to understand
the present status of a peri-pubertal adolescent’s gender identity or gender expression and
associated distress, as well as to provide developmentally-appropriate information to the peri-
pubertal adolescent, parents or guardians, and other health care professionals involved in the
peri-pubertal adolescent’s care. The purpose of the assessment is to advise and inform treatment
decisions regarding pubertal suppression after sharing details of the potential risks, benefits, and
implications of pubertal suppression, including the effects of pubertal suppression on behavioral
health disorders, cognitive and emotional development, and future physical and sexual health.

Pubertal and Post-Pubertal Adolescents

10. Decision-making regarding one’s developing gender identity is a highly individualized process
and takes many forms. For pubertal and post-pubertal adolescents, if physical gender transition
(such as hormone therapy or gender affirming surgeries) is being considered, it is strongly
recommended that adolescents, parents, and providers obtain an assessment by a licensed
behavioral health provider to understand the present status of an adolescent’s gender identity
and gender expression and associated distress, as well as to provide developmentally-appropriate
information to adolescents, parents or guardians, and other health care professionals involved in
the pubertal or post-pubertal adolescent’s care. If physical transition is indicated, the potential
risks, benefits, and implications of the transition-related procedures being considered — including
the effects on behavioral health disorders, cognitive and emotional development, and potentially
irreversible effects on physical health, fertility, and sexual health — are presented to the adolescent
and parents or guardians.

Withholding timely physical gender transition interventions for pubertal and post-pubertal
adolescents, when such interventions are clinically indicated, prolongs gender dysphoria and
exacerbates emotional distress.




