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Beyond the binary:
Understanding the diversity of gender and 

gender-affirming care

Most of us are assigned a sex when we’re born: female or male. That’s based on our genitals 
or chromosomes. Others are born intersex. This means their bodies don’t clearly fit either 
label. Birth certificates in most states don’t give intersex as a choice. So parents have had to 
choose between male and female. Often, intersex babies undergo a surgery to align more 
clearly with the chosen sex. 
Sex is about our bodies. It’s a biological discussion. But gender is something different. 
Dr. Dustin Nowaskie explored this topic on the Pride 365+ podcast and was joined by Dr. 
Morissa Ladinsky and Dr. Jenny Siegel.



Defining gender: The basics

While sex is about the body, gender is about identity. It’s about our inner sense of 
ourselves. Gender can be female, male, a blend or neither. For some people,  
gender matches their assigned sex. That’s called cisgender. For others, it’s different.  
Transgender people were assigned male at birth but know themselves to be female,  
or vice versa. The spectrum of gender includes other identities as well. Here are some 
terms to know:

•	 Agender — doesn’t identify with a particular gender

•	 Bigender — identifies as two genders

•	 Genderqueer — doesn’t subscribe to common male/female gender definitions

•	 Nonbinary — doesn’t identify as either male or female

•	 Genderfluid — doesn’t identify as having a fixed gender

While some people find terms like these helpful to describe their gender, for others, 
assigning a name to it isn’t so easy. That’s because gender is a very personal thing.  
It’s about how we feel, and how we experience gender can evolve over time. Trying  
to explain those feelings to family, co-workers or others can be hard, especially if they 
aren’t understanding. And that can leave people feeling isolated or even rejected.
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Understanding gender diversity

“We all have our own internal sensation of who we are from a gender 
perspective. And that might be a stable thing in life, or that might be 
an evolving thing in life.”

— Dr. Jenny Siegel
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“Gender expression

When you think of someone who’s female, 
what comes to mind? How about someone 
who’s male? Our answers have a lot to do 
with our culture. Our sense of gender can 
depend on where and how we were raised. 
That includes what families, communities 
and religious organizations told us. 

We express gender through what we wear 
and how we talk, style our hair and interact 
with others. For some people, there’s a lot 
of pressure to follow strict rules. Others 
were given the freedom to explore gender 
when they were young. And some find the 
freedom when they get older.

Dr. Morissa Ladinsky explains, “Between 
four, five, even six years old, a sense of 
gender identity fills in. Remember the 
dress-up box? Did you put on the princess 
outfit? If you were assigned male at birth, 
what did your teacher say? Or how did they 
look? Those are the beginnings of aligning 
someone’s internal sense of gender with 
what is available to them to express it.”

For those of us who feel like we fit into the 
binary, male or female, it’s important to 
understand that gender isn’t as simple as 
some of us were taught. For many people, 
it’s more fluid. When we’re open to learning, 
we can be more understanding. We can 
help others feel more accepted too.

As the podcast guests discuss, gender 
isn’t always easily defined. And it’s often 
not a quick, one-time decision. If you’re 
exploring your own gender, give yourself 
grace. While some people have a sense of 
gender early on, others question it for years. 
Give others that grace too. No matter how 
we identify, feeling accepted is crucial.

“Gender is somewhat like 
waking up each day and 
looking at which hand 
we write with. It’s just a 
component of who we are.”

— Dr. Morissa Ladinsky

Check out the podcast.
Visit pride365plus.com to listen to episode three of the Pride 365+ podcast, 
Gender Diversity. You can also find other great resources there.

Stock photo. Posed by models.
This program should not be used for emergency or urgent care needs. In an emergency, call 911 or go to the nearest emergency room. This program is not 
a substitute for a doctor’s or professional’s care. Consult with your clinician for specific health care needs, treatment or medication. Due to the potential for a 
conflict of interest, legal consultation will not be provided on issues that may involve legal action against Optum or its affiliates, or any entity through which 
the caller is receiving these services directly or indirectly (e.g., employer or health plan). This program and its components may not be available in all states or 
for all group sizes and is subject to change. Coverage exclusions and limitations may apply. 
Optum® is a registered trademark of Optum, Inc. in the U.S. and other jurisdictions. All other brand or product names are trademarks or registered marks or 
the property of their respective owners. Optum is an equal opportunity employer.
© 2022 Optum, Inc. All rights reserved. WF6787498 220006-062022 OHC 

Understanding gender diversity




