
 

 

 
 

 

Gender Identity, Gender Expression, & Sexual 
Orientation 

Gender Identity is an individual's internal experience of 
gender along the gender spectrum. Gender identity can be 
fluid, and it may be the same or different from the 
individual’s birth-assigned sex. Examples of gender identity 
are: gender fluid, non-binary, female, male, neither, Two-
Spirit, and others.  
 

Gender Expression is how an individual publicly expresses 
their gender identity, including behaviour and physical 
appearance. Chosen pronouns are a way to express gender. 
(Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.) 
 

Sexual Orientation describes an individual’s emotional, 
romantic and/or sexual attraction. Currently there are 11 
different types of sexual orientation. It is a spectrum that 
can fluctuate throughout life. (Health Link BC, 202) 
 

Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation are not the same 
thing, they are independently defined by each person. The 
internal and external anatomy of a body, gonads and/or 
chromosomes does not define gender identity or sexual 
orientation. The physical body can inform but not 
necessarily define all aspects of a person’s identity. 
(KidsHelpLine, 2021)   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How common is it? 

Intersex is very common globally, however, there are no 

definite numbers on how many intersex people there are in 

the world. Dr. Anne Fausto-Sterling estimated that about 

1.7% of people are born intersex and about 1 in 2,000 babies 

are born with genital differences that a doctor might suggest 

changing with unnecessary surgery. There are over 40 

different ways sex anatomy might develop; however, a few 

examples of common intersex variations are shown on the 

table below. 

 

 

 

So you want to learn about 

INTERSEX 

BCIT SNs: 

 

Kimberley Bernoe, Arshia Ershad, 

Darian Ghieuw, Jade Morales, 

Mikaela Briggs, Amneet Brar, 

Insha Jeevani, Adriana Weber 

So how does it happen? 

Most intersex traits are random, although some do run in 

families. Some reasons intersex traits may develop 

include:  

§ Translocation or deletion of the SRY (“Sex-

determining Region Y”) gene 

§ Variations in the AR (“Androgen Receptor”) 

gene, an enzyme deficiency leading to increased 

androgen production 

§ Exogenous hormone usage during pregnancy 

What is intersex? 

Intersex is an umbrella term for differences in sex traits or 
reproductive anatomy. Intersex people are born with these 
differences or can develop them in childhood. 
Understanding that there are many possible differences in 
genitalia, hormones, internal anatomy, or chromosomes, 
compared to the usual two ways that human bodies 
develop. Intersex people are diverse, coming from all 
socioeconomic backgrounds, races, ethnicities, genders 
and orientations, faiths, and political ideologies. 

Terms to Avoid 

The following are terms that contribute to stigma. They are not 

the same thing as intersex and they should not be used 

interchangeably. 

 “Hermaphrodite” is considered a slur to intersex people as this 

word doesn’t correctly describe intersex individuals. There are 

many ways to have an intersex body, but it is not possible for an 

individual to have both a fully developed penis and vagina.  

“Disorder of sex development” (or DSD) is still a common medical 

term for intersex traits. This term is rejected by many intersex 

people as it supports the idea there is something wrong with the 

bodies or that there is something that doctors need to “fix”. 

Table 1. Some examples of intersex variation. Note: there are over 
40 different variations in total. 
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Societal Misconceptions 

§ Believed that it is something that “needs to be corrected”  
§ Due to stigma, sometimes parents feel the need to not let 

their children know they are intersex and/or to tell others 
they are intersex.  

§ “It’s the same as transgender” - this shows a lack of 
knowledge about LGBTQAI+, gender and sexuality 

 

Preconceptions of intersex within the healthcare 
context:  

§ Medical problem in need of “fixing”. As of 2021, there is 
no law in Canada that specifically prohibits sex 
assignment treatment and surgery on minors. 
Parents/guardians of the intersex minor can solely 
consent to proceed with such interventions.  

§ From 1950s to 1990s, it was common practice to perform 
surgical procedures on intersex infants (>2 months old), to 
modify their genitals and remove gonads that were not 
associated with a binary gender of the parent’s choosing. 
The options were limited to male or female. (interACT & 
Lambda Legal, n.d.) 

§ People who are born intersex are often times exposed to 
biomedical intervention. For example, hormonal therapies 
or surgery to align the body with either (M/F) binary sex 
characteristics, which can have adverse long- term 
effects. These include: continuation of getting body 
altering surgeries throughout adulthood, living with the 
trauma of going through these interventions as well as 
surgical scarring. 

§ In 2015, through the Gender Identity, Gender Expression 
and Sex Characteristics Act, Malta became the first country 
to legally prohibit surgery and treatment on the sex 
characteristics of minors without informed consent of the 
minor itself. This made it illegal for the medical 
community to carry out sex assignment treatment and 
surgery on intersex minors (Kenedy & Holmes, 2019) 

 
 

How can parents support their child who is intersex? 

• It is normal to experience a range of emotions. It is 
important to reach out for emotional and psychological 
support to navigate the emotions that may come up. 

• Learn as much as you can! It’s important to seek as much 
information as possible, to make the best make informed 
decisions about surgical intervention. Ask as many 
questions as possible to your healthcare provider about 
long term effects and possible complications.  

• Consider deferring medically unnecessary surgery to a 
later time, when you can include your child in the 
decision-making process. Children have the right to make 
informed decisions regarding their own body.  

• Understand that surgery at birth is not necessary to live a 
normal life, and that your child should have the ability to 
make that decision when they feel it is right (if that's what 
they choose to do). 

• Be open with children about body differences, this can 
support children feeling comfortable in their own skin. 
Parents can start the conversation early using age-
appropriate language. Keep an open conversation with 
children throughout their stages of life.  

• Find a support system for your child to connect with 
others within the community – check out our resources 
section! 

How can healthcare providers support and 
provide better care for these individuals?  

§ Lack of education surrounding intersex exists within the 
health care system. The  M/F  binary sex ideology still 
prevails as the norm. This is a barrier against awareness 
and acceptance of intersex variance. Intersex individuals 
report not often disclosing to healthcare professionals that 
they are intersex, due to fear of being judged or 
misunderstood. Acknowledging and understanding 
the stigma faced by individuals who are intersex. 

§ Updating your knowledge regarding the intersex 
population, gender identity, gender expression and 
sexual orientation. 

§ Breaking the preconceptions of intersex in 
healthcare by sharing knowledge with your 
colleagues and correcting misconceptions. 

§ Offer support and client-center care to parents of 
children that are intersex. Connect parents and 
individuals to appropriate resources and support 
groups.  

§ Respect children’s human rights, informed consent 
and autonomy. Advocate for further research and 
policy making.   

 
 Resources out there  

For healthcare professionals; 
§ http://www.phsa.ca/transcarebc/  

 
For parents and families;  

§ Support groups such as - 
https://interconnect.support/ 

§ http://www.bcchildrens.ca/health-info/coping-
support/gender-resources 

 
Further reading; 
Kessler, S.J. (1998). Lessons from the intersexed. Rutgers 

University Press. 

Preves, S.E. (2003).  Intersex and identity. Rutgers 
University Press. 

Further information about intersex;  
§ #4Intersex: https://4intersex.org/ 
§ Interact advocates for intersex rights - 

https://interactadvocates.org/  
 
 
How can all of us support individuals who are 
intersex? 

• learning more about intersex and the lived 
intersex experience 

• being respectful and using appropriate 
language during interactions 

• learn about stigma and try to reduce it in 
your personal practice/life 

• advocate for intersex rights in Canada. 

 


