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ABSTRACT
This study recognizes that a pervasive, binary view of gender 
does not capture everyone in the United Kingdom (UK) (for 
example, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and others 
(LGBTQ+); non-binary; gender-diverse communities). The study 
sought to develop new understandings regarding what might 
be relevant in considering how gender is viewed by young 
people in the UK. A three-round online Delphi methodology 
was employed with a panel of young people, aged 16–25 years, 
who recognized that current models of gender do not represent 
everyone. The panel rated a series of statements related to the 
way in which gender is viewed and contributed their own state-
ments. A consensus level of 70% agreement was set to include 
statements in a final framework. The panel reached consensus 
on a collection of statements which were used to inform new 
guiding frames of gender to capture diverse possibilities. The 
framework presents a perspective which allows multiple con-
structions of gender to co-exist, considers that constructions 
may change through time, and shares how language can act 
as a supportive tool. The framework is discussed in relation to 
the existing evidence base and can be used to communicate 
the panel’s core messages about gender possibilities in the UK.

Introduction

West and Zimmerman’s (1987) influential paper examines how people are 
held accountable to ‘do gender’ in everyday interactions. ‘Doing gender’ 
requires individuals to dress, behave, and interact in social worlds through 
ways that express their assigned sex (Lorber, 1994; West & Zimmerman, 
1987). When people ‘do gender’, they construct an array of social differ-
ences between male and female categories; differences that West and 
Zimmerman (1987) suggest are artificial. These assumptions form the 
foundations of hetero- and cis-normativity: the privileging of social and 
cultural inequalities which derive from the maintenance of an essentialist, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2023.2202664

© 2023 The author(s). Published with license by Taylor & francis Group, llC.

CONTACT Jamie Wilson  jamie.wilson@hants.gov.uk, jw3n19@southamptonalumni.ac.uk   Department of 
Psychology, university of Southamtpon, Southampton, uK.

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons attribution license (http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work 
is properly cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the accepted Manuscript in a 
repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 28 January 
2023
Revised 6 April 2023
Accepted 7 April 2023

KEYWORDS
Gender; LGBTQ+;  
cisnormativity;  
questionnaire; UK

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5865-1653
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6500-370X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19361653.2023.2202664&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-4-24
https://doi.org/10.1080/19361653.2023.2202664
mailto:jamie.wilson@hants.gov.uk
mailto:jw3n19@southamptonalumni.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com


2 J. WILSON ET AL.

binary model of gender (Bauer et  al., 2009; Butler, 2007). Theorists suggest 
that hetero- and cis-normativity are entrenched in social worlds: taught 
and reinforced as early as birth and are socially maintained within family 
environments and schools (Donelson & Rogers, 2004; McGuire et  al., 2016).

This paper aims to offer considerations toward a new theory of gender 
based on these societal assumptions. Firstly, the paper reviews literature 
on Western normative school environments and contemporary models of 
gender, before it reports on methods used in a Delphi study with a panel 
of UK-based young people. It then examines the findings, presenting key 
lessons that the panel wish for others to know about gender.

Normative Western school environments

In comparison to their peers, young people whose lived experience chal-
lenges Western societies’ hetero- and cis-normative assumptions (such as 
LGBTQ + communities) experience discrimination, lower academic achieve-
ment, and negative impacts on their psychological wellbeing (Bradlow 
et  al., 2017; Kosciw et  al., 2020). Specifically, those who identify as trans-
gender, or gender-diverse, can feel particularly unsafe within these envi-
ronments, reporting higher levels of discrimination and victimization than 
their cisgender peers (Day et  al., 2018; Toomey et  al., 2012).

Research is beginning to show how Western school environments may 
reinforce the gender binary through institutionalized hetero- and cis- nor-
mativity. Gender-segregated practices, such as administrative procedures, 
bathrooms, and sports (Bragg et  al., 2018; McBride, 2021; Smith et  al., 
2014), impact on gender-diverse youth; for example, young people in Bragg 
et  al.’s (2018) research reported on hearing gendered assumptions such as 
‘girls couldn’t throw’ (p. 430). Yet not everyone accepts these Western 
cis-normative standards, and research suggests that young people and their 
parents/carers are advocating for change, especially where school policies 
to support these populations are non-existent, or where they are available, 
appear individualistic or tokenistic (Bower-Brown et  al., 2023; Davy & 
Cordoba, 2020). Bragg et  al. (2018) reports the views of young people 
who noticed teachers challenging gendered assumptions but, sometimes, 
how these may be received by further discrimination:

And then there’s some boys that go ‘oh here she goes again about girls 
being equal to boys’ and it’s like, well we should be equal to boys because 
it isn’t fair that boys see themselves as being higher than girls (p. 430).

Although it is critical to implement policies to facilitate the inclusion 
and belonging of gender-diverse populations (McGowan et  al., 2022), it 
remains evident that for some young people, whose lived experience chal-
lenges hetero- and cis-normative structures, they remain unavoidably count-
er-normative within school environments (Austin, 2016; Bragg et  al., 2018).
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A perpetual, binary model of gender

Difficulties for young people navigating Western normative school envi-
ronments can be linked to the prominence of hetero- and cis-normativity, 
pulling individuals to enact essentialist gender choices (Bragg et  al., 2018). 
In a review, Hyde et  al. (2019) note that the binary model of gender 
fundamentally misrepresents psychological and biological systems of those 
who identify as gender diverse. These findings are well rooted within the 
thinking of contemporary feminist theorists, who argue that when indi-
viduals are governed by normative narratives, their lives are compared 
against a ‘top-down’ binary model of gender that fails to represent everyone 
in society (Butler, 2007; Renold, 2000). Although international alternatives 
to these gender models do exist (UNESCO, 2019), this paper will explore 
gender through a Western lens to understand its relevance to UK-based 
young people.

Contemporary models of gender

Following critiques of cis-normativity, new models of gender have begun 
to challenge binary structures and aim to represent more diverse identities 
and experiences. Lev (2004) approached gender through a constructivist 
frame to develop the four components of sexual identity model (2004, see 
Jourian, 2015 for a summary). The model represents four distinct com-
ponents: biological sex, gender identity, gender-role expression, and sexual 
orientation. Lev (2004) suggests these four components exist on indepen-
dent continuums and can change throughout the individual’s lifespan.

Lev’s (2004) model allows representation for those whose experiences 
may not fit traditional binary models of gender. Strengths of the model 
are in its conception from the narratives of gender diverse people and 
how it directly challenges cisnormativity as an environmental problem, 
rather than individuals (Jourian, 2015). The model also celebrates self-de-
termination: individuals are permitted agency to construct their own iden-
tities. Its utility has been adapted within contemporary interpretations that 
are accessible to young people, such as the Genderbread Person (Killermann, 
2017) and the Gender Unicorn (Trans Student Educational Resources, 
2015). These adaptions are iterative and continue to develop Lev’s (2004) 
original model. For example, in the fourth iteration of Killermann’s (2017) 
Genderbread Person, ‘biological sex’ is represented as ‘sex assigned at birth’ 
and ‘anatomical sex’. These revisions allow space for new constructions to 
capture a developing gender language accurately.

However, these models are not without their limitations. Jourian (2015) 
highlights how Lev’s (2004) model still privileges the binary within its 
fixed constructs, which exist on a continuum between two stable opposites 
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(e.g. ‘man’ and ‘masculine’ on one end; ‘woman’ and ‘feminine’ on the 
other). These critiques may also be applied to more contemporary adap-
tions: the latest versions of the Genderbread Person (Killermann, 2017) 
and Gender Unicorn (Trans Student Educational Resources, 2015) reflect 
current constructs in wide use (e.g. ‘woman-ness’ is used to move away 
from the fixedness of the ‘woman’) but are still rooted within binary, fixed 
qualities. Therefore, there is a need to reconstruct our models of gender 
to move beyond innate binary assumptions, especially given the increasing 
numbers in Western societies who are beginning to challenge cis-norma-
tivity by identifying their gender as outside of the binary (Dargie et  al., 
2014; Thorne et  al., 2019; Vijlbrief et  al., 2020).

Jourian (2015) created a dynamic model, which expands language and 
allows a breadth of gender possibilities to be represented beyond the 
binary (see Jourian, 2015, for examples). However, the researcher reflects 
on the complexity of their model for a lay audience and the need for 
testing with populations it seeks to represent. The language also does not 
appear to derive from communities themselves.

Rationale for current study

The extent to which these emerging models of gender provide a valid 
alternative to traditional binary models and are supportive of young 
people in affirming their identities, is unclear. Although Lev (2004) 
consulted with gender-diverse communities, this must be recognized in 
the early millennial context and, since then, constructions related to 
gender have emerged and evolved (e.g. more young people now identify 
outside of the gender binary). Therefore, there is scope to build a frame-
work of gender from the ‘ground-up’, with young people themselves, to 
represent the diverse possibilities, and to complement existing research 
that asks young people about gender construction (Jackson et  al., 2022; 
Smith et  al., 2014).

Young people have also begun constructing new possibilities for them-
selves and since Lev’s (2004) original conceptions, the internet has emerged 
as a platform for young people to seek and understand their own expe-
riences, establish belonging with others, and allow experimentation toward 
new constructions of gender possibilities (Bradlow et  al., 2017; Bragg 
et  al., 2018; Darwin, 2017; Vijlbrief et  al., 2020). Despite this observed 
level of creativity in online spaces, its potential is yet to be fully captured 
within empirical research. Sargeant et  al. (2022) further suggests that 
young people have become their own ‘agents of change’: they have devel-
oped new ways to recognize themselves in the absence of research and 
policy. This is linked to Brown’s (1989) normative creativity: the notion 
that those perceived as ‘deviations from the norms’ engage in a level of 
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creative necessity to construct their truths where no clear guidelines exist. 
Therefore, it is possible to consider gender as an ever-evolving construct 
that could be explored with young people who are already at the helm 
of its development.

Method

Design and procedure

The current study employed a modified online three-round Delphi approach 
(Keeney et  al., 2011). Delphi is an iterative methodology, which consists 
of questionnaires (known as ‘rounds’), to build consensus on a topic of 
interest with panel members (Jago et  al., 2020; Powell, 2003). After each 
round, feedback regarding the overall results is shared with panel members, 
as well as subsequent opportunities to amend their responses whilst con-
sidering other panelists’ views. Typically, questionnaires are sent out until 
consensus is achieved (Niederberger & Spranger, 2020). Delphi’s use is 
well documented, having recently benefited the creation of evidence-in-
formed guidelines and competency frameworks across educational psy-
chology; for example, gathering young people’s perspectives on mental 
health provision (Jago et  al., 2020), defining key features Educational 
Psychologist (EP) practice such as cultural responsivity (Sakata, 2021) and 
the quality of dynamic assessment tools (Green & Birch, 2019). The cur-
rent study sought to employ Delphi to co-construct possibilities of gender 
with young people.

Delphi panelists are expected to have more expertise on topics under 
investigation than the general population and have experience concerning 
the target issue (Hsu & Sandford, 2007). For the current study, panelists 
(aged 16–25) were required to believe that existing models of gender fail 
to represent everyone. A number of advantages to this approach were 
identified: it would encourage young people from around the UK to con-
tribute their perspectives and capture their possible prior experiences of 
using the internet to co-construct their identities, enable panelists to 
provide their views anonymously, avoid power balance effects which may 
occur in face-to-face approaches (Jago, 2019; Sakata, 2021) and it was felt 
that anonymity would keep community members safe, allowing them to 
fully explore gender possibilities without judgment.

Items in the first round were identified via a systematic review of 
relevant literature, which answered the question, ‘How do those outside 
of the gender binary, around the world, construct their gender or related 
constructs?’ Findings from the systematic review were synthesized to form 
an initial set of gender statements which addressed the question of how 
gender was viewed which meant that the panelists started from a 
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‘common base’ of knowledge (Jago et  al., 2020; Keeney et  al., 2011) in 
relation to the question: ‘Which of these are important to the way in 
which gender is viewed?’ Beginning with statements based on conceptu-
alizations by those with genders outside of the binary (e.g. non-binary; 
genderqueer), whose own lived experiences challenge dominant binary 
assumptions was also considered a useful starting point for panel discus-
sion. All statements were checked for readability by two young people 
and changes made accordingly. Panelists rated all statements using a 
four-point Likert scale (‘very important’, ‘important’, ‘slightly important’, 
and ‘not at all important’ to be included in a new theory of gender). 
Some definitions were provided for key terms (see Appendix). Panelists 
were also provided with the opportunity to generate their own statements 
to be included in subsequent rounds. Upon completion of all three rounds 
of Delphi, panelists were paid a £10 Amazon voucher. The Delphi stages 
are summarized in Figure 1.

Participants

The quality of a Delphi study is contingent on the definition and selection 
of expert panelists (Kennedy, 2000). Close attention was paid to the iden-
tification of panelists through purposive selection criteria (Jorm, 2015; 
Powell, 2003).

Young people were invited to register their interest in the current study 
if they confirmed they met the following expert panelist criteria: 1) willing 
and motivated to contribute their expertise toward identifying components 
to inform a new theory of gender 2) have experienced their own personal 
discomfort, or are aware of the discomfort experienced by others, within 
current models of gender 3) indicated that they understood the purpose 
and aims of the study and their individual contribution within Delphi. 
Particular attention was also given in recruitment materials for the par-
ticipation of underrepresented groups (e.g. ethnic minority communities; 
religious minority communities; LGBTQIA+ communities; people with 
disabilities). The researcher made it clear that the study was inclusive: the 
team were keen to hear from anyone who met the expert panelist criteria 
and wished to take part, whether LGBTQIA+ identified or not, as laid out 
in criterion (2) above.

To support interested young people in understanding Delphi, written 
explanations were provided and an optional video, created by the researcher, 
was offered. To help ensure young people felt safe in engaging with this 
study, all aims of the project were clear and the researcher disclosed their 
own identities and reasons for being interested in this research.

Schools, colleges, and further education settings across the UK were 
contacted with information about the study and asked to share an 
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Figure 1. Summary of Delphi process.
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information flyer with young people who may be interested in taking part. 
UK-based youth and charity organizations were also approached to support 
recruitment. The information flyer was also made available for online 
distribution and circulated via advertisements on social media platforms 
(e.g. Twitter and Facebook). Educational professionals in the UK were 
welcomed to share knowledge of the study, which lead to a ‘snowballing 
effect’.

In total, 47 young people registered their interest to take part by com-
pleting informed consent forms and providing demographic information. 
Due to the high levels of commitment required to participate in Delphi 
(Keeney et  al., 2011), some attrition was expected between initial recruit-
ment and individual rounds. The first round was completed by 35 young 
people. In the current study, 31 panelists completed round two and 26 
panelists completed round three between November 2021 and February 
2022 (see Table 1 for demographic information). Participants were asked 
to describe their identities in their own words, recognizing the diversity 
of the population (Jones et  al., 2019) and the importance of self-determi-
nation (Vincent, 2018) (see Table 2 for further demographic data). All 
data was collected via Microsoft Forms. Ethical approval for the study 
was granted by the University of Southampton’s Ethics and Research 
Governance (approval number 66939).

Table 1. Participants’ demographic information.

Characteristics
round 1 participants

(n = 35)
round 3 participants

(n = 26)

age M SD M SD
20.54 2.94 20.96 2.93

location london 7 4
South East 10 8
north West 2 2
East of England 1 0
West Midlands 1 1
South West 3 2
Yorkshire and the humber 3 2
East Midlands 0 0
north East 3 2
Scotland 4 4
northern Ireland 0 0
Wales 1 1

Employment full-time student (School/
College)

10 8

full-time student (university) 11 9
Part-time student 

(university)
1 1

full-time employed 8 5
Part-time employed 1 1
Self-employed 1 1
unemployed 3 2
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Analysis

A feedback report was produced for each panelist for every completed 
round. These reports reminded panelists of their individual ratings for 
each item and allowed comparison to the wider panel. Additional items, 
generated by the panelists themselves, were included if they described a 
concept or idea that had not been previously represented.

Data frequencies and descriptive statistics were conducted to identify 
consensus levels on each item. There is no definitive way of defining 
consensus for Delphi studies: Keeney et  al. (2011) report this can range 
between 51% and 100%. For this study, consensus was set at 70%, based 
on a review of the literature conducted by Green and Birch (2019).

Delphi researchers have also collapsed categories based on the levels of 
importance (Green & Birch, 2019; Phillips et  al., 2014; Sawford et  al., 
2014). Therefore, consensus was approached in the following way:

• Strong consensus: If 70% or more panelists rated an item as ‘very 
important’ this was viewed as strong consensus. Equally, strong con-
sensus was considered for statements that were not important to the 
ways in which gender should be viewed if 70% or more panelists 
rated a statement as ‘not at all important’.

• Consensus: If 70% of panelists rated a statement as ‘very important’ 
or ‘important’, then it was considered that consensus had been reached.

Results

Table 3 provides a summary of the overall results of this Delphi study. 
Overall, a total of 105 statements were generated, 83 from the systematic 
literature search and 22 from the panelists’ own conceptualizations.

All statements were rated by the Delphi panel. Consensus was achieved 
for 69 statements. In our quest to create a wider framework, statements 
that achieved consensus via panelists’ individual ratings of importance 
are presented in terms of concluding relevance. Therefore, all 69 

Table 3. Summary of the total number of statements included in this Delphi study.
number of statements generated from the systematic literature review 83
number of statements contributed by panelists during round one 22
Total number of statements rated by panelists across all three rounds 105
Total number of statements that met strong consensus and were deemed very relevant to 

the way in which gender is viewed
20

Total number of statements that met consensus and were deemed relevant to the way in 
which gender is viewed

31

Total number of statements for which there was strong consensus that were not relevant to 
the way in which gender is viewed

18

Total number of statements for which there was no overall consensus as to whether or not 
they were relevant to the way in which gender is viewed

36
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statements should be collectively considered to the ways in which the 
panel wish gender to be viewed. A visual representation is represented 
within Figure 2.

Of the 69 statements, 20 reached via strong consensus were deemed 
very relevant (Table 4) and 18 reached via strong consensus were deemed 
not relevant (Table 5) to the ways in which gender is viewed. 31 state-
ments reached via consensus were deemed relevant (Table 6) to the ways 
in which gender is viewed. The statements are recorded in their entirety 
to allow the panel’s views to be fully represented. In Tables 4, 5, 6, and 
7 the ‘*’ symbol represents a statement that was contributed by the pan-
elists themselves. Statements that did not reach consensus can be found 
in Table 7.

Figure 2. Visual representation of statements reaching consensus.

Table 4. Very relevant to the way in which gender should be viewed.
a person can feel that their body doesn’t match their experience of their gender
Sex and gender are two separate constructs
a person can identify with another sex more than their assigned sex
a person’s gender identity can differ from their birth-assigned sex
a person can identify as neither male or female
Ideas and systems of classification related to male and female are outdated
a person may not have a gender
a person may identify as having a specific, further gender outside of the binary
Gender identity can be fluid for some and static for others*
a person’s gender identity does not always match their gender expression
a person’s expression of their gender can change over time
Gender identity is fluid and can fluctuate over time
Society’s understanding of gender can change over time*
use of identity terms continues to evolve over time
non-binary is an umbrella term to capture a range of identities and experiences
Transgender identities are valid with and without medical interventions*
Gender and pronouns are not always connected*
not all people who alter their gender expression are transgender
The way a person expresses themselves is inherently non-gendered; we apply a construct of gender to our 

understanding of a person’s expression (e.g. a person dressing a certain way)
a transgender man may present as ‘feminine’, or a transgender woman may present as ‘masculine’, without 

compromising their identity as a transgender person*
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Table 5. not relevant to the way in which gender could be viewed.
Gender is exclusively male and female
Sex and gender are the same constructs
a person can only express themselves as male and female
a person’s experience of gender is fixed and cannot change
You can confirm someone’s gender with physical markers
You can confirm someone’s gender with expressive markers
a person should express their gender in line with the gender they have been assigned at birth
In choosing a gender, individuals accept a binary narrative
only transgender people need to alter their bodies through physical markers
Being transgender means your gender identity is either male or female
how someone was assigned at birth should be reinforced through socially required identification, which 

places a person in one or the other male/female category (e.g. use of bathrooms)
a person should learn to act in accordance with their gender (e.g. a person being assertive due to their 

gender)
a person should learn beliefs about themselves in accordance with their gender (e.g. a person feeling more 

confident in their math or English abilities due to their gender)
a person’s expression of their gender cannot change over time
a person should be gendered using physical markers
Certain expressive markers tells us the individual belongs to another gender (e.g. using make-up implies you 

are female)
Medical measures, that result in permanent changes to the body, oppose the idea of gender fluidity)
Gender should be assigned at birth

Table 6. relevant to the way in which gender should be viewed.
People should maintain a less gender-based outlook across all areas of life*
People are inherently non-gendered; we apply a construct of gender to understanding our bodies
People are inherently non-gendered; we apply a construct of gender to our understanding of how people 

experience themselves
a person can alter their gender expression to match their gender identity
a person can identify as a mixture of male and female
a person’s experience of gender can change over time
a person can identify as more male or more female
a person can experience themselves to be more or less masculine, or more or less feminine
a person can experience themselves to be both masculine and feminine
The way a person expresses themselves can combine masculine and feminine elements
The way a person expresses themselves can possess neither masculine nor feminine elements
a person can identify equally with both sexes
Gender identity can fluctuate over contexts and social environments
a person’s experience of their gender can change because of their lived experience
The way we can experience gender can be influenced by other factors (e.g. ethnicity, disability, age)*
a person’s experience of their gender can change because of external pressures (e.g. expectations of other 

people – parents/teachers etc.)
a person can change their expression of their gender to fit the norms of the environment (e.g. a person 

following a school uniform code)
a person can change their expression of their gender to challenge the norms of their environment
Terms such as “genderqueer” and “non-binary” help label gender
What a term means to one individual may mean something different to another
You do not need to label gender with an identity term (e.g. genderqueer; non-binary; male; female)
Gender expression is the ways in which an individual presents their gender
Some transgender people identify with binary genders (e.g. man/woman)
Changing your gender expression, even to the point of medical intervention, is not exclusive to transgender 

people*
They/them pronouns should be used for all, unless you have been told the pronouns a person uses*
not every non-binary person uses they/them pronouns*
Pronouns are an important and affirming expressive marker*
Pronouns are not indicative of gender*
Individuals are allowed to decide how they would like their physical markers to be interpreted by others*
There is a lack of gender-neutral expressive markers
Physical markers should be an individual’s personal choice*
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Discussion

This study asked young people in the UK what they felt is important 
about gender possibilities. Delphi methodology, a consensus building tool, 
allowed young people to construct new guiding frames of gender which 
may represent those whose lived experiences challenge hetero- and cis-nor-
mative assumptions.

The panelists’ response to a 105-statement Delphi study identified 51 
items that were collectively deemed relevant or very relevant to the ways 
in which gender is viewed. A further 18 items were also collectively iden-
tified as not relevant. Whilst this study is relatively small scale, exploratory, 
and cannot be viewed as the ‘correct answer’ (p. 1013, Hasson et  al., 2000), 
the framework generated by the panel represents what may be relevant 

Table 7. Delphi statements that did not reach consensus.
a person can experience themselves to be only male or female
Sex refers to being male or female
Sex refers to the physical markers of classifying individuals as male or female (e.g. genital differences at birth 

or chromosomal differences)
Sex is generally fixed, but there are outliers (e.g. intersex; those who change through medical interventions)*
It’s important to know someone’s gender
It’s okay to assume someone’s gender based on their physical and expressive markers; individuals should 

understand it’s not possible to be right all the time*
There are some moments where a binary understanding of gender (male or female) is useful (e.g. seeking 

medical transition/intervention)
a person’s body can be more or less masculine, or more or less feminine
a person’s expression can be more or less masculine, or more or less feminine
Transgender identities are valid based on a medical diagnosis
Transgender identities are valid where people have had medical intervention (e.g. hormone therapy)
Gender is biological in nature, but does not have to match sex*
a body can range from more masculine to more feminine
a person can experience themselves on a spectrum from more masculine to more feminine
Being non-binary means living with a gender that falls between masculine and feminine
Identity terms (e.g. non-binary; transgender) are important because you can only be what you are by 

naming it
Seeing others present their gender helps to affirm one’s own gender
Gender is a way of grouping members of society to assign traits (e.g. clothing style; interests; height; social 

role, etc.)*
Gender is a product of the cultural norms it conforms to*
a person’s sex determines how they experience their gender
Gender should be assigned at birth
Discovery of gender identities is somewhat related to, yet not completely determined by a person’s body
Medical transition (e.g. hormone therapy or surgical interventions) are important to gender identity
a person’s sex can change over time
a person influences their surroundings and alters the way they express themselves to fit (e.g. changing their 

clothing)
a person influences their surroundings and alters how they experience their gender to fit
a person influences their surroundings and alters the expression of their gender to fit
Gender is the continuous searching and switching of identities
a person can choose how they experience their gender
Expressive markers are important in determining the gender of a person
no attention should be paid to determining gender by physical and/or expressive markers
non-binary refers to the deconstruction of gender boundaries
Being non-binary means a person does not identify as a man or a woman*
Being non-binary means living with a gender absent of a male/female role
Individuals who are non-binary erase their gender by choosing a gender (e.g. selecting ‘male’ on a form)
Society should strive to move away from models of gender, using sex to accommodate for when needed 

(e.g. medical reasons)*
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for wider populations to consider in terms of how gender is conceived. 
The following section will discuss key lessons the expert panel felt relevant 
to know about gender, how constructions align with current knowledge, 
and identify ways forward to develop this field further.

Gender can transcend essentialism and determinism

In this study, some statements that achieved strong consensus related to 
what panelists’ thought was not relevant to the ways in which gender 
should be viewed. All 18 statements achieved a strong consensus during 
round one (e.g. ‘Gender is exclusively male and female’; ‘A person’s expe-
rience of their gender is fixed and cannot change’). These results suggest 
the panel agree that essentialist and biologically determined understandings 
fail to capture the breadth of gender possibilities (e.g. ‘A person should 
express their gender in line with the gender they have been assigned at 
birth’).

At present, there are difficult conversations in the UK taking place 
regarding how we understand gender (Sargeant et  al., 2022). In the UK 
media, perspectives are increasingly positioned via two opposites, juxta-
posing essentialism and biological determinism against the diverse gender 
possibilities with which some identify (Faye, 2021). These juxtapositions 
seem to have been captured within Delphi: the panelists do not see essen-
tialist, determined models of gender as representing the diverse possibilities 
of what gender could be. Instead, the panel arrived at a strong consensus 
that it is very relevant to know that, for some, it is possible to transcend 
essentialism (e.g. ‘A person may identify as having a specific, further 
gender outside of the binary’) and biological determinism (‘A person’s 
gender identity can differ from their birth-assigned gender or sex’).

Gender can exist outside or within binary constructs

To support their desire to transcend biological determinism, the panel 
further communicated that it is very relevant to understand that ‘sex and 
gender are two separate constructs’. The panel made several suggestions 
which relate to moving away from essentialist models of gender. Statements 
that reached strong consensus related to deconstructing the gender binary 
(e.g. ‘A person can identify as neither male or female’). The panel made 
their opinion clear that it is very relevant to understand that ‘ideas and 
systems of classification related to male and female are outdated’. The 
panel’s perspective supports research that is starting to notice individuals 
identifying against, or even deconstructing, pervasive Western systems that 
promote two binary genders (Dargie et  al., 2014; Thorne et  al., 2019; 
Vijlbrief et  al., 2020).
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However, the panel also strongly agreed that binary models may rep-
resent some, whilst also signaling that wider gender constructions can 
also co-exist (e.g. ‘Gender identity can be fluid for some and static for 
others’; ‘Some transgender people identify with binary genders’). Through 
a positivist lens, this could be interpreted as contradiction where the panel 
have also supported statements which seem to indicate a deconstruction 
of the gender binary. However, this should be considered within the con-
structivist approach of the methodology: Delphi has allowed the panel 
freedom to co-create gender possibilities which represent diverse popula-
tions, moving away from approaches that seek to uncover universal truths 
(Semp, 2011). In the current study, the panel have indicated a possibility 
that multiple gender truths can exist: it is possible for some to identify 
with a binary gender, whereas for others, they should be allowed self-de-
termination to construct a gender identity that may sit beyond the confines 
of dimorphism.

Gender identities can fluctuate through time and social worlds

Related to their ideals of fluidity, the panel arrived at a strong consensus 
that an individual’s gender may change through their histories and expe-
riences (e.g. ‘Gender identity is fluid and can fluctuate over time’). This 
is well supported by recent literature, which has started to dissect the 
gender binary’s fixed qualities and alternatively suggest that, for some, 
identity discovery requires high levels of reflection (Bradford et  al., 2019) 
and may even occur after identifying as gender-diverse (Whittle et  al., 
2007). The panel’s perspective holds important implications for governing 
models and structures as society may need to permit space for individuals 
to engage in a level of creative freedom to discover identities. These 
identities may fluctuate within a contained range of time (Horowit-Hendler, 
2020), but may alternatively fluctuate across the lifespan (Bradford et  al., 
2019; Stachowiak, 2017).

Panelists also indicated their view of gender being recognized as a 
product of social worlds and experiences. The panel communicated it 
relevant to understand how ‘gender identity can fluctuate over contexts 
and social environments’, consider that ‘the way we experience gender 
can be influenced by other factors (e.g. ethnicity, disability, and age)’, 
and ‘can change as a result of external pressures (e.g. parents and teach-
ers)’. The panel’s opinion perhaps represents a poignant finding: some 
may actively alter their truths to some people or situations so that they 
may fit or feel safe within systems that favor binary gender choices (Tan 
& Weisbart, 2022). The findings of the current study stand in solidarity 
with implications made within this emerging evidence base: hetero- and 
cis-normative structures should be questioned to ensure individuals whose 
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experiences challenge these assumptions can present comfortably as their 
true selves.

At present, models such as the Genderbread Person (Killermann, 2017) 
and Gender Unicorn (Trans Student Educational Resources, 2015) do not 
incorporate identity fluctuation over time or social contexts. The panel 
also noted it is very relevant to understand that ‘society’s understanding 
of gender can change over time’, which perhaps alludes to the developing 
constructions of gender diversity since the new millennium, or possibly 
reflects their recent identity explorations. These are interesting implications, 
possibly suggesting new dimensions for contemporary models of gender.

Gender can exist on a continuum

Many statements that the panel considered relevant related to continua 
frameworks for gender (e.g. ‘A person can be more or less masculine, or 
more or less feminine’). The panelists’ opinion seems to provide strength 
to models such as Genderbread Person (Killermann, 2017) and Gender 
Unicorn (Trans Student Educational Resources, 2015) in the way they 
represent continua aspects of gender. The combination, or lack of mas-
culinity/femininity is also accurately reflected in these models (e.g. ‘The 
way a person expresses themselves can combine/possess neither masculine 
and feminine elements’).

Language can act as a tool to interpret and construct gender

The final idea expressed relates to interpretations and constructions of lan-
guage and labels. The panel suggested that it is very relevant that ‘non-binary 
is an umbrella term to capture a range of identities and experiences’, a 
theme which is also emerging within contemporary literature (Thorne et  al., 
2019). The panel also indicated it is relevant to allow individuals autonomy 
to communicate gender (e.g. ‘What a term means to one individual may 
mean something different to another’). The panel’s perspective is well sup-
ported by other exploratory approaches, where gender-diverse young people 
have communicated it is important to recognize discrepancies between 
gender terms and how these may hold different meanings and interpretations 
across individuals (Bradford et  al., 2019; Vijlbrief et  al., 2020).

Although this idea echoes the difficulties wider society is experiencing 
in its search for a universal definition of gender, perhaps what panelists 
are suggesting is that society should relish a level of discomfort caused 
by multiple interpretations offered in gender terminology. Greater societal 
acceptance of diversity could allow individuals the autonomy to self-define 
their own gender possibilities. This aligns very closely to Wagaman’s (2016) 
application of counternarratives: the production of alternative narratives 
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by marginalized populations to grant a level of autonomy. Although orig-
inally conceived as a critical race theory, Wagaman (2016) delivers a 
compelling argument to suggest that young people should be supported 
to discover their own discourses, allowing them to construct their own 
identities. The employment of counternarratives has been recently observed 
in some gender-diverse populations, such as non-binary identified young 
people (Vijlbrief et  al., 2020).

To further build on the notion of counternarratives, it seems that the 
panelists engaged with this to a degree themselves, when invited to suggest 
their own statements. A high proportion of those considered relevant relate 
to pronoun use and, interestingly, how these are understood by others 
within social interactions (e.g. ‘pronouns are an important and affirming 
expressive marker’; ‘not every non-binary person uses they/them pronouns’; 
‘pronouns are not indicative of gender’). Further, the panel suggested it 
is very relevant to understand that ‘gender and pronouns are not always 
connected’. It is possible that the panel have identified a misconception 
associated with pronoun use: they may be interpreted as representing a 
person’s gender identity, but this may not always be accurate. This aligns 
with Matsuno and Budge (2017) review of the literature on non-binary/
genderqueer identities: some use a combination of different pronouns, 
some avoid pronoun use altogether, and some employ pronouns that align 
closest to their gender identity at that given time. Therefore, it seems 
relevant to avoid assumptions associated with an individual’s choice of 
pronouns and inferences toward their gender identity; like consideration 
on counternarratives, these young people must be allowed space to con-
struct their own linguistic markers of gender.

Strengths and limitations

The originality and utility of this study is a clear strength. This study 
contributes a first consensus model, and a first with UK participants, to 
the emerging wider work across the West that attends to young people’s 
perspectives on gender to present an initial framework of shared under-
standings. This study also contributes to the existing, longer recognized 
non-binary models of gender operant in many other countries, particularly 
in pre-colonial contexts and still today (for example, Two-Spirit). An online 
methodology was employed, which enabled recruitment across the UK. 
The low rate of attrition, in comparison to other Delphi studies, may 
represent the panel’s interest in the activism and importance of this 
research: to afford marginalized populations an opportunity to validate 
their experiences and co-create shared understandings to help inform change.

The study also valued self-definition and heterogeneity within popula-
tions: allowing individuals to communicate identities in their own words 
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(Jones et  al., 2019; Vincent, 2018). Deliberate attempts to avoid segregating 
experiences via identities were avoided via a recruitment strategy which 
required individuals to self-identify with expert criteria. These consider-
ations are understood within intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1992), acknowl-
edging the complexities of how an individual’s multiple identities intersect 
to create unique experiences and responses to the social worlds around 
them. Delphi created a shift in power dynamics as it was possible to 
privilege voices that are not always represented (Wagaman, 2016).

Nevertheless, some populations were underrepresented. Over 70% of 
panelists self-identified as ‘White’, and most as LGBTQ+. Further, no 
information was collected regarding socioeconomic status and how panelists 
heard about the study. It may have been possible that a majority responded 
to advertisement via social media channels, with technology access that 
may not be available to all. The researcher would have welcomed more 
young people from a variety of cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds 
to participate, including allies.

Statements were informed by a relevant systematic literature search, and 
included ideas represented within contemporary frameworks (Killermann, 
2017; Trans Student Educational Resources, 2015).Yet, although this process 
resembles recent successful applications of Delphi (Jago et  al., 2020; Sakata, 
2021), employing an open-ended round one to ensure statements represent 
the panel could provide further agency and allow more relevance for the 
respondents (Green & Birch, 2019; Keeney et  al., 2011). The fact that 
statements were generated from an international systematic search, which 
may not have specific relevance to a predominantly White, UK based 
population is relevant.

To support the panelists’ interpretation of statements, definitions of key 
terminology were offered. Through consultation with two young people 
(who checked the statements prior to data collection), it was felt that 
providing definitions may support panelists in their understanding of some 
constructions, without necessarily having direct personal experiences them-
selves. However, it may have been possible that panelists experienced 
challenges in interpreting some statements. Some may have been difficult 
for individuals to understand, or transfer to their own realities, without 
relevant conceptual frameworks or personal experiences (Bradford et  al., 
2019; Robinson, 2017). Further Delphi research could take final statements 
back to participants to check relevance.

Conclusion

Through their dedication and engagement, the panel have created an initial 
framework for us all to understand what they feel is relevant to the ways 
in which gender is viewed. Their framework can be used to communicate 
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core messages about gender possibilities, whilst still recognizing levels of 
diversity and uniqueness that exists. The researcher hopes this Delphi study 
can be used as a positive example of an iterative methodology designed to 
work with marginalized populations, rather than for them.

The framework created by this study is positioned within a relative 
period of time, co-created when a conversation about how society under-
stands gender in the UK remains divisive. The panel themselves have 
indicated that personal and societal understandings of gender have, and 
are still likely to, evolve. Language and constructions may continue to 
emerge as a breadth of new gender possibilities are navigated. Advocates 
cannot be complacent and must continue to challenge and re-define their 
own understandings, to learn with those whom current frameworks seek 
to represent. If positions continue to be adopted which promote these 
marginalized voices, it may be possible not only to advocate for change 
on behalf of those who are objectively oppressed within systems, but 
possibly liberate us all.
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Appendix 

Definitions provided to panelists during Delphi study.
Gender: Often expressed in terms of masculinity and femininity, gender is largely 

culturally determined and is assumed from the sex assigned at birth [provided by Stonewall]
Sex: Assigned to a person based on primary sex characteristics (genitalia) and repro-

ductive functions. Sometimes the terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are interchanged to mean ‘male’ 
or ‘female’ [provided by Stonewall]

Binary: The classification of gender into two distinct, opposite forms of masculine and 
feminine [provided by Stonewall]
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Physical markers: Biological characteristics (e.g. genital differences; chromosomal 
differences) [created by researchers, based upon systematic literature review]

Expressive markers: Social choices (e.g. use of make-up; hair style; language; tone of 
voice) [created by researchers, based upon systematic literature review]
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