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Abstract
Background: The gender affirmation process represents a fundamental identity milestone for transgender individuals, introducing unique stressors that affect both partners and their relationship. In trans-inclusive couples, this process entails significant adjustments in response to identity and relational changes. This systematic review aimed to characterize the empirical evidence regarding the experiences of trans-inclusive couples during the gender affirmation process of transgender individuals. 
Method: Literature searches were conducted in Web of Science, Scopus, and PubMed following PRISMA guidelines. The inclusion criteria for studies were as follows: (1) peer-reviewed empirical articles, (2) a focus on trans-inclusive romantic relationships in the context of gender affirmation, (3) publication between January 2000 and December 2024, and (4) written in English or Spanish. Of the 122 potentially eligible articles, six qualitative studies were included in the final analysis. The data were extracted using an ad hoc form and analyzed through thematic synthesis. Most studies presented a minimal risk of bias. 
Results: Five main themes were identified: (1) subjective trajectories in trans identity affirmation, (2) emotional and identity reconfiguration of the cisgender partner, (3) relational transformations in the context of gender affirmation, (4) relationships with family and the importance of support networks, and (5) social, political, and structural contexts of gender affirmation. 
Conclusions: The gender affirmation process, together with minority stress, has been shown to uniquely impact trans-inclusive couples, generating effects across multiple levels that extend beyond the couple relationship itself. The findings highlight the need for clinical support and public policies that recognize the relational dimension of this process. However, available studies are primarily based in Global North contexts and focus on limited couple compositions, which restricts the generalizability of the results.
Keywords: Trans-inclusive couples; gender affirmation process; transgender individuals; romantic relationships; systematic review.


Transgender[footnoteRef:1] individuals report lower mental health outcomes compared to cisgender[footnoteRef:2] peers (Pattison et al., 2021; Pinna et al., 2022) and even in comparison to individuals with non-heterosexual sexual orientations (Price-Feeney et al., 2020; Su et al., 2016). The Minority Stress Model (Meyer, 2003; Testa et al., 2015)provides a framework for understanding this phenomenon by identifying distal and proximal stressors with a lasting impact on mental health. [1:  In this article, the term trans is used as an umbrella term to encompass the heterogeneity of experiences and individuals whose gender identity is not aligned with the gender category assigned at birth (male/female) or with the associated gender expectations (American Psychological Association (APA), 2015; García, 2009). This term includes non-binary identities, referring to individuals who do not identify within normative identity categories; those who partially identify with them; who incorporate aspects of both binary genders; who move between or fluidly navigate them; or who identify with an additional gender (Richards & Barker, 2015).]  [2:  The term cisgender refers to individuals whose gender identity aligns with the cultural expectations associated with the sex assigned to them at birth (American Psychological Association (APA), 2015).] 

Romantic relationships are also affected by these challenges, as they are embedded in broader sociocultural contexts where heteronormativity, cisnormativity, and transnormativity (Bradford et al., 2018; Bradford & Syed, 2019) introduce multiple stressors and unique challenges —not only for each individual partner, but also for the quality and well-being of the relationship itself. Studies conducted across diverse contexts have shown how minority stress negatively affects relationship satisfaction—both in same-gender cisgender couples (Song et al., 2024) and in couples involving transgender individuals (Gamarel et al., 2014, 2018). In such cases, experiences of stigma and discrimination are associated with greater psychological distress and lower relationship quality.
Moreover, the prescriptions associated with the sex-gender-desire binary system (Butler, 2007; Rubin, 1975) promote the notion that certain romantic bonds represent the ideal, while “other” sex-affective relationships are stigmatized, denied, and rendered invisible—even within various scientific disciplines (Hammack et al., 2019). Nevertheless, a growing body of literature has recently emerged on the romantic relationships of transgender individuals, with particular emphasis on the impact of gender affirmation processes within relational contexts (Aramburu, 2010; Coppola et al., 2021; del Río et al., 2025).
The gender affirmation process represents a pivotal identity milestone in the lives of transgender individuals (Fiani & Han, 2019; Levitt & Ippolito, 2014), and according to various studies (Newfield et al., 2006; Russell et al., 2018; Swan et al., 2022; White-Hughto & Reisner, 2016), it significantly improves mental health outcomes and overall quality of life. Gender affirmation is understood as an individualized and multifaceted process, which may include social, legal, hormonal, and/or medical dimensions, enabling transgender individuals to express their gender identity (Dorsen et al., 2022).
The literature highlights the social nature of gender affirmation, describing its mutual impact on transgender individuals, their close relations, and the broader social systems in which they are embedded (Brumbaugh-Johnson & Hull, 2019; Nuttbrock et al., 2009). In this regard, Masullo and Coppola (2022) acknowledge that intimate relationships of transgender individuals can the process of affirming their gender identities—and vice versa. Scholars have noted how this process introduce unique complexities and stressors into romantic relationships, affecting both partners, and the relationship itself (Aramburu, 2010, 2013; Brown, 2009, 2010; Coppola et al., 2021; Joslin-Roher & and Wheeler, 2009; Siboni et al., 2023; Theron & Collier, 2013). According to Lewis et al. (2021), it is one of the most transformative experiences a relationship can undergo, potentially resulting either in its dissolution or in adjustments that strengthen the bond.
Partners can provide meaningful support to transgender individuals during the gender affirmation process by fostering validation and recognition of their identities and experiences (Fiani & Han, 2019; Hereth et al., 2020). Moreover, the establishment of positive intimate relationships may enhance subjective well-being and serves as a protective factor against depressive and anxious symptoms (Amand et al., 2013; Gamarel et al., 2014, 2018).
Trans-inclusive couples—composed of one transgender and one cisgender partner—have been the focus of several studies, particularly those involving cisgender women and transgender men (Aramburu, 2010, 2013; Hines, 2006; Smith et al., 2022). Research has found that cisgender partners may experience confusion, uncertainty, isolation, and a lack of institutional support during their transgender partner’s gender affirmation process. Nevertheless, other studies indicate that many romantic relationships undergo readjustments, with both partners working together to navigate the associated complexities (Coppola et al., 2021).
The gender affirmation process has also been shown to enrich sexual relationships and intimacy within couples (Brown, 2010; Hereth et al., 2020; Siboni et al., 2022). Studies suggest that, in this context, both partners engage in self-examination of their sexual orientation and explore new categories or possibilities that better reflect their “new” relational reality (Aramburu, 2010, 2013; Joslin-Roher & and Wheeler, 2009; Platt & Bolland, 2017).
To date, previous reviews have examined the experiences of romantic relationships in which at least one partner is transgender. However, these reviews have not focused specifically on the impact of gender affirmation on the couple or on the dynamics of the relationship itself (Gunby & Butler, 2023; Marshall et al., 2020). Some have focused solely on the experiences of cisgender individuals partnered with transgender people who have undergone or are currently undergoing gender affirmation (Smith et al., 2022; Thornton et al., 2025), while another review (Thurston & Allan, 2018) specifically explores the domain of sexuality during this stage of the relationship.
This study expands the scope of previous reviews by exploring the impact of gender affirmation on both individual and relational experiences of trans-inclusive couples, without limiting the analysis to a particular aspect of the relationship or to cisgender partners. Instead, it considers multiple dimensions of the couple’s bond and its broader context that may be relevant during the gender affirmation process. The aim of this article is to characterize the empirical evidence concerning the experiences of trans-inclusive couples in relation to the gender affirmation process of transgender individuals.
Method
A systematic review was conducted following the PRISMA guidelines. Given that all studies meeting the inclusion criteria were qualitative in nature, a metasynthesis approach was chosen to integrate the findings. The review protocol was registered in PROSPERO [CRD420251020948]. 
The literature search was conducted in Web of Science, Scopus, and PubMed—databases selected for their relevance to the social and health sciences—in December 2024. Search terms included romantic relationship, intimate relationship, partner*, couple*, non-binary, transgender, transsexual, gender transition, gender affirmation, and gender disclosure, combined using Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT) and adapted to each database.
Inclusion criteria were: (1) peer-reviewed original empirical studies; (2) focused on trans-inclusive romantic relationships in the context of a transgender partner’s gender affirmation process, based on the perspective of at least one member of the couple; (3) published between January 2000 and December 2024; and (4) written in English or Spanish. The following were excluded: gray literature, review articles, studies focused on intimate partner violence (IPV) or sexual health (e.g., HIV/AIDS), studies not centered on romantic relationships, and those that did not distinguish transgender individuals from other LGBTQ+ identities. These restrictions allowed the review to focus specifically on experiences related to couple dynamics within the gender affirmation process.
The selection of articles proceeded in several stages. Duplicates were first removed using EndNote. Then, four researchers independently screened the titles and abstracts. Articles deemed potentially relevant after the screening phase—or those whose focus could not be clearly determined—were assessed in full text. Discrepancies among researchers were resolved through group discussions and consensus. Data extraction was conducted using a standardized Excel form that included: methodological design, sociodemographic characteristics, gender identity and sexual orientation of trans-inclusive couple members, conceptualizations of romantic relationships, transgender identity, and the gender affirmation process, as well as reported experiences related to the process. 
Thematic synthesis, as proposed by Thomas and Harden (Thomas & Harden, 2008), was employed and developed in three phases. Coding was applied to the findings of the primary studies, generating labels that represented meaningful content units. These codes were then inductively organized into subthemes (descriptive themes), which captured recurring experiences or shared patterns across studies. Finally, the subthemes were integrated into analytical themes that offered a deeper interpretation of the experiences of couples during the gender affirmation process. The methodological quality of the included studies was assessed using the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Checklist for Qualitative Research (Lockwood et al., 2015), applied independently by two authors for each article, with any discrepancies resolved by consensus.
[bookmark: _heading=h.swtzp6fzqtwd]Positionality Statement
The authors —psychologists and academics in training— have experience related to sexual diversity (M.R), gender and social inequalities, and qualitative research. During inter-analysis meetings (Cornejo et al., 2011), they engaged in critical reflection on their positionality as cisgender and heterosexual women, considering the potential effects of their identities on the research process. This enabled them to become aware of their privileges and of their position as “outsiders” in relation to the identities explored, which could influence both the interpretation and presentation of results, as well as how the research might be received, due to their normative identities (Galupo, 2017). Nevertheless, they also acknowledged certain strengths in their “external” position, such as the ability to approach the subject with neutrality and curiosity toward what was unfamiliar (Hayfield & Huxley, 2015), which ultimately supported the analytic process.
Furthermore, reflexivity was oriented toward action, fostering best practices for working with transgender individuals (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014; Stevens, 2022). Specific strategies were implemented, including collective reflexivity and intersubjective analysis; an approach grounded in the self-identification of transgender individuals and their partners; and the use of affirming, non-cisheteronormative language throughout both the research process and academic writing. These elements strengthened the analytic rigor and ensured an ethical and respectful stance throughout the study.
Results
[bookmark: _heading=h.xbtwqdybtopz]Selection of Included Studies
[bookmark: _heading=h.rw5km5plftz9]A total of 122 potentially eligible articles were identified through searches in Web of Science (n = 44), Scopus (n = 47), and PubMed (n = 31). After removing duplicates, 61 articles were screened. Of these, 34 were excluded based on their titles and 14 based on their abstracts for not meeting the criteria defined in the review protocol. Thirteen full-text articles were assessed, with seven excluded for not meeting thematic or population criteria, and one additional article excluded due to low methodological quality. Ultimately, six studies were included in the systematic review. Figure 1 outlines this selection process.
Characteristics of the Included Studies
All of the studies employed qualitative methodologies: grounded theory (n = 2), phenomenology (n = 2), case study (n = 1), and one study did not specify the qualitative design used. Sample sizes ranged from 6 to 26 participants. All studies used interviews as the data collection method and applied various qualitative data analysis approaches. A detailed overview is presented in Table 1.
[bookmark: _heading=h.9ayj1mt6tv74]Table 2 displays the sociodemographic and relational characteristics of the trans-inclusive couples in each study. In most cases, participants were cisgender women who, either at the time of the research or in the past, had been partnered with a transgender person during their gender affirmation process (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Twist et al., 2017). In two studies, both members of the trans-inclusive couple participated (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023), while others included cisgender men (Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
Cisgender participants reported diverse sexual orientations, including lesbian, gay, heterosexual, heteroflexible, queer, bisexual, and pansexual. Only one study assigned this category without participant self-identification (Dierckx et al., 2018). Regarding the gender identities of transgender participants, the studies included transgender men and women, as well as gender-neutral, agender, and nonbinary individuals. Only two studies mentioned the presence of children as part of the couples’ characteristics (Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018).
Quality Assessment and Risk of Bias
The included studies received positive ratings in the quality assessment. Initially, seven studies met the criteria defined in the pre-screening stages, but one was excluded due to an insufficiently clear methodological description.
[bookmark: _Hlk204971977]Observations regarding quality were noted in the remaining six studies. First, a lack of clarity regarding ethical criteria was identified as a shortcoming in some cases (Chase, 2011; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023; Twist et al., 2017), particularly due to the absence of references to approval by institutional ethics committees. Additionally, some studies lacked cultural positionality statements from the research teams (Chase, 2011; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023), which limits the understanding of researchers’ relationships to the data and the implications for their analyses and interpretations.
Regarding methodology, inconsistencies were observed between stated objectives and reported conclusions (Chase, 2011; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020), as well as a lack of coherence between research design and data analysis techniques (Dierckx et al., 2018). These issues do not invalidate the contributions of the studies but highlight important considerations when interpreting their findings.
Definitions of Transgender Individuals, Gender Affirmation, and Romantic Relationships
[bookmark: _heading=h.yvq7oau7ss1t]Only one study explicitly defined transgender identity as identifying with a gender different from that assigned at birth (Chester et al., 2017). All the included articles presented varying definitions of the gender affirmation process. Some described it in terms of the incorporation of medical interventions, such as hormone therapy or surgery (Chase, 2011), or the management of these procedures (Twist et al., 2017); while others expanded the concept to include concrete actions aimed at “aligning” a transgender individual’s gender expression with their gender identity (Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
None of the studies provided an explicit definition of romantic relationship. However, some established inclusion criteria such as a minimum relationship duration of two years (Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020), or having been in a monogamous, committed relationship for at least one year (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
Experiences of Trans-Inclusive Couples in the Context of the Gender Affirmation Process
Thematic synthesis of the included studies revealed five overarching themes with multiple subthemes, which are described below. Table 3 outlines the studies that contributed to each theme.
[bookmark: _heading=h.50tn2gldvwtp]Subjective Trajectories in the Affirmation of Transgender Identities 
Ambivalent Emotional Experience: One of the reviewed studies (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) emphasizes that the gender affirmation process can bring feelings of well-being, liberation, and safety, as it allows individuals to inhabit the world in alignment with their identity. However, it also acknowledges that these positive emotions may coexist with moments of doubt, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion, particularly in response to stressors such as disclosure, identity exploration, decision-making, stigma, and internalized transphobia. As the affirmation process progresses, transgender individuals report feeling increasingly empowered and self-assured.
Working through all that self‐esteem and insecurity and self‐disgust and all that self‐worth stuff has been the big emotional transition. Early on, it was just a mess. I needed someone to weather that incredibly awkward storm of chaos (…) Now I'm more able to express and verbalize stuff that was at the time either too hard or too confusing to piece out (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023, p. 623). 
Identity Exploration Framed as a “Revisited Adolescence”: Three studies included codes related to this subtheme (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020). During the gender affirmation process, cisgender partners described that their transgender partners went through a stage marked by behaviors typically associated with adolescence. These included a sudden focus on physical changes and appearance, shifts in sexual desire and mood, and an increased interest in socializing. They also noted a decline in emotional self-regulation, feelings of insecurity (Chase, 2011), the emergence of erratic and unstable behaviors, and communication difficulties (Chester et al., 2017), elements that were experienced as disruptive and emotionally exhausting for the cisgender partners (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
There’s a regression that happens at first because for one, their bodies are totally whacking on all these hormones and then for two, he’s never experienced puberty or young adulthood through his maleness. He was regressing back to 17-year-old behavior and I’m so not there with him (Chase, 2011, p. 436).
[bookmark: _heading=h.hqjpbhw3aicm]Guilt and Fear of the Impact of Gender Affirmation on the Relationship: Two studies (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) describe how, at the beginning of the gender affirmation process, some transgender individuals experienced fear and uncertainty regarding how their partner would react to their identity-related changes.
Motter and Softas-Nall (2020) report that transgender individuals found it challenging to help their cisgender partners fully understand their experiences and identity-related needs. They also expressed that the gender affirmation process was more beneficial for them than for their partners, which led to feelings of guilt for prioritizing their own exploration and self-discovery over their partner’s emotions and experiences (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
I haven't told her how guilty I feel for being so selfish. Even now, it's a shock to say it out loud. [Lee] supported me 100% but she was giving up her own needs to do that. She used to be the woman and the feminine one and I'm sure she feels a loss of status … I've gone through this thing and it's all for me. She lost something and I've gained something. I feel guilty about that because it's all about me. I was focused pretty much 100% on me. We were discussing my feelings. We never discussed her feelings much (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023, p. 626).
[bookmark: _heading=h.n4h271jbiczx][bookmark: _heading=h.10z1f7p7gn8g]Emotional and Identity Reconfiguration of the Cisgender Partner
Affective Bonds Marked by Discomfort, Distress, and Grief: Five studies identified codes related to this subtheme (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
Chase (2011) notes that in response to the changes experienced by their transgender partners, cisgender individuals tend to emotionally withdraw, feeling more like observers than active participants in the relationship. Motter and Softas-Nall (2020) report that this is a challenging and exhausting period for cisgender partners, marked by discomfort and fears of being excluded or losing their transgender partner’s interest.
Oh definitely ... it is like having a teenage daughter in the house. The clothes are around, the makeup’s everywhere, this exaggerated mannerisms, the drama, never having been a parent, but I’ve been around kids with friends with kids this age and I remember when I was that age and it just ain’t pretty and it just was the most exasperating experience I think I have ever been through (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020, p. 67).
All participants described experiencing intense feelings of distress, pain, betrayal, sadness, fear, confusion, disappointment, and guilt (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023). This last emotion—guilt—was particularly associated with the internal conflict of feeling so deeply affected by a process that brought excitement and joy to their transgender partners. 
Yeah, [partner’s male name] has left me. I can remember that at a certain moment I realized that I missed him while she was sitting next to me ... That was really strange. That you say to someone sitting beside you: ´Actually, I miss you´ (Dierckx et al., 2018, p. 12).
Moreover, many cisgender partners reported experiencing a sense of loss regarding the person they once knew. Chase (2011) highlights that this experience varied in both degree and form, encompassing not only the pre-transition version of their partner but also support networks, lifestyle patterns, and even their own sense of personal identity.
In response to these experiences, cisgender individuals engaged in various grief-coping strategies: reevaluating their own identity and reconfiguring the relationship (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020); allowing themselves space to express emotions (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023); validating their sense of loss and pain (Dierckx et al., 2018); reaffirming that they were still with the same person before and after the gender affirmation process; and adopting an active role of support and advocacy (Chase, 2011; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023). 
Supportive and Accompaniment Practices During Gender Affirmation: Five studies (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) explored the role of cisgender individuals as companions throughout their transgender partners’ gender affirmation process.
According to Dierckx et al. (2018), this role of ally was adopted from a place of conscious emotional commitment and expressed through support in the face of mental health challenges. Motter and Softas-Nall (2020) further explain that cisgender partners used their social privileges to defend their transgender partners in situations of transphobic stigma and rights violations, developing strategies to protect them from rejection and verbal assaults. However, the types of support varied depending on each partner’s emotional vulnerability and the particularities of their affirmation processes over time (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
[bookmark: _heading=h.p8ekdt3of3l7]Several studies (Chase, 2011; Dierckx et al., 2018; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) noted that this role of support, advocacy, and accompaniment could lead to emotional exhaustion and feelings of being overwhelmed. Cisgender individuals, despite experiencing distress or grief themselves, often made efforts to emotionally sustain their transgender partners, taking on responsibility for their partners’ well-being (Dierckx et al., 2018; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
It's just an adjustment to have to provide that emotional support and just needing to have more emotional energies saved and compartmentalized to help her. I feel spread thin sometimes because I have all my own stuff to deal with too. The first year and a half or so was a very tumultuous period. I definitely felt more needed emotionally. It's still kind of true but now things are a lot more stable (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023, p. 625).
[bookmark: _heading=h.7u9aeziet2y9]Personal Exploration of Sex-Gender Identity: Four studies (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020) addressed how a transgender partner’s gender affirmation process often prompts the cisgender partner to actively reassess their own self-identification and sexual-affective orientation. This process frequently involves adopting more inclusive and flexible identity labels—such as queer—rather than rigid categories like heterosexual or lesbian. Such adjustments allow cisgender individuals to better describe their own trajectories as well as those of their transgender partners (Chase, 2011; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
These identity shifts also serve as opportunities for cisgender partners to redefine both their individual roles and their roles within the relationship (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020). However, the process is not without challenges and internal conflict. Dierckx et al. (2018) note that some cisgender individuals report being unable to make such “adjustments” to their sexual orientation due to psychological distress and fears of stigma and discrimination.
[bookmark: _heading=h.5umus38w0itx]Relational Transformations in the Context of Gender Affirmation
[bookmark: _heading=h.6l00iy23za76]Conflicts Arising from Disparate Timelines and Divergent Needs: Three studies (Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) describe tensions that emerged due to mismatches between the needs of transgender individuals and their cisgender partners during the gender affirmation process. The most commonly reported challenge for couples was negotiating the pace and timing of the affirmation process (Dierckx et al., 2018; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023). According to Smithee and Few-Demo (2023), cisgender partners often need more time to make sense of the relationship and to process their fears and perceived losses. They also express concerns about the potential medical, psychological, and financial risks involved in gender affirmation processes (Dierckx et al., 2018). However, physical changes appear to be among their most significant concerns (Chester et al., 2017).
I didn’t expect all of the physical changes to happen in the way they did, I guess …. (...) The first time he had any testosterone, he just had a little bit and suddenly he smelled different and I couldn’t kiss him and I was totally freaked out ‘cause it was like ‘Who are you? You smell different. You’re not my person!’. And that was really, really upsetting for him but it was really upsetting for me. …he got so hairy, and he, his body totally changed shape. Yeah, his genitals changed, everything changed … his voice changed, everything (Chester et al., 2017, p. 8).
Agreements to slow down the affirmation process affected the power dynamics within couples, and when negotiations failed, feelings of resentment, frustration, and even relationship breakdowns emerged (Dierckx et al., 2018). 
Adjustments in Language and the Reframing of Couple Narratives: Three studies (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020) included codes related to changes in language and relational narratives following gender affirmation.
One key change was the adoption of new names and pronouns when referring to transgender partners, as a way of respecting and validating their gender identity (Chester et al., 2017). In some cases, labels used to describe the relationship were also redefined, with couples choosing terms that reflected the new relational configuration and its meaning for both partners and their broader social context (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
Chase (2011) highlights that some cisgender individuals chose to retrospectively rewrite the story of their relationship and shared life, framing it as if their partner had “always been” their current gender. This symbolic reconstruction served as a coherence strategy, helping to reduce internal and social conflict related to the gender affirmation process. 
He didn’t wear a shirt when he was little, couldn’t stand it when he started to have to wear a shirt, he was always the little boy in the sandbox, he played with trucks (Chase, 2011, p. 438).
Finally, adjustments in how couples talked about sexuality were also noted (Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020). These adaptations were understood as a means of validating and acknowledging transgender identities (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
Communication Challenges and Readjustments in the Couple: Communication during the gender affirmation process emerged as a cross-cutting theme across several studies (Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Twist et al., 2017). This process acted as a catalyst for new communicative dynamics, fostering both open dialogue and deep ruptures in emotional exchange.
A point of convergence across studies was the protective value assigned to honest and ongoing communication within the relationship. In Twist et al. (2017), couples who maintained open conversations about bodily changes, emotions, and relational adjustments demonstrated better adaptation, strengthening mutual understanding and shared commitment. Dierckx et al. (2018) noted that in some couples, communication became more effective following gender affirmation, facilitating negotiations about changes in the relationship, language use, parenting, or intimacy.
However, several cisgender individuals reported increasing difficulties communicating with their transgender partners, especially when their own doubts or emotional discomforts were invalidated or misinterpreted as a lack of support (Chester et al., 2017; Twist et al., 2017).
It felt like the communication stopped… For me it felt like, ummm, we stopped being able to have a conversation almost completely… he stopped being able to relate to me as a person, sexually (Twist et al., 2017, p. 237).
Gender Role Traditionalization and Sexual Intimacy Rediscoveries: Five studies (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Twist et al., 2017) included codes related to the reconfiguration of relational roles and sexual experiences in trans-inclusive couples during the gender affirmation process. 
In some cases, these changes involved the adoption of normative and binary gender roles, generating discomfort among cisgender partners, particularly in response to rigid or unexpected expressions of masculinity or femininity (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017).
…when he started taking testosterone, he just became a total pain in my arse. Like he was so, impulsive, angry, irritable, he was like a little boy, like he, like you know … jumpy and making just stupid annoying jokes all the time, and we suddenly couldn’t communicate… (Chester et al., 2017, p. 8).
This traditionalization was strongly expressed in the sexual sphere, leading to discomfort, feelings of disconnection, loss of desire, or interruption of sexual activity—particularly in response to heteronormative dynamics perceived as dominant.
… the sexual elements of the relationship changed a lot. Ah the power play. Of like being a male, therefore being dominating, therefore being the top. [pause] And I didn’t like that all. It wasn’t something that sat right with me. Because it was – it became very much like what it means to have sex like a male with a female in a heterosexual relationship (Chester et al., 2017, p. 9).
In contrast, other participants rediscovered their intimacy (Twist et al., 2017) and experienced improvements in their sex lives as the transgender partner felt more confident and comfortable with their body, which enhanced both intimacy and desire: “For the first time in my life I’m actually comfortable with my role in sex and I’m comfortable with my body” (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020, p. 63).
[bookmark: _heading=h.nulbvpd2vaak]Relationships with Family and the Importance of Support Networks
Reconfiguration of Parental Identities and Challenges of Shared Parenting: Two studies (Dierckx et al., 2018; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020) addressed parenting in the context of gender affirmation, highlighting it as a space of tensions, identity adjustments, and relational tasks for both members of the trans-inclusive couple.
In Dierckx et al. (2018), cisgender individuals expressed feelings of responsibility, insecurity, and concern for their children, particularly regarding when and how to communicate the other parent’s gender affirmation, support the child’s understanding, and mediate potential conflicts. 
Regardless of the fact that we are now separated and I was hurt, I have always
encouraged the relationship between my daughters and their father. I have
never doubted the parental role of my ex (Dierckx et al., 2018, p. 13).
[bookmark: _heading=h.dvjnslojqctn]A central aspect in both studies was the redefinition of parental identity. Some cisgender mothers felt the need to reaffirm their maternal role in the face of family transformation, particularly when they perceived their position as being threatened (Dierckx et al., 2018). At the same time, some transgender individuals faced the challenge of reworking their parental identity, which involved a process of emotional and even cognitive adaptation to their new role in parenting (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020).
It took me a while... to not think in my head that I was Mama again... I didn’t have this Papa image and this Papa name... I had to retrain myself. . . get myself in this mode where I’m not Mama (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020, p. 63). 
Tensions, Distancing, and Reconfigurations in Close Relationships: Several studies (Chase, 2011; Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) included codes related to the reactions of extended family and close networks to the gender affirmation process. 
These studies consistently noted that affective networks did not always support the process, which led couples to emotionally protect themselves or renegotiate their relationships. Participants reported experiences of distancing, rejection, or loss of family communities, including exclusion from family events, overt discrimination, and acceptance perceived as superficial or conditional: “I may be tolerated but I’m not accepted” (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020, p. 66). Families of origin were sometimes perceived as sources of stigma, intensifying feelings of isolation during periods of high emotional vulnerability (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023).
Regarding friendship networks, Chester et al. (2017) found that some close friends did not support the gender affirmation process, generating additional feelings of misunderstanding and isolation for the couples. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.i93jdii2wmc8]Seeking Therapeutic and Community Support: Two studies (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Twist et al., 2017) highlighted the importance of actively seeking formal and informal support by couples navigating the gender affirmation process.
A common strategy was accessing individual or couple’s therapy. While some individuals found emotional support in these settings, others reported frustrating experiences with therapists who lacked familiarity with trans identities. This often led to additional emotional strain due to the need to educate their therapists or contend with pathologizing approaches (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Twist et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _heading=h.urpjzcp9gqsy]I had a therapist who was a heterosexual man… sort of obviously he was completely out of his experience completely, and so I just explained the basics to him, and then didn't really get into it, cos there was no point, he's not the person… to be um, getting into this stuff about (Twist et al., 2017, p. 236).
The second identified strategy was seeking connection with others in similar situations. Some cisgender partners found relief in sharing their experiences through virtual networks or with close friends (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Twist et al., 2017), although others felt excluded by narratives that minimized relational challenges.
It was interesting and reassuring that, you know, there were other couples going through it, that's, I think that was what I wanted to know… that we weren't the only ones in our world… that had to go through that (Twist et al., 2017, p. 236). 
[bookmark: _heading=h.4eiadqidmrr4]Social, Political, and Structural Context of Gender Affirmation
[bookmark: _heading=h.pa16vildjsa]Loss or Gain of Social Privileges: Three studies (Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) identified codes related to how gender affirmation reshapes the social positioning of couples across different contexts.
A common experience was the loss of heteronormative privilege when couples were no longer perceived as heterosexual (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023), which exposed them to discrimination and public scrutiny.
We’re no longer a heterosexual couple… we’re a lesbian couple… there’s always that worry that somebody’s going to say or do something (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023, p. 621).
In contrast, gender affirmation also led to a gain in privilege when couples previously perceived as same sex were now recognized as heterosexual. This transformation generated ambivalent experiences: for some, it brought confusion or distress due to the loss of community or perceived legitimacy of their identity (Chester et al., 2017); for others, it increased their sense of safety by avoiding confrontation and homo/transphobic stigma (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk204970853]Structural Hostility, Stigma and Discrimination: Three studies (Chester et al., 2017; Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) show that trans-inclusive couples face various structural and symbolic forms of stigma and discrimination that affect their daily lives and emotional well-being.
A common finding was the experience of hypervigilance and fear for their safety, particularly in public spaces. Several participants (Motter & Softas-Nall, 2020; Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023) described how being visibly perceived as a non-normative couple increased their anxiety and fear of potential harassment or verbal abuse in everyday settings. Additionally, Chester et al. (2017) emphasized how stigma by association affects cisgender partners, reinforcing their sense of isolation and emotional distress.
I worry about the safety of our family. There are times I'll see something going on and be the first to get my phone and start a video so that if something happens to my wife, I have evidence that she didn't deserve it. It's hard to know that I'm the one responsible because there is so much transphobia in the world. It's really scary and hard (Smithee & Few-Demo, 2023, p. 622).
The political climate also shaped these experiences. Motter and Softas-Nall (2020) document how, during the 2016 U.S. presidential election, transphobic political discourse and the threat of legislative setbacks heightened feelings of vulnerability and an urgent need for protection. These external conditions acted as a chronic stressor for couples, reinforcing their exposure to discrimination and their need to build supportive networks.
Discussion
This systematic review and qualitative metasynthesis highlights the challenges faced by trans-inclusive couples during gender affirmation processes, revealing it as a complex relational experience—deeply emotional and with significant repercussions for both partners (Marshall et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2022). The findings indicate that this process involves not only individual transformations but also adjustments within the couple’s relationship, family dynamics, and broader community and social integration.
For trans individuals, gender affirmation enables more authentic expression of their identity. According to the findings, this is often accompanied by increased well-being and a sense of personal safety, which may reduce suicidal ideation and behaviors, anxiety, depression, and distress, while enhancing happiness, life satisfaction, and psychological functioning (Newfield et al., 2006; Russell et al., 2018; Swan et al., 2022; White-Hughto & Reisner, 2016). However, multiple stressors also emerge, related both to the affirmation process itself and to minority stress (Meyer, 2003; Testa et al., 2015). In parallel, the findings reveal that cisgender partners actively participate in this experience, initiating reflective processes and reconfigurations of their own sexual, gender, and parental identities, as previously documented (Aramburu, 2010, 2013; del Río et al., 2025; Joslin-Roher & and Wheeler, 2009; Petit et al., 2017; Platt & Bolland, 2017).
According to Marshall et al. (2020), the impact of gender affirmation tends to emerge first at the individual level and subsequently at the relational level, requiring a profound recalibration of the couple’s bond. At this stage, dynamic and collaborative renegotiations occur regarding communication, relational labels, gender roles, and sexuality (Pipkin et al., 2024; Skrzypczak et al., 2024). As several authors suggest (Coppola et al., 2021; del Río et al., 2025; Joslin-Roher & and Wheeler, 2009; Ostrander, 2025; Siboni et al., 2023; Theron & Collier, 2013), this co-transition not only reflects relational adaptation but can also serve as a key strategy for achieving long-term relational stability.
The findings also emphasize the importance of available support systems during this process. For many trans individuals, their partner’s accompaniment constitutes a significant source of validation, particularly in the absence of support in other spheres. As shown in previous research (Amand et al., 2013; Gamarel et al., 2014, 2018), such emotional support can reduce symptoms of depression, anxiety, and distress in trans individuals while enhancing relationship quality. However, this accompaniment may represent a considerable source of stress and emotional fatigue for cisgender partners, particularly in the early stages of the affirmation process (Thornton et al., 2025). In this context, the lack of support networks or limited recognition of cis partners’ needs underscores the importance of ensuring access to both formal and informal resources that support both members of the couple (Porter et al., 2024).
Within the family sphere, the findings reveal that parenthood becomes a site of both identity and relational tensions. Social norms that associate motherhood and fatherhood with sex assigned at birth continue to persist, making it difficult to recognize diverse forms of parenting (Bower-Brown, 2022). In addition, concerns arise regarding how to discuss gender affirmation with children, how to support their understanding, and how to navigate potential negative reactions. Nevertheless, previous research indicates that despite initial tensions, these relationships can maintain their quality, and children tend to show positive psychological adjustment (Imrie et al., 2021).
Extended family ties are also strained by the process of gender affirmation. Many trans-inclusive couples experience distancing or the loss of family-of-origin communities. However, when family support is present, it serves as a protective factor that buffers minority stress (Mezza et al., 2024) and promotes subjective well-being in trans individuals (Commone et al., 2024). Family support is also associated with greater sustainability in intimate relationships (Murchison et al., 2023; Schuler et al., 2025; Siboni et al., 2023) and with the mitigation of feelings of loneliness (del Río et al., 2025).
Consistent with previous research, the findings highlight the fundamental role of community in validating trans identities and in fostering more informed gender affirmation processes (Levitt & Ippolito, 2014), which are associated with positive outcomes, including improved mental health, stronger engagement with healthcare services, and a more supported exploration of gender identity (Sherman et al., 2020). However, these communities still fall short in addressing the needs of cisgender partners, although in recent years, more resources have become available for them (Thornton et al., 2025).
Finally, trans-inclusive couples face multiple forms of stigma, discrimination, and both structural and symbolic violence resulting from their transgression of dominant sex-gender-desire conventions (Frost, 2011; Hammack et al., 2019). These experiences are framed within what has been termed minority stress(Meyer, 2003; Testa et al., 2015), which, although traditionally examined at the individual level, also acquires a relational dimension that captures how stress is configured through couple–environment interactions. As noted by Rucco et al. (2025), trans-inclusive couples experience a complex interplay of distal stressors—at structural, familial, social, and intradyadic levels—and proximal stressors—related to the internal experiences of each partner—which compound the challenges of navigating gender affirmation. Understanding the interaction of these processes from a dyadic perspective makes it possible to recognize their combined effects on trans individuals’ mental health, as has been shown in the literature (del Rio et al., 2024), but also on the well-being of their cisgender partners and the overall quality of the relationship. These aspects, to the best of our knowledge, have received limited attention in the specialized literature.
This systematic review and qualitative metasynthesis contributes to consolidating a relational approach to gender affirmation by conceptualizing it as a co-transition that transforms the lived experience of both the trans individual and their cisgender partner. Its main contribution lies in integrating qualitative evidence to provide a comprehensive understanding of the relational, familial, and contextual adjustments involved, shedding light on dimensions still underexplored in the literature. By systematizing these findings, this study opens new avenues for clinical interventions and future research that acknowledge the relational complexity of gender affirmation.
Despite these contributions, several limitations must be considered, both in the included studies and in the review process itself. First, there is substantial heterogeneity in how gender affirmation is theoretically understood across studies, which may affect interpretations of its individual and relational impacts. Additionally, the lack of explicit definitions of “romantic relationship” or “trans identity” limits the conceptual clarity underlying the findings. Most research focuses on trans women and cisgender women, thereby restricting insights into other relational configurations, particularly those involving non-binary individuals and trans and cisgender men. Only two studies incorporate the perspective of the trans partner, suggesting a potential overrepresentation of cisgender viewpoints in the findings. Although most studies respect participants’ self-reported identities, one (Dierckx et al., 2018) assumes a shift in sexual orientation among cisgender partners following their spouse’s gender affirmation, thereby oversimplifying complex self-definition processes.
Regarding the limitations of the review process, several considerations must be noted. Although the focus on trans-inclusive couples allowed for greater homogeneity, it excluded partnerships composed exclusively of trans individuals and reduced the visibility of gender identity-specific experiences within the affirmation process. Furthermore, the exclusion of grey literature, language restrictions, the search terms used, and the eligibility criteria themselves limited the contextual and geographical diversity of the evidence retrieved. All included studies were qualitative, which, while allowing for an in-depth exploration of the experiential dimension of gender affirmation, limited the capacity to examine quantitative indicators such as relationship satisfaction or the mental health of each partner. Lastly, although the small number of included studies (n = 6) does not constitute a methodological weakness per se, it reflects the current limitations of the field and highlights the need for its further development.
Implications for Practice, Policy, and Future Research
The findings highlight that gender affirmation processes affect not only trans individuals but also their partners, demanding a relational perspective in clinical practice. There is a need for culturally competent, safe, and sensitive therapeutic spaces that include both individual and couple-based interventions, delivered by professionals trained in the emotional, identity-related, and relational complexities that characterize trans-inclusive relationships.
At the level of public policy, the results support the implementation of inclusive frameworks that recognize and protect trans families. This becomes particularly relevant in a global context where advances in sexual and reproductive rights face increasing threats. The omission of trans-inclusive couples in policies related to legal recognition, healthcare, parenting, or social protection reinforces their invisibility, increases their vulnerability, and perpetuates systemic inequalities.
Finally, this review identifies key knowledge gaps to be addressed in future research. It is a priority to include greater diversity in relational configurations, considering different age ranges, sexual orientations, gender identities, and family structures. In particular, it is essential to systematically incorporate the perspectives of both partners in order to better understand dyadic components. Longitudinal studies are also needed to observe how these relationships evolve throughout the gender affirmation process. Furthermore, it is vital to strengthen research production in the Global South and to promote intersectional approaches that consider the interplay of gender, class, ethnicity, and parenting in the experiences of trans-inclusive couples.
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Table 1
Methodological Characterization of the Included Studies
	Reference
	Study Type
	Data Collection Technique
	Data Analysis Technique
	Sample
	Participants

	Chase (2011)
	Case study
	Semi-structured interview
	Content analysis
	N = 6 
	Cisgender partner

	Chester et al. (2017)
	Phenomenological
	Semi-structured interview
	Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
	N = 6 
	Cisgender partner

	Dierckx et al. (2018)
	Grounded Theory
	Open interview
	Grounded Theory
	N = 17 
	Cisgender partner

	Motter & Softas-Nall (2020)
	Phenomenological
	Semi-structured interview
	Narrative analysis
	N = 26
	Trans-inclusive couple

	Smithee & Few-Demo (2023)
	Grounded Theory
	Semi-structured interview
	Grounded Theory
	N = 20
	Trans-inclusive couple

	Twist et al. (2017)
	Not declared
	Interview
	Narrative analysis
	N = 6
	Cisgender partner





Table 2
Sociodemographic and Relational Characteristics of Trans-Inclusive Couples in the Reviewed Studies

	Reference
	Relationship Duration
	Cisgender Partner
	Trans Partner

	
	
	Age
	Gender Identity 
	Sexual Orientation
	Gender Identity
	Sex Assigned at Birth 
	Type of Gender Affirmation

	Chase (2011)
	3–42 years
	38–63 years old
	Cisgender women
	Lesbian, heterosexual, heteroflexible, queer, bisexual, lesbian dike
	4 trans men, 2 trans women
	4 female, 2 male
	Not reported

	Chester et al. (2017)
	3 months – 25 years
	21–39 years old
	Cisgender women and one man
	2 lesbian/queer, 2 pansexual, 1 gay, 1 predominantly heterosexual
	2 masculine, 1 feminine, 1 trans feminine, 1 gender-neutral, 2 trans masculines
	3 female, 2 male, 1 gender-neutral
	Name, hairstyle, clothing (6); chest binders (2); testosterone blockers (1); estrogen (1); testosterone (1)

	Dierckx et al. (2018)
	More than 2 years
	Not reported
	Cisgender women and one man
	16 heterosexual pre-transition/later homosexual; 1 homosexual pre-transition/later heterosexual (author-assigned)
	2 trans men, 15 trans women
	2 female, 15 male
	Not reported

	Motter & Softas-Nall (2020)

	2–28 years
	25–66 years old
	11 cisgender women, 2 cisgender men
	Not reported
	1 agender, 4 trans women, 8 trans men
	Not reported
	Not reported

	Smithee & Few-Demo (2023)
	7–23 years
	27–64 years old
	Cisgender women
	Pansexual and queer
	10 trans women
	Male
	Hormone replacement therapy (HRT), name change, gender marker change, facial feminization surgery, breast augmentation, vaginoplasty, voice training

	Twist et al. (2017)
	1–47 years
	35–71 years old
	Cisgender women
	2 pansexual, 1 bisexual/pansexual, 2 heterosexual, 1 queer
	1 trans man, 3 trans women, 2 non-binary
	Not reported
	Name and pronoun change (5), medical consultation (2), hormone initiation (2)


Note. The authors’ reporting of participants’ self-identification regarding gender identity and sexual orientation has been respected.


Table 3
Themes and Subthemes of the Metasynthesis and Their Presence Across Included Studies
	Topic and subtopic allocation by articles
	Chase et al. (2011)
	Chester et al. (2017)
	Dierckx et al. (2018)
	Motter & Softas-Nall (2021)
	Smithee and Few-Demo (2023)
	Twist et al. (2017)

	Subjective Trajectories in Gender Identity Affirmation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	· Ambivalent Emotional Experience
	 
	 
	 
	 
	X
	 

	· Identity Exploration Framed as a ‘Revisited Adolescence’
	X
	X
	 
	X
	 
	 

	· Guilt and Fear of the Impact of Gender Affirmation on the Relationship
	 
	 
	 
	X
	X
	 

	Emotional and Identity Reconfiguration of the Cisgender Partner
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	· Affective Bonds Marked by Discomfort, Distress, and Grief
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	 

	· Supportive and Accompanying Practices During Gender Affirmation
	X 
	X
	X
	X
	X
	 

	· Personal Exploration of Sex-Gender Identity
	X
	X
	X
	X
	 
	 

	Relational Transformations Following Gender Affirmation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	· Conflicts Arising from Disparate Timelines and Divergent Needs
	 
	X
	X
	
	 X
	 

	· Adjustments in Language and the Reframing of Couple Narratives
	X
	X
	 
	X
	 
	 

	· Communication Challenges and Readjustments in the Couple
	 
	X
	X
	 
	 
	X

	· Gender Role Traditionalization and Sexual Intimacy Rediscoveries
	 X
	X
	X
	X
	 
	X

	Relationships with Family and the Importance of Support Networks
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	· Reconfiguration of Parental Identities and Challenges of Shared Parenting
	 
	 
	X
	X
	 
	 

	· Tensions, Distancing, and Reconfigurations in Close Relationships
	X
	X
	 
	X
	X
	 

	· Seeking Therapeutic and Community Support
	 
	 
	 
	X
	 
	X

	Social, Political, and Structural Context of Gender Affirmation
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	· Loss or Gain of Social Privileges
	 
	X
	 
	X
	X
	 

	· Structural Hostility, Stigma and Discrimination
	 
	X
	 
	X
	X
	 



image15.png




