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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Romantic relationships are often a significant area of individuals’ lives and can
have a positive impact on wellbeing. There is often a belief within society of romantic rela-
tionships ending upon the start of gender affirming transition, however this is often not
reflected within clinical work or research studies. Despite this, currently not enough is
known about romantic relationships for transgender individuals and their partners, and the
impact gender affirming transition can have on the quality and satisfaction of these
relationships.

Aim: To critically and systematically review the available literature examining quality and
satisfaction of romantic relationships for transgender individuals and their partners.
Methods: Using PRISMA guidelines, major databases (Pubmed, PsycINFO and Web of
Science) and relevant reference lists were searched for suitable articles up to January 2020.
Each included article was assessed for methodological quality and the demographic data,
methods and findings linked to relationship quality and satisfaction was extracted
for analysis.

Results: From 151 potentially relevant articles, 14 studies (six quantitative, eight qualitative)
were included within the review. Most studies displayed moderate risk of bias due to cross-
sectional designs and lack of reflexivity. Findings from quantitative studies suggest a bi-dir-
ectional relationship between transition, relationship quality and satisfaction and wellbeing.
Qualitative studies suggest transition can cause personal challenges for both transgender
individuals and partners. Maintenance activities help buffer the impact of these challenges
on relationship satisfaction and ensure positives are possible from relationships.

Discussion: Gender affirming transition can impact on the quality and satisfaction of roman-
tic relationships. Due to additional challenges transgender individuals and their partners
may face, adequate support is required at personal, community and clinical level. There is a
paucity of research in this area and current studies lack methodological rigor. Future
research is essential to gain a further understanding of transgender relationships and the
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support required.

Introduction

Studies have reported that only around half of
romantic relationships for transgender individuals
survive through gender affirming transition
(Brown, 2009; Devor, 1997). This may be of con-
cern to transgender individuals who are in the
process of initiating gender affirming transition.
However, in order to understand the real mean-
ing of these findings a critical systematic review
of the available literature is needed.

Romantic relationships are defined as relation-
ships based on emotional and physical attraction,
potentially leading to long-term intimate relation-
ships (World Health Organization, 2017). They are
often a hallmark and significant area of individuals’
lives. The quality and satisfaction of romantic rela-
tionships can be affected by many different factors
such as age, individual’s self-esteem, personality,
attachment type, among others (Erol & Orth, 2016;
Heaton, 2002; Li & Chan, 2012; Malouff et al,
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2010). Additionally, the benefits of being in a high
quality and highly satisfied relationship on mental
health and overall quality of life have been com-
monly reported for the general population (Simon,
2002). Research has shown that those who are in
satisfied and high quality relationships report
higher self-esteem (Luciano & Orth, 2017),
improved wellbeing (Diener et al, 2008; Soons
et al., 2009) and lower levels of anxiety and depres-
sion (Dush & Amato, 2005; Simon, 2002) than
those who are not in a relationship.

Within the transgender population, research has
consistently shown that treatment seeking trans-
gender people who are not on cross sex hormone
treatment report high levels of mental health prob-
lems, such as anxiety and depression (e.g., Arcelus
et al, 2016; Bouman et al, 2017; Dhejne et al,
2016) and lower quality of life (Nobili et al,
2018a) compared to the general population.
Within  society transgender individuals often
experience stigma and discrimination in many
aspects of their lives which can limit both practical
and social opportunities (White-Hughto et al.,
2015). Using Meyer’s (2003) minority stress theory,
the stigma and discrimination experienced by
transgender individuals due to being a minority
group within society may lead to negative self-
appraisals and poor health outcomes, and may
help to explain the high level of mental health
problems reported (Hendricks & Testa, 2012).

Minority stressors may also impact on trans-
gender individuals’ relationships and social life
(Hendricks & Testa, 2012). Indeed, transgender
individuals at all stages of transition (medical and
social) report difficulties in interpersonal relation-
ships (Nobili et al., 2018b; Stewart et al., 2018)
and challenges within family dynamics (Dierckx
et al, 2016). With regard to romantic relation-
ships, transgender individuals may face challenges
within several different aspects of relationships,
including finding partners, disclosing to partners,
and maintaining relationships (Platt & Bolland,
2017). Additionally, for partners, individuals may
begin to question their own identity or sexual
orientation (Meier et al., 2013) and can be over-
whelmed by other transition related factors,
including navigating new gender roles and rela-
tionship dynamics (Devor, 1997).

Currently there is a lack of research focusing
onthe impact of both gender affirming transition
and the minority stress associated with transition
on romantic relationships for transgender indi-
viduals and their partners. With wider research
showing the positive effect relationships can have
on mental health within the general population
(Loving & Slatcher, 2013), it is imperative to gain
an understanding of the quality and satisfaction
of transgender romantic relationships.

To the authors’ knowledge there has been no
systematic review of the available literature
exploring romantic relationships for transgender
individuals and their partners. Previous review-
shave concentrated on certain aspects of the rela-
tionships, particularly sexual health and behavior
(Becasen et al,, 2019) with a predominant focus
on HIV (Herbst et al., 2008; Operario et al.,
2008). While these topics are essential for
improving medical care, there is still a lack of
overall understanding of romantic relationships-
for transgender individuals and their partners.

In light of this, the aim of this review is to crit-
ically and systematically review the available litera-
ture examining the quality and satisfaction of
romantic relationships for transgender individuals
and their partners. It is hoped that by achieving
this aim and focusing on the level of quality and
satisfaction aspect of transgender relationships, the
review will help to understand the impact of gen-
der affirming transition, which is defined as both
social and medical for this review, on romantic
relationships and provide important information
on how to support transgender individuals and
their partners in the future.

Methodology

Eligibility criteria

The articles selected included all methodological
designed research studies published in peer
reviewed journals between January 1966 and
January 2020 that explore romantic relationships
(as defined in the introduction) for both trans-
gender individuals and their partners. Studies
describing other types of relationships (family,
friends) were not included in this review.
Additionally, studies were only eligible if they



Table 1. Eligibility criteria.
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Category

Criteria

Study Population Included:

e Transgender individuals
e Current or ex-partners of transgender individuals
e All races, ethnicities, and cultural groups

Excluded:

e LGBT studies that do not describe transgender individuals as a separate category

Phenomena of Interest Included:

e Articles examining romantic relationship quality and satisfaction

Excluded:

e Articles focusing solely on sexual health or partner violence
e Articles examining relationships with any other family members

Setting / Context .
Time period .
Publication criteria Included:

All nations
Articles published from January 1966 to January 2020

e Articles in print / peer reviewed literature

Excluded:

e Articles in gray literature or non-peer-reviewed journals

Study design Included:

e Qualitative and quantitative studies

Excluded:

e Discussion papers
e Reviews or meta-analysis

looked specifically at the quality and satisfaction
of the romantic relationship.

In terms of study design, only research articles
were considered, as opposed to discussion papers.
See Table 1 for the full eligibility criteria.

Search strategy

The systematic review adheres to the guidelines
detailed in the PRISMA Statement (Moher et al,,
2009). An electronic literature search was con-
ducted between January 1966 and January 2020
using Pubmed, PsycINFO and Web of Science.
Additionally, reference sections of identified
articles and Google Scholar were examined for
further relevant publications. The search used the
following keywords: for terms referring to trans-
gender individuals (transgender, transsexual,
“gender transition”, “gender dysphoria”), and rela-
tionships (relationship, “romantic relationship”,
“intimate relationship”, partner®, couple®, mar-
riage). Every term used for transgender individuals
was combined using the “OR” and the “AND”
operate with every term used for relationships.
Trans® was not used for this search as this
obtained too many results, therefore the full term
was used.

A second researcher (NT) completed an inde-
pendent literature search using the same method
described to further increase the validity of the
search. Any papers that were identified by only

one researcher were discussed between the two
researchers and if there was no agreement, a third
researcher was consulted. Once discussions were
completed, both researchers (EM and NT) achieved
the same numbers in the study search process.

Study selection

As per PRISMA guidelines, studies were screened
for eligibility in three stages: title, abstract and
full text. In the first phase of screening, dupli-
cates were removed, and the remaining titles
were screened for eligibility by title for the pre-
sent study (n=151). This was then followed by
screening the abstracts (n=54), which was fol-
lowed by full text screening which yielded 14
studies (see Figure 1). This final sample of 14
studies was discussed and agreed with the second
researcher (NT) and were therefore included in
the systematic review. Throughout the screening
process the eligibility criteria was used to assess
the appropriateness of the studies.

The main data extracted from the studies was
different for the quantitative and qualitative stud-
ies. For the quantitative studies, the main data
extracted was demographic data, tools used, and
the main findings focused on the level of rela-
tionship quality and satisfaction. For qualitative
studies, demographic information, key themes,
and overall finings linked to quality and satisfac-
tion of relationships was extracted.
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Selection Stage

151 potentially relevant papers
identified from literature search
and title screening

a

A\ 4

Eligibility Stage 54 papers
selected for full

text retrieval

\ 4
14 papers met
the full inclusion
criteria

Eligible Papers

97 papers excluded based on
screening abstract because:
¢ Different relationship
outcome measure (not
quality and satisfaction)
¢ Irrelevant topic
e LGBT (no separation for
trans participants)
e Family relationships
e Discussion paper
e Review paper
e Book chapter / Not peer
reviewed literature

\ 4
40 papers excluded because:
¢ Not looking at quality and
satisfaction of the
relationship / other
relationship outcome
e Discussion paper
e LGBT
e Book chapter

Figure 1. Study selection process.

Quality assessment

To assess risk of bias in the qualitative studies an
instrument adapted from Critical Appraisal Skills
Program (CASP) Qualitative Research Checklist
(2018) was used by the researchers. The instru-
ment covered the most relevant criteria to assess
risk of bias in qualitative studies. The items
included in the instrument were divided up into
sections based on the COREQ-32 checklist (Tong
et al., 2007) which has been successfully used for
reporting qualitative studies in medical research.
This checklist allowed the researcher to assess the
reliability and validity of the main findings, as

well as assess the level of reflexivity and influence
of researcher bias on the findings in order to
gauge the overall methodological quality. To
assess the risk of bias within the quantitative
studies the CASP Cohort Study Checklist (2018)
was used. This checklist focused on how repre-
sentative the study was for the research aim and
therefore allowed the researcher to determine the
level of reliability for the research findings. Using
each section on these checklists for the included
studies allowed the researchers to award a final
rating of good, fair or poor being awarded by the
researchers.



Findings

The following section will outline the main find-
ings from the included studies. First the charac-
teristics of all the studies will be discussed,
followed by a description of the quantitative find-
ings from the studies, and finally the description
of the qualitative findings.

Study characteristics

The oldest research article found in this area was
published in 2006 (Hines, 2006) and the most
recent articles was published in 2020 (Platt,
2020). As many studies looking at transgender
health, most of the publications were from
Western countries and predominantly from the
USA (Alegria, 2010; Gamarel et al, 2014;
Gamarel et al, 2019; Iantaffi & Bockting, 2011;
Joslin-Roher & Wheeler, 2009; Meier et al., 2013;
Pfeffer, 2008; Platt & Bolland, 2017, 2018). One
study was from South Africa (Theron &
Collier, 2013).

The majority of the studies (n=8) were quali-
tative in nature, with most studies employing
interviews as their main data collection method
(Alegria, 2010; Iantaffi & Bockting, 2011; Joslin-
Roher & Wheeler, 2009; Pfeffer, 2008; Platt &
Bolland, 2017, 2018; Riggs et al., 2015; Theron &
Collier, 2013). One study used in-depth semi-
structured interviews and presented their findings
in case studies (Hines, 2006). One qualitative
study used online bulletin boards and chat room
formats (Iantaffi & Bockting, 2011). Broadly, the
qualitative studies explored the relationship expe-
riences during the gender transition and the
impact gender transition has on the relationship
and the individuals involved.

The remaining six studies included in this
review adopted a quantitative approach using a
cross-sectional design and employing question-
naires to participants (Gamarel et al, 2014;
Gamarel et al., 2019; Kins et al, 2008; Meier
et al., 2013, Platt, 2020). The majority of them
focused on relationship and individual factors
influenced by the gender transition (Gamarel
et al., 2014; Gamarel et al, 2019; Kins et al,
2008) and some assessed factors associated with
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relationship stability, quality and satisfaction dur-
ing the transition (Meier et al., 2013; Platt, 2020).
Most of the studies were concerned with the
quality and satisfaction of romantic relationships
for transgender individuals (Hines, 2006;lantaffi
& Bockting, 2011; Kins et al., 2008; Meier et al,
2013; Platt & Bolland, 2017; Riggs et al.,, 2015).
Some authors focused on the quality and satisfac-
tion of the relationship for partners (Joslin-Roher
& Wheeler, 2009; Kins et al., 2008; Pfeffer, 2008;
Platt, 2020; Platt & Bolland 2018; Theron &
Collier, 2013) and three studies researched cou-
ples together in the same study (Alegria, 2010;
Gamarel et al., 2014; 2019). Details of all of the
quantitative research articles included within this
systematic review can be found in Table 2 and all
qualitative studies can be found in Table 3.

Quantitative findings

The six quantitative studies focused on both the
level of relationship quality and satisfaction as
well as the different factors associated with rela-
tionship quality and satisfaction for transgender
individuals and their partners.

Level of relationship quality and satisfaction

The first five quantitative studies looked at the
level of relationship quality and satisfaction for
transgender individuals and their partners. The
majority of the studies were descriptive and
exploratory in nature and focused on different
relationship outcome measures in order to gain
an overall understanding of relationship quality
and satisfaction. Focusing on the stability of rela-
tionships throughout the gender transition as a
measure of relationship quality and satisfaction,
Meier and colleagues (2013) reported the first
and only prevalence rates for transgender rela-
tionships. From their USA based sample of 593
transgender men, they report half of relationships
do survive through gender transition. For the
relationships that were not maintained, 54% of
the participants reported transition was the rea-
son for the breakup. The authors also reported-
those in a relationship report lower levels of
depression compared to single participants.
Although the authors used a large sample within
this study and recruited both through support
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Personal resilience and years in relationship before
between personal resilience and years in relationship
before transition with relationship commitment.

transition were associated with relationship

negatively correlated with relationship commitment
satisfaction.

i.e. those who had been together longer before

transition reported lower levels of relationship

Personal resilience was positively correlated with
commitment.

relationship commitment i.e. those who reported
higher personal resilience also reported higher

relationship commitment.
Relationship satisfaction mediated the association

transition were associated with relationship
Years in the relationship prior to transition was

Personal resilience and years in the relationship prior to
commitment.

Scale - Short version

Brief Resilience Scale
(GRBS-S)

(BRS)
Gender Role Beliefs

Investment Model

questionnaire
Scale (IMS)
Attitudes Toward
Divorce Scale

Demographic

individuals (TM, TW & GD
- all stages of transition).
Average length of
relationship = 5.14 years.
Age range: Not reported

identified transgender
Average age: 35 years

CW partners of self-

N =137

relationship commitment

To identify factors that predict
among partners of
transgender individuals.

USA (2020)

TG: Transgender; TW: Trans women; TM: Trans men; GD: Gender diverse individual; CW: Cis women; CM: Cis men.

™MQ: Methodological Quality (Instrument adapted from CASP Checklist, 2013).

Platt
*Poor;
**Eair;
***Good.
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groups and online, the majority of the sample
(83%) were based in the USA and many (63%)
were taking testosterone. The cultural differences
between treatment pathways and society accept-
ance mean that it is difficult to generalize these
results worldwide. Additionally, due to the inclu-
sion of transgender men only, relationship stabil-
ity through gender affirming transition for
transgender women and any potential gender dif-
ferences remains unknown.

The remaining five quantitative studies all
looked at variables associated with relationship
quality and satisfaction for the transgender indi-
vidual and their partner. Transition (medical and
social) can cause major changes within an indi-
vidual’s own life and those around them.
Therefore, it is not surprising that there is evi-
dence that transition can have a major impact on
romantic relationships for both individuals
involved (Gamarel et al., 2014). In their study,
Gamarel and colleagues reported couples experi-
ence specific minority stressors within their rela-
tionships and this negatively affected the
relationship quality and mental health for both
the transgender individual and the partner.These
findings add an extra element to the understand-
ing of relationship quality for transgender indi-
viduals as the participants reported both their
own level and their perception of partner’s level
of relationship quality. By using both measures
the findings suggest the impact of minority stress
on relationship quality occurs on both an indi-
vidual and dyadic level, whereby partners who
had experienced higher minority stress predicted
lower relationship quality for their partner.
Notably, their findings suggest that cisgender
men’s perceptions of stigma about their trans-
gender partner can influence the relationship and
potentially lead to conflict for the couple.
However, the cross-sectional design of this means
that the authors are unable to determine causality
between minority stress and relationship quality.

Also using a cross-sectional design but focus-
ing on relationship quality and satisfaction for
the partners, Platt (2020) explored predicting var-
iables of relationship commitment and relation-
ship satisfaction for cisgender individuals
partnered with a self-identified transgender indi-
vidual. They reported the only two significant
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variables within their study were personal resili-
ence and the number of years in the relationship
prior to transition. Both these variables were
associated with relationship satisfaction and rela-
tionship satisfaction also mediated the relation-
ship between these variables and relationship
commitment, thus emphasizing the importance
of relationship satisfaction in the overall relation-
ship experience for partners during transition.
While this study was exploratory in nature, the
authors were obviously unable to include all vari-
ables that may be associated with relationship
commitment. Therefore, while the authors
included an impressive number of variables
within their analysis, it must be noted other vari-
ables may be involved with relationship satisfac-
tion and relationship commitment and further
exploratory research is required in order to assess
other predictive variables.

Interestingly when comparing transgender rela-
tionships (defined as a transgender man and a
cisgender women by the authors), with a cisgen-
der, heterosexual couple, Kins and colleagues
(2008) reported no difference of relationship sat-
isfaction. These findings suggest transition does
not have an impact on relationship satisfaction,
however there is concern regarding the sample
used in this study. None of the participants
recorded scores considered ‘low’ on the MMQ,
thus implying all of the couples that took part
were relatively satisfied with their relationship
which does not reflect the general population
(Hendriks et al., 1991). Furthermore, the small
sample size of nine results in a lack of confidence
for generalizing these findings and provides a
potential explanation for why no associations
were found between the associated variables and
relationship satisfaction in the second part of
study. However, the study does provide a founda-
tion for future studies to use.

Impact of relationships on transition

When focusing on factors that may affect the
relationship quality and satisfaction, it is also evi-
dent there is potentially a bi-directional relation-
ship between transition and the level of
relationship quality and satisfaction for trans-
gender individuals and their partners. In particu-
lar, studies have also looked at the impact of

relationship quality on transition for both the
transgender individual and their partner on an
individual level. Using relationship commitment
as their outcome measure for transgender rela-
tionships, Gamarel and colleagues (2019)
expanded on the findings from their 2014 study
and examined the associations between interper-
sonal stigma, psychological distress and relation-
ship commitment for transgender couples
(defined as one transgender individual and one
cisgender individual by the authors). Using an
adapted form of the Commitment subscale for
the Triangular Theory of Love Scale, the partici-
pants showed no difference in the reported level
of relationship commitment between transgender
individuals and partners. As the authors used an
adapted scale it is not possible to gauge the level
of commitment using the raw scores reported or
compare to other studies in order to assess the
relative level of relationship commitment for the
study sample. Additionally, couples showed rela-
tionship commitment can reduce the associations
between interpersonal stigma and psychological
distress. This finding was only significantly
shown for the transgender individual only, not
their partner, thus suggesting the impact of rela-
tionship commitment on an individual’s well-
being differs between transgender women and
their cisgender male partners.

Despite the methodological limitations and
gaps that are still in the literature, the overall
message of the above studies suggest transition
can negatively impact on relationship stability
and overall relationship quality and satisfaction.

Quadlitative findings

Using a qualitative methodology, researchers have
explored transgender romantic relationships fur-
ther and have expanded upon on the quantitative
findings within this area. Researchers have tended
to focus upon the quality and satisfaction of the
relationship either for the transgender individual
or for the partner and look at the experience as a
whole for each individual. In the only qualitative
study that researched couples together, Alegria
(2010) explored the relational dynamics that help
to sustain relationships for transgender women
and their cisgender female partners and thus



improve relationship quality and satisfaction. The
authors reported it can be very challenging for
couples to navigate feelings of uncertainty about
their relationship and their sexual identities in
addition to experiencing difficulties with making
decisions about transition and how they will pre-
sent in public spaces. In order to deal with these
challenges, and thus reduce the negative impact
onto their level of satisfaction with the relation-
ship, the couples described the importance of
communication, self-talk and forming strong per-
sonal networks. The couples explained these
maintenance activities helped buffer the negative
impact of the challenges, and thus help to
improve their overall satisfaction with the rela-
tionship. By researching the couple together and
seeing both sides of the relationship provides an
in-depth insight into the dynamics of the rela-
tionship and thus provides essential information
to the understanding of transgender relationships.
Furthermore, the relatively large sample size
(n=17 couples) for qualitative research ensured
a large amount of new information and under-
standing was gained. However, all of the couples
in the study had been together a relatively long-
time (over 3years) and all but one couple were
married. Study findings may be different for cou-
ples who have been together for shorter time or
are not married and therefore the findings cannot
be generalized to all relationships.

Transgender experiences

When looking at relationships solely for trans-
gender individuals, qualitative studies found a
range of factors associated with the quality and
satisfaction of relationships. Taking a sociological
approach Hines (2006) found emotional honesty
and to be an important part of the relationship
experience for transgender individuals. The par-
ticipants reported that often the intimate aspects
of the relationship ended but their caring and
closeness with each other continued which helped
maintain the quality and satisfaction within their
relationships. The case study methodology does
result in a lack of diversity within the study and
therefore the findings cannot be drawn wider.
However, the themes reported do provide a
unique and insightful insight into maintaining
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quality and satisfaction within
relationships.

Focusing on potential challenges affecting rela-
tionship quality for transgender individuals,
Iantaffi and Bockting (2011) carried out a large
mixed methods study in the USA. Within the
interview aspect of the study the participants dis-
cussedthe difficulties within their relationship
were predominantly due to heteronormative dis-
courses and binary constructs within society. The
participants’ perceived rigid gender role beliefs
subsequently had a negatively impact on their
own self-esteem, which in turn impacted on their
level of satisfaction with the relationship.
However, the findings must be used with caution
as while there was a large sample within Iantaffi
and Bockting’s study for the survey element,
there is a significant reduced number interviewed
and limited information available for these partic-
ipants. Therefore, it is difficult to apply these
findings to all transgender relationships.
Furthermore, the participants were recruited for
interview through self-referral which may evoke
selection bias.

Taking a broader approach and looking at the
overall experience of relationships for transgender
individuals, Platt and Bolland (2017) reported
similar findings to previous studies with partici-
pants discussing the challenges of disclosure and
the gender binary system within society.
However, as the authors took an open approach
to the research and looked at the relationship as
a whole, they found participants also discussed
the feeling of wanting to live an authentic life
and the importance of communication, com-
promise and work required within the relation-
ship. These relatively novel themes provide
information for the positives possible from the
relationship as well as how transgender individu-
als may be best supported with their relation-
ships, thus adding to the understanding of
relationship quality and satisfaction for trans-
gender individuals. The sample within this study
was diverse with 21 transgender women and 17
transgender men, however any differences within
the sample were not discussed within the study.
Furthermore, information regarding stage of tran-
sition and any treatment received for the partici-
pants was not provided. As there is strong

transgender
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evidence of improved social functioning following
social transition (Johansson et al., 2010; Murad
et al., 2010) it can be hypothesized romantic rela-
tionships  will change through transition.
Therefore, while it is assumed the findings from
Platt and Bolland’s study can relate to all stages
of transition due to the diversity in their sample,
this will need to be investigated further.

Partner experiences

In addition to looking at the quality and satisfac-
tion of relationships for transgender individuals,
recent studies have focused on partners and their
level of relationship quality satisfaction within
their relationship. These studies tend to take a
broad approach and look at the partner experi-
ence and the impact this experience has on the
level of quality and satisfaction.

Firstly, focusing on one particular aspect of the
experience for partners, several studies looked at
the impact of transition at an individual level.
Pfeffer (2008) found that within their sample of
five cisgender female partners of transgender
men, the participants reported their partner’s
transition often led to their own internal ques-
tioning around sexuality and identity and affected
their body image. While it is previously been
found that transgender individual’s body image
generally improves through the transition process
(Owen-Smith et al,, 2018) it is surprising the
partner body image can also be affected. This
may be due to the transition increasing the spot-
light on particular body parts. As their partner is
particularly dysphoric about certain parts of their
body, this may cause increased awareness for the
partners about their own body. A negative body
image has strong implications for psychosocial
adjustment and social functioning (Green &
Pritchard, 2003), and therefore the findings can
be used to show an association between being
partnered with a transgender individual and their
own, individual wellbeing. However, the study is
limited by its relatively small and non-diverse
sample and the direct focus of the study may
have resulted in essential information relating to
the quality and satisfaction of the relationship for
the partner being lost.

Internal questioning and exploration of iden-
tity was also found to be an important part of

the relationship experience for the participants in
Joslin-Roher and Wheeler (2009) study. One
main theme reported by the authors was the
impact of transition on the relationship itself.
Within this theme the participants discussed
many different aspects of the relationship that
were affected by their partners’ transition and
these all impacted on their own wellbeing and
their level of satisfaction within the relationship.
These aspects included understanding their own
sexuality and using external labels for their sexu-
ality, changes within sexual intimacy and support
and reactions form others. Gender roles were
also a major influencer on relationship quality
and satisfaction for partners and the participants
described often taking on a caretaking role which
they often found challenging.

Looking at the whole experience of being part-
nered with a transgender individual and the
impact this experience has on relationship quality
and satisfaction, Theron and Collier (2013)
explored relationships for cisgender partners of
transmen in South Africa. Similar to earlier part-
ner studies, participants described experiencing
their own transition by developing personally as
their partner transitions. The authors termed this
the ‘co-transitioning experience’. In an impressive
follow-up study, Platt and Bolland (2018) were
able to expand of Theron and Collier’s findings
and add more understanding to the ‘co-
transitioning experience’. The authors reported
similar themes and then added that the partici-
pants reported these aspects of the relationship
and the transition itself often lead to feelings of
loneliness and isolation which negatively influ-
encing their relationship satisfaction.
Additionally, the participants noted the import-
ance of communication to ensure a healthy rela-
tionship which in improved their
relationship quality and satisfaction. Furthermore,
similarly to many of the previous qualitative
studies reported, the participants noted the
changes within sexual intimacy due to the transi-
tion and this also impacted in their perception of
the relationship quality. This study is the most
diverse in terms of its sample out of all the part-
ner studies with all cisgender females, cisgender
males, transgender individuals and gender diverse
individuals partnered with transgender men,

turn



transgender women and gender-diverse individu-
als taking part. The differences and range of
experiences reported by the participants reflects
the diversity in the sample.

In summary, similarly to the quantitative find-
ings, the qualitative studies included in this
review generally report transition does impact on
relationship quality satisfaction. The study reports
generally transition poses challenges to both the
transgender individual and the partner which
negatively impacts on the level of relationship
quality and satisfaction. However, expanding on
this, the findings show there are maintenance
techniques such as communication and support
networks which individuals can use to buffer
against this impact, and help maintain and
potentially improve relationship quality and
satisfaction.

Discussion

The aim of this review was to critically and sys-
tematically review the available literature examin-
ing transgender romantic relationships in order
to understand the effect gender affirming transi-
tion has on the quality and satisfaction of rela-
tionships for transgender individuals and their
partners. Overall, the review found there is lim-
ited information on romantic relationships for
transgender individuals and their partners. In
particular there is a paucity of quantitative stud-
ies and all studies within this area lack a certain
level of methodological quality, therefore any
findings reported are difficult to generalize and
use within clinical settings. Furthermore, as soci-
ety continues to move forward and gender iden-
tity is becoming more fluid, it is imperative to
gain an understanding of all transgender relation-
ships through larger studies in order to under-
stand how to support individuals in the future.
The review found that the rate of relationships
for transgender individuals through transition is
currently unknown. It is reported 50% of rela-
tionships end for transgender men (Meier et al.,
2013) but there are no rates reported for trans-
gender women. However, studies have found
transgender men are more likely to be in a rela-
tionship than transgender women (Riggs et al.,
2015). It is hypothesized that this difference may
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be due to the higher level of stigmatization
within society reported by transgender women
(Baams et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2013), which
may prevent transgender women from beginning
romantic relationships due to the fear of disclos-
ure and reactions from potential partners.
Despite these gender differences, both trans-
gender men and transgender women have been
found to have significantly less sexual and
romantic experiences compared to cisgender
peers, despite appearing to fall in love at similar
rates (Bungener et al., 2017). These findings indi-
cate an association between transition and being
in a relationship and thus suggests gender affirm-
ing transition can have an impact on the level of
relationship quality and satisfaction, perhaps as
an additional consequence of the minority stress
experienced by  transgender  individuals
(Meyer, 2003).

The review also found both transgender indi-
viduals and their partners face a number of chal-
lenges within their relationships, all of which
affect relationship quality and satisfaction (e.g.,
Alegria, 2010; Platt & Bolland, 2017, 2018). These
difficulties include the challenges of disclosure,
society’s binary and heteronormative norms and
expectations, and internal questioning and nego-
tiation provoked by the transition (Iantaffi &
Bockting, 2011; Joslin-Roher & Wheeler, 2009).
Interestingly, it appears these challenges impact
on an individual level first by affecting personal
wellbeing and causing internal questioning, which
then impacts on the perceived level of quality
and satisfaction of the relationship. These find-
ings add to the understanding of transgender
relationships and emphasize the need for per-
sonal support for this population. Focusing on
the impact of societal norms and expectations on
the relationship, this particular finding adds to
the minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003), whereby
it appears transgender individuals and their part-
ners face extra pressure within their relationship
due to societal norms. As it is evidenced minority
stress can lead to increased psychological distress
(Hendricks & Testa, 2012) it is important for this
element of minority stress to be understood and
explored further in order to help decrease the
impact of the stressors in the future.
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Overall this review found there is an apparent
need for support for transgender individuals and
their partners for their romantic relationships.
This is due to the challenges reported within the
research studies and the positives impact relation-
ships can have on wellbeing that was also
reported (Meier et al., 2013). This support can be
provided by clinicians, community support
groups and those with personal relationships to
the individuals. On a clinical level, clinicians will
need to be aware of the possibility of transgender
individuals having less relationship and sexual
experiences than cisgender individuals. In particu-
lar, due to the high amount of younger people
attending gender clinics (Holt et al., 2016) it would
be beneficial for the clinicians to be aware many
transgender individuals will not have any relation-
ship or sexual experience prior to starting their
social or medical transition. Therefore, the
increased stress and anxiety that may be caused by
individuals negotiating their first relationship or
sexual experience must be taken into consideration
when working with service users. Furthermore,
clinicians working with younger service users must
be aware of the diversity younger transgender indi-
viduals may experience within their relationships.
As society becomes more fluid, it is important to
recognize the value of any relationship experience
an individual may have, for example, online or in
virtual form, even if not perceived as currently
conventional or heteronormative. Any experience
may affect their wellbeing and future relationships,
and this should not be overlooked.

Clinicians may also be able to help with main-
taining relationships through transition. This
review found emotional honesty and communica-
tion are important maintenance techniques
within relationships for transgender individuals
and their partners. These findings echo those
from cisgender studies, with those who report
higher levels of honesty in the relationship show
higher levels of trust, leading to feeling highly
satisfied with their relationship (Bello et al,
2008). Therefore, clinicians should aid couples in
increasing their communication and honesty
within the relationship. Focusing on the partner
experience, clinicians must remember transition
is not an individual process and all those
involved can go through their own transition

experience. It has been found by sharing similar
experiences with others and meeting others in
similar situations can help in other domains such
as mental health, carers (Fung & Chien, 2002;
Pistrang et al., 2008). With this in mind, clini-
cians should appropriately signpost partners to
community support groups to engage with other
partners with aim of trying to reduce the feelings
of isolation and loneliness currently reported by
partners. Communication with the community
and service users would also be beneficial to
ensure clinicians are aware of the best and most
effective support available and thus are able to
signpost in the most appropriate directions.
Based on the research findings showing relation-
ship quality and satisfaction can be impacted at
all stages of gender affirming transition, it is
imperative for clinicians to offer all of the afore-
mentioned support at all stages of transition.

On a more general level of support, the find-
ings from Meier and colleagues (2013) suggested
being in a relationship during transition can help
improve overall wellbeing for transgender indi-
viduals and thus show the importance of partner
support for improving transgender individuals’
wellbeing. These findings are particularly of note
for individuals who do not access medical treat-
ment as they show how a romantic partner can
help during social transition or when the trans-
gender individual is not able to access treatment
(i.e. due to long waiting lists). Furthermore, as it
appears couples do not use dyadic coping
through transition it is imperative for the partner
to have their own social support through transi-
tion while they are supporting their transgender
partner. Community groups and online forums
and websites would be able to facilitate this.

Despite the important findings gained from
the research studies, the review was limited by
the methodological quality of studies considered
within it. Firstly, due to cross-sectional designs in
quantitative studies and a lack of information
regarding the participants and convenience sam-
pling in qualitative studies it is difficult to
describe how relationships progress and how
relationship quality and satisfaction change (if at
all) through the transition. Disclosure and the
first conversations regarding gender identity are a
major part of transition and can have a major



impact on relationship quality and satisfaction
(Bethea & McCollum, 2013). Going through these
major events as a couple may be different to that
of couples who begin a relationship after the
transgender individual has undergone gender
affirmative medical treatment. Based on the stud-
ies included in this review it is currently not pos-
sible to determine if what has been reported in
the included studies can be expanded to include
all transgender individuals and relationship qual-
ity and satisfaction at all stages of transition.
Studies adopting a longitudinal study design are
required in order to understand relationships
throughout transition and thus be able to provide
the most effective support.

Furthermore, presumably due to the difficulties
of recruiting within this area, often studies over-
look certain demographics. In particular, there is
an evident lack of cisgender male or male identi-
fying participants in the partner studies. Due to
the possibility of gender differences for these
experiences (Riggs et al., 2015), it would be help-
ful for future research to include all demograph-
ics. This should also include all ages and
ethnicities too. It also must be noted despite the
main findings from many of the qualitative stud-
ies in this review reporting the difficulties of bin-
ary constructs, often the studies undertook the
research with a binary outlook assessing relation-
ships between a transgender relationship and a
cisgender partner (e.g., Alegria, 2010). While
these studies provide interesting and useful find-
ings, future research would benefit from taking a
more gender diverse approach and assessing all
relationship and dyad possibilities.

There is no validated measure used within the
quantitative studies and therefore it is not pos-
sible to determine the level of relationship quality
and satisfaction for transgender romantic rela-
tionships. It is also not possible to compare to
alternative data sets as the measures used are
often amended by the authors to fit their study
population. In order to improve the understand-
ing of transgender romantic relationships it is
imperative a measure is created and used exclu-
sively within this research area. Additionally, the
research area of romantic relationships generally
is broad and often a multi-faceted concept. While
interesting this does present some difficulties in
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research as often different aspects of relationships
are focused on within studies. For example,
although this review is examining the quality and
satisfaction of relationships, many of the studies
looked at other measures of relationships, such as
commitment and stability and linked these back
to quality and satisfaction. While the findings of
these studies are important in understanding
transgender relationships, it would be useful for
all further research to clearly define their research
focus and the outcome of the relationship they
will be assessing. This will help to bring all the
research in this area together and add to overall
understanding of transgender relationships.

In addition to the methodological limitations
for the included studies, the current systematic
review also has some limitations which should be
considered. This review excluded studies that
explored partner violence and sexual health.
While these can be major aspects of relationships,
due to the large number of studies within these
areas they warrant their own reviews. Therefore,
the findings from this review cannot be used to
describe or explain these areas of relationships.

In summary, this review found gender affirm-
ing transition can impact on the quality and sat-
isfaction of romantic relationships  for
transgender individuals and their partners. Both
transgender individuals and partners face a num-
ber of challenges within the relationship, but pos-
itives are possible from the relationship and
dissolution is not inevitable as may have been
previously perceived. Due to the additional chal-
lenges transgender individuals and their partners
may face, adequate support is required at both
personal, community and clinical level. There is
currently a paucity of research in this area and
the current studies lack methodological rigor.
Future research is essential to gain a further
understanding of transgender relationships and
the support required. It is hoped this review can
be used as a foundation for this future research.
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