How do I know if
puberty is starting?

Trans youth and puberty
For trans youth, the onset of puberty can be a dreaded milestone in
their life. Puberty brings about often unwanted body changes that will
eventually be irreversible: chest development, voice changes, facial
hair, periods, genital enlargement, changes in body shape, hips, height,
hands and feet.

When will puberty start?
The trouble is that while some things in life have a certain date Christmas, the beginning of term, Grandma’s 80th birthday - the date
that puberty will start is completely unknown and varies from person
to person. To make matters worse, it can come and go so, one day you
think it might have started and the next day, the signs appear to have
stopped, leading to a great deal of frustration.

How does puberty start?
Puberty officially starts when the hormone signals from the brain are
sent down to the ovaries and testicles to tell them to start producing
oestrogen or testosterone. These sex hormones then cause the body
changes which charcterise puberty and adult development.

I have some pubic hair, is this puberty?
A couple of years before puberty (menarche) starts, a small gland next
to the kidney, the adrenal gland, also goes through some maturation
changes and produces some hormones which are similar to the sex
hormones. These can cause some changes that look just like the start of
puberty - sweaty body odour, facial hair, pubic hair, armpit hair, oily skin
and spots. This ‘adrenarche’ isn’t puberty, it is just a sign that puberty
will begin in the next year or so.

So how do I know if puberty has started?
This can all be very confusing and a source of much stress, especially
for gender variant youth who might be worried about the effects of
puberty. In reality, while the adrenarche can make mums, dads and
children think that puberty is starting, it may still be a few years away.
So how do you know if puberty has started?

Can I test for puberty?
We can measure several things that will tell us whether puberty
has officially started or not. We can do a blood test to measure the
hormones that are the signals from the brain to the testicles and ovaries
(FSH and LH) and we can also test for the hormones that the ovaries
and testicles produce (oestrogen and testosterone). These can be done
by your doctor or privately, through GenderGP.

I have started puberty, am I too late to
stop it?
Some young trans people worry that if their puberty is allowed to start
then there will be no going back, and their body will be changed forever.
However, we must remember that puberty starts and develops slowly
and you have time. If puberty is a source of dysphoria, puberty blockers
can help by pressing pause on development of the secondary sex
characteristics.

Can I have puberty blockers before
puberty starts?
Puberty blockers can provide enormous relief for trans youth suffering
with dysphoria as they stop the body changes associated with their birth
assigned gender. They also allow space and time to think and get ready
for the hormones that will change their body in line with their gender
identity. Current consensus is that they should be introduced once
puberty has started, rather than before puberty has happened.

Do I have to take a test for puberty to
start blockers?
No. Doctors use a system called ‘Tanner staging’ to decide whether
someone has started puberty. So if you have clear signs of puberty
according to the Tanner stages, then you don’t need a blood test to
confirm puberty and to be able to start blockers. A good description of
the Tanner stages is given on the NHS website here.
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