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W
e are a group of localization professionals and members of the Culture  

Subcommittee within DEG: The Digital Entertainment Group’s Localization 

Committee within the Advanced Content  

Delivery Alliance (ACDA). Our focus is on enriching the understanding of 

cultural nuances in localization. This paper specifically addresses gender and gender expression in 

translations and casting for dubbing.

Gender in localization isn’t a new concept. What’s new is the conversation around charac-

ters, actors, and voices that challenge traditional expectations – those who don’t fit the idea that 

how a person looks should match how they sound, or the assumption about which pronoun or 

verb conjugation is used to describe them. This doesn’t make the topic new. It just means that as 

the industry evolves, so do we.

GENDER EXPRESSION 
IN LOCALIZATION:
Best Practices for Casting,  
Voice Matching, and Translation

INTRODUCTION 

Who we are, why we talk about gender, and the goals of this paper
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We’re not the first industry to experience this kind of shift. In the Restoration period, when 

King Charles II allowed women to perform on stage, audiences had to adjust to hearing Juliet’s 

lines spoken by a woman instead of a young boy. In the same way they adapted then, we’re 

adapting now as gender representation broadens in our field.

As an organization concerned with culture in localization, our aim is to provide best practices 

for handling these challenges. Focusing on gender is an opportunity to inform, empower, and 

encourage localization teams to produce localizations that prioritize context and content over 

sticking to old, historical habits.

Our goal is to provide the tools necessary to consistently deliver the most authentic perfor-

mances in the ever-changing landscape of human storytelling. We seek to raise awareness of 

the intricate factors affecting localization quality, going beyond simple translation mechanics to 

include the nuanced dynamics of casting. 

In this paper, we define key terms, identify issues, and provide guidelines that address both 

straightforward and complex topics, from correct pronoun usage to casting that reflects the orig-

inal work’s content and values. Our goal is to raise awareness of the intricate factors affecting 

localization quality, going beyond simple translation mechanics to include the nuanced dynam-

ics of casting.

This paper does not criticize or evaluate past practices through a modern lens. Instead, it 

seeks to share a collective experience in the form of best practices to help others provide the 

best-localized product. Our focus is on promoting awareness in dubbing, subtitling, translation, 

and adaptation, with particular attention to diversity, gender identity, and the respectful use of 

personal pronouns.

Focusing on gender is an opportunity to inform, empower, and  

encourage localization teams to produce localizations that prioritize  

context and content over sticking to old, historical habits.
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It is critical to ensure that translations respect 
the gender identity of the original perform-
ers and the intended gender identity in the 

content. 
Language may have limitations, as it has not 

evolved to accommodate non-binary pronouns 
in all languages. If a language does not cur-
rently support non-binary pronouns, translators 
should strive to avoid referring to the character 
in binary terms. When translating for a non-bi-
nary or gender-neutral person, refer to the DEG 
Non-Binary Pronoun and Conjugation Guide for 
the best current practices.

All performers and characters should always 
be referred to using their correct gender pro-
nouns. While this may seem obvious, gender 
diversity requires us to be very specific about 
the creative intent of the director, the intended 
character portrayal, and the gender identity of 

1: TRANSLATION AND ADAPTATION
	 FOR DUBBING OR SUBTITLING

All performers and characters 

should always be referred to using 

their correct gender pronouns.

the performer in the role. Men should be voiced 
by men, women by women. When working with 
non-binary characters, consult with your client 
and utilize voice matching, taking into consider-
ation gender and vocal range.

We recognize there may be territory sensitiv-
ities for some LGBTQIA+ content; translators 
should work to adapt for the territory restrictions 
without erasure of the intent or character.

https://www.degonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Non-Binary-Pronoun-and-Conjugation-Reference-Guide.pdf
https://www.degonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Non-Binary-Pronoun-and-Conjugation-Reference-Guide.pdf
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If in doubt, there are numerous resources 
available to you. As a best practice, asking the 
content owner directly is encouraged to ensure 
that the project’s creative intent expectations are 
met. Consulting the original content for context 
clues is another resource. The script will often 
reference character pronouns directly and can 
be used as a guide. Additionally, the client 
or creative teams that own the content should 

provide creative direction for the original intent. 
Also, IMDB has additional attributes, including 
pronouns. This may be available upon request. 

 Our findings indicate that this results in the 
most favorable and accurate translation/local-
ization.

General guidance is addressed in “How to 
Achieve Quality in Creative Dubbing” on DEG’s 
website.

IN ENGLISH, THIS IS A GENERAL GUIDE:
He/him/his 	 This is used by most masculine-presenting individuals, 
	 including cis and trans men.
	
She/her/hers 	 This is used by most feminine-presenting individuals, 
	 including cis and trans women.

They/them/their	 This pronoun is used by both masculine and feminine-presenting 
	 individuals, androgynous people, non-binary, 
	 and gender-expansive people. 

T he challenges of localization apply to 
gender in specific ways. For example, 
both the formality of the language and the 

character’s gender influence which pronouns are 
appropriate, as well as guide verb conjugations 
in gendered languages.

Maintaining creative intent is particularly diffi-
cult. What matters to the director? What matters 
to the audience? What seems obvious to one per-
son may be completely missed by another. Even 
word choices or the delivery of dialogue can be 
crucial to the storyline and need to be preserved 
in the localized version. Writers, actors, and di-
rectors often layer their work with meaning, where 
specific word choices or subtle gestures contribute 
to the narrative. Elements such as jokes, irony, 
idioms, word emphasis, expressions, gestures, 
and other creative choices must be considered in 
localization. For instance, using a gender-specific 
pronoun might be a deliberate statement by a 
character— a subtlety that could be lost without 
careful attention. Always ensure that the transla-
tion and adaptation remain as true to the original 
creative intent as possible.

2: CHALLENGES IN LOCALIZATION

Both the formality of the lan-

guage and the character’s  

gender influence which pronouns 

are appropriate.

One challenging example is the 2015 film 
The Danish Girl, in which cisgender actor Eddie 
Redmayne played the transgender artist Lili 
Elbe. In this specific case, casting a male voice 
actor for the localized version would have been 

https://www.degonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/DEG_Creative-Dubbing_WhitePaper-online.pdf
https://www.degonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/DEG_Creative-Dubbing_WhitePaper-online.pdf
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Open communication with content creators, actors, and translators 

is essential to ensure that artistic works are translated in the most culturally 

and creatively authentic way, free from explicit or implicit bias introduced 

during localization.

appropriate to reflect the original actor and the 
character’s journey. Had a trans woman been 
cast in the original, a female voice actor should 
have been used for the dubbing. However, as 
the industry evolves, it may become rare to see 
cis actors cast in trans roles.

Case studies like these are valuable, but 
real-world creative projects will continue to 
present nuanced challenges. Asking the right 
questions is key to finding the best solutions. 
When in doubt, always confirm with your client. 

Another challenge is evolving norms. What 
may be perceived as acceptable by most 

audiences today might be cringe-worthy as 
awareness of gender-related norms evolves. 
Authentic representations are the safest and most 
future-proof. 

We recognize that a challenge in casting is 
the small pool of voice actors in some regions. 
While the industry is aware of this issue and 
finding suitable tone and timbre matches for 
some voices can be difficult, continued develop-
ment of a talent pool for broad representation 
is always recommended. We will also explore 
technological solutions in the ML/AI Support 
section below. 

3: BIAS

I n localization, we must go beyond our person-
al experiences to find the best approach, which 
is challenging because we all have biases. A 

critical exercise for anyone in this field is to reflect 
on and evaluate the symbols, language, and 
word choices they use to represent a perfor-
mance, as these components speak volumes about 
who and what they represent. What may seem 
“aggressive” to some can be “passionate” to oth-
ers. This can make the difference between a hero 
and a villain—often influenced by the localizer’s 
bias, whether conscious or unconscious.

As our world continues to evolve in how it com-
municates and perceives others, we, as stewards 
of localization and representation, must implement 
procedures, guidelines, and best practices. Open 
communication with content creators, actors, and 
translators is essential to ensure that artistic works 
are translated in the most culturally and creatively 

authentic way, free from explicit or implicit bias 
introduced during localization. Awareness of bias 
is the first step in avoiding mistakes and ensuring 
accurate representation.
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4: DUB CASTING

M uch like translation, dub casting is critical to ensuring that gender expression 
is respected. Diversity in casting should be encouraged, and whether the 
actor is cisgender or transgender, the voice casting must match the gender 

identity of the original performer. If there is uncertainty about casting a male or female 
voice, consult your client for guidance. Tone and timbre should also be considered 
when casting. Previous bias of assigning vocal range to a gender should be avoided.

Note: Transgender Voices Can Be Distinctive.
There are various factors that can affect vocal nuances of transgender characters; 

some physical, some trained. This is one of those areas where audiences are becom-
ing increasingly sensitive.

There is a wide range of speech and voice therapy that can substantially alter a per-
son’s voice. Pitch, resonance, intonation, speech patterns, breathiness, and softness 
can all be modified. 

A person’s voice can be impacted by how long a given therapy has been in effect and 
the success of the therapy. When going for creative authenticity, these factors must be 
considered. These will ultimately affect the audiences’ acceptance of the casting choice. 

For non-binary actors or characters, if there is no explicit guidance regarding the 
gender of the voice actor, work with your client to ensure the tonal match is appropri-
ate for the original actor and the project’s intent.

This paper acknowledges that some regions may use exaggerated stereotypes when 
recording LGBTQIA+ characters. Best practices dictate following the original actor’s 
performance and the intent of the story, avoiding imposing stereotypes that do not 
reflect the original performance.

Exception: Your client may approve the use of women to voice children, as many 
countries have strict regulations regarding child actors. If the voice pitch is appropriate, 
this would be a client decision and is outside the scope of this paper’s focus.

T hese case studies illustrate localization decisions that impacted whether creative 
intent was achieved with audiences. 

In this section, we will review the evolution of casting trans actors through two 
case studies: Orange is the New Black (2013–2019) and Promising Young Woman 
(2020). 

We will also highlight an example of art imitating life, and casting best practices, in 
The Umbrella Academy (2019–2024).

Diversity in casting 

should be  

encouraged, and 

whether the actor  

is cisgender or 

transgender, the 

voice casting  

must match the  

gender identity  

of the original  

performer.

5: CASE STUDIES
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With the rise of 

social media,  

audiences now 

have platforms to 

voice their opinions, 

holding the  

entertainment  

industry  

accountable for 

accurate  

representation.

ORANGE IS THE NEW BLACK (2013–2019)

This scripted series follows the lives of women in prison, including the actress 
Laverne Cox, a transgender woman. Throughout the series, male voice actors were 
used to dub Laverne’s voice in multiple countries.

PROMISING YOUNG WOMAN (2020)

Laverne Cox co-starred in this feature film and some territories chose to cast male 
voice actors following the precedent set with Orange is the New Black. When the 
trailer was released in Italy, viewers heard Laverne Cox voiced by a cisgender male 
actor with a masculine tone. This actor had previously dubbed traditionally male 
roles, including Megamind, Gaston (Beauty and the Beast), and Ebenezer Scrooge (A 

Christmas Carol ). Despite a known trans woman 
voice actor having previously dubbed Laverne 
Cox in a documentary project, she was not audi-
tioned for this role.

Italian viewers, frustrated by the casting choice, 
expressed their concerns on social media (see 
Vanity Fair article under “Further Reading”). 
The film’s distributing studio took notice, issued 
an apology, and fully re-dubbed Laverne Cox’s 
character with a female voice actor. This incident 
illustrates the rapid evolution of audience expec-
tations for accurate representation, as seen within 
the span of just one year between the series finale 
of Orange is the New Black and the feature film 
Promising Young Woman. 

With the rise of social media, audiences now 
have platforms to voice their opinions, holding the 
entertainment industry accountable for accurate 
representation. Social media’s popularity allows 

frustrations to be amplified, quickly reaching millions and putting casting choices 
under heightened scrutiny.

UMBRELLA ACADEMY (2019–2024)

This scripted series co-stars Elliot Page, a transgender male actor. Elliot portrayed the 
character Vanya Hargreeves, a woman, in Seasons 1 and 2, before transitioning to 
male during the two-year gap between seasons. In Season 3, Episode 1, the charac-
ter was reintroduced as Victor Hargreeves, a man.

In Seasons 1 and 2, Vanya Hargreeves was dubbed by female voice actors in all 
languages. Beginning in Season 3, all voice actors for Victor were recast with male 
voice actors to align with both the performers’ and the character’s correct gender. This 
is an example of an appropriate time to recast a voice actor to reflect the gender of 
the actor and character, rather than continuing with the original voice actor.
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6: USES CASES

A s a part of the Culture Subcommittee 
research, filmmaker Kacy Boccumini 
provided a short film, Musings, to use as a 

best practice case study for translating and dubbing 
non-binary and transgender actors and characters. 

MUSINGS (DUBBING)

The technology created by Deepdub, in coop-
eration with the non-binary glossary, was utilized 
to translate the short film into Spanish, using the 
unique voice of Kacy, a trans man, as a reference 
to generate an AI representation of that voice in 
the target language. 

This allows the specific tone and timbre of 
Kacy’s voice to come through in other languages 
while also maintaining the uniqueness of his per-
formance. More can be found on this Use Case in 
the AI/ML section below.

A commercial example of the evolution of dub-
bing is Bob’s Burgers.

BOB’S BURGERS (DUBBING)

TV Show Bob’s Burgers had a character named 
Marshmallow, a Black trans woman sex worker. 
Marshmallow was previously voiced by David 
Herman until 2020. The show replaced Herman 
with model and organizer Jari Jones, and the fans 
responded in a major way. 

Many fans gravitated towards her in Season 15, 
and Marshmallow’s stellar heartfelt performance 
of the 1970s Alessi Brothers classic “Seabird,” 
stole the hearts of many. This musical performance 
would not have been possible without updating 
the voice actor. Jones adds, “With this episode, 
we are getting a beautiful prequel to her story. 
I think up until now, Marshmallow has been a 
mystery, and now they’ve humanized her.”

Since the replacement of the original voice actor 
with a more authentic representation, fans have 
responded. It has garnered significant attention 
on TikTok. For instance, a video by user @bob-
scredits discussing the character’s update received 
approximately 148,900 likes and 765 com-
ments. Additionally, Jari Jones’s own TikTok video 
addressing the Bob’s Burgers community amassed 
around 101,300 likes and 2,660 comments. 

These figures indicate a substantial engagement 

with the recasting of a trans voice actor, reflecting 
the audience’s interest and support for authentic 
representation. While comprehensive statistics 
across all TikTok content related to this topic aren’t 
readily available, the provided examples highlight 
the significant impact and discussion generated by 
this casting decision.

The recasting of Marshmallow in Bob’s Burgers 
has been covered by several media outlets: 

• Screen Rant: Discussed the significance of 
casting Jari Jones, a Black trans actress, as 
Marshmallow, emphasizing the importance 
of authentic representation. 

• PopCulture.com: Highlighted Jari Jones’s 
debut as Marshmallow in the episode “Hope 
N’ Mic Night,” noting her background as an 
Afro-Filipina transgender actress and model. 

Since the replacement of the 

original voice actor with a more 

authentic representation, fans have 

responded.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nCA4XuG2whQ
https://screenrant.com/bobs-burgers-marshmallow-recasting-explained/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://popculture.com/tv-shows/news/bobs-burgers-recasts-beloved-character-jari-jones-now-voices-marshmallow/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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• Collider: Praised the recasting as a corrective 
measure, introducing viewers to Jari Jones’s 
voice and underscoring the show’s commitment 
to inclusivity. 

• Distractify: Provided insights into Jari Jones’s 
career and her journey to voicing Marshmallow, 
including her historic achievements in modeling 
and acting. 

These articles collectively underscore the cultural 
impact and significance of recasting Marshmal-
low with a trans voice actor, reflecting a broader 
commitment to authentic representation in media.

For additional reference, below are examples of 
casting best practices:

• Mike Tyson - The Hangover; as himself. 
Cisgender man, cisgender role. Cast a male 

voice actor.
• Kathleen Turner - Romancing the Stone; as 

Joan Wilder. Cisgender female, female role. 
Cast a female voice actor.

• Elliot Page - The Umbrella Academy; as Viktor 
Hargreeves. Transgender man, male role, cast 
a male voice actor.

• Laverne Cox - Promising Young Woman; as 
Gail. Transgender woman. Female role. Cast 
a female voice actor.

• Janelle Monae - Hidden Figures; as Mary 
Jackson. Non-binary actor. Female role. Cast 
a female voice actor. 

• Asia Kate Dillon - Billions; as Taylor Mason. 
Non-binary actor. Non-binary character. 
Consult with client.

7: ML/AI SUPPORT

A s Hollywood continues to diversify its 
storytellers and storytelling, our industry 
will continue to meet that diversification in 

the dubbing studio. Gender identity, specifically 
trans, non-binary, and gender non-conforming 
performers, offer a unique opportunity to approach 
dubbing in a new light. 

Historically, dubbing gender-divergent voices, 
meaning a vocal performance that is different 
than the “perceived normal” timber, tone, or pitch 
of the gender of the performer, has led to some 
dubbing choices that, while in accordance with 
standards and practices at the time, were not in 
alignment with the gender identity of the perform-
er. As we have seen in the Orange is the New 
Black example, the focus was on matching the 
voice only, without consideration for the person 
voicing. 

We have an opportunity to shift that focus, to 
allow for dubbing best practices that consider the 
complexity of the original source content, the actor 
and performance, and the intended representation 
of the performance specific to gender-divergent 
voices. 

Our use case, Musings, illustrates how 
technology can be effective at preserving the 
unique performances of trans and non-binary 
actors in a piece, enabling the essence of the 
performer to carry through to the localization of 
the content. 

We chose this piece for a few reasons.
1) The material was professional, polished and 

represents a realistic sample of produced work.
2) The material was obtained for free, with per-

mission granted to use as a proof of concept.

3) The performers in the piece are gender diverse, 
and dubbing includes representations of both 
vocal-typical and vocal-divergent ranges. 

The hypothesis was simple: AI tools and tech-
nology enable us to recreate a gender-divergent 
voice that provides non-English speaking audiences 
the same experience of the performance. 

The company Deepdub volunteered its in-house 
developed tool, Deepdub GO, to create a sample 
dub that would illustrate the possibilities offered 
by its technology. Deepdub GO utilized the 
original English content to create an AI generated 
representation of Kacy’s voice, utilizing his voice 
to speak in other translated languages. 

AI tools and technology enable 

us to recreate a gender-divergent 

voice that provides non-English 

speaking audiences the same  

experience of the performance.

See the Musings Use Case showcasing  
DeepdubGo here.

https://collider.com/bobs-burgers-marshmallow-voice-actor-recast/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.distractify.com/p/marshmallow-bobs-burgers-new-voice?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://youtu.be/n1OWrEWsJ6M
https://youtu.be/n1OWrEWsJ6M
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8: FINAL THOUGHTS

T he goal of any localization effort is to make 
choices that translate as much of the original 
meaning of the performance as possible. 

If the text calls for the character to be someone 
masculine-presenting, with a deep bellowing voice, 
then it makes sense to re-create that in the dub 
as much as possible. Same with an old-sounding 
voice. Or a young-sounding voice. 

When it comes to gender identity, men (both cis and 
trans) and women (cis and trans) should be voiced by 
people with that same gender identity. Women should 
voice women. Men should voice men. 

For children, given the pitch of the voice, this is not 
as strictly defined. We defer to the best judgment of 
the localization team to match the vocal performance 
with the best vocal actor for any actor 12 or younger. 

If a character is identified as non-binary, the vocal 
performance should match the voice as much as pos-
sible. Ideally, a non-binary or gender-expansive voice 
actor can be procured. In certain countries where this 
is not possible, then the basic tenets of voice matching 
should be employed. Here is where we see where 
technology as a support tool could be effective when 
working on projects with specific vocal needs.

If in doubt regarding casting, confirm with your 
client. Provide voice options and tests before full 
recordings, where time permits. Never require or 
request voice actors to disclose if they identify as 
LGBTQIA+.

DUBBING & CASTING

When it comes to gender 

identity, men (both cis and trans) 

and women (cis and trans) should 

be voiced by people with that same 

gender identity.

TRANSLATION

Translating art through culture and lan-
guage–whether through subtitles, captions, 
Subtitles for the Deaf & Hard of Hearing 

(SDH) files, dubbing, or audio descriptive 
tracks—requires a deep understanding of 
both the target audience and the cultural and 
historical context of the source content. We must 
expand our knowledge and guidelines in these 
areas while delivering on time, within budget, 
and in accordance with union quality standards, 
all while respecting the creative integrity of the 
filmmakers, while bearing in mind the legal and 
cultural sensitivities of each country. The ability to 
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apply everything in this paper may possibly be 
impacted by local laws and cultural openness, or 
lack thereof.

If the character is intended to be non-binary, 
and the point of the text is to articulate the 
expansion of gender and a plural identity, then 
using the corresponding personal pronouns and 
verb conjugations (where possible given the 
available linguistic principals of the language) 
should be employed. 

In the cases of language translation where that 
is not an option, ask the client how they prefer 
that character to be identified. 

In closing, while we are not content creators, 
we must take responsibility as localization 
experts, for our choices that do affect (and can 
sometimes alter) the original intent of the content 
we translate. This paper is meant to give you the 
best practices to ensure we are doing the work 
of translating only.

9: FURTHER READING

• Vanity Fair: Eddie Redmayne Says Starring in The Danish Girl “Was a Mistake”
• Variety: Universal Pictures International Apologizes to Laverne Cox Over ‘Promising Young 

Woman’ Dubbing
• Rolling Stone: Here’s How ‘The Umbrella Academy’ Handled Elliot Page’s Transition — and Why 

It Was the Right Call
• People: Elliot Page Reflects on Transformative Experience on The Umbrella Academy After Com-

ing Out: ‘Everything Feels So Much Better’

This paper was authored by the Culture Subcommittee within 
the Advanced Content Delivery Alliance (ACDA) Localization 
Committee of DEG. 

The ACDA seeks to create opportunities for the industry to 
collaboratively explore ways to improve its content delivery infra-
structure, in service of workflow efficiencies, cost savings, and ultimately, better quality content and 
consumer experience, at a time when the global volume of content created is growing rapidly.

The Localization Committee works on best practices to provide consumers with high-quality enter-
tainment in their native language and cultural context and add value to key elements of the localiza-
tion strategy, beginning with a standard definition of quality. 

DEG thanks the authors of this paper, and the commitee members who contributed.
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