
Access to Medical and Mental Health Services Across the HIV Care
Continuum Among Young Transgender Women: A Qualitative Study

Date:

Jul 2017
Visit Article

PURPOSE: (1) To describe psychosocial, medical, and mental health outcomes of young transgender women
(YTW) living with or at risk for HIV infection and (2) to explore barriers and facilitators to medical and mental
health services across the HIV care continuum.

METHODS: We conducted a cross-sectional observational study of YTW aged 16–24 years who were at risk
for contracting or living with HIV. Participants were recruited from an adolescent HIV clinic and local community-
based organizations that serve YTW. The single study visit included: a computer-assisted self-interview of
demographics, medical and mental health measures, a qualitative semi-structured interview, optional rapid HIV
testing for HIV-negative/status-unknown participants, and a chart review to determine rates of antiretroviral
therapy (ART) prescription and viral suppression among HIV+ participants. Descriptive statistics were used for
quantitative data, and a modified-grounded theory approach was used for qualitative analysis.

RESULTS: Participants (n=25) had a mean age of 21.2 years; the majority were non-white (76%), had less than
a college education (76%), were unemployed (52%), and had an income <$12,000/year (80%). More than one-
third were unstably housed (36%) and uninsured (36%), and 28% reported having transactional sex. A majority
had taken gender-affirming hormones (72%), but 17% obtained them from a source other than their doctor.
Among HIV+ participants (n=8), 50% were prescribed ART and all four participants achieved viral suppression.
Qualitative themes included lack of respect for or misunderstanding of gender identity, mismatch of mental
health needs with available provider skills, challenges in finding HIV prevention services during adolescence or
when transitioning to adult care, and importance of workforce diversity, including representation of transgender
women in care teams.

CONCLUSION: This study identified significant unmet mental health needs and several barriers and facilitators
to engaging in healthcare for YTW across the HIV care continuum. Our data suggest an urgent need for
provider competency training in gender-affirming care and integration of appropriate mental health and gender-
affirming treatment with HIV prevention and treatment services for this population.
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