Action for Access!

Stigma & Discrimination Hinder Access to Sexual Health Services
for Men & Transgender Women who have Sex with Men
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BACKGROUND

Illustrative Quotes: Stigma, Discrimination & Resiliency

Men & transgender women who have sex with
men (MTWSM) carry a disproportionately high HIV
burden

Viêt Nam
GAY, BI & OTHER MEN who HAVE SEX with MEN
Stigma

Despite an urgent need for sexual health services
(SHS), few studies have examined the structural
factors that impact access to SHS among MTWSM
in Vietnam & Kenya
Action for Access! is a community-lead study that
explores the relationships between social-structural
factors & access to SHS among MTWSM in Vietnam
& Kenya
This study explored the link between stigma/
discrimination and Access to Sexual Health
Services among MTWSM

METHODS
Qualitative individual in-depth interviews were
conducted between September 2017 & February
2018. 75 Interviews (Table 1.) were recorded,
transcribed & Vietnamese & Swahili interviews
were translated into English. The research team
developed a coding lexicon & coded interviews
after reaching 80% inter-rater reliability. For this
study, stigma & discrimination (S&D)- coded &
SHS-coded quotes were used to analyze patterns
of association between them.

Kenya

After examining my condition, the doctor told me: “Do you know the cause of HIV? it’s
homosexuality.”

After telling the nurse why I was there she ran out & called the rest to
come & look at me. I felt humiliated by the whole incident.

Education in medical & providers still view homosexual or transgender as sickness or disease
without considering we are whole human beings.

When I left the room, everyone looked at me & I heard one nurse
make comments like Huyu ni msenge (this one is gay). I felt so bad &
humiliated

Some of the health workers are still very scrutiny, staring, making strange expressions, asking
personal questions making uncomfortable, so next time shy to go to exam.

Discrimination

RESULTS

Doctors gave very brief check-up, their faces were stone cold as if they didn’t care how I was
feeling, they only cared about getting a sample for testing, the whole time I was sitting there
they didn’t bother to make a conversation, they just talked to others, & ignored me.

MSM & Transgender Women
who have Sex with Men by
Region
Vietnam

Kenya

When the male doctor received my registration form, in which I wrote that I’m homosexual,
he denied to test my blood immediately & explained: “We don’t accept your case since it’s
the rule.”

Resiliency

I choose to ignore what they say about me. There’s no point in arguing with those who don’t
understand me.
Regarding STIs, I prefer going to community organizations. They may not have expertise,
but they are already carefully trained, they have positive attitudes, friendlier than health care
workers. Because HIV counseling and testing services are quite simple and fast, information
is kept confidential, community-based supporters are friendlier than health care workers.
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Doctors inquire about very personal matters such as “Are you a man or a woman? Why you
have long hair, why you put on lipstick. It’s clear as day that these questions were not related
to my health care at all.
The students who intern here, point and talk behind our
back. Then they kept asking me how they should call me Mr. or Miss, they mean to tease me.

I always prefer going to MSM clinics or gay friendly clinics that provide
services specifically tailored for the gay community, for any medical
attention that is directly linked to my sexuality as a gay person.
With good education & a job I am free from all the family drama…
Then, I could afford a better life so I take education seriously. I also
encourage some of my friends to do the same. I feel that is the only
hope I have to survive in this world.

It’s like they are judging you for who you are [transgender], so you are
not feeling comfortable
My parent would always insult me, & would shame me saying “In our
family & tribe there were no such things [transgender], why are you
doing this. Such things happen on the coast.”

Discrimination

There are people who don’t show their attitudes openly but through their actions, gestures,
words I can see that they are trying to avoid & instead they ask someone else to replace
them to provide services & take direct care of me.

I was infected with an STI. While in the queue, I heard the doctors
starting to talk about me. When my turn came, I was told to wait
& they would attend to me later. Since then I have never gone to a
government clinic.

Resiliency

I used to visit all clinics around Dong Da & Thai Thinh area but the result was zero. So,
I texted a friend who also injects hormones. She introduced me to her place & advised
me to tell the staff that I had had injections before without any problem; it’s the only
way for them to agree to give me the injections. Like, I have used this before, & I give
them the instructions on how to administer the medication. Other clinics don’t agree
to do this.

I don’t know any organizations that offer services to Trans people. I just
get my information on the internet & friends.

I get health information from my friends & from the knowledge I gather from foreign
books, where they write about medications that transgenders in foreign countries
often use.

Since we are affiliated with an organization we could use awareness
forums for sensitization, to bring together members so that we teach
each other issues around health

The group is also my family, and everyone is very nice and help me a lot. Times when I was
very sad, thinking why parents do not accept and dismiss me,… I want to earn money for my
parents, but sometimes I feel desperate when they do not receive my money. But then, the
member of the group know that I’m desperate, they help me to feel better.desperate, they
help me to feel better.

We have created a WhatsApp group of members whom we connect
with & each member would even add someone they know so they
would benefit in that particular Whatsapp group, avenues where we
could meet other gay men & transpeople.

The more they tease me, the more they harass the more it helps me to be motivated to live
better. So I can show them that they are wrong.
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When they say Asalaam Aleikum, you are supposed to reply, Aleikum
Salam. Instead, they say Salam. Generally, Salam is for someone who
is not Muslim who has greeted you. Sometimes you have gone to pray,
& someone does not want to stand near you, they stay far. So when I
have to go to the mosque with my colleagues, I just go pray & go back
home.

In my previous relationship, we used to access services together, even
with regards to HIV testing & counselling we would walk together into
one room & access the services together.

Availability of Sexual Health Services was
deficient for MTWSM in both countries
All MTWSM reported experiences of sexual or
transgender-S&D generally and in health care
settings
Where Sexual Health services do exist, S&D
impeded access
S&D on the part of health providers often
resulted in abandoning access of SHS when
most needed, in favor of, for example:
1. self-care based on internet information or
advice from friends or pharmacists,
2. waiting until there was a crisis to seek
professional care, or
3. suffering through the indignities of the
health care systems because “it is all that is
available”, but not returning for follow-up
The principal respite noted was accessing SHS
from community-lead organizations
Social networks and community engagement
were critical sources of resiliency

CONCLUSIONS
Stigma & discrimination significantly impair
MTWSM’s access to sexual health services that
are critical for addressing HIV health disparities
in Vietnam & Kenya
LGBT-, Transgender- & MSM-led community
based organizations & networks (formal and
informal) ameliorate negative effects of S&D;
and provide enabling environments for sexual
health services
Strengthening community systems and
community-lead sexual health services is
essential for addressing the needs of MTWSM
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