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Introduction

Trans women lack visibility and support in Nigerian society. They are often
subjected to physical and verbal abuse based on gender. Intolerance perpe-
trated against trans women in Nigeria is based on many factors, such as re-
ligion, culture, legal structures, and political climate. Trans women are not
accepted in religious and cultural circles. Most religious groups in Nigeria
perceive trans women as an aberration. Furthermore, there are no legal struc-
tures in place which protect the rights and existence of trans women. Political
discourse in Nigeria is silent about issues relating to trans women. This sit-
uation breeds intolerance and violence against trans women. Despite these
challenges, trans women still exist and continue surviving in Nigerian soci-
ety.

All of the above factors, present barriers for trans women in accessing
Nigerian health services. This paper aims to investigate how trans women
in Nigeria deal with the challenges of their situation and consequently, the
extent to which they can access healthcare.

Section I presents an overview of the context of healthcare provision in
Nigeria. Section II outlines the state of existing knowledge about the deter-
minants of access to healthcare for trans women in North Central Nigeria.
Section III describes the method and findings of the present study. Finally,
conclusions and recommendations for future work in this important area are
presented.
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Section | - the Context of Healthcare Provision in Nigeria

Nigeria is made up of 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja
which are grouped into six geo-political zones: North East; North West; North
Central; South East; South West and South Kombo. The states which comprise
the North Central are: Niger, Kogi, Benue, Plateau, Nassarawa, Kwara and the
FCT, Abuja. There are various estimates concerning the population of Nige-
ria. This is because the last population census was held in 2006 and estimates
rely on yearly population growth rate projections. The World Bank (2018) es-
timates the population of Nigeria to be 195,874,740 people. The Department
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, DFAT (2018) finds that there is poor access to
healthcare in Nigeria, because demand for public healthcare exceeds supply.
Apart from inadequate access to healthcare, the quality of medical service is
insufficient. Most Nigerians are unable to afford healthcare. According to The
Economist Intelligence Unit (2017), the country is among the five lowest per-
forming countries in the area of equity of access to healthcare. The five lowest
performing countries in regard are as follows: Nigeria, Democratic Republic
of Congo, Cambodia, Ethiopia and Bangladesh. Each of these countries are
populous and economically disadvantaged.

In Nigeria, health services are provided by the government (federal, state,
and local); non-governmental organizations; religious organizations; com-
munities and private individuals. Irrespective of the various health service
providers, user fees (i.e., immediate cash payment required to access health-
care services) are required from patients to access healthcare services. The
percentage of patients who have healthcare insurance is negligible.

Section Il - Background to the Study

The healthcare needs of trans women are diverse. They include general health-
care, gender affirming hormone therapy and surgical procedures, as well as
psycho-social support. In addition, trans women require regular screening
for sexually transmitted infections (STI) and HIV. UNAIDS (2014) estimates
that 19% of trans women globally are living with HIV and chances are 49 times
higher for trans women to acquire HIV than other adults of reproductive age.
Due to this fact, sexual health clinics which focus on key populations in re-
sponse to the HIV epidemic in Nigeria, often provide services to trans women.
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Most of these clinics are trans-friendly and provide treatment for STIs and
HIV. However, they do not cover other health needs of trans women.

Several factors determine whether trans women in North Central Nigeria
have access to healthcare. They will be explained in this section.

Family Ties and Support

The level of support which trans women in central Nigeria receive from their
families vary. In general, trans women are more likely to be supported if their
families have higher literacy, greater exposure to information and enlightened
social networks, live in an urban area, are of higher socio-economic status,
and/or are non-religious.' Trans women who have greater support from their
families generally have better access to healthcare than those who face hos-
tility and ostracism from their families. Rider et al. (2018) as well as Gower et
al. (2017) agree that when families are supportive, patients are protected from
discrimination by other people. These patients are protected psychologically
because they have family members to turn to when they face discrimination
and other forms of maltreatment. By contrast, rejection from family is di-
rectly and indirectly detrimental to health.

Level of Education

The level of education that trans women in Nigeria have attained is a signif-
icant determinant of access to healthcare. Trans women who have achieved,
for example, a bachelor’s degree (or beyond), are likely to have better knowl-
edge about healthcare procedures that are available to them. This subset of
trans women better understand the benefits, dangers and intricacies of trans
affirming healthcare. Furthermore, they are information-seeking, and this of-
ten translates to better health outcomes. The opposite is the case when levels
of education are low.

Exposure

Urbanization and travel lead to interaction with like-minded people and expe-
rience-sharing. This facilitates exposure to trans community, information and
support, and increase health seeking behavior among trans women. Latunji
and Akinyemi (2018) define health seeking behavior as steps taken by individ-
uals in search of a solution to health problems. Individuals with low health

1 Some Christian groups in Nigeria accept trans women more than others.
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seeking behavior are more likely to turn to alternative methods, such as self-
medication, traditional healers, and patent medicine vendors?®.

Trans women who are exposed to a broader trans community and re-
sources are more likely to seek healthcare beyond services available in Nige-
ria. Closely related to this phenomenon is the awareness created when trans
women are exposed to media, especially the internet and social media. The
ability to connect and share information with other trans women has signif-
icant implications on accessing healthcare in North Central Nigeria. While
health services physically located in Nigeria are often unable to cater to the
needs of trans women, if their financial situation allows them, trans women
can access some health services over the internet. Online consultations, medi-
cation online orders and bookings for medical ‘tourisny can all be found in the
digital space. The community of trans women in Nigeria is divided between
those who are exposed to additional information and access, and those who
are not, with the former experiencing generally better health outcomes.

Income Distribution

Income distribution is an important determinant of access to healthcare
among trans women in North Central Nigeria. Trans women who have a
means of livelihood have better access to healthcare because they can afford
to pay for healthcare services when necessary. On the other hand, trans
women who do not have viable revenue streams have difficulties in accessing
healthcare. With the lack of health insurance for many people in Nigeria,
personal income is vital for accessing healthcare. The higher the income of a
trans women is, the easier it is to pay for medical services out of pocket.

The World Bank (2015) notes that out of pocket spending accounts for sig-
nificant expenditure on healthcare in Nigeria, where the public sector spends
less than or around 1% of GDP on healthcare. Meanwhile, the World Health
Organization (2014) estimates that health accounted for only 8% of budgetary
spending in Nigeria. Low overall spending on health services has the addi-
tional effect of driving prices for health services up, in contrast to countries
with systems of universal health insurance.

2 In Nigeria, Patent Medicine Vendors are government approved shops which sell
medicines to members of the public often without prescriptions.
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Quality and Quantity of Healthcare

Trans women's perceptions about the quality of healthcare available also affect
the possibilities of access. Negative perceptions of the healthcare system are
rife, and well founded. Most health services do not address the needs of trans
women with regard to hormonal treatments, sexually transmitted infections,
cosmetic procedures, gender affirmation surgeries, etc. Due to a significant
lack of these services in the Nigerian healthcare system, trans women often
resort to self-medication, with advice from other trans women within their
social circles. Trans women with low economic resources turn to alternative
medicine (i.e., traditional medicine) and untrained personnel. Often these
untrained personnel pretend to be medical professionals for the treatment of
sexually transmitted infections, like chlamydia, gonorrhea, syphilis, genital
warts, etc. Also, some health facilities pose significant risk to patients due to
unsafe practices. Alsulami, Conroy and Choonara (2013: 995-1008) state that
unsafe care is characterized by wrong prescriptions, over-dosage and poor
hospital hygiene, which often results in the death and disability of patients.
Perceived notions of unsafe care circulating in social networks among trans
women in decrease these women's willingness to access the available care.
They avoid these health facilities and instead attempt to refer themselves to
facilities which they perceive as safe and efficient.

Lack of Expertise in Trans Medicine

Trans women are not officially recognized in Nigerian society. Additionally,
most medical professionals lack the medical expertise to treat the health needs
of trans women. One of these needs is the prescription of gender affirming
hormone therapy. Since few medical professionals in Nigeria are competent
or willing to provide this kind of care, many trans women rely on the experi-
ences of other community members and engage in self-medication. Nigeria
does not have a strict system of medical prescriptions; therefore, patients are
able to purchase medicine over the counter without a prescription. Self-medi-
cation occurs when trans women treat medical conditions on their own, with-
out the supervision of a health professionals. The practice of medically unsu-
pervised self-medication may lead to undesired outcomes. Sanchez, Sanchez
and Danoff (2009) reiterate that doctors’ lack of expertise in trans medicine
is a major impediment to healthcare access. Trans women are rightfully hes-
itant to consult a doctor who may not understand their issues due to lack of
expertise. Unger (2015) as well as Vance, Halpern-Felsher and Rosenthal (2015)
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assert that expertise in trans medicine is lacking because it is not taught in
conventional medical curricula. These factors make practitioners in general
medicine ignorant when it comes to diagnosis and treatment of health condi-
tions faced by trans women. Furthermore, Vance, Halpern-Felsher and Rosen-
thal (2015) add that most doctors are unable or unwilling to undertake trans
specific procedures such as implants (breast, buttock and cheek), and they are
unlikely to understand that trans women face a higher risk of cardiovascular
diseases, cancer, depression/anxiety and alcohol/substance use. All of these
factors mean that trans women are less willing to consult with doctors re-
garding their health needs, and when they do, the quality of care that they
receive is low.

Attitude of Health Professionals in Nigeria

The attitude of health professionals in Nigerian hospitals also determines the
access to healthcare for trans women. Unfortunately, Nigeria does not have
legislation which protect trans women from discrimination perpetrated by
doctors, nurses, ward attendants and other healthcare professionals. Owing
to this, trans women in central Nigeria report unsavory practices from health-
care professionals such as: physical and verbal abuse, extra waiting times, im-
proper/refusal of care, invasion of privacy, verbal abuse, etc. These health pro-
fessionals include: doctors, nurses, lab technicians, para-medical staff, ward
attendants, etc. When health professionals in Nigerian hospitals do not treat
trans women with respect, trans women are unlikely to use such health ser-
vices in the future.

Given this discriminatory environment in medical settings, community
friendly clinics (i.e., community friendly drop-in centers and One Stop Shops,
08S) are on the rise in Nigeria. However, these friendly services are restricted
to STI and HIV treatment. When they need other medical care, trans women
must turn to general medical services and they are again exposed to discrim-
ination.

Criminalization

According to Carroll and Mendos (2017), Nigeria is among the 57 countries
of the world where it is a crime to be trans. Significant numbers of trans
women in Nigeria are afraid of coming out to receive healthcare because they
can be charged with impersonation by the police, which is a criminal offence
in Nigeria (Carroll and Mendos, 2017). Makofane et al. (2012) establish a rela-
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tionship between criminalization of trans women and the upward incidence
of HIV among this key population. They conclude that decriminalizing trans
identity will improve acceptance in society, increase access to healthcare and
address the health risks associated with spread of HIV within this community.
Governments of countries where being trans is criminalized need to emulate
other progressive nations where trans people are legal and accepted. This is a
vital precondition for improving the health of the trans community.

The Role of Traditional Medicine

Alongside Western medicine, traditional medicine is widely practiced in Nige-
ria. In comparison to orthodox (mainstream) medicine, traditional medicine
is relatively affordable, within reach and locally available. Skills and resources
(i.e., roots, seeds, herbs, potions, etc.,) are passed on from one generation to
another and practitioners are found in many communities around Nigeria.
The World Health Organization refers to traditional medicine as Traditional,
Complementary and Alternative Medicine (TCAM)>.

The medicines in TCAM are often herbal and unique to communities and
ethnic groups all over Nigeria. Apart from the use of herbs, Adinma, Azuike
and Okafor-Udah (2015) note that some TCAM approaches in Nigeria incor-
porate faith-based methods with the use of spirituality and prayer. The cost
of TCAM is relative to the ailment being treated and the practitioners provid-
ing the service. Notions of the efficacy and cost effectiveness of TCAM fuel its
popularity among some trans women. Thus, some trans women prefer TCAM
over mainstream healthcare. While this is not inherently problematic, in some
cases accessing TCAM can reduce propensity to access mainstream medicine.
This has implications, for example, for the spread of HIV, because patients
who are not accessing mainstream HIV medications are more likely to have
detectable viral loads and spread HIV to others (Elsinger, Dieffenbach and
Fauci (2019).

3 In Nigeria, TCAM are indigenous healthcare practices which exist outside the main-
stream health system.
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Section lll - the Present Study

Purpose of the Study

This study aimed to further investigate the above-identified determinants of
access to healthcare among trans women in North Central Nigeria. Partic-
ipants were asked about their level of education and type of employment,
their degree of exposure to information on trans health issues, whether they
had health insurance or paid out of pocket for healthcare, the extent of family
support and whether families were involved in paying for healthcare. In this
way, the study identified whether trans women in North Central Nigeria had
access to mainstream healthcare and investigated reasons why or why not. For
those who did not have access to mainstream healthcare, the study identified
the alternatives that they turned to and why.

Method

The study employed a survey (qualitative and quantitative) which used an
open-ended questionnaire to enable respondents express themselves freely
without the restriction of close ended questions. Copies of the questionnaire
were administered to trans women in North Central Nigeria with the use of
research assistants. The studied population was trans women in the follow-
ing states (i.e., regions) of North Central Nigeria: Plateau, Benue, Niger, Nas-
sarawa, Kwara, Kogi, and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT) Abuja. These five
states were selected for the study due to the presence of community friendly
(i.e., trusted) health centers in these areas, which provide HIV and STI ser-
vices to trans women. The research assistants were indigenous to the study
locations. They were ethnically competent and understood the terrain. In each
of these locations, one research assistant facilitated data collection, while in
Abuja, there were two research assistants assigned to this task due to the size
of the city. Data collection was anonymous due to legal restrictions and the
respondents were assured of confidentiality. Toward the end, identifiers such
as names, addresses and telephone numbers of the respondents were erased.
Due to the hard-to-reach nature of study population, the research assistants
employed a snowballing referral system, in which the initial trans women se-
lected for the study (who were identified in community friendly health cen-
ters) suggested other prospective respondents. Participation in the study was
voluntary. Some copies of the questionnaire were orally administered to re-
spondents who were not literate or had linguistic challenges due to preference
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of an ethnic Nigerian language. The ethnic competence and linguistic ability
of the research assistants ensured that this limitation was overcome.

Findings

The study had 124 respondents spread across locations in Nigeria

Table I: Geographical Distribution of Respondents

s/n Location Respondents Percentage
1 FCT/Abuja 34 27.4%
2 Benue 20 16.1
3 Nassarawa 26 20.9
4 Niger 23 18.6
5 Plateau 21 17
Total 124 100

The FCT/Abuja had the highest number of respondents because it is cosmopolitan and
because there were two research assistants working in the area identifying respon-
dents for the study.

Table I1: Age of Respondents

s/n Age Brackets Respondents Percentage
1 21-25 25 20.2
2 26-30 31 25
3 31-35 28 22.6
4 36-40 27 21.8
5 Over 40 years 13 10.4
Total 124 100

The respondents of the study were predominantly younger. The study was unable to
reach large numbers of trans women who are older, especially those who are over 40
years of age. This does not necessarily mean that they do not exist in Nigeria.
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Table III: Levels of Education

s/n | Education Respondent Percentage
1 Tertiary 21 16.9
2 Trade Qualifications 36 29
3 Secondary School 26 21
4 Primary School 33 26.6
5 No Formal Education 8 6.5
Total 124 100

A significant percentage of respondents (29%) had trade qualifications such as: hair
dressing, nail artistry, make-up, event planning, interior decorating, dress making,
catering, etc.

Table IV: Employment

s/n Employment Respondent Percentage
1 Self Employed 109 87.9
2 Formal Employment 15 121

Total 124 100

While a significant number of respondents are self-employed in the pri-
vate sector others are employed in formal settings with an identified em-
ployer. Respondents indicated that self-employment among trans women in
Nigeria enables them escape criticism and discrimination from employers
and colleagues in formal work settings. With self-employment, they are mas-
ters of their own businesses and are not accountable to anyone.

None of the respondents in the study had health insurance, including
those respondents in formal work settings. Thus, they have to pay for health-
care out of pocket. This places a financial burden on the respondents. In ad-
dition, only 18 respondents (14.5%) received support from their families in
order to pay healthcare bills. The lack of family support is a significant bar-
rier, which affects access to healthcare among the remaining 106 (85.5%) re-
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spondents. These respondents indicated that they did not receive any support
from families towards healthcare costs because their relatives did not approve
of their gender expression. Families in Nigeria are often close knit and it is
normal to contribute towards healthcare costs of family members. However,
this is not the case for these respondents whose families consider the lives
they live as an aberration.

Levels of education and exposure to information among respondents in
the study had significant consequences vis-a-vis awareness of trans health
issues. As indicated earlier, 8 (6.5%) of the respondents had no school edu-
cation. However, all the respondents indicated that they have access to in-
formation about trans topics and issues from informal social networks of
trans women, and that this significantly affects their health seeking behav-
ior. 104 respondents (83.8%) indicated that access to information via informal
social networks among trans women is the most significant source of infor-
mation on trans health issues. Information sharing among the respondents
is an important channel of transmission for health-related information that
in turn influences health seeking behavior of the respondents. In spite of the
willingness of participants to seek to access healthcare, the rate of access to
mainstream health services is low. 98 respondents (79%) indicated that they
self-medicate, buy from patent medicine vendors or access TCAM and that
these are the best options available to them considering their circumstances.
Low propensity to access mainstream healthcare is based on the fear of fac-
ing stigma and discrimination from healthcare workers and perceived lack of
trans-specific expertise in healthcare providers. Both significantly affect qual-
ity and quantity of healthcare for trans women. These factors were identified
by many respondents as barriers to accessing mainstream healthcare.

From the study population, 108 respondents (87%) indicated that they are
unable to access mainstream healthcare because they are unable to pay, espe-
cially for hormone therapy and surgeries. Thus, they resort to cheaper alter-
natives such as self-medication, patent medicine vendors and TCAM. Lower
or unreliable income, due to the high rate of self-employment, leads to de-
creased inability to pay for health insurance or for mainstream healthcare. In
some instances, respondents also reported preferring TCAM over mainstream
healthcare because they believed it would be more effective; for example, in
the prevention or treatment of STIs. All the respondents agreed that criminal-
ization fuels fear of being reported by healthcare providers, and that hostile
attitudes by mainstream doctors further reduce propensity to access these
services.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

Access to healthcare is vital in the lives of trans women in Nigeria. This com-
munity requires transition-related care, general medical care and also spe-
cialist care for HIV prevention and treatment. Factors that can limit trans
women'’s access to care include: low family support, low levels of education,
low income, low quality of available care, poor expertise and hostile attitudes
among health professionals, as well as previous experiences of stigma and
discrimination. Many of these factors are inter-related and lead to undesired
outcomes, including over-reliance by trans women on alternative practices
such as self-medication and TCAM.

This situation requires action from relevant stakeholders in the healthcare
system, especially funders and program implementers. These establishments
should consider the implementation of unique models of healthcare provision
that consider the predicament of trans women in Nigeria. This can include
(but may not be limited to) broadening the current approach of community
friendly centers, so that as well as HIV and STI testing and treatment, these
centers can provide other essential medical services to trans women. These
facilities are already considered safe points of access to healthcare by many
trans women and could therefore play an important role in broadening the
variety of health services that trans women can access.

There is an urgent need for community-inclusive research by health ser-
vices about trans women in Nigeria. For example, TCAM can be cost effective
and accessible form of healthcare for trans women, but there is a need for
the efficacy of particular treatments to be scientifically verified. Research and
its subsequent application are needed to interrogate beneficial intersections
between the healthcare needs of trans women in Nigeria and TCAM practices.

In the long run, it will be necessary to set up legal structures in Nigeria
modelled on the example of other progressive countries where trans women
are accepted and protected by law. This would reduce the stigma and dis-
crimination that trans women face and remove some of the barriers that they
encounter as they access healthcare. The decriminalization of trans identity
may pave way for legal gender recognition in Nigeria and acceptance of trans
people. It is vitally necessary to advocate for legal and cultural change so that
trans people are no longer perceived as an aberration in Nigerian society, but
rather as a unique population with health needs that should be catered for.
Trans people, like all citizens, have a right to healthcare in order to realize
their full potential in society.
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