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Fast access to testosterone therapy for transgender adults is “life-saving”,
leading to a significantly reduced risk of depression and suicide, a clinical
trial led by the University of Melbourne has found.

It is the world’s first study to examine the impact of access to hormone
therapy on mental distress for trans people through a randomised control
trial, a strong type of study crucial in medicine due to the minimal risk of
confounding factors influencing the results.

Ada Cheung, an associate professor at the university’s Trans Health Research
Group and a senior author of the study, said one of the criticisms of gender-
affirming hormone therapy is “that there’s not high quality evidence to
support the provision of it”.

“We really wanted to undertake this study to provide that quality evidence,”
Cheung said.

“Research in the past has been difficult because it’s not ethical to assign
people not to get treatment and just see what happens. At our clinic, we have
a long waiting list of trans people trying to access gender-affirming hormone
therapy, and for our study we fast-tracked a group of those people to start
treatment, while the other people in our study remained on the waitlist and
so still received the current standard level of care.”

There were 64 people recruited for the study between November 2021 - July
2022, and all were asked to fill out a questionnaire before their appointment
about their feelings of depression, suicidal thoughts and gender dysphoria,
before being surveyed again three months later. Gender dysphoria is where
people feel psychological distress due to the incongruence between their
gender identity and sex.
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The research, published in the Journal of American Medical Association
Network Open on Friday, found access to immediate testosterone therapy
compared to no treatment significantly reduced gender dysphoria,
depression and thoughts of suicide.

“The suicidal ideation - the thought they would be better off dead - had
resolved in 52% of the treatment group, compared with 3% in the standard
care group,” Cheung said. “It’s the first study to show that. It is life-saving
care. That is how patients describe it.”

Cheung said the research highlights the need for more funding for faster
access to trans health services.

A previous national survey on the health and wellbeing of trans Australians
revealed 73% of respondents reported a history of depression, 67% a history
of anxiety, and 43% a suicide attempt.

Discontinuation of treatment is rare in adults who began gender-affirming
hormone treatment as adolescents, according to the largest study to date,
published in medical journal the Lancet in October 2022.

Prof Damien Riggs, from Flinders University’s College of Education,
Psychology and Social Work, said Cheung’s study affirms with quality
evidence “what we have long known”.

“Trans people are typically aware of their desire to access medical treatment
for a considerable period of time before presenting to services and receiving
care,” he said.

“Importantly, the researchers followed informed consent protocols. This
study demonstrates that a harm-minimisation approach to trans healthcare
is best served through the timely receipt of medical treatment following
informed consent.”

GP Dr Fiona Bisshop,the immediate past president of the Australian
Professional Association for Trans Health [AUSpath], saidthey weren’t
surprised by the results.

“I’'ve been looking after trans people for over a decade, and seeing people
who have been trying to get on to hormone therapy desperately having
difficulties doing that are often very distressed and have mental health issues
related to that distress,” they said.

Bisshop said for a long time, people saw having a different gender identity as
a disorder.

“And because of that, people were shunted off to psychiatrists and
psychologists and endocrinologists and went through a long assessment
process before they could access care,” they said.

“That’s slowly changing, and we had AUSpath guidelines come out last year
which have made it really clear that GPs can start therapy that doesn’t
involve sending people off to psychiatrists. But a lot of GPs aren’t familiar
with those guidelines and still refer to a specialist first, and the waitlist for
gender clinics is appalling.”

In Australia, support is available at TransHub, QLife at 1800 184 527,
Beyond Blue on 1300 22 4636, Lifeline on 13 11 14, and at MensLine on 1300 789
978
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have a powerful hold on so much of the information that reaches the
public about what’s happening in the world. The Guardian is different. We
have no billionaire owner or shareholders to consider. Our journalism is
produced to serve the public interest - not profit motives.

And we avoid the trap that befalls much US media - the tendency, born of a
desire to please all sides, to engage in false equivalence in the name of
neutrality. While fairness guides everything we do, we know there is a right
and a wrong position in the fight against racism and for reproductive
justice. When we report on issues like the climate crisis, we’re not afraid to
name who is responsible. And as a global news organization, we’re able to
provide a fresh, outsider perspective on US politics - one so often missing
from the insular American media bubble.

Around the world, readers can access the Guardian’s paywall-free
journalism because of our unique reader-supported model. That’s because
of people like you. Our readers keep us independent, beholden to no
outside influence and accessible to everyone - whether they can afford to
pay for news, or not.

If you can, please consider supporting us just once from $1, or better yet,
support us every month with a little more. Thank you.

Betsy Reed
Editor, Guardian US
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