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Introduction

Abstract
Background: In the last two decades, the number of people who
have referred to mental health services due to concerns about
gender identity has increased dramatically. The aim of this study
was to present the most important and fundamental results of
studies on transgender psychological and behavioral disorders
and compare these results.
Methods: This is a narrative review study. Search for articles
related to common psychological and behavioral disorders in
transgender people was done by two trained researchers between
December 2019 and March 2020 in 5 Latin scientific databases
(Google Scholar, PubMed / Medline, Scopus, ISI Web of Science
and Embase).
Results: Psychological and behavioral disorders were much
higher in transgender people than in the general population. The
most common disorders included anxiety and depression, suicidal
attempt, drug abuse, self-injury without suicidal tendency, and
HIV.
Conclusion: Transgender people are constantly harassed and
abused by friends, acquaintances, classmates and teachers, and
even their families. Having multiple sexual partners increases
the risk of HIV infection and other sexual misconduct. Therefore,
governments need to implement their support programs through
training centers and counseling for transgender individuals.
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self-esteem can lead to the feelings of vulnerability
and putting a person at risk for misbehavior, including

Atbirth and according to the characteristics of the baby’s
external genitalia, gender can be assigned as a girl or a
boy; however, gender identity is a person’s mental feeling
about being a boy or a girl that goes beyond a person’s
chromosomal characteristics. > The transgender term
refers to people whose gender at birth does not match
with their current sexual identity,’ for example a person
who was considered a man biologically at birth but he
considers himself a girl or a woman.* These people
experience high levels of marginalization, social stigma,
and health problems, including poor mental health and
HIV. Thus, increasing anxiety levels and lowering

suicidal attempts.® Also, suicidal attempts are associated
with other mental disorders such as depression.” The
number of transgender people around the world varies
due to diversity in cultural and social norms as well as
definitions.® However, they may make up to 0.5 percent
of adults.’ Estimates in the United States show that there
are about 1.4 million transgender adults.”” Over the
past two decades, the number of adolescents who have
referred to mental health services due to gender identity
concerns has risen dramatically. These individuals face
with many mental health problems such as depression,
anxiety, suicide, and substance abuse."" The aim of this
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study was to present the most important and fundamental
results of studies on transgender psychological and
behavioral disorders and compare these results.

Methods

This is a systematic review study. Search for articles
related to common psychological and behavioral
disorders in transgender people between December 2019
and March 2020 was done by two trained researchers
in 5 Latin scientific databases (Google Scholar,
PubMed / Medline, Scopus, ISI Web of Science and
Embase). The keywords used for our search included
“Transgender”, “Transsexual”, “Two-Spirit Person”,
“Mental Health”, “Mental Disorder”, “Behavior
Disorder” and “Psychiatric Disorder”. The articles were
retrieved using advanced search and using AND and
OR operators. The criterion for inclusion of the article
in the study was full text articles written in the English
language, and the exclusion criterion was summary of
articles published in congresses and seminars. After
the search, 298 articles were retrieved. After applying
the inclusion and exclusion criteria, selecting the main
text which referred to mental and behavioral disorders
in transgender people, and reviewing the text in terms
of duplicate content, finally 51 articles were selected for
data collection.

Results

Depression and Anxiety

Depression and anxiety are associated with
experiences of discrimination and victimization,
and this is one of the most common mental health
problems in transgender people.'? Transgender youth
are at greater risks for their mental health, such as
depression, anxiety and suicide, than their non-
transgender youth. Transgender youth are three times
more likely to be depressed and anxious."® According
to a study, the most common mental health problem
in transgender people was depression, with more
than 60 percent of those in the this group suffering
from depression." In another study, 44.9 percent of
transgender people were at risk for major depressive
disorder, and about 38.4 percent showed generalized
anxiety disorder. Depression and anxiety appear
to have been strongly influenced by parental abuse
(92.8%), bullying at school (76.6%) by classmates and
teachers due to being transgender.'® Ina study carried
out by Valentine et al., it was reported that a similar
percentage of transgender people had depression,
with about 49.4 percent having depressive symptoms.
However, cases of anxiety were estimated at 25.97%.!°
In a study of 14 to 25-year-old transgender youth, 44
and 40 percent of them reported anxiety disorder
and depression, respectively. According to the study,
transgender people were shown to be more than three

times more likely to develop depression or anxiety
disorder than others.!” One study found a significant
difference between transgender and non-transgender
people in depressive symptoms, with transgender
people showing much more symptoms than non-
transgender ones (53.9 percent versus 33.4 percent).'®
In another study performed on transgender women,
it was shown that the prevalence of depression was
54.4%, which was almost 3 times higher than the
general population (19.6%)."” Also, in Lytle et al.’s
study on students, the proportion of transgender people
with depression was about twice as high compared to
other population (43.6 percent versus 20.7 percent).?
Another study found that transgender students were
significantly more depressed than other students
(41.3 percent versus 11.8 percent).?’ In a study, the
researchers found that sexual abuse caused depressive
symptoms.?* Another study also cited discrimination
and victimization as the risk factors for depression
and anxiety, as common mental health problems in
transgender people. The clinical depression rate in
this study was estimated 36.2%. Results also showed
that exposure to external psychological pressures
(victimization, harassment, and discrimination) was
associated with psychological distress.'”” According
to another study, stigma and discrimination in
transgender people are associated with an increased
risk of depression.? In another study, more than half of
the transgender people had symptoms of depression,
and social support, trans-phobia, suicidal ideation,
and income and education levels were significantly
associated with depression.*

Suicidal Ideation

Suicide is perhaps the saddest way to end a
person’s life.”> This phenomenon is known as the
second leading cause of death among young people.?
Teenagers and adolescents are three times more
likely to commit suicide than others."* The idea of
suicide, which is defined as thinking or planning for
suicide, is also common among most transgender
people.?” A meta-analysis of 23 studies conducted
between 1997 and 2016 among transgender people
reported that the prevalence of suicidal ideation was
55 percent.?® In a study carried out on transgender
women aiming at identifying the potential risks and
protective factors of suicide, 33% of participants
reported the idea of suicide.?” Another study found
that almost half of transgender people (48.36%) had
suicide ideation in their life.” In one study, the idea of
suicide in transgender people was reported to be about
50%."* 1t has been reported that transgender people
compared to lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth had
more self-destructive behaviors.?® In a research, the
prevalence of suicidal ideation and suicidal attempts
was 56.4 percent and 16.1 percent, respectively. Also,
depression was a common mental illness.* In another
study, 42.9 percent of transgender people had suicidal
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ideation. In this study, depression was significantly
associated with suicidal ideation.’’ In another
study similar to the previous studies, 42.8 percent
reported suicidal ideation.!® It has also been found
that the average number of suicidal ideation among
transgender individuals was 55 percent.*? In another
study, 38 percent of college students in Australia
reported suicidal ideation.*® Nearly 35 percent of
transgender youth in a study conducted in California
reported suicidal ideation over the past year, almost
twice as the non-college youth.> In a study by Su et
al., the prevalence of suicidal ideation was reported in
41% of transgender respondents, some of whom also
attempted suicide, compared with 1.6% in the general
population.” Among transgender populations, there
are many risk factors for committing suicide including
drug abuse, experiencing violence, depression,
anxiety, shame and discrimination, rape, sexual
abuse, family rejection, and lack of social support.” A
study reported that the prevalence of suicidal ideation
among transgender youth was 35.2 percent, more than
5 times compared to other people in terms of age and
social status.?’ Moreover, it has been revealed that
most participants reported the prevalence of suicidal
ideation throughout life with a prevalence of 64.9
percent.?

Suicidal Attempt

Suicide is common among transgender youth.!>3
According to Weiselberg et al., 30% of transgender
youth attempted suicide at least once, while 51% had
only the idea of suicide." In another study, 18 percent
of these individuals reported suicidal ideation.?® In
other studies, 48.1 percent reported suicidal ideation.*
It has also been found that 40 percent of transgender
people commit suicide, almost nine times as in the
general population of the United States. In addition,
the suicide rate with 41 percent was the highest among
18- to 24-year-old youth. Twenty-six percent of the
respondents said they had recently attempted suicide
between the ages of 14 and 17.*”* In another study,
suicide rate was 36.5 percent; also, 42.9 percent of
them had suicidal ideation.’® A study by Gower et
al., reported that the average suicide rate was 28.9
percent, with a range of 10.7 percent to 52.4 percent.*
In another study, 20 percent of transgender students
attempted suicide in the past year; that is, they were
three times more likely to attempt suicide than other
people.® In one study, more than a third of transgender
people between the ages of 14 and 18 attempted
suicide.” In a study by Grant et al., 46 percent of
transgender men and 42 percent of transgender women
attempted suicide.*’ In one study, transgender people
attempted suicide more than twice compared to others
(37.7 percent versus 15.9 percent).!”® In another study,
suicide plan and suicidal attempts were 35 percent
and 27.9 percent, respectively, which is 7 to 10 times
more than the general population.” Also, according

to another study, people’s experiences of sexual
violence, discrimination, and religious stigma were
associated with psychological distress and suicidal
behavior in women of sexual minorities, including
transgender women.?® According to a study by
Nemoto et al., about half of transgender women had
a history of suicidal ideation.?* It was indicated in
another study that 29 percent of transgender people
reported suicide, compared with 9 percent in other
people.*? In a study by Lytle et al., conducted in
two colleges, the number of transgender and non-
transgender people who attempted suicide in college
1 was 10 percent versus 0.9 percent, while in college 2
it was 25.6 percent versus 4.3 percent.’ According to a
study carried out in the United States, the factors that
played a role in suicidal attempts among transgender
youth were verbal and physical abuse of parents
in the past and low self-esteem.” In a 2006 study,
researchers also found that one-third of transgender
respondents reported at least one suicidal attempt in
their lifetime.** In another study, more than half of
the transgender youth reported suicidal ideation at
least once in their lifetime, and about one-third had
attempted suicide at least once.* One study reported
that transgender people who had experienced physical
or sexual violence were significantly more likely to
attempt suicide.*®

Self-harming Behavior

A study on transgender people, most of whom
were transgender women, found that 41.9 percent of
participants had a history of self-harming behavior
regardless of suicidal intention.”’ In a study, more
than 33.6 percent of transgender students reported
suicide without the intention to commit suicide, while
about 18 percent experienced suicide in the past year.
Issues related to mental health such as depression had
a history of physical or sexual abuse mentioned as
important risk factors for these behaviors.? In another
study, 53.3 percent of transgender people reported
having a history of self-injury. This behavior was
more common in younger people and associated with
feelings of shame and disgrace.*® Another study found
that approximately 55 percent of transgender students
experienced suicidal ideation in the past year, and 40
percent of transgender people reported self-harming
behavior regardless of suicidal intention.* According
to research, mental health problems such as anxiety,
depression in lesbians, homosexuals, bisexuals and
transgender people are associated with self-harming
behaviors.”® According to a study, 75 percent of
transgender people had suicidal ideation, 40 percent
had a history of self-harm behavior, and 45 percent
had attempted suicide. In this study, a high rate of
mental health problems was seen in the samples.”!
In one study, 16.7 percent of transgender people
had a history of self-harming behavior regardless
of suicidal intention, compared with 4.4 percent of
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non-transgender people.

HIV Infection

Transgender women are 49 times more likely to
be exposed to HIV than other adults worldwide.?
Transgender communities are among the most
individuals at risk of HIV infection in the United
States.” It was also reported that the prevalence of HIV
among American women (48%) and Hispanic women
was high (50%), which was a significant difference
compared to white women (4%).>* Several studies
reported that African and American transgender
women were more likely to have sexually transmitted
diseases than white and Asian transgender women.>*’
In one study, the prevalence of sexually transmitted
diseases such as HIV among transgender women
was estimated 40 percent.’® In another study, 39.5
percent of the transgender women had positive HIV
test, compared with 84.1 percent in transgender men.
About 27 and 48 percent of transgender men talked
about risky sexual behaviors, such as unprotected anal
intercourse and having multiple sexual partners.*® In
a study conducted in 15 countries and continents, the
prevalence of HIV in transgender women worldwide
was 19.1 percent. Also, the prevalence of HIV was
17.7 percent in 10 low-income and middle-income
countries and 21.6 percent in five high-income
countries. Overall, the prevalence of HIV infection
in transgender women compared to all adults at
reproductive age in 15 countries was 48.8%.%

Alcohol and Drugs Use

A study about transgender women found that
57.7 percent of them use alcohol, 25.6 percent use
marijuana, and 21.5 percent use methamphetamine. In
addition, more than 66 percent of transgender women
used injectable drugs or illegal hormones.®! A study
found that 58% of transgender women used alcohol,
and 43.3% used drugs; the most common drugs used
were marijuana (29%), methamphetamine (20%), and
cocaine (13%).> According to another study, drug use
among transgender women over the past six months
was 76.2 percent. Sexual abuse in the last six months
has been associated with alcohol, cannabis, cocaine,
and other drugs.”® One study found that 75.5 percent
of transgender people used alcohol, 61.5 percent used
cannabis, 58 percent used tobacco, and 43 percent
used other drugs, including cocaine, hallucinogens,
sedatives, and stimulants.*

Discussion

Transgender people are always oppressed due to
gender inequality, which leads to an increase in their
mental health problems.** Today, most transgender
mental health studies focus on depression, anxiety,
and suicidal ideation.® However, in the present study,

other psychological problems of these people were also
discussed. One of the limitations of this study was the
unavailability of the full text of some articles, which
despite correspondence with the authors, unfortunately,
the full text of their articles was not sent to our research
team.

Conclusion

The results of the present study show that mental and
behavioral disorders are much higher in transgender
people than in the general population. The most common
of these disorders included anxiety and depression,
suicidal attempt, drug abuse, self-harming behavior
regardless of suicidal intent, and HIV infection. These
people are constantly harassed and abused by friends,
acquaintances, classmates and teachers, and even their
families. Numerous sexual partners increase the risk of
HIV infection and other sexual misconducts. Therefore,
it is necessary to prevent many of these behaviors by
educating people in the community, especially those
who are in direct contact with transgender people.
Governments are also recommended to implement
support programs for transgender people through
training and counseling centers.
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