Your Patients’ Gender Identity Matters
There are unique considerations when treating LGBTQ patients in a healthcare setting. These individuals may
have experienced issues with social discrimination, healthcare discrimination and issues concerning health
insurance coverage. It is important that the healthcare institution treat all patients equally regardless of their
sex or gender identity, or sexual orientation.1

Background
Gender Identity/Gender Role. The term “gender identity” refers to the personal conception of oneself as
male or female (or both or neither), and is often related to the concept of gender role. Gender role is
defined as the outward manifestations of personality that reflect an individual’s gender identity. Gender
identity is typically self-identified whereas gender role is manifested by observable factors including
behavior and appearance.2
Sexual Orientation. An individual’s sexual orientation refers to a pattern of emotional, romantic and/or
sexual attractions to men, women or both sexes. Sexual orientation refers to a person's sense of identity
based on those attractions, related behaviors and being a part of a community of others who share those
attractions.3

Medical Records
Mainstream healthcare delivery often does not address the specific needs of LGBTQ patients, particularly in the
areas of documentation, medical records and health information privacy.
Non-Binary Identification. Hospital records should be non-binary (not just specific to male/female) as some
individuals may not identify as either male or female.
Use of patient’s preferred name/gender. When transgender patients obtain care, using the wrong
pronoun or name may cause distress, ridicule and as a result, they may not return for further care. If
clinicians need to clarify, questions such as: “What do you go by” can be asked.
Documentation. Failure to document transgender identities accurately may have negative
implications on quality improvement.
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Rights Related to Privacy of Health Information
HIPAA requires most health care providers and health insurance plans to protect patients’ privacy when it comes
to certain information about their health or medical history. Information about transgender status, including
diagnosis, medical history, sex assigned at birth, or anatomy, may be protected health information. Thus, this
information should not be disclosed to anyone absent consent including family, friends, and other patients. In
addition, this information should not be disclosed to medical staff unless there is a medically relevant reason to
do so. In addition to HIPAA, understanding your specific state laws relative to health information privacy is
necessary in order to determine if there are heightened protections available to the patient.

Special Considerations: Minors
It is important to know the age of consent in your jurisdiction to determine whether patient health information
may be shared with the patient’s parents or guardians. Keep in mind that the patient may not have yet informed
their parent/s, may not be ready and/or may be afraid to do. There are many issues to consider and it is
important to be aware of the laws within your state when sharing or not sharing information.

Hospital Specific Initiatives
Hospital Diversity Council: Consider developing a Hospital Diversity Council, which should include hospital
leadership and front line staff. Hospital Diversity Councils can initiate special programs and direct activities
around education and training in order to implement policy. In addition, “Council” members can develop,
help facilitate or coordinate in-house training as well as conduct assessments across the system to
determine the system needs including training and resources.
Education and Training for All Staff: Ensure that new staff receive relevant training and that there is a
training initiative conducted at least annually or when there are significant policy changes. If your hospital
is a teaching facility and has medical students, residents and fellows, consider adding content on
transgender-specific clinical care to the training curricula.
Assessments across the system to determine facility needs. Whether you have a Hospital Diversity Council
or not, it is important that your hospital system conduct assessments to determine facility needs for training
and education.
Healthcare Equality Index. The Healthcare Equality Index (HEI) is an annual online benchmarking survey
that rates healthcare organizations on their policies and best practices related to LGBTQ patient centered
care in four areas: non-discrimination and staff training; patient services and support; employee benefits
and policies; and patient and community engagement. In addition to demonstrating commitment to the
LGBTQ patient population, participation in the HEI can help your organization:
•
•
•
•

increase patient safety and satisfaction
comply with CMS and Joint Commission requirements
minimize risk and maximize quality
enhance their reputation for equity and inclusion

Additional information can be found at https://www.hrc.org/hei.
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Policies and Procedures
It is important that your organization develop policies and procedures to ensure LGBTQ patients are treated
equally. Hospitals should develop policies on Nondiscrimination and Patient Rights. The AMA policy statement
indicates that hospital policies should include “sexual orientation, sex or gender identity in any
nondiscrimination statement.”4 In addition, healthcare providers should consider developing a specific policy
for transgender individuals which may include how to:
•
•
•

handle shared room assignments of a transgender patient
use appropriate names and pronouns
provide appropriate restroom access

Conclusion
It is important to treat all patients equally regardless of sexual orientation, sex or gender identity. It is
recommended that your facility have policies and procedures in place addressing non-discrimination and patient
rights. You should also consider a transgender patient-specific policy, and recognize the importance of staff
education on the relevant policies and procedures. Should you have questions or concerns, contact your risk
management professional or legal professional.
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