
The 2019 novel coronavirus, which causes COVID-19, has impacted the health, livelihoods, and social lives of people 
around the world. COVID-19 symptoms include fever, cough, and shortness of breath, with serious COVID-19 illness 
sometimes causing death.1 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has described characteristics of 
those who are most vulnerable to serious COVID-19 illness, including those who are over age 65 and those who 
are immunocompromised or have other underlying medical conditions, such as heart disease, kidney disease, and 
asthma.2 In addition, COVID-19 and the response to the pandemic may uniquely harm those who were already 
economically and socially vulnerable, such as those experiencing homelessness.3 In this factsheet, we utilize 
weighted proportions from the U.S. Transgender Population Health Survey (“TransPop”), fielded from 2016-2018, 
and findings from other sources to describe characteristics that may increase vulnerability to COVID-19 for the 1.4 
million U.S. adults who identify as transgender.4 

HEALTH VULNERABILITIES

One salient risk factor for serious illness from COVID-19 is being age 65 or older.5 In 2016, the Williams Institute 
estimated that approximately 217,000 adults who identify as transgender are age 65 or older.6 

Moreover, transgender adults of all ages may have underlying health conditions which elevate their risk for serious 
COVID-19 illness.7 Approximately 319,800 transgender adults have one or more of the following underlying health 
conditions:

• 208,500 transgender adults have asthma;
• 81,100 have diabetes;
• 72,700 have heart disease;
• 74,800 are living with HIV.
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A substantial portion of transgender adults, about 361,400, report being in fair or poor health, a measure that is 
associated with a variety of poor health outcomes. Additionally, 278,000 transgender adults are current smokers, 
which also increases risk for serious COVID-19 illness.8

The CDC also identifies social isolation, financial strain, and job loss as factors associated with elevated risk for 
suicide.9 587,100 transgender adults have attempted suicide in their lifetimes. The public health response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including shelter-in-place orders and social distancing, may exacerbate existing risk factors for 
suicide, including among transgender adults.

Access to healthcare is critically important during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, but approximately 137,600 
transgender adults in the U.S. do not have health 
insurance. Transgender people may also experience 
discomfort or discrimination in healthcare settings, 
potentially making them less likely to seek needed care 
and more likely to receive poor care. We estimate that 
483,000 transgender adults feel concerned that if they 
express their gender identity, they could be denied good medical care, and 77,000 feel unsatisfied with the care that 
they have received in the past. Cost is also a barrier to accessing health care. We estimate that 450,400 transgender 
adults have not gone to a doctor because they could not afford it within the last year. 

Delays for certain types of surgical care to maximize health care facilities’ capacity to treat patients with COVID-19 
could delay transgender individuals’ access to gender-affirming surgical care.10 Lack of access to gender affirming 
care when needed is related to a higher prevalence of suicide thoughts and attempts.11

Figure 1. Estimated number of transgender adults in the U.S. with health-related vulnerabilities to serious 
COVID-19 illness
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ECONOMIC VULNERABILITIES

Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, about 667,100 transgender adults in the U.S. lived below 200% of the poverty 
line. In 2020, 200% of the poverty line was an annual income of $25,520 for an individual living alone. During the 
time of the TransPop survey (2016-2018), the annual unemployment rate for transgender adults averaged 12.8 
percent, whereas the unemployment rate for the U.S. population ranged from 3.9 to 4.9 percent.12 We estimate 
that 139,700 transgender adults were unemployed at the time the coronavirus pandemic began.13 Recent job losses 
due to official orders enforcing social distancing practices will likely increase this number and exacerbate existing 
employment disparities.

Many transgender people have experienced homelessness, putting them at significant risk during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Prior to the coronavirus pandemic, 96,400 transgender adults reported experiencing homelessness 
within the past year. People experiencing homelessness may be unable to carry out social distancing and regular 
hand washing, two recommended measures to prevent coronavirus infection.14 Moreover, people experiencing 
homelessness often access shelter and services in congregate settings, which are venues that pose unique risks for 

the spread of the virus.15

SOCIAL VULNERABILITIES

Based on data from the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (USTS), conducted by the National Center for Transgender 
Equality, we estimate that 294,800 transgender adults live alone.16 Living alone may increase isolation and certain 
risks. In particular, older individuals and those with health conditions that put them at risk are recommended to 
stay home as much as possible.17 Those who live alone and may be disconnected from family and other networks 
may need special assistance related to health care and daily living.

It is important to note that home may not be a safe place for many individuals, particularly transgender individuals. 
Many transgender people experience conflict or rejection from their families due to their gender identity. For 
instance, 801,100 transgender people would say that their relationship with their parents is strained or conflicted.18 
Additionally, based on data from the 2015 USTS, we estimate that 755,900 transgender adults have experienced 
intimate partner violence in their lifetimes.19 Official orders to mitigate the spread of coronavirus, like “stay-at-
home” orders, may place transgender people in situations where they must shelter with family members who do 
not accept their gender identity and may place transgender people at added risk for intimate partner violence.

METHODS NOTE

Except where otherwise noted, we calculated weighted proportions of transgender adults in each reported category 
using the U.S. Transgender Population Health Survey (“TransPop”; NICHD R01HD090468; PI: Ilan H. Meyer, for more 
information, see www.transpop.org). These weighted proportions were then multiplied by the estimated total 
number of adults who identify as transgender in the United States to arrive at the reported population estimates 
(see Flores, et al., 2016).20 See the Appendix Table, which describes each calculation. The authors wish to thank 
Winston Luhur for additional analyses conducted with the TransPop data for this fact sheet.

Where noted, we also analyzed data from the 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (USTS) to create the reported 
estimates.21 The 2015 USTS was conducted by the National Center for Transgender Equality. (To find out more 
about the U.S. Transgender Survey, visit http://www.ustranssurvey.org/reports.) Findings from the USTS were then 

http://www.ustranssurvey.org/reports
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multiplied by the estimated total number of adults who identify as transgender in the United States, (see Flores, et 
al., 2016).22 See the Appendix Table for each calculation.

Population number estimates were rounded to the nearest 100.

 
ABOUT THE WILLIAMS INSTITUTE

The Williams Institute on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Law and Public Policy at UCLA School of Law 
advances law and public policy through rigorous, independent research and scholarship, and disseminates its work 
through a variety of education programs and media to judges, legislators, lawyers, other policymakers and the 
public. These studies can be accessed at the Williams Institute website.

For more information

The Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law 
Box 951476 
Los Angeles, CA 90095-1476 
Phone: (310) 267-4382 
Email: williamsinstitute@law.ucla.edu  
Website: https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu
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APPENDIX
Table A.1. Characteristics, weighted percentages of transgender adults with each characteristic, and estimated 
total number of transgender adults with each characteristic

CHARACTERISTIC
WEIGHTED PERCENTAGES 
% (95% CI: LB, UB)

ESTIMATED TOTAL NUMBER 
OF TRANSGENDER ADULTS

One or more of the following conditions 22.9 (17.1, 29.9) 319,800

     Asthma 14.9 (10.3, 21.1) 208,500

     Diabetes 5.8 (3.2, 10.3) 81,100

     Heart disease 5.2 (2.8, 9.5) 72,700

     Living with HIV 5.4 (2.7, 10.4) 74,800

Fair/Poor health 25.9 (19.6, 33.4) 361,400

Current smoker 19.9 (14.2, 27.1) 278,000

Lifetime suicide attempts 42 (34.5, 50) 587,100

Uninsured 9.9 (6.2, 15.4) 137,600

Concern about health care denial 34.6 (27.6, 42.2) 483,000

Unsatisfied with health care received 5.5 (2.5, 11.7) 77,000

Have not seen doctor because cannot afford it 32.2 (25.2, 40.2) 450,400

Live below 200% poverty line 47.75 (40, 55.6) 667,100

Unemployment rate1 12.8 (7.4, 21.2) 139,700

Experienced homelessness (past year) 6.9 (3.8, 12.2) 96,400

Live alone2 21.1 (20.4, 21.8) 294,800

Relationship with parents strained/conflicted 57.3 (49.5, 64.9) 801,100

Ever experienced IPV2 54.1 (53.2, 54.9) 755,900
  
Source: Except where noted, weighted percentages of transgender adults come from the U.S. Transgender Population Health Survey (“TransPop”; 
NICHD R01HD090468; PI: Ilan H. Meyer, for more information, see www.transpop.org). Estimated total numbers were created by multiplying the 
weighted percentages by the estimated total number of adults who identify as transgender in the United States (1,397,150) from Flores, et al. 
(2016). Final estimated total numbers were rounded to the nearest 100.

1 The unemployment rate is determined by including only those who are in the workforce in the calculation. Those who are in the workforce but 
are unemployed and looking for work are considered unemployed for the unemployment rate. Those who are out of the workforce, such as 
retirees, homemakers, students, and some individuals with disabilities, are not included in the unemployment rate calculation. The estimated 
total number of adults who identify as transgender was limited to those who are currently in the workforce (78.1% of adults who identify as 
transgender are currently in the workforce, per TransPop employment data) then multiplied by the unemployment rate to reach the estimated 
total number of transgender adults who are unemployed.

2 Weighted percentage comes from: The 2015 U.S. Transgender Survey, which was conducted by the National Center for Transgender Equality. 
Analysis completed by the authors. (To find out more about the U.S. Transgender Survey, visit http://www.ustranssurvey.org/ reports.)

http://www.transpop.org
http://www.ustranssurvey.org/reports
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