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Affirming Pride
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Hope will never be silent.
Harvey Milk1

Amid the parades and speeches that com-
memorate Pride Month across the United 
States, a remarkable event occurred in 

Florida at the Orlando Veterans Affairs Health-
care System. At the 11th annual celebration of 
Pride on June 21, US Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA) Secretary Denis R. McDonough 
made a historic announcement, “We are taking 
the first necessary steps to expand VA’s care to 
include gender-confirmation surgery, thus al-
lowing transgender vets to go through the full 
gender-confirmation process with VA by their 
side.”2 

The proclamation reflected the results of a re-
view of VA transgender policies that McDonough 
had ordered in February 2021 to coordinate VA 
policies with those of the US Department of De-
fense (DoD) and to actualize President Biden’s 
January 2021 executive order that prohibited 
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation 
or gender identity.3,4 In an interview with NPR 
shortly after the Orlando commemoration, Sec-
retary McDonough reported that the governing 
body overseeing VA health care services unani-
mously endorsed the proposal.5 The National 
Center for Transgender Equity estimates there 
are 134,000 transgender veterans.6 VA authori-
ties believe 4000 transgender veterans may be 
interested in obtaining the new gender-affirming 
benefit when it is available, and Secretary Mc-
Donough indicated that about 543 veterans a 
year soon might be eligible.5,7

Transgender veterans and their supporters 
along with many of the VA practitioners who 
care for them had long waited and hoped for 
this announcement. The Secretary ended a too-
long period in which transgender veterans en-
countered enormous practical, financial, and 
personal obstacles, causing frustration and de-
spair on their journey to becoming who they 
knew they are. Although VA previously did not 
provide gender-affirmation surgery, it did de-
liver other forms of transgender care to veterans, 
such as hormone therapy and other transition-

related services. Yet it was painful for transgen-
der veterans and their health care professionals 
(HCPs) to see that under the VA medical ben-
efits package prior to Secretary McDonough’s 
historic announcement, gender-affirmation sur-
gery was not deemed care “to promote, preserve, 
or restore the health of the individual.”8

Similarly, the decision is the beginning of the 
end of an ethical dilemma with which many VA 
clinicians struggled: They had the competence to 
perform gender-affirming surgery, but VA policy 
prohibited them from providing it to their pa-
tients.9,10 The 2013 directive issued under the 
Obama administration made the ethics of gen-
der-confirmation surgery even more complex. A 
VA surgeon could  perform “medically-indicated 
procedures” or treat “other medical conditions” 
even if it simultaneously furthered gender transi-
tion. What the surgeon could not perform was a 
procedure solely for the purpose of gender tran-
sition. Because transgender veterans seeking gen-
der-affirmation surgery were forced to go outside 
the VA system and use their resources to pay for 
the surgery, VA did permit practitioners to per-
form preoperative and postoperative treatment, 
including treating surgical complications of an 
outside gender-affirmation surgery. VA HCPs 
were placed in a catch-22 situation that pitted 
their duty to care in accordance with the prefer-
ences and interests of the veteran against their 
obligation to practice and adhere to VA policy 
and federal regulation.8 With his Pride-month 
speech, Secretary McDonough resolved this 
conflict for VA HCPs and made a strong public 
declaration VA should and will provide gender-
affirming surgery that can promote, preserve, 
and restore the health of transgender veterans. 

Secretary McDonough called the move to for-
mally change the rule regarding gender-affirming 
surgery “the right thing to do” and emphasized 
that it was “life-saving.”7 This last remark was in 
recognition of the strong evidence demonstrating 
the adverse psychological impact on transgender 
veterans of the previous position.2 
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Denial of gender-confirmation surgery was 
not the only health care inequity identified 
among transgender veterans. Research inside 
and outside VA has found significant health 
disparities between transgender and nontrans-
gender veterans, including higher rates of de-
pression, suicidality, serious mental illness, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, military sexual 
trauma, and homelessness.11 The provision of 
gender-affirming surgery to transgender veter-
ans whether through VA hospitals or through 
partnerships with academic affiliates and the 
community is a major step to remedy these 
disparities. A 2019 systematic review found 
that gender-affirming surgery is far from cos-
metic: It leads to marked improvement in 
many of the mental health problems transgen-
der persons experience.12

Anyone who has experienced the snail’s 
pace of change in the behemoth VA bureau-
cracy knows that this initial movement is only 
the  beginning of the laborious federal process 
of changing the regulation that currently pro-
hibits VA from offering and paying for gender- 
confirmation surgery under the VA medi-
cal benefits package. Once the regulation is 
changed, then VA will be empowered to es-
tablish policy that in Secretary McDonough’s 
words, “will ensure the equitable treatment and 
safety of transgender veterans.”2 The decision to 
eventually provide gender-confirmation surgery 
as part of VA care was an important aspect of 
the agency’s overall attempt to make VA more 
welcome to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
and queer (LGBTQ) veterans. During the Or-
lando speech, Secretary McDonough also an-
nounced that VA was changing the name of its 
LGBT program to LGBTQ+ to clearly commu-
nicate that all veterans are included in VA care.2

The announcement sends a powerful mes-
sage of hope, which was a central theme of slain 
San Francisco supervisor, Harvey Milk, an early 
and influential LGBTQ activist and advocate.1 
But as always in our polarized country, there 
was immediate opposition to the proposal argu-
ing that the surgery would place transgender 
veterans at greater risk of depression and sui-
cide, was not compatible with the VA mission 
and diverts VA funding from meeting more le-

gitimate care needs in a timely manner.11 It is 
a sad irony that transgender veterans defended 
the freedom of their opponents to express their 
opinion and had to fight this long and hard for 
their liberty to live as they choose.

Disclaimer
The opinions expressed herein are those of the authors and do 
not necessarily reflect those of Federal Practitioner, Frontline 
Medical Communications Inc., the US Government, or any of its 
agencies. 
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