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The transgender community faces disproportionate healthcare disparities; stigma and 
poorly trained providers are likely factors. The objectives of this study were to evaluate the 
attitudes and opinions of medical students regarding transgender people and to examine 
which demographic variables correlate with positive attitudes towards transgender people. 
This cross-sectional study surveyed 561 medical students, across all years of study, at Hanoi 
Medical University (HMU) in Hanoi, Vietnam. Students were surveyed in December 2018. 
The survey included demographic data collection and Attitudes Towards Transsexualism 
Survey. The survey demonstrated adequate internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of 
0.86. Overall, 78.6% of participants held positive or very positive attitudes towards trans-
gender people. Most students reported there should be more LGBT-related content added 
to the curriculum. On multivariate regression, identifying as female and wanting more 
LGBT topics in the school curriculum were significantly associated with positive attitudes 
towards transgender people. Medical students at HMU held positive views of transgender 
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people. They would benefit from, and widely accept, more LGBT content, particularly re-
garding transgender health, in HMU’s curriculum.
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Transgender communities face disease burden as well as healthcare disparities dis-
proportionate to their population size (Hafeez et al. 2017). For example, according to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2019), in 2019–20, the prevalence of 
HIV in transgender women across seven American cities was 42%, while transgender 
people only accounted for less than 1% of the total US population. Disparities such as 
these persist in other parts of the world as well, such as Vietnam. Though not directly 
comparable, it is still illuminating that a study from 2016 found that the prevalence of 
HIV among 205 transgender women in Ho Chi Minh City was 18.0% while the preva-
lence of HIV in the general population was only .4% (Colby et al. 2016; UNAIDS n.d.). 
Stigma in healthcare is a well-studied influence on healthcare disparities, including 
HIV care in particular (Hatzenbuehler, Phelan, and Link 2013; Maman et al. 2009). 
Healthcare professionals across the globe are not exempt from its influence; societal 
stigma (not adhering to a gender binary in Vietnam was previously considered to be 
a “social evil”) and poor training have been cited as potential contributors to poorer 
health outcomes for transgender patients globally and Vietnam in particular (Hunt et 
al. 2017; Lyons et al. 2015; Vijay et al. 2018; Do and Nguyen 2020).

Most of the research examining the attitudes, knowledge, and training of health-
care workers regarding transgender patients has been conducted in high-income coun-
tries; there is a modest body of research in Asia, but virtually no peer-reviewed studies 
have been conducted solely in Vietnam (Kortes-Miller, Wilson, and Stinchcombe 2019; 
Vijay et al. 2018; Martins et al. 2020). While there are currently no agreed-upon guide-
lines regarding how transgender health education should be conducted, consensus in 
the literature suggests integrated, longitudinal, clinical skills-based interventions as 
ideal for improving knowledge and patient outcomes in the long-term (S. N. Dubin et 
al. 2018).

The Vietnamese government continues to address many health problems that 
disproportionally affect transgender people, but there have been no studies that have 
sought to understand medical student attitudes towards trans people. It has been sug-
gested that one way to combat the stigmatization of marginalized communities is to 
examine the attitudes of medical students and subsequently provide training and ex-
posure in order to change negative attitudes before they graduate and begin practicing 
(R. E. Dubin et al. 2017).

Hanoi Medical University (HMU) is the oldest medical university in Vietnam, 
graduating thousands of health professionals every year in a variety medical fields. 
In Vietnam, the training that is required to become a medical doctor consists of six 
years of undergraduate study, followed by graduate study lasting from six months to 
three years. Students begin this journey in the classroom, learning basic sciences. As 
they progress through their studies, students spend more time in clinical settings. At 
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the time of data collection for this study, there was no formal training in transgender 
health for medical students at HMU. Understanding the attitudes and knowledge of 
transgender issues of these medical students would be an important first step in im-
proving transgender-related curriculum in medical education in Vietnam. 

The objectives of this study were to evaluate the attitudes of medical students 
regarding trans people and to examine which demographic variables are associated 
with positive attitudes towards trans people.  In order to build a workforce friendly to 
gender-diverse patients, a clear understanding of the knowledge gaps and stigma of 
Vietnam’s current and future doctors is essential.

METHODS
Design and Recruitment
This team conducted a cross-sectional study of medical students from all class years 
(year 1 to year 6) who were studying on the medical doctor, or đa khoa, track during 
December 2018. Inclusion criteria were that participants had to be 18 years old or older 
and currently enrolled at HMU in the đa khoa track. Exclusion criteria included stu-
dents who were not currently enrolled at HMU, or currently enrolled in any other area 
of study at HMU. 

Based on the formula provided by Peacock and Peacock (2011), with a desired 
confidence interval width of .10 and expected population proportion of .50, it was 
calculated that 384 participants would be an adequate sample size in order to have a 
confidence interval of 95%. However, because each classroom has about 100 students, 
with the objective of surveying students from all school years, and to account for the 
possibility of missing data, losses, and incomplete surveys, it was decided to have a 
target sample size of 600 students (100 students per year).

Initially, every class in each year of study was assigned a number from one to 
seven. One class from each year was randomly selected using Google’s random num-
ber generator to participate in the study. If a class was unavailable (due to scheduling 
conflicts) to be surveyed, a different class from the same year with an available sched-
ule was selected. Once a time was arranged to survey, two team members went to the 
classroom of the selected class to introduce the survey and proctor the class while stu-
dents took the survey. Surveys were handed out to each student by classroom volun-
teers and the team members; upon completion, surveys were returned to the proctors.

Instruments
This study was done in conjunction with attempting to measure medical student atti-
tudes of lesbian and gay people and knowledge of homosexuality. As such, the survey 
packet combined demographic questions, including age, sex, gender identity, year in 
school (see Table 1 for full details), and several questionnaires; one measured the at-
titudes of students towards lesbians and gay men, one measured attitudes towards 
transgender people, and one evaluated participant knowledge of homosexuality. Ad-
ditionally, we collected data regarding student opinions on whether LGBT content 
should be included in their curriculum (yes/no format), information sources for LGBT 
information (multiple choice of media sources), and social proximity to LGBT peo-
ple (multiple choice ranging in proximity from close family to acquaintance) to exam-
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics and exposure to LGBT individuals/
organizations (N = 561)

Variable n % or M (SD)
Age 553b 21.07 (1.77)

Age group

18–20 years old 152 27.49

> 20 years old 401 72.51

Sex at birth 

Male 286b 51.44

Female 270 48.56

Sexual orientation/gender identity

Heterosexual 518b 94.01

Gay 12 2.18

Lesbian 2 0.36

Bisexual 11 2.00

Transgender 0 0.00

Other 1 0.18

Do not answer 7 1.27

Ethnicity

Kinh (ethnic majority) 531a 95.16

Other 27 4.84

Year in school

Y1 97 17.29

Y2 61 10.87

Y3 124 22.10

Y4 100 17.83

Y5 57 10.16

Y6 122 21.75

Religion

Buddhist 45a 8.05

Cao Dai 1 0.18

Christian 15 2.68

Atheist 498 89.09

Are you currently practicing your religion?

No 507c 92.52

Yes 27 4.93

Sometimes 14 2.55

Living place before university

Urban 157a 28.04

Rural 403 71.96
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ine whether these could be potential factors to explain participant attitudes towards 
transgender people. Data on attitudes towards lesbians and gay men and knowledge 
of homosexuality, which was collected at the same time and location as the current 
study, have previously been published by Ardman and colleagues (2021).  

Briefly, the Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men Scale Revised survey has 10 
questions that use a 5-point Likert scale to assess the respondents’ attitudes towards 
lesbians and gay men (Herek 1994). The Knowledge About Homosexuality Question-
naire consists of 32 true/false questions; this survey had previously been validated and 
used among university and medical students (Harris 1998). 

The Attitudes Towards Transsexualism survey (Landén and Innala 2000) is a to-
tal of 13 questions (some with multiple parts) that measures the attitudes of the re-
spondent regarding trans persons. It was first used in Sweden by Landen and Innala 
(2000). Each question has 3 or more answers each (e.g., yes, no, or no opinion). This 
survey was chosen because it has been used to assess the attitudes of students in the 
past, albeit within an American context (Kooy 2010). Additionally, our research team 
was limited by time and funding to create a validated survey from scratch; we were 
also unable to find a previously validated survey whose goal was to assess attitudes not 
only towards transgender people themselves but also their access to gender-affirming 
medical care (several questions ask about gender-affirming surgeries and hormone 
therapies). Some questions were rewritten to make them appropriate for the Vietnam-
ese context, i.e., changing the location for certain questions from the USA to Vietnam. 

Variable n % or M (SD)

Should there be more LGBT information in the curriculum?

Yes 403b 72.62

No 127 22.88

Too early 25 4.50

Are you aware of any resources or organizations available for LGBT patients in the community?

Yes 64a 11.49

No 493 88.51

Have you met an LGBT person before?

Never met before 203a 36.25

A few LGBT 304 54.29

Many LGBT 53 9.46

Where you have heard about or seen LGBT information

Friends/family 349a 62.77

Television show, i.e. the news 491 87.99

Movie, such as a documentary 456 81.72

Internet 492 88.01

Social media 477 85.48

Newspaper or magazine 461 82.47

Books 245 44.22

Class, seminar, or community event         231 41.62
Note. aMissing < 5 observations, bmissing 5–10 observations, cmissing > 10 observations
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While the English vocabulary is outdated, the vocabulary was modernized in transla-
tion to Vietnamese; modern interpretations of the vocabulary are used forthwith in 
this manuscript. 

The survey was translated from English to Vietnamese by a native Vietnamese 
speaker who is also fluent in English. A pilot group of 20 Vietnamese medical students 
then completed the survey and provided feedback to fix any unclear passages and as-
sess internal consistency. The survey was then edited and given a final review by two 
native Vietnamese team members.

Data Review and Analysis
Epidata 3.1 was used to create the database. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used 
to assess the normality of the distribution for knowledge and attitudes scores; none of 
them fit a normal distribution. Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal con-
sistency of attitudes towards transgender people; a value of at least 0.6 was used as the 
cut-off indicating acceptable internal consistency. For analysis by multivariate regres-
sion, the dependent variable was a continuous variable and variables were entered into 
the multivariate model if the univariate p value was less than .05. Stata/MP 14.0 was 
used to analyze the data. While it is more common to use p value of less than .1 or .2 for 
variable selection into a multivariate model, due to the presence of multiple variables 
with p-values < .2 in the univariate analysis, we chose a relatively strict threshold to 
be considered for multivariate analysis. This variable selection approach aligns with 
our goal of assessing several factors related to the outcome. The primary outcome is 
the attitudes towards trans people score, derived from a student’s survey responses. A 
linear model was used for this analysis.

Ethical Considerations and Funding Sources
This study was approved by the Hanoi Medical University institutional review board, 
approval number 44.18/HMUIRB. Before completing the survey, participants were 
directed to read the letter of informed consent highlighting the risks, benefits, and 
precautions for securing anonymity on the front page of each survey. They were told 

Table 2. LGBT exposure and proximity (N = 561)

Variable
Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender

n % n % n % n %
What is your closest relationship with…?

Don’t know any 424a 75.85 277b 50.18 452a 80.71 506a 90.36

Siblings 1 0.18 0 0 2 0.36 0 0

Partner 3 0.54 9 1.63 2 0.36 0 0

Friends 75 13.42 188 34.06 73 13.04 27 4.82

Teacher 1 0.18 1 0.18 1 0.18 0 0

Coworker/colleague 1 0.18 2 0.36 0 0.00 0 0

Acquaintance 53 9.48 68 12.32 27 4.82 21 3.75

Other 1 0.18 7 1.27 3 0.54 6 1.07
Note. aMissing < 5 observations, bmissing 5–10 observations, cmissing > 10 observations 
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verbally and in writing that the survey was completely voluntary and anonymous. Stu-
dents were told that by beginning the survey, they agreed to give their informed con-
sent. 

RESULTS
Participant Characteristics
Our final sample size was 561 students (Table 1). Two-hundred eighty-six respondents 
(51.4%) identified themselves as assigned male at birth while 270 respondents (48.6%) 
identified themselves as assigned female at birth. Regarding gender identity, 94% of 
respondents reported identifying as cisgender; no one reported identifying as trans-
gender. Regarding participant age, 72.5% of students were older than 20 years old. 

Regarding the current medical school curriculum, most students (72.6%) re-
sponded that there should be more LGBT-related content. Only 4.5% of students said 
that it is too early in their school careers to know and 7.9% of students felt there should 
not be more LGBT-related content. Additionally, the majority (83.5%) of respondents 
did not know of any community resources/services for the LGBT community in Hanoi.

In our sample, 63.8% of respondents had met at least some people from the LGBT 
community (Table 2). When separated into specific gender identities, the percentages 
of students who had never met a trans person was 90.4%.

Attitudes Towards Transgender People Survey
The measure demonstrated adequate internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of 
0.86. Overall, 441 participants (78.6%) held positive or very positive attitudes towards 
trans people (Table 3). 

Upon looking at individual questions, most students responded in favor of trans 
people being allowed to change their name (72.3%), change their identity on their iden-
tification cards (61.6%), obtain hormones (80.7%) and obtain gender-affirming surgery 
(86.9%). Most students answered that patients should be responsible for paying for 
gender-affirming surgery themselves (82.4%) while only 4.0% of respondents said the 
public should be the source of funds.

Most students also responded that trans people who had already transitioned 
should be allowed to marry (87.0% for, 1.3% against). The majority of students marked 
that they would be comfortable with a trans person as a colleague (61.7%) or a friend 
(61.7%), while 16.6% of respondents reported that they would feel comfortable being in 

Table 3. Summary of attitudes towards transgender people scores (N = 561)
Variable n % or M (SD)

Overall attitudes towards transgender people 561 8.38 (3.01)

Level of attitudes towards trans people

Very negative (0–3 points) 52 9.27

Negative (3–6 points) 68 12.12

Positive (6–9 points) 190 33.87

Very positive (9–12 points) 251 44.74
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a romantic relationship with a trans person.
In society at large, most students felt that the media coverage of trans people 

and trans issues was “adequate” (42.1%); 17.5% responded “too much coverage” while 
20.9% responded “too little coverage.” Most students also reported that the transgen-
der population has increased in Vietnam over the last 20 years (70.9% agreed, 3.9% 
disagreed, 25.1% had no opinion).

The last question on the survey asked what respondents believed were the rea-
son(s) for a person to be transgender. For that question, which allowed students to 
choose more than one answer, 74.2% of respondents believed being transgender was a 
choice while 33.2% believed that trans people were born that way. Additionally, 22.9% 
believed being trans stemmed from childhood experiences. Only 36 respondents (6.5%) 
believed being trans was a disease that could influence others and 1.6% of respondents 
answered “reason other than those listed” as an answer.

On multivariate regression (Table 4), being female (p = .015 compared to male 
participants) and wanting more LGBT topics in the school curriculum (p = .007 com-
pared to participants who did not believe so) were significantly associated with posi-
tive attitudes towards trans people.

Table 4. Summary of multiple linear regression analysis of factors associated 
with attitudes towards transgender people (N = 561)

Variable B [95%CI] p
Sex at birth

Female ref.

Male –0.57 –[1.03, 0.11] .015
Should there be more LGBT information in the curriculum?

Yes ref.

No –0.76 [–1.32, 0.21] .007
Too early –1.30 [–2.39, 0.21] .020

If you know a lesbian, what is your closest relationship?

Don’t know any ref.

Siblings/partner/friends –0.08 [–0.81, 0.64] .818

Others 0.67 [–0.13, 1.47] .098

If you know a gay person, what is your closest relationship?

Don’t know any ref.

Siblings/partner/friends 0.53 [–0.03, 1.09] .063

Others 0.42 [–0.31, 1.14] .262

If you know a bisexual person, what is your closest rela-
tionship?

Don’t know any ref.

Siblings/partner/friends 0.38 [–0.37, 1.13] .361

Others 0.78 [–0.26, 1.81] .140
Note. Bolded p-values are statistically significant.
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DISCUSSION
Research relating to transgender people is scarce in Vietnam. Furthermore, based on a 
thorough review of Pubmed and SCOPUS by an experienced librarian, this is the first 
peer-reviewed study in Vietnam to examine medical student attitudes and knowledge 
of transgender people and health topics. 

It is important to discuss the attitudes towards transgender people in Vietnam 
in particular as they face unique threats of violence, a large degree of stigma and dis-
crimination, and limited access to healthcare (HIV/AIDS Data Hub for the Asia Pacific 
n.d.; Human Rights Watch 2020; Knight 2020;). Overall, students held positive atti-
tudes and opinions of trans people. This is in line with similar studies among medical 
students in Asia (Lee et al. 2020; Martins et al. 2020). Other studies also report positive 
attitudes towards LGBT people among medical students, but didn’t explicitly study 
attitudes towards transgender people, which may mask the variability of participant 
attitudes towards people of different genders (Manalastas et al. 2017).

Student ideas of what makes a person trans were varied. Students were allowed 
to choose more than one answer; a fair number of students believed being trans stems 
from multiple origins. As society and health officials accept transgender people as nor-
mal, through behaviors and policy actions, there is hope that misconceptions around 
gender origins will continue to decrease in prevalence (Human Rights Watch 2022). 
Though not specifically studied, stigma against trans people was likely present, given 
that about 7% of respondents believed being trans was a disease state and about 20% 
did not agree that trans people should have access to hormone therapies. Misconcep-
tions about transgender people, as discussed earlier, affect how healthcare workers 
perceive and treat transgender people and may prove to be a barrier to trans people 
receiving the care they need in the future as well as population health at large (Hat-
zenbuehler, Phelan, and Link 2013; Link and Hatzenbuehler 2016; Madera et al. 2019). 
While legal reform has begun, no formal, country-specific guidelines, policies, or laws 
exist to guide clinicians on providing hormone therapies and surgeries that align one’s 
body with one’s “true gender;” as such, they are de facto inaccessible for most transgen-
der/gender-diverse people in Vietnam with several exceptions, one of which being a 
diagnosis of ambiguous genitalia at birth (United Nations Development Programme 
and United States Agency for International Development 2014). Without structural 
changes, significant difficulties remain with implementing education initiatives for 
healthcare providers and students. 

Though not necessarily related to medical care, one of the more surprising find-
ings was that 16% of respondents said they would be comfortable with having a trans 
person as a romantic partner. This was higher than the US student sample (though 
the US study was smaller in size) from Kooy’s study and the Swedish national sam-
ple from Landen’s study (Kooy 2010; Landén and Innala 2000). This is despite the fact 
that the respondents were not as affirmative about transgender people being allowed 
to change their name and identity or having trans coworkers and friends compared 
with Kooy’s students. Additionally, less than 10% of respondents reported personally 
knowing a trans person. This may be a sign of cisgender/heterosexual students’ open-
ness to trans people and more positive portrayals of trans people in their environment 
as a majority of respondents reported hearing about LGBT topics through the media 
and personal relationships. Another possibility is that there are more non-cis/hetero-
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sexual, including transgender, participants in the student body who simply did not 
self-identify on the survey. 

Religiosity has been cited as an important factor in negative attitudes towards 
gender-diverse people, at least in the United States (Bunting et al. 2021; Wilson et al. 
2014). In our population of study, the vast majority of students reported not currently 
practicing their self-identified religion, which may also indirectly support religiosi-
ty as an important factor of individual attitudes. At the very least, this suggests con-
founding variables are influencing the relationship between educational interventions 
and attitudes of students. Interestingly, Bunting et. al comments that confounding 
factors on this relationship potentially include lack of quality and quantity of medical 
education at US medical schools, though this is changing rapidly (Nolan et al. 2020; 
Obedin-Maliver et al. 2011).

Future interventions in medical education regarding transgender health, at 
least at HMU, may not need to entirely focus on changing attitudes of students but 
can focus more on the task that is more easily aligned with the university’s mission: 
providing students with accurate information throughout the curriculum, guidelines 
for care, and adequate clinical training in LGBT-health topics. These students, as fu-
ture healthcare providers, will play an influential role in the health of the Vietnamese 
people, including their trans patients, in the very near future. Their attitudes matter 
(Powell 2018). If they can provide a sensitive, accepting environment for these patients, 
it will be one step closer to closing the health disparities between transgender people 
and the general population.

Limitations
There are several limitations in this study. While we were able to assure students that 
their answers were anonymous to those outside of the classroom, it proved impossi-
ble to guarantee anonymity within the classroom. Classrooms were crowded and not 
private; it was up to the participant to guard their answers if they chose to do so. It 
was also difficult to keep students from talking amongst themselves during the survey. 
This would likely affect the results of the more sensitive questions, such as participant 
sexuality, and questions that students felt were difficult to answer. This could mean 
that students’ responses may have been influenced by those around them who thought 
they might have known the “correct” answers. Students may also have withheld from 
disclosing attitudes that may cause embarrassment or shame if known to their class-
mates. 

Given the resource limitations of our study, we were unable to directly exam-
ine participant knowledge of transgender people with a validated tool. The Attitudes 
Towards Transgender People survey was not a validated survey and as such, may not 
achieve the objectives of the survey. That being said, we used a survey that had previ-
ously been used in a student population. We issued a pilot survey to assess clarity and 
consistency, which was acceptable. In translation of the survey, vocabulary was mod-
ernized and adjusted for a Vietnamese context. Given these points, we still believe the 
survey was appropriate and captured relevant data where none existed prior.

Our study’s generalizability was limited by our sample, which only included stu-
dents from one health track at one medical school in Vietnam and may not reflect the 
attitudes of students in other health profession tracks or at other universities. How-
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ever, the data do provide a first glimpse of a population that has yet to be thoroughly 
studied in Vietnam. While the team intended to select classes by randomization, it 
was not always possible due to class scheduling. About half of the data was collected 
by approaching classes with convenient schedules for collection. Even so, this research 
team has no reason to believe that one class of students would be significantly differ-
ent from another class. We assumed that the students in each class would be a “ran-
dom” selection of the student body. 

This survey was entirely voluntary; some students chose not to participate. How-
ever, this study had no way of knowing how many students did not participate or why 
they chose not to participate. Some students may not have attended class on the day 
of surveying, several students handed back blank surveys, and several students walked 
out of class after the team members introduced the survey. However, because research 
team members proctored the classes during data collection (we were able to visualize 
when and how many students walked out), and because we did not receive any surveys 
with more than a few missing answers, we are confident that there were very few stu-
dents who chose not to participate.

Future Research
Future research should focus on understanding medical student knowledge of trans-
gender health, as well as expand its scope to examine the attitudes, knowledge, and 
opinions of students in other health care professions and at other schools and regions 
in Vietnam regarding trans people. Additionally, research in creating interventions 
that improve student knowledge, reduce stigma, and, ultimately, improve trans pa-
tient outcomes, is needed.

CONCLUSIONS
Medical students at Hanoi Medical University hold positive views of trans people and 
want to learn more about LGBT-health topics in their curriculum. Similar to students 
in other parts of the world, it would seem that they would benefit from, and widely 
accept, more LGBT-related content in HMU’s curriculum and more contact with trans 
people inside and outside of educational environments. 
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