
Mental & Sexual  
Health Impacts  
of COVID-19  
on Queer Men
GBT2Q men at increased risk as pandemic persists

Government and public health officials across Canada have taken unprecedented steps to control transmission of 
COVID-19 – reallocating heath care services, closing certain businesses and instructing people to stay physically apart. 
While these control measures impact the lives of every person, marginalized communities – including gay, bisexual, 
trans, Two-Spirit and queer men (GBT2Q) – are likely to experience worse health outcomes the longer the measures 
are in place. 

Mental Health
Social and physical distancing  
exacerbates existing challenges

Several factors, such as stigma and discrimination, 
contribute to significant mental health challenges among 
GBT2Q men. According to 2019 results of the Sex Now 
Survey – Canada’s largest and longest-running survey on 
GBT2Q men’s health – more than half of participants 
said they needed help with problems like anxiety, 
depression and loneliness. Among them, 1 in 5 
reported needing help dealing with suicidal thoughts.

Social and physical distancing is likely to exacerbate 
these mental health needs, limiting access to social 
supports like friends or partners, as well as free or low-
cost counselling and support groups run by community 
organizations. This includes support groups for people 
with substance use issues, which are particularly 
important for GBT2Q people due to higher rates of 
substance use and its influence on mental health.

In an April 2020 survey of American sexual minority men, 
3 in 4 participants reported increased anxiety, 1 in 10 
increased their recreational drugs use, 1 in 4 increased 
alcohol consumption and more than half felt less 
connected to friends. These early findings from the US 
provide an indication of similar trends to expect among 
GBT2Q in Canada, which are likely to worsen the longer 
that strict social distancing measures remain in place.

Health Care Access
Our communities rely on services and 
providers in unique ways

To address the COVID-19 pandemic, health care providers 
have been reallocated away from other areas, like testing 
for sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV. This 
has a direct impact on GBT2Q men, who still account 
for the majority of new HIV infections in Canada and 
are overrepresented among new cases of other STIs, 
including syphilis and gonorrhea. 

Maintaining effective access to testing and treatment is 
crucial, especially for people who may be experiencing 
symptoms related to HIV or STIs. Transmission can 
still occur during a pandemic – with half of the April 
2020 U.S. survey participants reporting no change in 
the number of sexual partners, and some young men 
reporting problems accessing condoms because of 
COVID-19. Likewise, a longer COVID-19 mitigation period 
could impact access to PrEP and HIV medications as 
longer-term prescriptions expire and medical centre visits 
or testing are required for renewal.

Additionally, all “non-essential” procedures have also 
been postponed, including gender transition-related 
health care, adding to the extremely long wait times that 
existed before the pandemic. Gender affirming surgeries 
and hormone therapy can significantly reduce distress 
and increase mental health among trans people, with 
fulfillment of transition goals linked with a 62% drop in 
suicide ideation.

https://www.cbrc.net/sex_now
https://www.cbrc.net/sex_now
https://link.springer.com/epdf/10.1007/s10461-020-02891-5
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7189633/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7189633/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4450977/


Closed  
& Cancelled 
Operations
Affirming, safe spaces are no longer 
accessible, and employment is 
tumultuous

For many LGBTQ2+ communities, queer bars, Pride 
festivals and other social events offer reprieve from 
challenges at home, work, or daily life. For instance, 
the Sex Now Survey revealed that efforts to change 
someone’s sexual orientation, gender identity or gender 
expression are still common in Canada, particularly 
among young people, who right now are more likely to 
be isolating with intolerant family members. Other 
unsafe home dynamics, such as intimate partner violence, 
may also be more likely for queer and trans people. 

These spaces and events also commonly employ 
LGBTQ2+ people and provide a sense of community, 
which mean that closures or cancellations will particularly 
hurt our communities. Research conducted by Egale 
Canada showed that half of LGBTQ2+ households 
(52% compared to 39% of all households) experienced 
lay-offs or reduced employment hours due to 
COVID-19. The combination of losing both income and 
support networks will be compounding negative factors 
on the mental health of many queer and trans Canadians.

The Future
With no vaccine in sight, GBT2Q men 
will need help coping with COVID-19 
control measures 

The disruption to essential health and support services, 
coupled with new mental health and financial pressures, 
places more burden on our already marginalized 
communities. Even as Canada begins the process of 
reopening businesses and resuming health services, the 
uncertainties of how this pandemic will unfold 
require action now to help queer and trans communities 
stay resilient. 

Since the onset of COVID-19, community organizations 
have been working hard to shift services and supports 
online. But government leadership is needed to mobilize 
new tools for adapting to the pandemic, such as home- 
and self-testing for HIV and STIs which have been 
shown to be effective at expanding the reach and impact 
in other countries.

Now is the time for governments at all levels to 
strengthen the COVID-19 response among LGBTQ2+ 
Canadians: 

• Fund community-led research to assess the impact 
of the pandemic on our communities, including  
its impact on pre-pandemic mental and sexual  
health crises;

• Work with communities to implement innovative 
and adaptive approaches for providing services and 
supports, such as home- and self-testing for HIV  
and STIs;

• Ensure that other pandemic response programs 
and services are attentive to LGBTQ2+ realities 
by increasing consultations with community 
organizations.
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