TRANSlations
Navigating HRT Access in Alberta

Hello!
Welcome to TRANSlations: Navigating
HRT Access in Alberta! This zine
comprises a small collection of community
testimonials and poetry illuminating
the diverse experiences of twelve
2SLGBTQ+ community members and
their navigation of Hormone Replacement
Therapy (HRT) access in Alberta. HRT is
a gender-affirming medical intervention
where hormones are used to promote the
secondary sex characteristics of a person’s
true gender. Typically, testosterone is
given to individuals seeking masculine
characteristics and estrogen is given to
those seeking feminine characteristics.
Always consult with a medical professional
to safely introduce HRT into your
transition.

The Trans Wellness Initiative aims to
improve the health and wellness of trans
and gender-nonconforming communities
in Alberta by building community
connections, facilitating access to health
care services, and fostering capacity for
self-advocacy. The initiative website is a
place for trans folks to get information
and resources about health topics that
matter to them, like gender-affirming gear,
sexual health, and navigating pathways
to surgery. It is also a place where
healthcare providers can find guidance
and education about providing competent
care for trans and nonbinary communities.
The Trans Wellness Initiative directory
improves access to quality, affirming care
by connecting community members with
providers who suit their needs.

As a part of the Trans Wellness Initiative,
this zine was made through a collaboration
between the Edmonton Men’s Health
Collective (EMHC), the Pivot 2020 cohort,
the Community-Based Research Centre
(CBRC), and the Albertan 2SLGBTQ+
community.

We hope that this resource will provide
insight for your own journey or that of
a family member, friend, or community
member, and that it reminds you that you/
they are part of a community of resilient
and brilliant people.

TRANSlations: Navigating HRT Access
in Alberta is designed to give you a basic
overview of what the path to HRT might
look like from a community, self-advocacy,
and resiliency perspective. All participants
who submitted a testimonial to this project
were offered an honorarium regardless
of inclusion in the zine. We are incredibly
appreciative of all the community members
who took the time to share their lived
experiences and stories with us. We hope
that their navigation of HRT access in
Alberta will help someone who is thinking
about or beginning their journey on HRT.
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Alixlotl
(they/them)

I never thought I’d want to be on testosterone. I didn’t even know I was nonbinary until I
was in my 30s. But it’s actually pretty common for autistic folks to have a nontraditional
relationship with gender. It wasn’t until COVID hit and my anxiety meds stopped working
that, at the end of my rope, I considered HRT.
Turns out testosterone can really put that distance between me and the rest of the world. I
don’t cry over pizza toppings anymore (yes, that happened) or my partner sitting too far away
(he was across the table). I haven’t had a panic attack since starting what is, in reality, a very
low dose of hormones. Considering that I’m from the US and this election season has been a
Really Long Year, it’s been amazing.
But there was one variable we failed to consider. I’m asexual. Plenty of aces like sex, but I’ve
never had much interest in it other than for bonding and comfort. Zero sexual attraction, zero
drive, and, if I’m being honest, a lot of bodily horror and repulsion that comes from my autistic
brain hating the fact that it’s trapped in a useless flesh prison that, for some reason, needs to
eat and pee and sleep.
The doctor warned me that T would increase my sex drive. I laughed.
So here I am, dreaming about a sex machine in an abandoned subway station, and because I
only have lucid dreams, my brain insists on creating sanitizer, hot water, and a sink full of suds
before I can touch it. I spend most of the night washing it down with a hose. I wake up to the
most confusing orgasm ever.
Hey, at least the panic’s gone. Now I mostly dream about touching the dick I don’t have.

Turns out testosterone can
really put that distance between
me and the rest of the world.
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NICOle

(she/her/they/them)
I didn’t always know I wanted HRT, that I wanted estrogen. When I first realized I was trans, it
seemed scary enough to paint my nails and be in public. My mind couldn’t even comprehend
HRT. But as painting my nails shifted from being scary to a weekly routine I looked forward
to, my mind started looking forward, too. I started thinking about my body, and what made it
feel at home. At the time, I felt that HRT was this BIG THING, and it was daunting to me. But
eventually I came to terms with it. Instead of looking at it as a big thing, I broke it down into
smaller concepts in my mind.
I would get softer skin – well, of course I wanted that! I would have softer body hair – well,
I would really enjoy that. I would get breasts – well, I also wanted that! And so this process
continued, weighing the pros and cons. And this eventually led me to talking to my family
doctor a year after realizing I was trans.
Words can’t express how difficult it felt back then, navigating the Albertan healthcare system.
At the time I remember having to go to Red Deer to get the treatment I needed. So many hoops
I had to go through to get to that point, but almost four years later, I don’t regret it at all.
My advice to fellow community members is to not give up. It is hard right now, everything –
but you know what’s best for you. You deserve adequate medical care, and HRT, if you choose
it. It also helps to have loved ones (platonic or romantic) that can be there for you (even if
they’re not trans), who can celebrate the wins and be there when you sometimes just have
to… wait.

You deserve adequate
medical care, and HRT, if
you choose it.
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Dee

(they/them/she/her)
As I began taking the first steps of my transition, seeking HRT acted as somewhat of a
personal litmus test for where I wished to be in my gender expression. How did I feel sitting
with the thought of taking hormones and reading about others’ experiences? Nervous, but
hopeful. Okay. What about asking my family doc to put in the specialist referral for me?
Anxious, but what was making me nervous was his potential reaction, not the process itself.
Okay. The meeting was awkward as my doctor didn’t know anything about queer folk, but he
agreed to help access treatment. Phew! After a few calls to “remind” them to send my referral,
it went through… how did that feel?
I want this enough to challenge my social anxiety… hmm. There is power in claiming myself in
these ways, and that itself is frightening. I tremble at the prospect of really wearing myself on
the surface, to be out, to exist. I tremble the way a seedling trembles its way out of the earth:
shaking off the decay and turning it into life. Okay. I am at the endocrinologist’s office, sitting
face to face with the doctor. The nerves and anxiety are still there, but this is starting to feel
familiar.
First month on estradiol. I cry more than I have in years, and afterwards it feels like I have
released something, an old knot. A part of me begins to flow in ways I forgot I needed. Each
step brings me closer to life, each step allows me to feel embodied - to be more deeply selfpossessed than I have been in some time.
The hormones themselves do something, and they have helped me. But the thing that has
most informed me is journeying through this process of becoming. Of feeling out each step of
this transformation, and finding out what fits.
.

But the thing that has most
informed me is journeying through
this process of becoming. Of feeling out
each step of this transformation, and
finding out what fits.
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MAVERICK
(he/him)

Navigating the path to HRT was confusing. At times I heard you could get on it through a
family doctor, others said you were required to go through a gender therapist first. I went
through a gender therapist and psychologist. We actually didn’t even end up discussing my
gender dysphoria, she trusted me immediately that I knew what I wanted.
I was also worried because I had heard that getting on testosterone after the referral would
take about two years. I got a call almost a month later and basically started immediately.
People warned me that starting T after I turned 18 would be hard because I wouldn’t be a
priority. That wasn’t the case for me as I started a lot faster than many, many people I know.
My endocrinologist also had a different understanding of hormones and the process than
another endocrinologist I know, so I definitely had to figure out what was best for me, because
HRT still seems really new in the whole health field. Essentially, there is no one way to access
HRT in Edmonton.
A lot of doctors are still testing the waters with HRT, so it’s definitely up to me to monitor my
symptoms and figure out what I think will work best for me. Doctors are just there to support
and make sure nothing goes wrong.
HRT has made me a lot more confident in the six months I’ve been on it, even pushing me
far enough to express myself more androgynously rather than as strictly masculine. My
friends joked about how, after they went on T, they found they began to be more attracted to
masculinity, and I laughed! But I’m finding it to be more true now. I’m still mainly attracted to
femininity, but I’ve become more and more attracted to masculinity - it’s a little odd!
If someone tries to tell you that starting HRT is hard, remember that you’ll never really
know until you try for yourself. I thought it would take me at least three years, and from the
beginning of my process to when I actually started, it only took about five months. And that
was when my date got pushed back because of COVID - it would have been only two months
if that hadn’t happened.

A lot of doctors are still testing the
waters with HRT, so it’s definitely up to me
to monitor my symptoms and figure out what
I think will work best for me.
9

Kieran
(he/him)

I am an open and proud trans man. At the early age of 5, I knew that there was something
about me that I was trying to figure out. Growing up in a religious household, I always thought
and was told that these feelings I had were not appropriate.
At 16, I came out as lesbian to my parents. They were completely against this and threatened
to send me to conversion therapy. A year later, I ran away from home and moved to Alberta.
Once in Alberta, I spent time looking internally and realized that the feelings I had were about
being trans, not being a lesbian, and that what I was feeling was completely normal.
A couple years down the road, I came out to my parents for a second time and they handled it
just as well as they did the first time. I started to research HRT and what it meant to be trans
and, instantly, I knew that I wanted not only HRT but also top surgery. With HRT, I wanted
to be able to express what I was feeling on the inside, to have my feelings connect with and
match my outward appearance. I went to my family doctor and came out to him as trans and
said that I wanted to start HRT. He gave me a referral to a psychologist, and a year later I was
on HRT and on the list to get top surgery.
My advice to anyone at the beginning of their journey and looking to start HRT is to
remember that your end goal will be met with a little bit of persistence and patience. Always
be true to yourself and fight for what you stand for.

.

With HRT, I wanted to be able to
express what I was feeling on the inside,
to have my feelings connect with and
match my outward appearance.
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PAINT AF
(he/him/they/them)
Patient Game
Gotta be sure
You aren’t gonna change your mind
Gotta be sure
You aren’t just deranged
Mid-twenties maybe
But treated like
I can’t be trusted with my own thoughts
Because of my mental health history
A game that never ends
Meds that never fix anything
Only when I am breaking I am seen
Only when I am hiding the most colour
The rainbows that fall out of me
You want button up shirts
And binders that make my ribs afraid
Pants that fit too tight.
Only when I am in crisis
With my eyes staring up
Reacting badly to these drugs
Playing this long and patient game
Years of coming back and forth
As if suddenly it will change
I always want the same thing
But I am never stable enough

Well enough
Until I break
Until you feel like you’ve made me better
Now, somehow,
That referral has gone through
After I have fallen on my knees
And begged that I can’t wait anymore
I’m not sure if I am stable
I’m not sure if I ever will be
If anything, I’ll be considered
More unreliable,
As I learn and claim myself,
My mind, my history.
But this one small prize,
Holds me together,
While I wait for next steps
I just pray
To not be waiting forever
For that either.
I want to finish
I want to feel complete.

I want to feel complete.
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Katie
(she/her)

My journey to HRT was a typical one in the sense that it was fraught with gatekeepers and
stigma as well as self-discovery and hope. There exists an inherent paradox in engaging
in HRT. On one hand, it does a laundry list of things to bring mind and body into greater
coherence with personal, mental conceptions of gender identity and to counteract often
crippling dysphoria. The first few months for me were rough, with my body and mind taking
time to adjust to the shift from testosterone to estrogen and how they impact thought
processes and emotions. However, this shift was also fraught with gatekeeping. Doctors,
mental health specialists, and insurance companies are often woefully undereducated on
trans healthcare. This causes many of us to not receive the treatment we need while we
navigate strict expectations of gender performance based on what is considered “normal.”
This can present as having to teach doctors how to care for trans patients, as I have often
done. This can also manifest in fighting insurance companies who use algorithms of gender
binary based on “physical sex” to determine who is allowed to access what. For example, prior
to my jumping through the hoops to get my gender marker changed, my past insurer would
not cover my estrogen pills because they were not part of the “male-bodied” insurance plan.
No matter the challenges, HRT has been an ultimately positive part of my life. There are a
host of issues around “passing” and the gender/sex binary that complicate how we discuss
HRT and physical transition, but for me as a trans woman experiencing dysphoria, it was
a lifesaver. In a time when I did not think I would ever look and feel how I wanted, it was a
source of hope - a step in the right direction. I will never say it’s imperative that all trans folks
undergo physical transition. For those who make that decision, physical transition can help to
make one feel more at home in their own skin, but it is not a cure-all. HRT is beneficial when
combined with self-reflection and exploration. Find what you like, what you don’t like, what
suits you. There are a host of gendered expectations that push us to “pass” to avoid violence
or fit in, but it is essential that the undertaking of HRT be combined with self-discovery and
challenging stereotypes and stigma on a road to self-actualization.

HRT is beneficial when combined
with self-reflection and exploration.
Find what you like, what you don’t like,
what suits you.
12

LEX
(she/they)

I first began hormones in September 2019 through online, gray market sources. All of the
experiences I’d heard suggested a referral to a gender specialist with a long waitlist was
required. This was not an option for me. After some difficulty, and with the certainty that
this was the right thing for me, I decided I needed to get an official prescription. I found a list
of affirming practitioners through community sources and made the phone call. A couple
of weeks later, I finally had my appointment with an endocrinologist. At this appointment
I explained what I’d been doing and why I needed this. After only a week and a blood test,
I had my prescription. Following the initial appointment, the experience was easy; I never
experienced any gatekeeping or had issues getting follow up appointments.
This year of being on hormones has changed my understanding of myself. The feeling that
I’m no longer conforming to who I was supposed to be provides the freedom to explore who
I really am. I used to think I was bisexual, but with less of the distraction of dysphoria, I’m
starting to realize I’m asexual and aromantic or biromantic. Part of the label still requires
more self-exploration.
Additionally, I finally feel like I can love my body. There is still a long journey ahead for me.
However, I’m at a place where I can look in a mirror and like what I see. HRT has truly been
lifesaving for me.
For anyone who is interested in HRT, I would suggest doing your own research about the
effects. It isn’t the solution for everyone, but it was right for me. Additionally, try not to be
afraid to advocate for yourself throughout the process. A good practitioner will be willing to
listen to, and work with, you.

The feeling that I’m no longer
conforming to who I was supposed to
be provides the freedom to explore who
I really am.
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Coehn
(they/them/he/him)

14 months on testosterone.
Feeling more me.
More nonbinary.
I revel in the hair growing around my jawline,
In the muscle mass I’ve gained,
In the depth of my voice.
Though the change in singing range
Is a challenge for me,
I grow to love the new melodies I sing.
My body feels more like home than ever.
14 months on testosterone,
But I still have breasts.
Big ones.
Impossible to hide ones.
Still-have-cleavage-when-I-bind ones.
So I stopped binding long ago.
Instead I hide them in sweaters when it’s cold
And suffer with dysphoria when it’s hot.
Every time they brush against something,
Or someone touches them,
I feel like I could hurl.

You’re a dyke.
14 months on testosterone,
Asking people to follow COVID guidelines at
Safeway,
I have been screamed at,
Told to be embarrassed of myself.
“Cunt.”
“Bitch.”
Kitchen items chucked at me.
I am perceived as an angry butch.
A threat.
Dangerous.
14 months on testosterone.
I am less safe than when I was perceived as
femme.
I wait in fear for my top surgery date.
It can’t come soon enough.
Dysphoria isn’t my biggest threat.
Cishets are.

14 months on testosterone
And I am facing more misogyny than ever.
When your features get sharper
And hairier,
But you still have GG breasts,
You aren’t a man.
You aren’t androgynous.

My body feels
more like home than
ever.
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MEPHISTOPHELES
(they/them)

I wanted it, and I definitely lied to some doctors to get it. But it was a more judicious lie than
the one I had been living. I’m talking about HRT, of course, and since there’s too many hoops
for transgender people to jump through to get it, some of us lie. My lies were as follows: “I’ve
known since I was 5 years old,” “I’ve dreamt about becoming a father, not a mother,” “I’ve
dreamt about shaving my face and having a deeper voice,” “I fantasize about having more
muscle on my body,” “I’m a transgender male, and I identify as a gay man.” These lies pacify
cisgender people.
Here’s the truth: I didn’t know I was transgender because transgender people didn’t exist
when I was 5 years old. All I knew was that, beginning sometime in my teens, there was an
aggression to the way I was performing femininity that I had never felt before puberty, and
I just thought there was something wrong with me. I don’t dream of being a father because
I have chosen to remain childless. I don’t necessarily dream about shaving, but it’s easier to
shave my face than my legs. I don’t fantasize about being toned, and I’m just as underweight
for my height as I was pre-hormones. Lastly, I am not a gay man, I am nonbinary and bisexual.
Hormones brought my body peace. I can love it better now, and I experience very little
dysphoria after five years. My advice? Do whatever you need to do to get on HRT, and listen
to your body. Be informed, and do your research. Talk to people already on HRT. Until the
healthcare systems improve and there are fewer hoops for us, lie in order to be honest with
yourself.

Talk to people already on HRT. Until
the healthcare systems improve and
there are fewer hoops for us, lie in
order to be honest with yourself.
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Aiden
(he/him)

I am a transmasculine individual that has gone through years of HRT, which has affected my
social relationship with my gender, changed how I identify on the outside, and helped me
discover my sexuality. I also identify as an individual with disabilities and, often, this intersects
with my gender in how I outwardly express myself.
Growing up, I lived in an environment with a strict male/female binary standard. As a result,
living life as a woman played a major role in how I discovered my gender identity. After
starting HRT, I struggled with my gender identity, even when I began to physically pass as
male and feel more myself. My traditional feminine ways of navigating the world had become
habits over the years and no longer always aligned with myself and self-expression. With my
current presentation, these mannerisms are often read as gay.
HRT helped me in knowing myself across multiple facets and identities, even when they didn’t
align perfectly or exacerbated my gender dysphoria. Some aspects of these identities are
remnants of my early life - pre-HRT, earned through experience - that will always be a part
of me.

HRT helped me in knowing myself
across multiple facets and identities,
even when they didn’t align perfectly or
exacerbated my gender dysphoria.
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ALLISON
(she/her)

It had been four months of walking past them, every day. Why didn’t I just take the damn pills?
I didn’t expect access to them so quickly. I thought they would be harder to get since I’ve
known others who had such difficulties. I didn’t think a back channel would just open up for
me, like a higher power deemed it was “time for the change.” I needed to consider the gravity
of the situation. These pills change everything. Would I be equipped to reboot my life in my
late 30s? Everything I had built would be gone. Even if it had all been a lie, it had been my lie.
It was pretty much all I knew.
I knew I would be happier on hormones. I am a woman, and should be living as one. If my
heart was all that mattered, I wouldn’t wait. However, years of abuse had led me to resist
what is best for my heart - to question it.
Would landlords rent to a transgender woman? This is Alberta, after all. What would I do
for work? It wouldn’t be safe for me to stay in the oilfield, and my recent experience would
translate poorly to the handful of industries willing to hire trans women. Could I emotionally
handle the imminent loss of family and friends? Had I built up enough of a queer-friendly
support system?
I thought, I planned, I catastrophized. Worst case scenarios and almost-worst-case scenarios.
What would give me the best chance for happiness?
Would living as my true self be enough? I could just stay the course, and I wouldn’t have to
worry about discrimination or isolation. I would have so many more opportunities. Life would
be easier.
I needed four months to weigh everything twice.
Then I took the damn pills, and didn’t look back.

Then I took the damn pills,
and didn’t look back.
17

Talking to Family and
Friends About HRT
So, you’re thinking it’s time to talk to your loved ones about your choice to pursue HRT.
What an exciting step for you! Here are some points to consider before telling them:

KNOWLEDGE LEVEL

Do they know what HRT is? Do they know what being transgender/nonbinary is? If not,
you may want to prepare some general definitions before facilitating the conversation.
Also to note: if the loved one you are speaking to uses a primary language other than
English or French, it might be good to look into equivalent terms in their language or to
think of analogies that help explain what you’re talking about.

SAFETY!

Do you, to your best knowledge, know that you will be safe talking about this? In general,
we encourage that you do what is safest for you considering your life circumstances.
Safety considerations might include:
• If you share a home with the person you are telling, do you think this information will
make your living space unsafe? Is there a chance you could be kicked out? If this is
the case, do you have an alternative housing option ready?
• If this person has any financial control over you, will telling them impact your ability
to access finances? Will it impact your ability to access important documents
(identification, healthcare card, passport, etc.)?
• Will you be in physical and/or emotional danger as a result of sharing this information?
• Do you have a stable job? If you are having this conversation with your employer, do
you know if your employment will be secure? Do you know if your workplace has any
HR protections for trans/nonbinary workers?
Now that you’ve made those considerations,
here are some tips about approaching the
conversation:
• Although the location where you tell them
is your choice and should feel comfortable
to you, if you think they might find this
information overwhelming, consider holding
the conversation in a quiet, private place.
This will give them room to process what’s
being said without being overwhelmed by
the environment or by other people.
• Make sure you have time to talk. Similar to
not wanting them to be overwhelmed by
the setting of the conversation, making the
conversation feel rushed could also add
unnecessary pressure to the situation.
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• Unfortunately, there’s no predicting how the conversation might go. Our best advice
would be to come to the conversation with the things you want to share already
prepared, so that you always have something to reach for. Even if you don’t touch on
everything you plan out, you still have a safety net just in case.
• They may need time to process this information. As a result, they may not have a
response immediately. If this is the case, reassure them that they can have time to
think about it and come back with questions they may have for you.
• Note that this doesn’t necessarily have to be a face-to-face conversation! If you think
it would be better to talk over the phone, or to send a letter/email, do it!
• If possible, be patient and empathetic. Think about how much time it took you to
come to the decision of pursuing HRT; your loved ones may need a similar amount
of time to understand and accept it. With this in mind, you may want to think about
your transition as an ongoing conversation with your loved ones, not just a one-time
deal.
Most importantly: follow your gut! You ultimately know your loved ones better than we
do. These tips are meant to guide you if you need a place to start, but there really is no
“right way” to talk about transitioning. Do what feels best for you!

A BRIEF NOTE ON IF IT GOES BADLY

Hi, friend. Although we cannot guarantee that your loved one will come around on this
one, we want you to know that people love you. WE love you. And there are plenty of
people you haven’t met yet who will love you. You are not wrong for making this choice
just because some people don’t accept it.
Please know that sometimes what is best for you is not something that is easily
understood by others. Even with all the information in the world, some people aren’t in
a place where they can understand HRT and the importance it has to so many people. In
the end, you have to do what makes you feel happy. And if HRT is something that makes
you feel happy, you should still do it.
Ultimately, this is a decision you have to make for yourself. We all believe in you and your
ability to make that choice, no matter how long it takes!
For further support, check out resources on the Trans Wellness Initiative website transwellnessinitiative.ca/about.
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Conclusion
After hearing all of these stories and reading through some of the advice given, maybe
you feel that HRT is the right choice for your transition. If so, that’s great! We wish you
the best of luck pursuing HRT and hope that the stories here continue to help you on
that journey.
Maybe you’ve realized that HRT is not going to be a part of your transition. That’s
great! You are no more or less transgender/nonbinary/yourself if you don’t pursue HRT.
Determining whether or not HRT is right for you is an incredibly personal decision.
We’re proud of you for making the choice that best reflects your identity and way of
being!
Maybe you aren’t sure yet either way. That’s totally normal. HRT is a big decision that
influences a lot of different parts of life, and it’s often neither a quick nor an easy choice
to make. We encourage you to take the time you need to make the right decision for
yourself. Don’t feel like you need to rush - it’s never too late to pursue HRT!
And maybe you just came here to learn about HRT. Whether out of wanting to support
a loved one, to better understand why people pursue HRT, or just because you were
curious, we hope that our stories helped you.
Thank you for reading this resource! Nobody knows our experiences as well as ourselves,
so we’re happy that you’ve taken the time to hear our stories! If this booklet has you
itching for more information, check out our friends at the Trans Wellness Initiative
website - transwellnessinitiative.ca - which can offer more insight into trans health
systems in Alberta.
Love,
The 2020 Edmonton Pivot Cohort
Alessandra, Caroline, Elliot, Kye L., L, Marissa,
Meagan Ray, Samuel & Titus
&
The TWI x Pivot Programming Team
Max, Dee, & Spencer
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