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THE ROLE OF THE BEHAVIORAL HEALTH PROVIDER
IN SUPPORTING PATIENTS UNDERGOING GENDER-
AFFIRMING GENITAL RECONSTRUCTIVE SURGERY
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Behavioral health providers can play an important role in improving the peri-operative experience
and ensuring a safe and successful recovery from gender-affirming genital surgery.

Abstract

As gender-affirming surgery becomes more widely available, the demand for such
procedures has increased accordingly. Where once genital reconstructive surgeries, such
as vulvovaginoplasty, metoidioplasty, and phalloplasty, were accessible only to a select few
individuals in a limited number of facilities, they are now offered to a broader cross-section
of prospective patients. The life experiences, social environments, and support available to
these patients vary widely, and many can benefit from the support of behavioral health
professionals. While this is true for many types of reconstructive surgery, gender-affirming
genital surgeries have the potential to dramatically reshape how individuals relate to their
bodies across numerous domains - affecting not just gender congruence, but also sexuality
and daily activities such as toileting. Behavioral health providers play a crucial role in
supporting patients through the preparation and recovery processes for these surgeries.
This includes helping to identify areas of a patient’s life that may complicate recovery and
working with them to develop appropriate healing strategies. While the role of behavioral
health providers is sometimes complicated by their parallel responsibilities in regulating
access to care through the letter-writing process, they are well-positioned to support
patients across the perioperative period when their expertise is used to facilitate patient
readiness and recovery. This review article explores how behavioral health professionals
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can support the well-being of individuals undergoing gender-affirming genital surgery, from the presurgical period
through long-term recovery. It is also intended to raise surgeons’ awareness of the impact of mental health and
social determinants of health on the perioperative experience and to facilitate the provision of trauma-informed care
and support.

INTRODUCTION

As gender-affirming surgery becomes more widely known and available, the demand for such procedures
has risen accordingly. Where once genital reconstructive procedures such as vulvovaginoplasty,
metoidioplasty, and phalloplasty were available to a select few individuals in only a handful of facilities, they
are now available to a broader cross-section of prospective patients. However, interest in gender-affirming
genital surgeries continues to outstrip demand"!. The relative scarcity of access is duly reflected in a
widespread lack of training in and awareness of these surgeries by medical professionals'™?. While significant
improvements have been made in expanding medical education on gender-affirming care, there has been less
attention focused on how mental health providers can support patients through this process - even as
multiple publications emphasize the need for such support>’. The current standards of care have therefore
evolved to reduce the importance of referral letters in favor of a more holistic assessment and support
process involving a multispecialty team'.

Although the motivations and guidelines for their involvement have changed over the past century, mental
and behavioral health providers have played a central role in assessing prospective patients since the
inception of gender-affirming surgery as a discipline”. Behavioral health providers have historically held
enormous influence over whether or not a patient is eligible for surgery, and in recent years, whether such
surgery will be covered by insurance. However, this history has made many patients distrustful””. Patients
report being fearful of personal disclosure lest the answer to an assessment question lead to a delay or denial
of care, which positions providers and patients at perceived cross-purposes and potentially undermines the
utility of pre-surgical letters of support!®”. This is problematic, as gender-affirming genital surgeries are
resource-intensive and emotionally draining, and patients often experience a need for substantial support
throughout the perioperative and recovery periods. For other complex surgical procedures, such as
transplantation and bariatric surgery, multidisciplinary support is similarly a standard part of pre- and post-
operative care®'”\. This is sometimes referred to as surgical “prehabilitation”, referring to the fact that the
goal is to identify and address issues that might affect surgical success and recovery before the surgery
occurs.

Gender-affirming genital surgeries have the potential to dramatically reshape how someone relates to their
body across multiple domains. While the literature reports high rates of satisfaction with these procedures
relative to similar procedures for cisgender patients'*'*, patients frequently report that the recovery is far
harder than anticipated. Behavioral health providers have an important role in assisting patients through the
preparation and recovery processes, a role that is sometimes complicated by their parallel roles in regulating
access to care.

THE IMPORTANCE OF A MULTIDISCIPLINARY TEAM

True informed consent requires that patients have the best possible understanding of a procedure!’. While
surgeons are required to provide this information as part of the formal consent process, they may not
necessarily be skilled at, comfortable with, or have the extensive time to facilitate discussions of the details of
how these procedures may affect the most intimate areas of a person’s life, including their effects on sexuality
and relationships - with both themself and others. Behavioral health providers embedded in
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multidisciplinary teams can play an important role in assessing and aiding in comprehension about the likely
impacts of these surgeries, ascertaining and addressing misconceptions, and facilitating communication
between patients and their medical providers'>*'”.. While there is no specific level of training required for a
behavioral health provider on a surgical team, providers should ideally be highly trans competent and have a
good understanding of the issues involved in accessing gender-affirming care, as well as the specific types of
care offered by the team. Surgeons should also consider the specific role they would like a potential
behavioral health provider to fulfill, such as pre- and post-operative supportive counseling, and hire
accordingly. Embedded behavioral health providers can also play a role in educating patients’ individual
therapists on how best to support their clients through this process. This function can facilitate the
development of a comprehensive aftercare plan that addresses potential unexpected complications'.

It is also important to acknowledge that, unlike other genital reconstructive surgeries - about which public
awareness and opinion are generally limited - gender-affirming surgery has been thrust into broader public
debate around gender-affirming care, including being prominently featured in the 2024 U.S. presidential
election. This raises concerns about decreased access and increased risks related to negative perceptions of
this care, how it is accessed, and its short- and long-term effects on people’s lives""*?". This is another factor
that behavioral health providers may be called to address in their work with patients considering genital
affirmation surgery, undergoing it, or recovering from it - even in the more distant past.

Finally, there continues to be a need for additional research on behavioral health needs relative to surgery
and the perisurgical period. While we have provided citations where available, this paper also highlights the
need for surgical fields to more systematically consider behavioral health needs as part of comprehensive,
multidisciplinary care. Behavioral health support has the potential to improve patient outcomes in many
domains across medicine, and embedded providers can also help prepare allied helping professionals - such
as outpatient therapists and psychiatric practitioners - to support their own patients who are seeking
procedures where mental health concerns may compromise recovery.

ASSESSING SURGICAL READINESS BEYOND GENDER HISTORY

Although much of the discussion of multidisciplinary assessment prior to gender affirming surgery has
historically been on the individual’s gender history, the focus of assessment now is more on practical
questions about the patient’s social environment and ability to recover safely and successfully [Table 1]. In
part, this is because patients are unlikely to have presented to surgical assessment without significant
documentation of their gender history and - particularly in the case of genital gender-affirming surgery - are
likely to be far enough along in their gender affirmation process that their identity is well established.

There is, however, one area of assessment that is often best addressed by a behavioral health provider
embedded within the surgical center - whether the patient’s expectations are reasonable with respect to
surgical outcomes. Providers should assess not only the patient’s goals for surgery - e.g., being able to stand
to pee, have vaginal intercourse, or stop experiencing menstruation - but whether those goals are realistic
given the surgeon and the procedure in question. Ideally, patients should be shown pictures of surgical
outcomes so that they have a clear understanding of the expected aesthetic results of their surgery, informed
about the risk of complications and side effects seen in the practice, and given an opportunity to discuss any
doubts or concerns. They should also be asked to describe how they expect their body to function after
surgery, so that any misconceptions can be addressed in advance.

After ensuring that the patient’s surgical expectations are realistic, the most salient aspect of assessment is
their ability to undergo and recover from surgery - psychologically, financially, and practically. While many
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Table 1. Critical aspects of the social environment

Area Potential concerns

Housing Stability of housing
Access to a toilet and bath or shower
Pets in the home (cleanliness/need for caregiving)
Private place to engage in post-surgical care needs (e.g., dilation)
Who else is present in the home (are they safe to be around/aware of surgery)?

Post-surgical support Who will care for the patient after surgery?
What is their relationship with the patient, and is it stable?
Are they aware of all necessary care, willing to assist with it, and available as needed for the full recovery period?
Can they come to a pre-surgical appointment to ask questions/express concerns?
Is a backup caregiver available, if needed?

Finances Does the patient have sufficient financial resources to sustain them through recovery (i.e., pay for housing, food, and other
essential needs)?
Assistance with applying for short-term disability, as appropriate
Assistance with applying for leave from appointment
Assessment of employment stability/ability to return to work after leave

Mental health Full mental health history, including any medications
Discussion of coping skills and any needed adaptations for post-surgery (e.g., a change from running to a sedentary
activity)
Relationship with a therapist who can be helpful in the perioperative period

of these issues are addressed in more detail below, a useful framework is that the provider generally does not
determine whether the patient can have surgery, but rather when they will be able to have it safely and
recover with as few anticipated problems as possible. However, if the patient is unlikely to ever be
appropriate or ready for surgery, this should be clearly communicated to them so that they can explore other
options.

SEXUALITY AND SURGICAL DECISION MAKING

In addition to gender affirmation, the decision to undergo genital affirmation surgery involves numerous
considerations about sexual interests and goals. Individual goals may affect both interest in having surgery
and the type of surgery that patients are considering [Table 2]. Understanding a patient’s sexual goals and
post-surgical sexual expectations is important for advising them about which, if any, procedures can help
them achieve them. When engaging in shared decision-making processes, “teach-back” methods can be used
to elicit patient understandings of these specifics and have been demonstrated in other fields to show higher
rates of both satisfaction and compliance with aftercare needs. These can similarly be grounded through
learning about how patients seek gender-aftirming healthcare information (e.g., on Reddit).

It is important to start discussing patients’ sexual goals early in the consultation process. It can take time for
patients to feel comfortable having these discussions with providers, and many procedural decisions are
directly related to patient goals. If patients’ expectations cannot be met using current surgical techniques, it is
important to know that before any surgeries take place. For example, even if a phalloplasty surgeon does not
implant erectile devices, that surgeon should be confident that the patient’s goals around erectile function are
possible to be met before starting construction of the phallus, or at a minimum, that the patient will be
satisfied with having undergone surgery even if particular goals with respect to penetration cannot be
achieved. In order to facilitate the success of these conversations, behavioral health professionals should
practice having non-judgmental conversations about sexual goals that are gender and sexual
orientation-inclusive. For providers who are concerned about their ability to do so without being or
appearing uncomfortable, a Sexuality Attitude Reassessment (SAR) or similar type of self-awareness
education may be a good option for further training®".
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Table 2. Sexual goals, surgical concerns, and counseling considerations in genital gender affirming surgery

Goal

Related concerns

Counseling recommendations

Vulvoplasty/Vulvovaginoplasty

Experience
penetrative vaginal
intercourse

Expectations around
arousal and lubrication, and
how this affects graft choice

Lubricants for sexual activity and dilation are
recommended for all graft options; therefore, this should
not be a primary consideration in procedure choice®.
Specifically, women should be advised that peritoneal
grafts do not provide sufficient lubrication to eliminate
the need for external lubricants - a common
misconception amongst patients and providers alike

Most cisgender women need to use external lubricants
during intercourse

Uncertain if
interested in
penetration

Vulvoplasty vs.
vulvovaginoplasty

Dilation needs after vulvovaginoplasty

Zero- or minimal-depth surgery reduces intensity of
post-surgical care, but it becomes more difficult to create
anew canal at a later date - for both practical and
anatomical reasons?32%)

Pros & Cons of all options for a person’s individual sexual
goals

Concerns about
dilation regimen

Determine whether related
to sexual trauma, practical
concerns, anxiety, or other
issues

Is patient ready for surgery,
or do they need time to
address these issues prior
to scheduling?

Build coping skills for dilation

Better to do surgery when patient is prepared to dilate
and can be successful

Concrete plan for addressing concerns

Pelvic floor physical therapy consultation

Phalloplasty/Metoidioplasty

How important is
sexual penetration?

Is phalloplasty or
metoidioplasty more
appropriate?

Penetration is not always the primary goal of individuals

interested in these types of surgery, if it is a goal at
a||[26,27]

If penetration is not a goal, are there other reasons why
phalloplasty is more appropriate (e.g., “locker room”
appearance, bulk, etc.)

Erectile function

Need for erectile device

There are a variety of techniques for achieving penile
rigidity without a prosthesis (e.g., wrapping in coban
tape), but most people interested in using their phallus
for penetration will eventually at least consider an
internal prosthesist®!

All currently available internal prosthesis options have a
substantial risk of complications, including possible need
for multiple replacements due to device failure or erosion
of the device through the penis?°39!

Discuss erectile function of the clitoris and if the goal is

“Spontaneous” Does patient have . . L .
. . erection or penetration to prioritize choice of
erection achievable goals? -
metoidioplasty vs. phalloplasty
Address community-driven misconceptions about
Ejaculation Patient understanding of ejaculation after urethral lengthening. Explain that glands

procedure

involved in creating semen are not present although urine
or other fluids may be expelled

EVALUATING UNCOMMON SURGICAL REQUESTS

There has been a growing conversation around genital surgery requests that fall outside the standard group
of surgeries that, by and large, are designed to replicate binary expectations around genital anatomy. While
historically many surgeons have been reluctant to consider performing such procedures, it is important to
note that what procedures are considered standard has changed over time. For example, vulvoplasty
(formerly often referred to as zero-depth vaginoplasty) used to be considered only appropriate in very
specific circumstances, but it has become more widely performed.
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When presented with a surgical request that falls outside routine expectations but remains technically
reasonable, the behavioral health provider can play an important role in understanding the patient’s rationale
for the request, whether their expectations are reasonable, and whether the surgery is likely to help them
accomplish their gender goals"®?. To some extent, this functions almost as an exercise in critical reasoning -
in the absence of longitudinal data, patients and providers must consider what is most important to the
patient and whether, given current knowledge, there is a realistic chance of achieving it. For example, a
patient who is interested in penile sparing vaginoplasty because they are focused on maintaining erectile
function may not have considered either the ways that the orchiectomy would impact function or the effects
on erectile function caused by the trauma to the pelvic area during dilation. Providers should also
contextualize any requests within the patient’s mental health and gender history and their current
psychosocial situation and help the surgeon determine whether the patient is making an informed choice
that they are well prepared to undergo, recover, and live with for the long term.

ADDRESSING POTENTIAL INDICATORS OF FUTURE RECOVERY CHALLENGES

As a result of experiences of minority stress, transgender individuals are at increased risk of a number of
mental health challenges that have the potential to make recovery from surgery substantially more difficult.
These challenges range in severity from those primarily associated with an increased risk of patient distress
to those that threaten to compromise surgical recovery. They include - but are not limited to - a history of
addiction, sexual assault, and body-focused repetitive behaviors (BFRB). Some sexually transmitted
infections also have the potential to affect healing during the perioperative period and may be more likely to
be disclosed to a behavioral health provider than in a surgical consult.

While not all of these concerns, even if present, will pose a challenge to every affected patient, providers
should be attuned to these risks and prepared to have open, trauma-informed discussions about the
challenges they may pose to recovery. Providers should also be prepared to create proactive treatment plans
that address these concerns within the specific domain of surgical recovery, and help identify both

[3,33

professional and natural supports who can be called upon to provide assistance!***. The following represent
some, but not all, of the common mental health challenges that can present specific obstacles to recovering

patients.

Self-harm and suicidality

Transgender and gender diverse individuals have been repeatedly shown to have significantly elevated rates
of self-harm and suicidality. This may be the result of experiences of minority stress, trauma, depression, and
other mental health difficulties. However, for some people, this can also reflect a need to take some control
or ownership over their own body - which they may not otherwise feel**. Neither a history of self-harm nor
suicidal ideation is an inherent contraindication for surgery. However, individuals should be stable enough
that self-harm (e.g., cutting, burning) is not a primary coping skill and they are not experiencing active
suicidal ideation. (It is important to distinguish active suicidal ideation - where people are actively thinking
about how to end their life - from passive suicidal ideation - where they lack motivation to live but have no
plan or intention to die. Passive suicidal ideation remains a significant concern that should be addressed, but
it must also be contextualized within the individual’s social environment).

There is no specific timeline that can be followed to say that people are safe from further self-harm, suicidal
ideation, or suicide attempts"!. It is important to understand a person’s history of suicidal ideation and
injury (SI) and non-suicidal self-injury (NSSI) in order to assess its potential relevance to the perioperative
time period. Behaviors that occurred a single time, or in response to a specific event, are unlikely to recur
and are less of a concern than ongoing behaviors - particularly those that reflect a lower distress tolerance
than may be needed to deal with the inevitable stumbling blocks that occur both before genital surgery and
during recovery. Behavioral health providers should not just assess the history of these behaviors but
patients’ current coping strategies for managing likely concerns.
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Table 3. Eating disorder behaviors and related concerns

Behavior Concern Assessment/Counseling need

Identify “ready to drink” supplemental nutrition that is acceptable to
the patient and can be used post-surgery. May also be useful for
patients with ARFID

Calorie restriction Surgical recovery requires calories and proper
nutritiont

Purging/Vomiting  Stress on surgical sites
Prepare the patient that nausea induced by anesthesia may be a

Oral health/dental problems that may affect trigger and make a plan in advance to address it
anesthesial*?!

Laxative use Concern that bowel prep may reactivate

Used shared decision making to balance the potential risks of bowel
symptoms

preparation for eating disorder recurrence with the benefits for
Increased risk of gastroparesis surgical safety”
Vaginal packing putting pressure on the colon may
partially obstruct the movement of solid waste
(vulvovaginoplasty only)

Prepare patient in advance to address cognitions related to previous
laxative use and disordered eating behaviors

Will the patient be able to restrict activity for long enough to
Compulsive exercise Need for activity restriction can cause depression  successfully recover?
both indirectly and directly from loss of the coping
skill and the exercise-related endorphins Work on developing new coping skills that the patient can use during
the postoperative period

ARFID: Avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder.

Eating disorders

Research has repeatedly demonstrated that disordered eating is more prevalent among transgender patients
relative to their cisgender peers, with the highest occurrence among transgender men, and the lowest
occurrence associated with active gender-affirming hormone and surgical treatment”**”. The latter suggests
that gender-affirming care may serve a protective function in this regard, highlighting the need for access™.
It also emphasizes that, in addition to the multitude of well-known reasons that people of all genders may
engage in disordered eating, there may be unique reasons that transgender patients may restrict their food
intake related to managing their gender dysphoria®. Specifically, significant weight loss can affect the body
in ways that impact dysphoria such as stopping menstruation or affecting the distribution of body fat"**).

Some literature also suggests that a history of anorexia and/or bulimia may add risk to the use of anesthesia
via undetected damage to the cardiovascular system'*”. This speaks to a well-documented sequelae of acute
calorie restriction caused by malnutrition and electrolyte imbalance!*. While the common picture of
disordered eating is calorie restriction, purging behaviors are equally common. These can take many forms
from self-induced vomiting to the use of laxatives. Behavioral health providers should routinely assess for a
range of disordered eating behaviors, both current and historical. Patients with a history of an eating
disorder should be stable and in well-maintained recovery before they are appropriate candidates for surgery.
However, it is important for providers to assess specific concerns and challenges patients may face during
recovery to help them develop appropriate coping strategies [Table 3].

Body dysmorphic disorder
While individuals with gender dysphoria accurately perceive a disconnect between the appearance of their
gendered body and their internal identity, those with body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) inaccurately perceive

[48,49

or appraise some aspect of their appearance!***. In other words, people with BDD focus on perceived
problems with their appearance, while those with gender dysphoria focus on the incongruence between their
body and gender identity. They also may be distinct in their temporal focus - with those with BDD
concerned about their current appearance and people with gender dysphoria concerned about both their

current and future congruence!™ [Table 4].
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Table 4. Disambiguating BDD and gender dysphoria

Body dysmorphic disorder

Gender dysphoria

Differences in
presentation

Focus on specific aspects of appearance contributing to a negative
overall self-image. Typically, these are consistent with dominant
societal beauty standards

Focus on specific perceived flaws is about a belief that this causes
the sufferer to be “ugly” or in severe cases, “disfigured”

Distress is caused by inconsistency with appearance
and secondary sex characteristics perceived to be at
odds with one's lived gender

Focus on specific features believed to contribute to
having the appearance of an individual of
non-congruent gender

Appraisal

The identified area is being misperceived by the individual as
wrong/problematic when it is within expected limits

The fundamental concern is an accurate perception
that their body parts and appearance are not in line
with expectations for bodies of the affirmed gender

Similarities in
presentation

Actions taken to remedy the distress caused by BDD may also be
used by people who experience GD: mirror checking and
reassurance seeking, camouflaging/excessive makeup use,
avoidance and social isolation

Both groups may seek out plastic and reconstructive surgery

People with gender dysphoria may also perseverate
on specific, granular aspects of their appearance that
are imperceptible or affectively neutral to others

People with GD sometimes report a “moving target”
of goals, whereby once one aspect changes, another

becomes the focus of concern

BDD: Body dysmorphic disorder; GD: gender dysphoria.

BDD and gender dysphoria are commonly confused by not only lay people but some providers. However,
they are both distinct and have opposing treatment indications. Unlike BDD patients, who often
decompensate after surgical attempts to remedy perceived flaws in their appearance, patients with gender
dysphoria typically report high rates of satisfaction after gender-affirming surgery - often far above the
general satisfaction rates associated with other surgeries'"**'*”). However, although there is no evidence
suggesting an elevated risk of BDD in individuals with gender dysphoria®¥, the two conditions are not
mutually exclusive. Patients can experience both conditions, and screening should be considered for those
seeking any surgical procedure that focuses on external appearance, including the creation of a vulva or
phallus.

Outside of the context of gender-affirming surgery, patients with BDD who seek out surgical care often find
that their concerns are greatly heightened after surgery. The plastic surgery literature has amply documented
cases where this has led to multiple attempts to correct what is believed to be a flaw in the procedure or
healing process, one often not visible to others!*>*\. This last quality, where the perceived flaw is minimally
visible (or completely invisible) to others, can lead to conflict between providers and patients who are upset
that their surgeons cannot see what is so clearly apparent to them"'. This may be accounted for by subtle
differences in visual perception, although more research is needed*". Some research suggests that this may
be mediated for patients with mild to moderate BDD through the use of screening and presurgical
intervention*.

Where BDD is suspected, teams should consider referring the patient for a formal assessment by a trained
evaluator. While BDD is not an absolute contraindication to surgery, it does require teams to be particularly
vigilant in ascertaining whether the patient’s gender dysphoria is separate from their BDD and whether their
goals for addressing their gender dysphoria are achievable using surgery. Where surgery is not currently
appropriate, patients should be provided with resources for accessing treatment and a plan for returning to
care. Where surgery is determined to be appropriate for an individual with BDD, providers should be aware
that genital surgery could potentially result in an exacerbation of BDD symptoms. There may be benefits to
pharmaceutical treatment!®?..



Kant et al. Plast Aesthet Res. 2026;13:4 Page 9 of 20

Most genital surgeries, regardless of the gender modality, require patients to focus a significant amount of
time and energy on parts of their body that have already been a source of distress, albeit due to incongruence
between natal sex and gender rather than dysmorphia. Regardless of a history of BDD, patients should be
coached on how to balance the desire to monitor their healing progress and report back to their surgical
team with the potential difficulties that may arise from compulsive or ritualized checking. Patients should be
reminded in advance that it is not unusual for individuals who frequently check areas of concern in an
attempt to reassure themselves to experience a paradoxical effect - where the checking exacerbates anxiety,
thus intensifying the perception of common and generally safe complications, such as granulation tissue or
mild wound dehiscence.

Body-focused repetitive disorders

BFRBs are conditions that lead patients to engage in behaviors such as hair pulling and excoriation (skin
picking or scratching)*>*!l. During recovery, these behaviors can compromise the integrity of surgical sites by
either tugging at necessary sutures or introducing harmful bacteria onto recent wounds. While they may
provide stress relief and be engaged in consciously but compulsively, BFRBs can also include what are known
as “automatic” behaviors, which are done without intention and may catch people by surprise only after the
behavior has been engaged in for a substantial period of time!***.

While the exact cause of BFRBs is not fully understood, conditions that disrupt the texture of the skin, such
as acne or psoriasis, can lead to an increased number of tactile cues!™. Patients who engage in BFRBs report a
sensation of itching, tingling, or “tension” in the affected area, which can only be ameliorated by engaging in
the BFRB itself™. This can pose challenges for patients with exposed stitches or newly formed scars - both of
which can trigger automatic picking behavior. Additionally, opioids commonly used in pain management
routines are known to cause itchiness, and the dry air of hospital environments may draw moisture out of
the skin, having the same effect. Proactive engagement with Habit Replacement Therapy can provide
competing responses that keep the hands busy'*”, and keeping the area covered with a sheet or light surgical
dressing may reduce the risk of automatic picking. Pharmaceutical interventions such as N-acetyl cysteine have
been shown to decrease skin picking!*”**, while naloxone has been used to manage itchiness caused by
opioids'®”.

Obsessive-compulsive disorder and related conditions

Obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) is a highly heterogeneous condition characterized by persistent
ruminative thoughts alongside compulsive behaviors designed to mitigate the anxiety caused by these
thoughts. Many presentations of OCD elicit substantial health anxiety, either regarding the health of the
patient or people around them. Patients with contamination-based OCD will often wash to excess, and the
inability to shower for as long as a week while inpatient may be an unexpected but highly distressing
experience for patients.

Validated measures such as The Yale-Brown Obsessive Compulsive Scale can be helpful for getting a picture
of the role OCD plays in an individual’s life by breaking down the condition into subdomains such as level of
distress, frequency of ritualized behavior and ability to resist performing anxiety-reducing behaviors (e.g.,
compulsions)”. Exposure and response prevention therapy (EXRP), which builds a person’s natural ability
to resist compulsive behavior through a process called fear-extinction, may be indicated prior to surgery”"’.

The predisposition to ruminative thoughts can also make it more difficult to tolerate the anxiety of the
unknown and exacerbate the distress associated with common complications such as hematoma or wound
dehiscence. People with OCD may also attempt to seek reassurance from providers in excess of what is
feasible on an outpatient basis during the immediate postoperative period. Communication between the
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surgical team and a patient’s therapist or psychiatrist may help the patient’s external care team provide
additional support at this time, creating a temporary wrap-around model of care.

Survivors of sexual assault

There are a multiplicity of potentially overlapping reasons why genital surgeries may be especially difficult
for patients who have survived sexual violence. These include multiple pre- and post-operative genital
exams, including internal exams or placing/removing internal stents/catheters, as well as discussions of both
sexual activity and intimate behaviors involving these areas that are necessitated by post-surgical recovery. It
is particularly important to work with patients to consider how post-operative care, such as dilation, may be
impacted by a history of sexual violence and prepare coping strategies in advance to increase the likelihood
of a positive surgical outcome” 7.

While not all survivors of sexual violence will have issues during the perioperative period, it is important to
address such concerns proactively and in a trauma-informed way. By their nature, gender-affirming genital
surgeries occur in an intimate region of the body, and for all patients, there is a period of adjustment to
having providers routinely examining their genitals during the perioperative period. For survivors of trauma,
this can be highly activating, and may be even more so depending on the gender of the provider or the
relative power differential. It also diverges from standard trauma-informed practices that allow individuals
to opt out of genital exams when not acutely necessary, as the act of having chosen the surgery means that
such exams are important for patient safety in different parts of the perioperative process. Behavioral health
professionals can help patients work on coping skills to make such exams more tolerable””".,

Additionally, recovery from genital surgery involves a range of new sensations, many of which are quite
painful, and some of which may feel replicative of injuries sustained during assault, or of the assault itself.
Vaginal packing used in vulvovaginoplasty may be experienced as prolonged sharp pressure on the rectum
and is often painful enough to make it difficult for patients to ignore. Other sensations may evoke a feeling of
pelvic “fullness”, and traumatic dissociation may exacerbate this sensation by making it difficult for patients
to orient to their surroundings and temporarily bringing them mentally back to traumatogenic events.

Similarly, while for most patients anesthesia is a neutral or even pleasant experience, the delirium induced by
medications such as propofol and ketamine can cause disorientation, and their paralytic effects may create
the sensation of being held or pinned down. Even in the absence of a history of assault, “emergence
delirium” is a well-documented adverse reaction to anesthesia that can take the form of panic and
hyperventilation"””.

Being prepared in advance for these potential effects and sensations may help mitigate them, and anecdotal
evidence suggests it can reduce their likelihood or help patients recognize what is happening and feel assured
that they are safe. Making a plan with patients ahead of time and communicating this to direct care staff can
be crucial to providing proper trauma-informed care, including discussing with patients why examinations
or other forms of care are taking place and asking for consent before they occur'”. Providers and other
medical staff should also inform patients of the reason why they are asking any question that may be
perceived as invasive as a matter of routine”* [Table 5].

Addiction

While vast improvements have been made in pain management, there is always the concern in medicine that
the prescription of powerful analgesics may lead to iatrogenic harm through addiction. This is complicated
substantially for patients with a past history of addiction, the risk of which has been shown to be elevated in
transgender adults due to experiences of minority stress”®**. Unlike day surgeries, which may involve only
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Table 5. Trauma-informed care overview

Category Action Rationale

Communication Introduce yourself, and state your role, to patient when entering room (may be needed repeatedly,

particularly in inpatient setting) Establishing trust

Ask permission before touching patient and wait for affirmative consent prior to starting care. If
this is not possible (i.e., time-sensitive, emergency care) explain why (e.g., “| am going to insert a

needle to drain this hematoma before it causes damage. This needs to happen immediately.”) .
Restoring agency and locus

Explain what a staff member is doing, and why they are doing it, before they do it of control

Provide options to patients, but only if answers can/will be respected. Do not provide options if
patient does not have agency or choice is not available

Environment Avoid blocking exits or doorways
Minimizing “fight or flight”

Address sensory stimulation needs (e.g., provide single occupancy accommodation, lower lighting, responses

reduce sound volume)

Staffing Minimize the number of staff in the room at the time, such as medical students or other personnel

not essential to the procedure o o
Avoiding retraumatization

Respect patient gender preferences based on trauma history similar to those based on religious
needs

one or two rescue doses of opioids, most genital surgery patients will require some type of advanced pain
management for the duration of their inpatient stay, and typically for one to two weeks post-discharge.
While many patients with a history of addiction may choose to minimize or forgo heavy pain medication in
most aspects of their medical care, this approach is unrealistic after genital surgery. Constant severe pain can

84-86

cause muscle tension and an inability to relax, which may complicate healing®**?. Undermanaged pain may
also put people at higher risk of the development of chronic post-surgical pain, as well as addiction and
associated consequences. Keeping patients comfortable allows them to take active steps in their recovery.
Research shows that unmanaged pain may itself be a risk factor for future addiction, and this concern should

be discussed and weighed against the concerns raised by narcotic use.

Nicotine use

Nicotine is well documented to be associated with wound healing complications, cardiopulmonary risk, as
well as increased deep vein thrombosis (DVT) risk*>***, Nicotine dependence is therefore a substantial
concern for prospective patients, and most surgeons require patients to stop using nicotine products of any
kind approximately two months before surgery. Cotinine testing is routinely used to screen prospective

87,88]

patients prior to surgery**.

Unfortunately, many of the most common tools for treating nicotine dependence are themselves
nicotine-based, specifically nicotine replacement therapy using gum, lozenges, or patches®. In lieu of these
tools, prescription medications such as varenicline may offer support, although bupropion is generally favored
for its substantially lower side-effect profile. While cessation is counseled, ample evidence demonstrates that
nicotine dependence can be a long-term struggle long after an individual has stopped using nicotine, and
that nicotine relapse is most common during times of increased stress and decreased internal ability to
self-soothe. Therefore, behavioral health professionals play an important role in helping patients develop
alternative, non-nicotine-based coping skills in advance.

Other conditions of note

While psychosis and mania must be well-managed in order for patients to be able to properly consent to and
undergo reconstructive surgeries safely, this does not guarantee that well-managed symptoms will not
reemerge during the acute stress of recovery. As previously discussed, anesthesia is powerfully mind-altering,
and common anesthetics are associated with hallucinations for a portion of the population. Similarly,
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paradoxical responses to common medications can trigger a range of surprising reactions. As medication is
typically the front-line treatment for psychosis, all clinical staff should be aware of any existing as-needed
(PRN) prescriptions for anti-psychotics.

The same is true for anxiolytics, which may also be indicated for syncopal reactions mediated by stress'®.
Discussing PRN medications ahead of surgery appears to anecdotally increase patient willingness to take them when
indicated, especially if conversations are led by a behavioral health provider with whom the patient is already
familiar. Syncopal reactions may impact a patient’s ability to participate in necessary postoperative care, such
as dilation or wound care. Patients who have used avoidance strategies previously should be counseled that
this mechanism for anxiety avoidance is likely not possible through the entire perioperative course.
Alternative strategies should be provided, such as gradual desensitization or exposure, if possible.

PREPARING PATIENTS FOR THE HOSPITAL

While not universal, individuals seeking gender-affirming surgery may be in early adulthood and may have
never undergone a surgical procedure before. It may be their first experience with anesthesia or an overnight
hospital stay. Although much attention in both lay and clinical literature focuses on either approving a
patient for surgery or caring for them longitudinally post-operative, for many, the most challenging period
is often the immediate week(s) following the procedure, during which they are partially immobilized and

15]

experience substantial discomfort!

Helping patients anticipate the environment in which they will be recovering, including challenges reported
by others, can help future patients prepare to manage their experiences and communicate specific needs they
may have during recovery. For example, research indicates that the sensory experience of being surrounded
by the sounds of hospital machines can have a deleterious effect on patients’ mental health, blood pressure,
and sleep quality, and by extension, surgical recovery**'. Patients who are sensitive to sound (e.g.,
misophonia, autism spectrum disorders, certain anxiety disorders) may wish to consider bringing sensory
tools such as noise-canceling headphones or earplugs. The same is true for patients with textural or olfactory
needs. These can be used to form the basis of grounding exercises for patients who experience significant
anxiety or overstimulation while inpatient, and are easy to communicate to other providers beyond the
behavioral health team.

COMPLEX EMOTIONS IN THE PERIOPERATIVE PERIOD

Patients who have undergone a gender affirming surgery commonly experience contradictory emotions.
They may feel simultaneously thrilled about having undergone the surgery that they have been waiting for
and disconcerted as they realize both that this has not fixed everything in their lives and that they may have
completed all the “steps” they were planning in their transition. Patients may struggle to navigate this
dialectic and become concerned that they are not only excited and happy about having undergone surgery.

While ideally, the reality and normality of complex emotions after surgery are discussed with patients prior
to the procedure, these are areas that a behavioral health provider is well-suited to address. Genital
affirmation is, for many transgender and gender diverse people, the final formal step in their transition, and
they may feel lost without having a plan for what is next. It can be helpful to strategize about other areas of
life that patients want to work on. It is also important to discuss how a person’s gender journey, exploration,
and growth can continue throughout life as they learn how to live and be in their affirmed body - both alone
and in relationship to others.
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Staged procedures

These complexities are further elevated for those undergoing staged procedures - whether planned or due to
a complication. A behavioral health professional can help the patient understand the rationale for the staging
and offer support through extended periods of liminality, during which the body has already undergone
alteration but surgical goals have not yet been achieved. While not unique to such procedures, this
experience may be most prolonged during masculinizing genital reconstructions that also involve urethral
lengthening. These procedures may be performed in multiple stages, and even theoretically “single-stage”
procedures can involve extended healing periods - for example, when an individual is managing a
suprapubic catheter that will later need to be removed. It may also be helpful to show things such as catheters,
wound vacs, and drains to patients during consultation, as people often struggle to conceptualize what these
are or how they will affect their lives without seeing them in reality.

These liminal periods can cause people to have complicated feelings about their bodies and the experience of
moving towards their anatomical goals. They can be intensely frustrating and lead to feelings of needing to
leave one’s life on hold that may end up affecting decisions about later surgical stages - such as whether or
not to undergo a prosthesis insertion after healing of the neophallus is theoretically “done.” Staged
procedures may also involve unanticipated delays and require patient flexibility - for example, if a surgeon
leaves a practice or there are changes in insurance eligibility - which may necessitate more intensive periods
of support.

SUPPORTING THE WORK OF RECOVERY

Many individuals also experience difficulties when they come down from the initial rush of having achieved
their surgical goals to the reality of how long it takes to recover from these surgeries and start to get back to
“normal” life. Patients after phalloplasty and metoidioplasty often need to urinate through a suprapubic
catheter for a period of time, which may require social planning as well as discussions about workplace
adaptations. Behavioral health providers can help patients cope with this uncertainty, which may persist for
an extended period, and assist with brainstorming solutions to practical problems outside the medical sector
- such as how much to disclose to a supervisor regarding the reason for an accommodation.

Individuals who have undergone vulvovaginoplasty often express concern about the visual appearance of
their genitals in the early months after surgery, particularly regarding asymmetry and swelling. These
concerns may resolve over the first year of healing, but they may also reflect a limited awareness of the
natural diversity of vulvas. (Notably, this lack of awareness is also common among cisgender women and
healthcare providers®*®*.) Showing images of diverse bodies can be helpful, as can emphasizing that the
tissues will continue to heal and settle over an extended period.

After vulvovaginoplasty, many individuals face challenges with dilation, due both to potential physical
discomfort and the need to reorganize home and work schedules to accommodate this intimate activity.
Behavioral health providers can support individuals in multiple ways - by helping develop coping strategies
for physical or emotional discomfort during dilation and by providing practical guidance for advocating for
necessary accommodations in the workplace””. As described above, this may be particularly difficult for
individuals who have experienced physical or sexual abuse and who, while happy with their new genitals,
may have difficulty caring for them in the ways needed after surgery. Ideally, behavioral health providers will
have helped patients address these concerns and complete some necessary work prior to surgery. After
surgery, they can remind patients of their coping and recovery plans. Pelvic floor physical therapy can also be
very helpful in these circumstances®.
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SEXUALITY AFTER GENITAL SURGERY

A common concern in the weeks, months, and years after genital reconstructive surgery is how the patient’s
body now works in the context of their sexual interactions. This can be a difficult conversation to initiate,
due to both the general embarrassment many feel regarding sexual topics and the fact that individuals often
forget that learning to navigate their natal anatomy - both alone and with others - is a gradual process. For
individuals who were never comfortable enough in their bodies to engage in masturbation or partnered sex,
this can be even more difficult, as they may lack the context to start figuring out what they want or with

t[54,96—101]

whom they want i

For many people, masturbation is a critical tool for learning about their own bodies after surgery. They can
learn what feels good to them and what does not, which in turn allows them to communicate this
information to a partner. They can also learn some of the idiosyncrasies of their anatomy, which may be
related to angles of penetration or types of lubricant that work better or worse for certain types of sexual
behavior. It is important to normalize that these types of exploration are not unique to individuals who have
undergone genital affirmation surgery, and that most people will need to experiment with what works best
for them sexually every time they have a new sexual partner or try a new sexual activity.

Post-surgical care requirements may enhance some individuals” sexuality. For example, a partner may engage
in dilation with them as part of sex play. However, for others, the medicalization of their genitalia can make
engaging with it sexually more difficult. They may want to set clear boundaries between care and sex.
Furthermore, some romantic partners find challenges in the caretaking role that may negatively impact

102,103
nl

relationship satisfactio . Figuring this out will be different for every person, and couples therapy or sex

therapy may be indicated in some situations.

BEHAVIORAL HEALTH SUPPORT IN THE LONG TERM

Genital affirmation surgery represents a major milestone in a person’s life - one that, for many, has been not
just a long-term goal but also perceived as the final step in their gender journey. While for most, achieving
this goal is a uniformly positive experience, no longer having a goal to strive for can be disorienting. After
spending years, or even decades, reaching the point of having surgery, it is not uncommon for individuals to
experience the uncomfortable dialectic of feeling happy about their gender affirmation while also feeling
uncertain or empty about what comes next. This phenomenon of impact bias in affective forecasting is not
unique to this situation"**'*, and behavioral health providers often have substantial experience addressing
these concerns in other milestone contexts (e.g., graduating from a degree program, getting married), even if
they have not previously addressed them in the context of gender-affirming care. Behavioral health providers
can help normalize these feelings and support individuals through these difficult periods.

Depending on their life stage, individuals may also require additional support related to their genital
affirmation surgery throughout their lives. Those who enter new romantic or sexual relationships may
sometimes struggle with questions of disclosure, including whether and when to inform a prospective
partner about their gender history and journey"°*'*”). Similar questions may arise in other contexts,
particularly in situations where transgender individuals become legally vulnerable, such as under recent U.S.
presidential administration rulings that have led to loss of access to identification documents associated with

108,109

their affirmed sex!"*®'”l. Aging may also raise new questions and influence care choices - for example, if an
individual loses interest in sex and considers stopping vaginal dilation (which could lead to loss of depth) or
has an erectile device removed without replacement. While it is not the role of behavioral health providers to
offer medical advice in these situations, they can provide support to individuals who need a safe space to

consider their options.



Kant et al. Plast Aesthet Res. 2026;13:4

Page 15 of 20

v/

Assessment

Expectations

* Are they realistic?

e Can chosen procedure
meet their needs?

Social environment
* Housing

* Employment

¢ Finances

e Caregivers

Mental health

¢ Safety

¢ Areas where preparation
is needed

Preoperative
Practical readiness

® Short-term
disability/other leave
planned

Caregivers identified and
prepared

Housing set up for
recovery period
Financial concerns
addressed

Coping skills

* Planning how trauma may
affect recovery

¢ General skills for coping
with discomfort,

i

Postoperative

Acute stress management

* Pain

¢ Medication issues

* Non-affirmation by
providers

¢ Difficult interactions with
family/care-givers

Addressing complications

and unanticipated

outcomes

* Support around
additional interventions

* Helping with anxiety,
grief, etc.

@

Recovery

Patience with healing

* Normalize post-operative
emotional letdown

Help with timelines for healing
in terms of functional and
aesthetic expectations
Coping skills around
difficulties with functional
limitations during different
stages of recovery

Help with difficultissues in

recovery

e Complications that impact
aesthetics or functions in the
medium/long term

inactivity, need for rest ¢ Discomfort with aspects of

post-surgical care
Caregiver preparedness

Optimizing wellbeing Supporting counselors and

caregivers
Figuring out what’s next

Figure 1. The role of the behavioral health provider in the perioperative time period.

CONCLUSION

The historical reliance on psychological screening as a means of gatekeeping access to care has obscured the far
more important role of behavioral health providers. In improving perioperative experience and helping ensure
a safe and successful recovery from gender-affirming genital surgery [Figure 1]. While past standards
of care have generally limited behavioral health providers to assessment - potentially creating an adversarial
dynamic in which patients fear that their answers to basic screening questions may undermine their
eligibility for surgery beyond what is medically necessary - there is growing recognition that individuals can
benefit from psychosocial support throughout the perioperative period. Patients experience a wide range of
emotions and support needs during the perioperative period that assessment alone does not address.
Psychosocial support and counseling during the post-anesthesia, critical care, and inpatient stays can help
mitigate iatrogenic distress. This is best achieved by providing comprehensive information about the range
of psychosocial challenges involved in recovering from reconstructive surgery and by facilitating the
necessary support. This support can be provided either through an integrated behavioral health provider on
the surgical team or through appropriate referral to providers with sufficient knowledge about the surgery,
thereby reducing the burden on individuals to educate their own providers. There is also a need for
improved trauma-informed care training for providers working in perioperative settings to enhance the
treatment experiences of not only transgender patients but also the broader population of trauma survivors.
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