
 

•Transwomen are disproportionately affected by HIV epidemic worldwide. 

• However, stigma, social marginalization and transphobia hinder this population from 

accessing HIV prevention and care services all over the world. 

• We describe the recruitment cascade among transwomen at a large research and care 

center for HIV prevention in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

• Since 2015, Fiocruz, a major public health institution in Brazil, has implemented a 

transgender health clinic and has been developing HIV prevention and treatment studies 

for this community. 

• Transwomen diagnosed with HIV infection are offered care and immediate ART initiation, 

and high-risk HIV negative transwomen are offered HIV prevention services, including 

PrEP and PEP. Clinical care including mental health and endocrinology are offered at no 

cost. 

• Trans community educators were hired, gender-affirming spaces were created, and 

support activities and services such as art workshops, dance classes, legal assistance 

were implemented. Peer referral, peer-educator outreach activities in trans venues and sex 

work hot spots, and social media campaigns are the main recruitment strategies.

• A hot line was made available for them to call if any adverse events or concerns about 

PrEP and PEP use. 

• Contact between transwomen users and the service were strengthened through 

implementation of peer-navigation strategies in our team, including through HIV treatment 

and prevention projects. 

• Information on demographics, HIV testing, and PrEP were collected by semi-structured 

interviews. 

• Characteristics of transwomen attending the service were described according to 

recruitment strategies using Chi-square or Fischer’s exact tests. 

• From Oct-2018 to Nov-2019, 467 transwomen were assessed. The vast majority were 

referred by peers (64.9%) and 15.2% by venue-based recruitment and outreach activities 

performed by the trans community educators part of our team. 16.7% came to the service 

prevention by self-referral and 2.4% by health professional indication. Only 0.8% was 

referred by social media advertisements (Figure 1).

• Median age was 26 years (IQR:22-33) and 80,6% were under 36 years-old; 72.6% were 

non-white, and 48.9% had elementary school or less. 

• 90 transwomen were HIV-infected (19.3% prevalence; 95%CI:16.0-22.1) and most of them 

were peer-referred (76,7%). This strategy also recruited lower schooling users.

• Among the 377 HIV-uninfected transwomen, 28 (7.4%) had criteria for PEP use and 

initiated it in the same day, 312 (82.8%) were eligible for PrEP according to CDC criteria, 

and PrEP uptake was 39.1% (Figure 2). 

• PrEP uptake was higher among users recruited by peer-educators from our team through 

venue-based recruitment (54%), which may be related to creation of a bond since 

beginning between transwomen and someone of reference in the time, linking them more 

strongly to the service (Table 1).

• This strategy was also the most effective for recruiting HIV-uninfected (88.7%) and young 

transwomen aged 18-24 years (54.3%), proving to be essential for HIV-prevention 

recruitment. 
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• A strong partnership with trans communities and the establishment of a gender-affirming 

setting led to successful recruitment of young and vulnerable transwomen for prevention 

and care services and research projects. 

• More than 80% of transwomen assessed were recruited by peers, both friends and 

peers-educators, demonstrating that inclusion of peers is of utmost importance to reach 

and recruit transwomen.

• PrEP uptake numbers demonstrate that it is an extremely important challenge to develop 

strategies to include and maintain transwomen engaged in HIV prevention. 

• Our successful experience using peers and activities to reach and recruit this population 

also seems to be an excellent alternative for increase engagement and retention in HIV 

prevention. 

• Use of social media has not proven yet as a useful strategy to recruit transwomen in our 

setting. This may be related to social vulnerability and unfavorable economic conditions in 

which a large part of transwomen population lives. More research would be needed to 

explore the specifics of how to reach this population through virtual modality. 

Study participants, all LaPClin-AIDS team, especially  peer-educators, community team, 

and prevention counselors
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 Peer

referral

Venue-base
d 

recruitment
Other* Total p value

N (%) 303 (64.9) 71 (15.2) 93 (19.9) 467  

Age, years      

    18-24 111 (36.9) 38 (54.3) 27 (29) 176 (37.9) 0.006

    25-35 125 (41.5) 22 (31.4) 51 (54.8) 198 (42.7)  

    >35 65 (21.6) 10 (14.3) 15 (16.1) 90 (19.4)  

Race     0.63

    Black 81 (27.3) 24 (34.8) 28 (31.1) 133 (29.2)  

    Mixed 134 (45.1) 29 (42) 35 (38.9) 198 (43.4)  

    White 82 (27.6) 16 (23.2) 27 (30) 125 (27.4)  

Schooling     <0.001

    Elementary 167 (56.2) 19 (26.8) 38 (42.2) 224 (48.9)  

    Secondary 116 (39.1) 46 (64.8) 46 (51.1) 208 (45.4)  

    Post-secondary 14 (4.7) 6 (8.5) 6 (6.7) 26 (5.7)  

HIV status     0.030 

    Negative 234 (77.2) 63 (88.7) 80 (86) 377 (80.7)

    Positive 69 (22.8) 8 (11.3) 13 (14) 90 (19.3)  

PEP initiation (n=377) 15 (6.4) 3 (4.8) 10 (12.5) 28 (7.4) 0.14

PrEP eligibility (n=377) 192 (82.1) 50 (79.4) 70 (87.5) 312 (82.8) 0.40

PrEP uptake (n=312) 68 (35.4) 27 (54.0) 27 (38.6) 122 (39.1) 0.056

Table 1: Characteristics of transwomen attending HIV prevention service 
divided by recruitment strategies, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2018-2019.

*Includes self-referral (16.7%), health professional indication (2.4%) and social media (0.6%). 

Figure 2: PrEP cascade among transwomen attending HIV prevention 
service,  Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2018-2019.   

Assessed HIV-negative Elegible 
for PrEP

PrEP 
uptake

N=303 
(64.9%)

N=4
(0.8%)

Figure 1: Recruitment strategies, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2018-2019.
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