
a little tiny guide to accessing healthcare
especially for queer/trans folks and all of us who 
have had complicated relationships with our bodies. 

IF?!

even if you’ve been traumatized, 
stigmatized or generally fucked 
over BY the health care system

by kelli dunham rn bsn 
with suggestions from 
tons o tons of queers.



many of us in the LGBT community haVE been ignored, misunderstood, 
mischaracterized and treated like poo during interactions with the health 
care system. Now we’re angry, sad, disgusted, scared and-- most of all--

traumatized and want to avoid situations that make us re-experience all 
those feelings.

it makes sense 
to be scared. 

why this zine? 

sometimes we’re told the 
answer is…

Oh sure. i’ll just ignore 
every bit of cumulative trauma 
and everything that me and my 
body haVE been through and 

everything that i’ve been told 
about my body since i was born 

and just love my body! 

loving your body is a 
great goal but it might 
not be attainable today 
or tomorrow or next 

week and in the 
meantime….

oh i get it. 
that’s simple. i 

just need to 
love my body. 

oh i 
never even 
thought of 

that!



So to put it all togethER:

you will probably need healthcare 
before you can achieve this

100 percent body love business.

 it makes sense to turn to your 
community   to help you along the way!

(that’s the brainstorming business)

and what follows are tips, tricks and 
creative techniques to help you make that 

happen.
(that’s the workaround business)

NOTE: your obstacle course probably won’t 
have such biblically named obstacles; this 
photo is from Teen missions boot camp that 
kelli went through for two summerS. bad 
summers, but great photo. 

 it’s basically a high 
stakes fucked up 
obstacle course. 

the more you’re 
subject to

homophobia
transphobia

racism 
heterosexism

ableism
 

the more obstacles 
you have to overcome 
to get good health 

care. 

   got it? movin’     
right along 

then…..



you 
deserve 

health care

you 
deserve 
health 
care

repeat after me…. if you haven’t 
had a pelvic 
exam in ten 

years…

if you have a 
chronic 

problem that 
you’ve been 
ignoring…

you 
deserve 
health 
care

it doesn’t matter whether you love your body, or hate it, 
whether you eat only kale and protein drinks or live on 
cheetos and mountain dew. it doesn’t matter if you just 

injected crystal meth directly into your neck or 
performed your own top surgery with things you found 

around the house…

psst…or 
ever…

if you’ve let 
that simple 

problem go until 
you’re shooting 
green pus out 
of an orifice...

you 
deserve 
health 
care

if you’ve been 
getting hormones 

from a friend, 
lover or enemy  
rather than a 
health care 
provider…



MAYBE YOU CAN BORROW THE BELIEF!

THINK OF ALL THE QUEERS 
WHO YOU DON’T KNOW 
WELL BUT WHO CARE 

ABOUT SOCIAL JUSTICE 
AND ACCESS TO 

HEALTHCARE 

OHMYGOD I NEED HEALTHCARE AND I CAN’T GET 
HEALTHCARE AND I DON’T DESERVE HEALTHCARE AND I CAN’T 

BELIEVE I DESERVE HEALTHCARE. AND I’MJUST GOING TO KEEP GETTING 
SICKER AND I WON’T BE ABLE TO WORK AND I WILL HAVE TO MOVE IN WITH A 
HOMOPHOBIC UNCLE AND AND NO ONE WILL LOVE ME AND I’M GOING TO DIE 

ALONE AND POOR IN THE GUTTER OR WORSE YET IN MY HOMOPHOBIC 
UNCLE’S HOUSE AND THEY’LL HAVE A PARADE THROUGH MY HOME TOWN 

CELEBRATING THE FACT THAT I HAVE CEASED TO EXIST…

LOTS OF PEOPLE HAVE THOUGHTS 
LIKE THAT BUT…

MAYBE YOU DON’T 
HAVE TO BELIEVE 

IT YOURSELF 
RIGHT NOW 

DO YOU BELIEVE IT? 

THINK OF THAT EX 
WHO PROBABLY 
STILL HAS A 
LITTLE BIT OF A 
THING FOR YOU 

THINK OF WHOEVER WAS THE REAL 
LIFE VERSION OF MS.DRYSDALE FROM 
THE BEVERLY HILLBILLIES IN YOUR 

CHILDHOOD

THINK ABOUT ALL OUR QUEER 
FOREPEOPLE WHO LIVED LIMITED 

LIVES WHILE FIGHTING FOR RIGHTS 
THAT WE NOW ENJOY 

THINK OF 
EVERYONE 
WHO LOVES 

YOU 

THINK OF EVERY PERSON WHO HAS 
EVER SHOUTED 



IMAGINE US ALL HANGING OUT TOGETHER IN SOME BIG HUGE QUEER 
MESSY GROUP, SCRAPPING AND FIGHTING ABOUT LANGUAGE AND 

TRIGGER WARNINGS AND ALCOHOL SPONSORS AT PRIDE AND WHETHER 
MULLETS ARE FASHIONABLE OR IRONICALLY FASHIONABLE AND EXACTLY 
WHAT KIND OF BEAST CAN ACTUALLY BE CALLED AN EMOTIONAL SUPPORT 

ANIMAL, BUT STOPPING IT FOR A MOMENT TO LOOK IN YOUR EYES AND SAY 
WITH ALL OF OUR RAINBOW TINTED HEARTS…..

Why all the fuss about believing you deserve healthcare? 
Well….the healthcare system (at least in the US) is designed 

with certain priorities:  PROFIT or RESEARCH or TRAINING 
HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONALS or PROVIDER CONVENIENCE or 

KEEPING THE INSURANCE SYSTEM GOING

So while there are many decent folks working in healthcare, 
the system is not actually designed to give up good care 

without some self advocacy on the consumer side. 

So if you’re going to have to fight…it’s easier if you believe in 
what you’re fighting for, yknow? 

you deserve 

healthcare 

you deserve 
healthcare 

you 

deserve 

healthcare 

you deserve 

healthcare you deserve 

healthcare 

you deserve 

healthcare 

you deserve healthcare 

you deserve 

healthcare 

you 

deserve 

healthcare 

you 

deserve 

healthcare 



what have L G B T or Queer folks 
done to help trick themselves 
into getting care…

SO IF YOU NEED HEALTHCARE AND ARE STRUGGLING TO GET 
IT, HERE ARE SOME THINGS THAT HAVE WORKED FOR OTHER 

FOLKS WHO ARE STRUGGLING IN SIMILAR WAYS….

uncle kelli says…

all these suggestions were made by 
queer/ trans/ lgbt identified people 

because the tip/tactic worked for 
them or someone they love

not every tip/tactic 
will work for every 

person, but hopefully 
you will find something 

that might help you. 

and these tips…
no one is saying it 
wiLL make getting 
heaLth care easy. 

we know it’s a 
fight! We just 

want you to have 
more weapons in 

your arsenal! 



avoid using the emergency room 
unless it’s an emergency 

even better than an 
urgent care is a 

relationship with a 
primary care provider 
who can see you on a 

same day basis or 
direct you towards a 

higher level of care….

urgent care centers 
can often handle 

situations like some 
simple fractures, 

stitches and random 
stomach/respiratory 

bugs

also, treatment in an er usually errs on 
the side of ass covering. And not, you 
know, in the sexy way.this means more 

invasive tests, more poking and prodding 
which for some of us means more trauma

no shit 

everyone 

knows that

people use the er 
because they don’t have 

any other choice

use the least intense 
healthcare spot that works 
for your health care need  

in other w
ords….

the more rushed a 
provider is, 

(like in a busy 
er) the less 
likely they 
are to be able to listen to 

your needs well true, but….

EMERGENCY ROOMS Do have a legal obligation to see you….

Because of the 1986 Emergency Treatment and Labor Act (EMTALA), any 
hospital that takes Medicare reimbursement (which is almost every 

hospital) is required to screen, stabilize and/or transfer any patient 
who arrives at the EMERGENCY ROOM with a POTENTIALLY EMERGENCY-ish 

situation. 

but again, sometimes there really are other options….



so if you don’t have an emergency medical situation but you do have an 
emergency i-can’t-pay-for-it-because-i-am-not-insured-situation what 
can you do? what other options you might have depends on your 
geographical location but here are some possibilities: 

it might not seem like there 
are alternatives to the er, 

but sometimes there are  

   
ch

ec
k 

ou
t…free clinics 

run by medical 

schools, 

churches, etc

 

federally qualified health centers

health 

services 

offered

through lgbt 

centers

retail clinics such as those in CVS Rite AID etc. you will have to pay but they usually have a pretty decent per visit fee and the provider can spend more time with you 

sliding scale nurse 
practitioner staffed 
clinics called Nurse 
run health centers—
often affiliated with 
schools of nursing



make a list of what you 
need. 

then assign each action 
a number from 1-10 on 

how hard you think 
getting that care will 

be for you. 

don’t start with the 
tens!!!

do a few things 
that are easier 

to build up 
some success 
experiences!

but you can’t take care of everything at 
once, right? 

 plan for a
 successful first attempt 

if you haven’t been able to access healthcare in a while you may have a bunch of 
difference issues that need to be taken care of 

what I need how hard will it be?

-get my teeth checked       5
-pap exam                    9
-see a dermatologist        3
-get anvil removed from the top 
of my head                    10

pro tip: if something is more urgent 
or more dangerous it might need to 

be booted up the priority list

sometimes it’s hard to know what is 
dangerous and/or urgent. you might 

need to talk it through with a 
trusted friend or your primary care 

provider (if you have one)  



a guide within a guide to find a 
health care buddy…

doesn’t have to be 
your best friend. or 
your friend at all. 

it can be reciprocal 
or you can recirpiral 
in another way….

there maybe 
shouldn’t be 
someone who is as 
feverous as you 
although we’ve all 
had that situation 
where we’re less 
nervous because we 
need to keep it 
together for 
someone else…

local PFLAG 

true story……

IN ALMOST ALL OF OUR DEALINGS WITH THE HEALTHCARE 
SYSTEM, WE’RE DEALING IN SITUATIONS IN WHICH 

PROVIDERS HAVE A TON OF UNEARNED POWER. 
PRACTICE PHRASES THAT YOU CAN USE TO 

SLOW DOWN 
WHATEVER IS HAPPENING AND GIVE YOU TIME TO EXPRESS 
YOUR NEEDS. YOU WILL HAVE SOME OF YOUR OWN TO ADD, 
BUT SOME POSSIBLY HELPFUL PHRASES MIGHT INCLUDE…

“ 

 

run the drills

BECAUSE OF 

MY TRAUMA 

HISTORY, I
 

NEED…

YOU TO TELL 
ME 

EVERYTHING 
BEFORE YOU 

DO IT

 YOU TO GO 
MUCH SLOWER 

THAN YOU 
NORMALLY 

WOULD

TO KEEP MY 
CLOTHES ON 

EVERY MINUTE 
I CAN

ANTI-ANXIETY 
MEDICATION 

BEFORE A 
PHYSICAL EXAM

can you 
please slow 

down? 

YOUR HELP FIGURING OUT HOW TO 
GET THROUGH THIS HEALTHCARE 

EXPERIENCE

can you explain that to me 
in other words? i don’t 
really follow what you 

just said

i need you to use this 
word….for that body 

part….

i 
r
e
f
u
s
e

psst use 
this as a 

last 
resort if 
things are 

going 
wrong and 
you can’t 

get them to  
SLOW down 

through 
other ways.



make it a team sport

having a health care buddy 
can make a huge difference!

uncle 
jessie’s 

top 
surgery

team

what can a healthcare buddy do? 

go with you to appointments

help you craft a “taking care of body business” plan

help you speak to the provider

troubleshoot with you when an 
encounter is going poorly 

be your health care proxy 

talk with your insurance 
company if you are having 

trouble getting something paid 
for

encourage you with some 
friendly competition to see 
who can (for example) go to 
the dentist first, etc.

help you find a provider who meets 
your needs

distract you while you are waiting 

your healthcare buddy doesn’t 
need to be your best friend or 
your partner..sometimes adding 
emotional intimacy and worry to 

the healthcare situation makes the 
healthcare encounter harder. 

some folks find mutual 
healthcare buddies to work 

really well. you can go with them 
to their appointments, THEY can go 

with you to YOURS…



give yourself 
permission to…
count every step as a success

if y
ou haven’t 

gotte
n 

healthcare in
 a w

hile mayb
e 

even ju
st g

etti
ng to

 th
e 

door of t
he clinic is

 a 

success fo
r yo

u…

HOWDY! COME
IN

DR ILUVA 
QUEER, MD

AND MAYBE 
TOMORROW 
YOU WILL 

MAKE IT ALL 
THE WAY 
INSIDE!

USE WHATEVER SELF TALK GETS YOU CLOSER TO CARE

I REALLY 
DON’T LIKE MY 
BODY BUT MAN, 
IT’S GONNA BE 
EVEN MORE OF A 
PAIN IN THE ASS 

IF IT BREAKS 
DOWN SO I 

GUESS I SHOULD 
TAKE CARE OF 

IT

I LIKE 
HAVING SEX 

AND I NEED MY 
BODY FOR THAT SO I 

GUESS I BETTER 
TAKE CARE OF 

IT!

I CAN 
COMPLAIN AS 

MUCH AS I WANT ABOUT 
THIS STUPID 

APPOINTMENT AS 
LONG AS I GO

IF IT WAS 
EASY I WOULD 

HAVE ALREADY DONE 
THIS. IT’S OKAY FOR 
THIS TO BE REALLY 

HARD FOR ME. 

NEVER 
THOUGHT I’D LIVE TO 

SEE 30 BUT SINCE I HAVE 
LIVED TO 30, I MIGHT KEEP 

ON LIVING. SO I SHOULD 
TAKE CARE OF THE 

PLACE I LIVE!

IF THE 
BABY QUEERS SEE 
ME IGNORING MY 

BODY’S NEEDS, THEY 
WILL DO THE SAME. I 
HAVE TO BE A GOOD 

EXAMPLE.

RIGHT NOW A TRUMP 
SUPPORTER IS GOING TO THE DENTIST, 

GETTING A PAP EXAM AND GETTING A MOLE CHECKED 
OUT. WE CAN’T DIE WHILE THEY LIVE, IT’S A 

SOCIAL JUSTICE ISSUE!



work through your 
catastrophic thoughts 

what is the very worst that could 
happen if you DO get this health care 
you need? 

how likely is thIS TERRIBLE 
THING to happen? 

SO HERE’S SOMETHING WEIRD ABOUT THIS PROCESS: 

GETTING HEALTHCARE CAN NEGLECTING 
HEALTHCARE CAN BE

EVEN THOUGH IT MIGHT SAVE US SOME 
PAIN AND SUFFERING OVER TIME

EVEN THOUGH IT MIGHT FEEL 
LESS SCARY IN THE MOMENT

WANT TO MOVE SOME OF THAT BLOB-LIKE ALL ENCOMPASSING FEAR INTO SOMETHING 
MORE SPECIFIC YOU CAN DEAL WITH? 

AND 
LOOK A 

WHIMSICAL 
PENCIL ICON TO 
PERSUADE YOU TO 
WRITE DOWN YOUR 

BIGGEST 
FEARS!

what is the very worst that could 
happen if you DO NOT get this health 
care you need? HOW LIKELY IS THAT?

WHAT INNER AND OUTER RESOURCES 
DO YOU HAVE TO COPE WITH EITHER 
OF THESE SITUATIONS? IF THE 
WORST HAPPENED, HOW WOULD YOU 
GET THROUGH IT? 



prepare your armor!

BLOCKING OUT HEALTHCARE SMELLS 
IS NO JOKE. HIGHLY RECOMMENDED: 
citrus essential oil, YOU CAN DAB A 
TINY LITTLE BIT UNDER YOUR NOSE 
AND MAYBE IT WILL BE CONVINCED 
YOU ARE ON VACATION! EVEN IF THE 
REST OF YOUR BODY IS NOT. 

maybe a picture of riis beach?

headphone and music 
or MEDItATION 

APP…also useful 
for BLOCKing OUT 
OTHER PEOPLE’S 
CONVERSATIONS

something soft to feel, like 
your favorite hoodie

A SYMBOL OF THE 
SUPPORT OF 
PEOPLE WHO 
LOVE YOU. a 
friend gave me 
this little lion 
to remind me 
how brave i 
am….EVEN WHEN 
I DON’T FEEL 
BRAVE!

SOMETIMES PEOPLE WHO HAVE BEEN TRAUMATIZED HAVE TROUBLE MODULATING 
THEIR AFFECT (IN OTHER WORDS WE STRUGGLE WITH SELF SOOTHING) 

WHEN WE’RE IN A 
POST TRAUMATIC 
STATE SOMETIMES WE 
MIGHT FEEL LIKE THE 
VOLUME ON OUR 
EMOTIONS IS ALL THE 
WAY OFF

AND SOMETIMES IT MIGHT 
FEEL LIKE THE VOLUME IS 

WAY UP 

IF WE WALK INTO A SITUATION (LIKE A PROVIDER’S OFFICE) WITH OUR FEELINGS 
VOLUME ALREADY SET AT AN 8 OR 9, THE FIRST BIT OF NONSENSE CAN PUT US TO A 10. 

THAT’S NEVER FUN. FOR ANYONE INVOLVED.

is the way to lower the volume through our five senses

make yourself a tiny little self 
soothing box to take with you on 
healthcare excursions. you can 
include…

(QUEER ARMOR 
COMES IN ALL 
GENDERS…)

HOW ABOUT A LITTLE 
PAPER JOURNAL TO 
VENT ALL THE 
FEELINGS YOU CAN’T 
EXPRESS ALOUD?



do something 
really really nice 
for yourself 

REWARD YOURSELF!

GO DANCING SOMEWHERE 
THAT HAS A DISCO BALL 

AND ALLOWS PETS 

TE
LL 

YO
UR FRIENDS TH

EY H
AVE 

TO
 MAKE YO

U A BIG TR
OPHY

or o
rder o

ne for yo
urself 

STORE THE FEELING OF THIS SUCCESS WAY DEEP DOWN SO WHEN THE 
NEXT HEALTH CARE CHALLENGE COMES UP YOU’RE REMINDED 

“IT MIGHT BE HARD BUT I CAN DO IT,  I GOT THIS” 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 
Kelli dunham is the ex nun genderqueer 
nurse storytelling comic so common in 
modern brooklyn. kelli has appeared on 
showtime and the discovery channel and 

nationwide at prides, colleges, 
fundraisers,  livestock auctionS. KELLI IS 
THE AUTHOR OF SEVEN BOOKS OF HUMOROUS 
NONFICTION, THE CO-FOUNDER OF QUEER 

MEMOIR, NYC’S OLDEST LGBT STORYTELLING 
SHOW AND THE FOUNDER OF ORGAN RECITAL: 
AN ANNUAL WEEKLONG FESTIVAL OF STORIES 

ABOUT BODIES, HEALTH AND HEALTHCARE. 
FIND KELLI ON TWITTER, FB, IG AND AT 

KELLIDUNHAM.COM

THIS IS THE SECOND EDITION, WHAT SHOULD WE ADD TO THE 
THIRD? SEND CONTENT SUGGESTIONS TO 

KELLIDUNHAM@GMAIL.COM (ALL TYPOS WERE LEFT IN to keep the 
virgos happy, don’t need to email about those!) 


