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Sexual Abuse in Detention:
The Most Vulnerable Inmates
“For me, being sexually abused as a child made me an easy target. It was in our file,
and the guards can see that. We are easy targets because we learn from a young age
to keep our mouths shut. There are repercussions to telling. It is brainwashed into
us. It was almost the norm because of how I grew up. I just felt like, ‘Well, here comes
another one.’” — Robin, sexual abuse survivor who was raped by corrections officials
While anyone can be sexually abused in
detention, we know that some people are
at especially high risk. Staff and inmate
perpetrators tend to target those who are
the least likely to report — or to be believed
or treated with compassion if they do. In
particular, inmates who have mental illness,
who identify or are perceived as LGBT, or
who have experienced prior victimization are
at high risk of sexual abuse.

inmates than the overall prison population.
They are also twice as likely to be sexually
abused by staff.3
Several factors contribute to the
vulnerability of survivors of previous sexual
abuse. These survivors, especially those
who were abused as children, may believe
they should expect or tolerate abuse, or
may not expect that staff, or anyone else,
will help them. Perpetrators are skilled at
testing people’s boundaries and identifying
those who are unlikely to report or seek
help. Predatory staff, in particular, know
which inmates have been sexually abused,
making it easier for them to target and
groom vulnerable individuals.

Survivors of Prior Sexual Abuse
Many people who are incarcerated have
suffered previous sexual abuse — but
have never received the help they need to
heal. Overall, at least one in six men has
experienced sexual abuse at some time in
their lives.1 Of women in jails, 86 percent
are survivors of sexual abuse.2 Once in
detention, survivors of prior sexual abuse
are extremely vulnerable. They are six times
more likely to be sexually abused by other
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Inmates with Mental Illness
People with mental illness are drastically
overrepresented in U.S. prisons and jails.
Some 36 percent of people in prison and 43
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percent of jail inmates have a mental health
diagnosis.4 Notably, a person with a serious
mental illness is three times more likely to
find themselves in a prison or jail than in a
hospital.5 In prisons, people with symptoms
of mental illness are nine times more likely
than those with no such symptoms to be
assaulted by another inmate. In jails,
these inmates are five times as likely as
those with no symptoms to report inmateon-inmate abuse. Alarmingly, among
people with mental illness who are sexually
abused by other inmates, 80 percent are
victimized repeatedly.6

abused in detention, either by staff or
inmates, which is nearly 10 times the rate of
the general prison population.8
Prison culture in men’s facilities is
dominated by hyper-masculine, homophobic
attitudes among inmates and staff, which
encourage predators to target anyone
perceived as not living up to stereotypes
of dominant male behavior. With rare
exceptions, transgender women are placed
in men’s institutions, where they are
routinely mocked, humiliated, and abused
by staff and inmates. Likewise, in women’s
prisons, lesbians and gender nonconforming
women are often singled out for staff
sexual abuse and punishment. In addition,
contrary to popular misconceptions, many
women face abuse from other inmates — but
corrections officials often do not recognize
such violence among women, characterizing
it as a “relationship problem” that does not
demand the same kind of attention as other
forms of abuse.

Most prisons and jails simply are not able
to meet the needs of people with mental
illness. Lacking the skills and training to
intervene effectively with a person suffering
from severe distress, corrections officials
may dismiss reports from people who
display psychotic symptoms. People with
mental illness often disclose abuse in ways
that seem confusing or unclear. Staff without
adequate training may not know how to
respond to such reports and may dismiss
them as delusional. Perpetrators know that
inmates with mental illness are unlikely to
be believed if they report abuse, especially if
they make repeated reports.

Protecting Vulnerable Inmates
The Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA)
requires corrections officials to screen
inmates upon arrival in a facility. Staff must
identify people who are at increased risk of
sexual abuse, as well as those who are likely
to be perpetrators, and make commonsense
housing and programming decisions to
prevent sexual abuse and keep vulnerable
inmates safe.

LGBT Inmates
Lesbian, gay, and bisexual inmates are
sexually abused by other inmates at a rate
more than six times that of the general
prison population, and by staff at more
than twice the rate of other inmates.7
Transgender inmates are even more
vulnerable; 40 percent are sexually
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