
March 26, 2024

Working with Incarcerated 
Transgender Women Survivors 

of Sexual Abuse



Presenters

Kris Mady (he/they)

Program Director
Just Detention International

Leyla Dost (they/them)

Program Officer
Just Detention International



JDI’s Work

JDI is a health and human rights 
organization that seeks to end sexual violence 
in all forms of detention.​

JDI's Core Goals:

1. To hold government officials accountable​

2. To change public 
attitudes about sexual violence behind bars​

3. To ensure survivors get the help they need



JDI’s Core Principle



This Webinar Series

This webinar is one of a 13-part series focused 
on providing accessible services for currently 
and formerly incarcerated survivors who are 
from particularly underserved groups.

If you’re not already on our mailing list, send us 
your name and email on the chat and we’ll add 
you so you don’t miss announcements about 
future webinars!



Thanks to OVW

JDI’s work to help survivors of sexual abuse in detention 

is possible because of generous support from the Office 

on Violence Against Women.

This project is supported by Grant No. 15JOVW-22-GK-

03999-MUMU awarded by the Office on Violence 

Against Women, U.S. Department of Justice. The 

opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations 

expressed in this training are those of the author(s) and 

do not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. 

Department of Justice.





Today’s Objectives:

• Identify specific challenges transgender 
women face in and out of detention

• Recognize dynamics of sexual abuse 
experienced by trans women in detention

• Learn strategies for making survivor services 
more accessible to trans women



Defining the Issue

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation



Language

Preferred Terms:
• People who are 

incarcerated
• Survivor
• Transgender
• Transgender 

woman
• Trans-feminine



Share Out! 

Why do you think it’s 
important to specifically talk 

about the experiences of 
incarcerated transgender 

women?



Why It Is Important

Transgender women: 

• Face tremendous stigma and discrimination

• Experience disproportionate rates of violence, 
including sexual abuse, in and out of custody

• Are murdered at higher rates because of their 
gender, particularly trans women of color



Discrimination to Prison 
Pipeline

• Job and education 
discrimination

• Housing discrimination

• Lack of family and 
community support

• Lack of anti-
discriminatory 
protection



Discrimination to Prison 
Pipeline

• Unequal access 
to opportunities 
and resources

• Participation in 
underground 
economies to survive

• Experience pervasive
abuse and violence

• Recidivism



Characteristics of Detention

• Transgender women are 
often in facilities for men

• Hyper-masculine 
environment

• Deeply rooted systemic 
racism, and anti-
LGBTQIA discrimination

• Intensified power 
dynamics

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation

Transgender Women Are Nearly Always Incarcerated with Men. That's Putting Many in Danger.
NBC News, Kate Sosin, Feb. 26, 2020



Trauma Transgender Women 
Experience During Incarceration



Let’s Discuss! 

What are specific challenges 
transgender women face 

during incarceration?



Transition Related Care

• Little access to information 
about transition-related 
care

• Difficulty accessing gender-
affirming clothing and 
property

• Unable to access name and 
gender marker changes, 
often required to use legal 
name



Limited Medical Care

• Medical staff lack the knowledge and skills to 
meet the needs of transgender women

• Limited access to Hormone Replacement 
Therapy (HRT)

• Little to no access for gender-affirming 
surgeries 

• Serious impacts when medical care is denied



Unsafe Housing in Detention

• Mostly based on sex 
assigned at birth

• Use of isolation and 
protective custody

• Transferring to women’s 
facilities

o CA SB132, WA DOC 
490.700

Transgender Women Are Nearly Always Incarcerated with Men. That's Putting Many in Danger.
NBC News, Kate Sosin, Feb. 26, 2020



Unsafe Access to Showers

• Often targeted for 
abuse and 
harassment in the 
shower

• Often not provided 
the option to shower 
separately

• Increases gender 
dysphoria



Dynamics of Sexual Abuse 
Experienced by Incarcerated 
Transgender Women

Image: Art created by a participant of JDI's 
therapeutic art programs in detention



Dynamics of Sexual 
Harassment

• By staff and peers

• Ongoing anti-trans 
comments

• Misgendering

o Name

o Pronouns

• Hypersexualization



Dynamics of Sexual Abuse

• Coercion

• Protective Pairing

• Sex trafficking 

• Corrective Rape

• Abusive and invasive 
searches



Sheila's Story 

“Staff and officials here tell 
me: “You're not transgender 
you have a penis," and "This 
is a men's prison and you're 
going to be treated like a 

man."



Dee’s Story [Video]



Let’s Discuss!

Why might trans women 
survivors of sexual abuse in 
detention not report or seek 

help?



Barriers to Reporting

• Anti-LGBTQIA 
discrimination

• Fear of being charged 
with consensual sex

• Risk of retaliation

• Increased isolation of 
protective custody

AP Photo Elaine Thompson 



Dee’s Story

“The rape kept 
repeating itself 
over and over 

again in my mind, 
and I knew that I 
had to try and do 

something.”



Best Approaches for Supporting 
Incarcerated Trans Women 
Survivors



Getting Prepared

• Remember the dynamics of detention 
and sexual abuse

• Recognize how your identity may impact 
how you are perceived

• Be a resource for your agency to ensure 
a nuanced understanding and strategic 
approach 



Tips for Providing Support

• Avoid making 
assumptions based 
on appearance or voice

• Always ask for a 
survivor’s name 
and pronouns

• Discuss who the survivor 
is out to

• Allow for additional time 
for building rapport



Tips for Providing Support

• At forensic exams, be 
mindful of language 
about someone's body

• Know when to use a 
survivor's chosen name 
vs their legal name on 
letters

• Know the rights of trans 
survivors and be 
prepared to advocate 
on their behalf

Just Detention International



Organizational Considerations

• Think about language used by your agency

o Be clear and specify that your agency 
serves transgender people

• Partner with your local LGBTQIA+ 
organizations

• Learn about national, state and 
local laws that impact transgender people



Additional Resources 

National organizations 
that support incarcerated 
transgender women:

• Trans Lifeline

• Transgender Law Center

• Black and Pink

• FORGE 



Questions



Upcoming JDI Events: 

Webinars:
• May 2024: Supporting Incarcerated 

Survivors who have Mental Illnesses
• June 2024: Supporting Lesbian, Gay and 

Bisexual Incarcerated Survivors

Office Hours:
• April 24, 2024 at 1pm EST/10am PST



Coaching Opportunity

• One-on-one coaching from JDI to help 
expand your services for incarcerated 
survivors

• Intake session and four personalized 1-hour 
coaching sessions

• Completely FREE

https://justdetention.org/coaching-ta-
application/#search



For More Information
For additional information, please visit JDI’s Advocate 
Resource page: www.justdetention.org/advocate-
resources

Direct questions to: advocate@justdetention.org

For more information about Just Detention 
International, visit www.justdetention.org.

Connect with JDI:

Just Detention International

@JustDetention

@JustDetentionInternational


