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ABSTRACT
Background: Trans people are incarcerated at disproportionately high rates relative to cisgender 
people and are at increased risk of negative experiences while incarcerated, including poor 
mental health, violence, sexual abuse, dismissal of self-identity, including poor access to healthcare. 
Aims: This scoping review sought to identify what is known about the knowledge, attitudes, and 
behaviors of correctional staff toward incarcerated trans people within the adult and juvenile justice 
systems. 
Method: This scoping review was conducted in accordance with the five-stage iterative 
process developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), utilizing the PRISMA guidelines and 
checklist for scoping reviews and included an appraisal of included papers. A range of 
databases and grey literature was included. Literature was assessed against predetermined 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, with included studies written in English, online full text 
availability, and reported data relevant to the research question. 
Results: Seven studies were included with four using qualitative methodologies, one 
quantitative, and two studies employing a mixed methods approach. These studies provided 
insights into the systemic lack of knowledge and experience of correctional staff working 
with trans people, including staff reporting trans issues are not a carceral concern, and 
carceral settings not offering trans-affirming training to their staff. Within a reform-based 
approach these findings could be interpreted as passive ignorance and oversights stressing 
the importance of organizational policies and leadership needing to set standards for 
promoting the health and wellbeing of incarcerated trans persons. 
Conclusions: From a transformational lens, findings from this study highlight the urgent need 
to address the underlying structural, systemic, and organizational factors that impact upon 
the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors staff have and hold in correctional, and other health 
and community settings to meaningfully and sustainably improve health, wellbeing, and 
gender-affirming treatment and care for trans communities, including make possible 
alternative methods of accountability for those who do harms.

Introduction

An estimated 16% of adult trans persons in the 
United States (US) have been incarcerated at 
some point in their lives (Grant et  al., 2011) and 
1.6% of the United Kingdom (UK) general adult 
incarcerated population reported identifying as 
trans (Hymas, 2019). Due to systemic and 

structural discrimination and targeting within the 
criminal legal system, trans people are incarcer-
ated at a disproportionate rate to the general 
population (Brömdal et  al., 2019; Buist & Stone, 
2014; Clark et  al., 2017; Hughto et  al., 2022; 
Mitchell et  al., 2022), and are under-represented 
(in research and prison data) due to ongoing 
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stigmatization and persecution (Brömdal et  al., 
2019; Brömdal et  al., 2023; Nulty et  al., 2019; 
Penal Reform, 2022; Van Hout & Crowley, 2021; 
Wilson et  al., 2017). In addition to the incarcer-
ated adult population (Clark et  al., 2023), trans 
youth are also incarcerated at a disproportionate 
rate, especially youth of color and First Nations 
persons, and report prejudicial treatment com-
pared to non-trans incarcerated people (Mallon & 
Perez, 2020; Mountz, 2020). The systemic societal 
and institutional violence and discrimination 
toward trans people (Clark et  al., 2023; Hughto 
et  al., 2022; Reisner et  al., 2014; Stanley & Smith, 
2015; White Hughto et  al., 2015), in great part 
rooted in trans persons’ restricted access to mate-
rial and financial resources, including education, 
employment, and housing, in turn translate to 
some trans persons turning to street economies 
and sex work for economic survival (Garofalo 
et  al., 2006; Hughto et  al., 2022; White Hughto 
et  al., 2018). These experiences, coupled with 
biased policing practices (Grant et  al., 2011; 
Miles-Johnson, 2015; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Poteat 
et  al., 2023) then place trans persons at much 
higher risk of arrest and incarceration than their 
cisgender counterparts (Buist & Stone, 2014; 
Hughto et  al., 2022; LaChance & Dwyer, 2023; 
Lamble, 2014; Miles-Johnson, 2015; Mitchell 
et  al., 2022; Poteat et  al., 2023; Reisner et  al., 
2014; Sevelius & Jenness, 2017)

From a health perspective, trans persons are 
classified as a ‘vulnerable group’ (Brömdal et  al., 
2023; Brown, 2014; Du Plessis et  al., 2023; 
Winter, 2023) due to the discrimination, margin-
alization, and the extensive violence they experi-
ence, and thus often arrive at detention or 
incarceration facilities after shouldering consider-
able pressures on their mental health (Clark 
et  al., 2017; Creasy et  al., 2023; Dalzell et  al., 
2023; Hughto et  al., 2022). Exacerbated by mis-
treatment from not only other incarcerated per-
sons but those in authority, some trans people 
experience mental health issues such as depres-
sion, suicide ideation and self-harm or 
self-mutilation (Brooke et  al., 2022; Brown & 
McDuffie, 2009; Halliwell et  al., 2022; Hughto 
et  al., 2022; Jaffer et  al., 2016; Jenness, 2021; 
Jenness & Fenstermaker, 2014; Ledesma & Ford, 
2020; Nulty et  al., 2019; Phillips et  al., 2020; Van 

Hout et  al., 2020; Watson et  al., 2023; Wilson 
et  al., 2017).

When considering the knowledge, attitudes, 
and behaviors correctional staff have toward 
incarcerated trans persons, it is important to 
highlight that although correctional staff work 
within a system that is primarily charged with 
maintaining safety and security of their facilities, 
these systems are “grounded in a dominantly cis-
gender prison culture”—a culture in which it is 
assumed that all incarcerated persons’ gender, 
expression, and anatomy align with their sex 
assigned at birth (Adorjan et  al., 2021, p. 1372). 
This cisgendered prison culture, in turn creates a 
series of problems and issues that correctional 
staff and the system are pressed to address 
(Ricciardelli et  al., 2020). In seeking to find solu-
tions to these ‘problems’ some correctional staff 
and their systems employ reformist strategies that 
are, to some extent, needs- and safety-based, and 
in part have been derived from trans persons’ 
preference within a cisnormative carceral frame-
work (California Department of Corrections & 
Rehabilitation, 2023). From a housing perspec-
tive, these may include trans-specific sections 
within carceral systems for trans persons, 
single-cell occupation, segregation or solitary 
confinement to either ‘protect’ incarcerated trans 
persons from harm, or for the supposed protec-
tion of others—arising and conforming with the 
cisnormative prison logic and culture (Allspach, 
2010; Lamble, 2015; Oparah, 2015). Rather than 
eliciting safety for incarcerated trans persons, 
these housing policies, especially segregation and 
solitary confinement, enact further harm and vio-
lence by subjecting trans persons being cut off 
from “recreational, educational, and occupational 
opportunities, and associational rights” (Peek, 
2004, p. 1220). To note, the reformist strategies 
remain rooted in the vision of strengthening the 
power, legitimacy, and persistence of the prison 
system through continued surveillance, punish-
ment, and control (Lamble, 2015).

In an attempt to maintain carceral control, 
correctional authorities are known to disregard 
trans persons’ gender identity when disclosed 
and/or deny them access to medically necessary, 
gender-affirming hormone therapy resulting in 
additional and inhumane punishment (Brömdal 
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et  al., 2019; Brömdal et  al., 2023; Clark et  al., 
2017; Phillips et  al., 2020; Sanders et  al., 2023; 
Tadros et  al., 2020). Parallel to this, studies sug-
gest that the knowledge and behaviors of correc-
tional staff are a product of and contribute to a 
reformist context characterized by structural dis-
crimination and over-representation of trans peo-
ple in the criminal legal system. Where Brömdal 
et  al. (2019) and Clark et  al. (2017) highlight a 
gross lack of understanding and disregard by cor-
rectional staff regarding the distinctions between 
gender identity and expression and sexual orien-
tation, we suggest that the carceral system main-
tains the status quo by reproducing and reinforcing 
broader socio-cultural heteronormative and cis-
normative logics and practices. Further, authori-
ties perceive incarcerated trans persons’ requests 
for gender-affirming care as manipulative (Brown 
& McDuffie, 2009; Clark et  al., 2017) which cor-
relates with cisnormative discourse suggesting 
that trans people are “fakers”, “non-feminine, 
bizarre, creepy” individuals (Reinl, 2022) inciting 
fear of deviation and disruption of the carceral 
system; and/or are fragile, victims and at risk 
(Ashley, 2018; Serano, 2016).

In stark contrast to the reformist framework, a 
transformative approach seeks to curtail the 
power of the prison system (Lamble, 2015; Spade, 
2015) by critically examining the reasons, meth-
ods, and motives behind the disproportionate 
incarceration of trans persons, especially trans 
women (Clark et  al., 2023; Hughto et  al., 2022; 
Oparah, 2015; Reisner et  al., 2014). A transfor-
mative approach does so by addressing the causes 
rooted in systemic societal and institutional vio-
lence and discrimination toward trans people 
(Clark et  al., 2023; Hughto et  al., 2022; Reisner 
et  al., 2014; Spade, 2015; Stanley & Smith, 2015; 
Walker et  al., 2022; White Hughto et  al., 2015), 
including biased policing practices (Grant et  al., 
2011; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Poteat et  al., 2023) 
placing trans women at much higher risk of 
arrest and incarceration than their cisgender 
counterparts (Buist & Stone, 2014; Hughto et  al., 
2022; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Poteat et  al., 2023; 
Reisner et  al., 2014; Sevelius & Jenness, 2017). As 
such, the transformative model aims to dismantle 
the current carceral structure and system, in a 
broader attempt at decarceration, and to disrupt 

the dominant and neo-liberal cisnormative prison 
logic and culture that cause harm, while also 
addressing contributing factors placing trans 
women at higher risk of arrest and incarceration 
(Ball, 2021; Clark et  al., 2023; Lamble, 2014; 
Oparah, 2015; Spade, 2015; Stanley & Smith, 
2015; Stanley et  al., 2012; Walker et  al., 2022).

As trans rights and health scholars, including 
with lived trans incarceration experiences, focused 
on contributing to a credible evidence-base toward 
alleviating injustices and health inequities experi-
enced by trans people facing systemic and structural 
violence, we seek to better understand the knowl-
edge, attitudes, and behaviors correctional staff have 
regarding trans persons in carceral settings and con-
sider how transformative approaches to incarceration 
may inform this discourse differently. To this end, 
this scoping review is framed by the following 
research question: What is known about the knowl-
edge, attitudes, and behaviors of correctional staff 
toward incarcerated trans people within the adult 
and juvenile justice systems?

Methods

This scoping review adhered to the five-stage 
iterative process developed by Arksey and 
O’Malley (2005), which included the following 
steps: 1) identify the research question/s; 2) iden-
tify relevant studies; 3) select relevant studies; 4) 
chart the data; and 5) collate, summarize and 
present the results.

Eligibility criteria

The inclusion criteria followed the Joanna Briggs 
Institute’s guidelines (2020) that include partici-
pants, concept, and context, and further 
explored below.

Participants
Participants within the studies were limited to 
correctional staff, including COs (who provide 
supervision and regulation of the prison func-
tions), correctional managers, and contractual 
staff, including educators and allied health 
practitioners (e.g. nurses, counselors, psycholo-
gists). The incarceration setting referred to 
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adult and juvenile prisons, jails and other set-
tings as outlined in the concept section below. 
Participants needed to currently, previously or 
be intending to work directly with incarcerated 
trans people (trans people were defined as 
people whose gender is different from the 
socially prescribed gender associated with one’s 
assigned birth sex).

Concept
The concept was restricted to the correctional 
setting, defined as any setting housing individuals 
who become incarcerated following arrest, before 
sentencing, and while serving sentences, as well 
as immigration detention centers, watchhouses, 
prisons, jails, and half-way houses (e.g. commu-
nity corrections facility) for adults and adoles-
cents (defined as between ages 10 to 19; World 
Health Organization, 2022).

Context
This review examined existing literature regard-
ing reported knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors 
toward incarcerated trans persons in the above 
settings. All literature was to be available in 
English. Grey literature was included if available 

on the internet regardless of possible restrictions 
(such as copyright). No geographical or date lim-
itations were enforced.

Search strategy

A comprehensive search strategy was devel-
oped for this scoping review, utilizing prelimi-
nary searches to trial, and adapting the search 
terms to maximize relevant results (see Table 
1). The following electronic databases were 
used: EBSCOHost Megafile Ultimate, Academic 
Search Ultimate, APA PsycArticles, APA 
PsycInfo, Biological Abstracts, CINAHL with 
full text, eBook Collection, Education research 
complete, eJournals, ERIC, Psychology and 
Behavioral sciences collection, Sociology Source 
Ultimate, SCOPUS, Trove (theses), Google 
Advance (grey literature such as reports). The 
literature searches were conducted in April 
2023 and did not utilize any date nor geo-
graphical restrictions, grey literature was 
included (theses, book chapters, scholarly 
material), however conference abstracts were 
not included due to the scope of this review. 
Language was restricted to English.

Table 1. search strategy.
search search terms

#1 (truncated) Prison* or detention* or incarcerat* or custod* or jail or goal or “correction* facility*” or “correction setting*” or “correction* 
service*” or “detain* setting*” or probation or confinement or penitentiar* or penal or imprison* or lockup or detention 
or “Juvenile justice system” or juvenile prison or youth juvenile or youth justice

“correctional officer” or “correct* officer” or “correct* manager” or staff or worker or workers or “prison educat*” check or 
immigration detention

transgender or transmen or transman or transmale or “trans man” or “trans men” or “trans male” or transmasc or 
transmasculine or transfem or transfeminine or transwoman or transwoman or transfemale or “trans woman” or “trans 
women” or “trans female” or lgBt* or trans or “gender identity” or “gender identities” or “trans identity” or “trans identities” 
or “female to Male” or “Male to female” or transsexual? or transexual? or trans* or ftM or Mtf or “gender reassignment” 
or “sex reassignment” or “gender minority” or “sex change” or “gender change” or “gender dysphoria” or transsexualism or 
“gender identity disorder”

knowledge or attitude* or behavior* or behavior* or perception or view* or management or practice*
#2 (non-truncated) Prison or prisoner or detention or detained or incarcerated or incarceration or custody or jail or goal or “correction facility” 

or “correctional facility” or “correction facilities” or “correctional facilities” or “correction setting” or “correction settings” or 
“correction service” or “correctional services” or “detain setting” or probation or confinement or penitentiary or penitentiaries 
or penal or imprison or imprisonment or lockup or detention or “Juvenile justice system” or juvenile prison or youth 
juvenile or youth justice

“correctional officer” or “corrections officer” or “correctional officers” or “corrections manager” or “correctional manager” or staff 
or worker or workers or “prison educators” or check or immigration detention

transgender or transmen or transman or transmale or “trans man” or “trans men” or “trans male” or transmasc or 
transmasculine or transfem or transfeminine or transwoman or transwoman or transfemale or “trans woman” or “trans 
women” or “trans female” or lgBt or lgBtI or lgBtIQ or lgBtIQa or lgB or trans or “gender identity” or “gender 
identities” or “trans identity” or “trans identities” or “female to Male” or “Male to female” or transsexual? or transexual? or 
ftM or Mtf or “gender reassignment” or “sex reassignment” or “gender minority” or “sex change” or “gender change” or 
“gender dysphoria” or transsexualism or “gender identity disorder”

Knowledge or knowledges or attitude or attitudes or behavior or behaviors or behavior or behaviors or perception or view 
or views or management or practice or practices
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Screening procedure

Two members of the authorship team (KD and 
TE) completed the searches together at the same 
time but on different computers, with the same 
number being obtained in both. The first stage of 
eligibility screening involved these two team 
members independently reviewing resultant liter-
ature titles, abstracts, and full text documents 
against inclusion and exclusion criteria. Inclusion 
decisions were discussed, with outcomes agreed 
upon together. Any disagreements regarding 

inclusion were resolved through the involvement 
of a third research team member (AB; Figure 1). 
Forward and backward searches were conducted, 
no additional records were included.

Quality appraisal

The Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) appraisal method 
was utilized, using the online JBI appraisal tools 
(JBI, 2020). This approach is consistent with the 
methodology of a scoping review, while also 
allowing for all relevant literature (including grey 

Figure 1. PrIsMa flow diagram of review search for research question.
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literature) to be included in the comprehensive 
review (Peters et  al., 2015).

Data extraction and analysis

With the involvement of the researchers’ science 
librarian, the data extraction was completed by 
two researchers (KD and TE), with analysis com-
pleted by KD and reviewed for clarification and 
verification by TE (as per Table 2). This process 
was reviewed by the wider research team for clar-
ification and verification. The initial data 
extraction criteria included author, year of publi-
cation, country of research study, aim(s)/objec-
tives, methods, and findings.

Results

The searches were conducted on April 13, 2023, 
with seven publications being included upon final 
review (see Figure 1; Matarese et  al., 2023). All 
articles received scores over 70% (agreed upon 
cut off) and were included in the study. While 
the searches were not restricted by country, only 
three countries were represented. Five studies 
were conducted in the United States (US), one in 
Canada and one in the United Kingdom (UK; see 
Table 2). Four studies were qualitative in meth-
odology, one was quantitative, and two studies 
employed a mixed methods approach. Two doc-
toral dissertations met the inclusion criteria and 
were included as grey literature. Content analysis 
(Krippendorff, 2019) of each of these seven doc-
uments identified key concepts explored, includ-
ing knowledge, attitude, and behaviors of 
correctional staff toward trans persons in adult 
(n = 5) and juvenile (n = 2) carceral settings. One 
study that involved trans correctional staff was 
included due to still meeting the criteria of 
exploring the knowledge, attitude, and behaviors 
of correctional staff for trans incarcerated people 
(Adorjan et  al., 2021).

Correctional staff knowledge about needs of 
incarcerated trans people

Knowledge regarding how trans people’s carceral 
needs differ from that of non-trans people is an 
important consideration for more optimally 

supporting and upholding the health and rights 
of trans persons in carceral settings. As part of a 
focus group (N = 7), prison staff (defined as any 
official prison officers or workers) in Byrd’s study 
(2020) indicated knowledge about the various 
ways incarcerated trans people are more vulnera-
ble in a prison setting than non-trans people. 
However, the study reported a lack of knowledge 
regarding their responsibilities in providing 
affirming care. These findings were supported by 
participants (N = 6) in Marlow, Winter and Elliot’s 
study (2015) as being generally representative of 
correctional staff (correctional officers), with the 
study reporting increased awareness following 
training, but with an ongoing lack of direction on 
how to implement changes. The awareness by 
correctional staff to the need for privacy among 
trans people in correctional settings was high-
lighted, with one prison official saying: “It 
becomes a little bit more difficult, I think, for the 
male population that is trying to transition into a 
female, because now they’re having these breasts 
and they’re in a dorm where they have to take 
showers. Sometimes, they don’t have the privacy 
they need” (Byrd, 2020, p. 51). Knowledge of 
trans people’s needs is important as such condi-
tions can have a significant impact on incarcer-
ated persons as it can exacerbate mental health 
concerns, as well as create an uncomfortable 
environment. One compliance specialist working 
within the carceral setting noted that during 
transitioning, individuals may not experience 
their expected physical changes, leading to emo-
tional and mental challenges (Marlow et  al., 
2015). Correctional staff in Walker’s study (2020) 
expressed their concerns around ensuring juve-
nile trans people in particular were able to safely 
(physically, mentally) exist in the incarceration 
setting and cited specific policies as a key ele-
ment. While these results demonstrate the aware-
ness by staff of some key issues faced by 
incarcerated trans people, they are unfortunately 
being reported by a small population of partici-
pants (correctional staff including security and 
health care providers) within a small subset of 
the studies being reviewed.

While some staff demonstrated increased 
knowledge around the basic needs (e.g. safety) of 
incarcerated trans people, a lack of knowledge 



INTERNATIONAL JOuRNAL OF TRANSGENDER HEALTH 155

Table 2. Characteristics of reviewed studies (n = 7).

author and Year
location of 

research study aim(s)/objectives study Population Methods Key findings

adorjan et  al., (2021) Canada
adult setting

What are correctional 
officer recruits’ views 
about working with 
trans colleagues and 
around the new trans 
prisoner placement 
policy allowing 
prisoners to choose 
which gendered prison 
they are placed in.

Correctional officer 
recruits (n = 66)

Qualitative research 
paradigm: data collected 
using semi-structured 
interviews; analyzed 
using semi-grounded 
approach to qualitative 
coding.

Identified knowledge from 
cisgender Cos, 
regarding policy 
changes and views. 
reported overwhelming 
support for trans 
colleagues, however, is 
contingent upon safety 
and security within a 
cisgender prison culture 
situated within a wider 
unsettled prison culture.

Byrd (2020) [doctoral 
dissertation]

us
adult setting

What is the level of 
knowledge prison staff 
have about their 
responsibilities 
regarding equal 
treatment and 
protection of trans 
incarcerated persons, 
and how does this 
influence prison staff 
perceptions around the 
various types of 
maltreatment trans 
incarcerated persons 
experience?

Prison officials (n = 7) Qualitative action research. 
data collected using 
focus groups/policy and 
procedure documents; 
analyzed using coding 
procedures.

findings suggest that 
personal biases of 
correctional staff and 
lack of accountability 
from management/ 
supervisors were causes 
for maltreatment of 
trans officers in prisons.

Clark et  al. (2017) us
adult setting

What is the knowledge of, 
attitudes toward, and 
experiences of 
correctional health care 
providers’ around 
providing care to trans 
incarcerated people?

Correctional Healthcare 
Proiders 
(n = 20)

Qualitative research. data 
collected using 
semi-structured in-depth 
interviews; analyzed 
using modified grounded 
theory framework and 
thematic analysis.

findings revealed 
incarcerated trans 
people do not receive 
consistent adequate or 
gender-affirming care 
during incarceration 
due to factors including 
lack of training, 
restrictive healthcare 
policies, unsupportive 
prison culture and lack 
of trans cultural and 
clinical competence.

White Hughto et  al. 
(2017)

us
adult setting

By adapting, delivering 
and evaluating a trans 
cultural and clinical 
intervention, can the 
knowledge, attitudes, 
skills, self-efficacy and 
subjective norms held 
by correctional 
healthcare providers be 
increased to improve 
the gender-affirming 
care provided for trans 
patients?

Correctional healthcare 
providers.

Baseline and immediate 
follow-up n = 34; 
3-month follow-up 
n = 28.

Interviewed after 
3-month follow-up 
n = 12.

Mixed methods approach at 
a single session, 
group-based intervention.

Quantitative data collected 
using longitudinal 
repeated measure design 
over three time points 
(baseline survey/
post-training survey/ 
3-month follow-up). 
Qualitative data collected 
after the third time 
point, n = 12 
semi-structured 
interviews. 

Quantitative data analyzed 
using descriptive statistics; 
qualitative data analyzed 
using thematic analysis.

findings showed that the 
intervention resulted in 
an immediate increase 
post-intervention of 
providers willingness to 
provide 
gender-affirming care, 
as well as increases 
over time in trans 
cultural competence, 
medical gender 
affirmation knowledge, 
self-efficacy to start 
hormones for trans 
women and subjective 
norms related to trans 
care.

Marlow et  al. (2015) uK
adult setting

In relation to correctional 
staff and trans 
incarcerated persons 
are there any 
identifiable equity and 
diversity issues 
surrounding the 
interactions between 
them, and what is the 
knowledge and 
information available to 
staff regarding trans* 
incarcerated persons?

Correctional staff (n = 6) Qualitative research. data 
collected using 
semi-structured 
interviews; analyzed 
using thematic analysis.

findings indicate that 
correctional staff 
collaborate with 
incarcerated trans 
people but 
recommends additional 
guidance with 
identifying boundaries, 
as well as staff 
benefiting from more 
education on the 
impact of trans identity 
on criminogenic needs.

(Continued)
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was also identified as a barrier to providing 
essential supports, such as appropriate healthcare. 
A lack of competency (both clinically and cultur-
ally safe practices) among correctional healthcare 
providers was demonstrated as a salient problem, 
highlighting low knowledge regarding the provi-
sion of gender-affirming care for incarcerated 
trans people (Clark et  al., 2017). Healthcare pro-
viders within carceral settings frequently lacked 
the ability (e.g. willingness, organizational sup-
port) to provide and manage hormone therapies 
(Clark et  al., 2017). This lack of support was also 
demonstrated in terms of mental health, with 
providers frequently linking trans identity with 
mental health issues (with co-morbidities in 
prison especially prominent due to pre-disposing 
and exacerbating factors; Clark et al., 2017). Clark 
et  al. (2017) also found that the lack of staff 
competencies related to the care of trans people 
obstructed trans people’s access to essential care. 
Lack of trans cultural competency was due to 
healthcare providers’ perception that such 
requests/needs (social and medical) by trans per-
sons in prison were manipulations to gain atten-
tion (Clark et  al., 2017).

COs reported obtaining training on the needs 
of incarcerated trans people through self-directed 
learning, in-house training (intervention), and 
trans persons themselves. One social worker in 
Clark et  al. (2017) reported that the only way to 
gain sufficient knowledge about trans health was 

to independently seek professional development 
outside the prison facility/workplace/environment, 
stating: “I have done trainings on my own. 
[Transgender health] was briefly covered in an 
LGBT training, and then just my own kind of 
readings. But [the prison] doesn’t offer anything 
in particular about it” (p. 82). Correctional staff 
in one study described obtaining in-house train-
ing from their employer. White Hughto et  al. 
(2017) reported only a few correctional health-
care providers indicated they were culturally 
competent to provide trans care prior to inter-
vention. Post-intervention 91.7% of participants 
reported obtaining increased knowledge due to 
the training intervention (developed by research-
ers as part of a pilot program), suggesting that 
such training can have positive impacts on com-
petency. In some studies, correctional staff 
described leaning on incarcerated trans people 
for knowledge, with one participant stating:

I’ve only learnt that from him and what he’s told me 
and okay it might not be the same for everybody, but 
it’s given me a better understanding of things that 
might be difficult for people or the kind of process they 
might have gone through to get to that stage where 
they, they just even are aware that they might be in the 
wrong gender body (Marlow et  al., 2015, p. 246).

A 2017 study showed that less than one quar-
ter (23.5%) reported attending training on trans 
health (White Hughto et  al., 2017). Lack of 

author and Year
location of 

research study aim(s)/objectives study Population Methods Key findings

Matarese et  al. (2023) us
Youth setting

to understand the impact 
the knowledge, 
attitudes, and beliefs of 
juvenile justice workers 
on behaviors toward 
diverse incarcerated 
youth.

Correctional staff 
(n = 237)

Quantitative analysis 
including independent 
samples t-tests.

Positive correlation 
between knowledge 
level and self-reported 
demonstrated 
protective and 
supportive behavior 
toward incarcerated 
youth.

Walker (2020) 
[doctoral 
dissertation]

us
Youth setting

Would religious beliefs, 
lack of lgBtQI training, 
and inadequate policies 
and procedure hinder 
correctional staff 
members’ interactions 
with trans juvenile 
incarcerated persons?

Correctional staff
Pretest-sensitivity 

training-post-test 
n = 80; focus group 
n = 20

Mixed methods 
quasi-experimental 
approach: Pretest and 
post-test survey 
responses collected, focus 
group; analyzed using 
descriptive statistics/
content analysis

Higher education and 
professional 
occupations positively 
impact interactions 
with trans persons in 
the juvenile justice 
system. Importance of 
how organizational 
work environments and 
culture can override 
personal beliefs, 
leading to reduced 
discrimination.

Table 2. Continued.
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experience interacting with incarcerated people, 
including trans people, was a significant barrier 
for staff. It was reported that while staff were 
willing to discuss topics that are important to 
self-identity with those incarcerated, concerns 
and difficulties setting appropriate boundaries 
often arose (Marlow et  al., 2015). The lack of 
regular training by facilities were identified by a 
social worker as a barrier that contributed to 
confusion among healthcare staff about 
gender-affirming care (Clark et  al., 2017). 
Likewise, staff in Marlow et  al. (2015) study 
reported concern that staff would not be able to 
adapt treatment appropriately due to a lack of 
specific skills and expertise. COs suggested their 
competency in working with trans youth could 
be improved through LGBTQIA + training and 
indicated the need for updates in organizational 
policies and procedures (Walker, 2020). However, 
some correctional staff were reported as being 
non-receptive and at times unwilling to engage in 
the use of correct pronouns and names when in 
a sex-segregated facility (Clark et  al., 2017).

Correctional staff attitudes toward incarcerated 
trans people

Four out of the seven studies specifically described 
correctional staff attitudes toward trans people 
including stigmatizing attitudes and beliefs which 
often culminated in denial of healthcare services 
or lack of supportive policies (Byrd, 2020; Marlow 
et  al., 2015; Walker, 2020; White Hughto et  al., 
2017). Attitudes held by COs toward incarcerated 
trans people ranged from enthusiastic (willing-
ness to engage with and support) to disrespect 
(impacting stigma). This in turn impacted the 
level of appropriate and dignified gender-affirming 
care provided to incarcerated trans people in 
their facility. A baseline statistic for willingness to 
provide gender-affirming care was shown to be 
moderate within a pilot intervention study (White 
Hughto et  al., 2017). Personal beliefs and back-
grounds (implicit/explicit bias) were frequently 
noted as significant influences on staff attitudes, 
identified as directly impacting the way correc-
tional staff treated and interacted with incarcer-
ated persons, especially stigmatized and 
marginalized populations such as trans people 

(Marlow et  al., 2015). White Hughto et  al. (2017) 
indicated that staff reported in the follow-up 
measure having utilized what they had learnt in 
the trans cultural and clinical competence inter-
vention, with 68% providing care for a trans per-
son since participating in the intervention.

Walker’s study (2020) reported that an organi-
zation’s attitude toward the trans community had 
a direct impact on staff attitudes and behaviors. 
Walker (2020) also noted the importance of 
amending policies and procedures to directly 
address the needs of trans youth in carceral set-
tings (Walker, 2020). Additionally, lack of man-
agement and leadership in enforcing related 
policies was evident throughout the studies, with 
participants reporting a lack of accountability for 
ensuring staff compliance to relevant policies 
(Byrd, 2020). This study reported that the lack of 
accountability from leadership meant that correc-
tional staff were often comfortable ignoring pro-
fessional policies, instead allowing the expression 
of personal beliefs and intolerance for the trans 
community to directly shape their behavior and 
interactions at work (Byrd, 2020). It was also 
noted that while standards had been established, 
correctional staff were often unsure about expec-
tations or related consequences for any inappro-
priate or discriminatory behavior (Byrd, 2020).

Personal biases interfered with adherence to 
policies relating to care, with discrimination, 
oppression, marginalization and bigotry, fre-
quently denied access to scheduled mental health 
and medical appointments shown toward incar-
cerated trans people, including trans-affirming 
correctional staff-members (Byrd, 2020). A 
para-militaristic hierarchy within the prison set-
ting negatively influenced continued advocacy for 
any trans health patient, with one trans-affirming 
psychologist who worked in a male prison 
explaining:

It’s hard because I have to walk a fine line, I have to, 
like, align myself with custody, while still hearing the 
inmates too. Because if you get looked at by custody, 
they’ll call you an ‘inmate lover’ then they’ll shun 
you. But I see things here every day that I wish I 
didn’t have to see. They’ll yell at them, call them a 
piece of shit, they’re rough with them. It’s a very 
adversarial relationship and with me, they view me 
very differently (Clark et  al., 2017, p. 84).
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In Walker’s (2020) study, the frequent use of 
incorrect pronouns, names, and non-affirming 
language occurred during interviews with provid-
ers. Another study reported correctional staff 
(defined as including security, chaplaincy, man-
agement, mental health and support roles) fre-
quently engaged in misgendering, erasure, denial 
and dismissal, with correctional staff taunting 
trans persons such as saying, “you are a female, 
because you are in a female facility” indicating a 
lack of knowledge (Byrd, 2020, p. 52).

At times, positive attitudes toward the treat-
ment of trans persons were reported through the 
observation of consideration to the specific needs 
of individuals, and trans incarcerated persons as 
a group (Marlow et  al., 2015). This was demon-
strated through correctional staff being mindful 
to ensure they did not unintentionally cause any 
offense to the trans person by monitoring their 
gestures and body language, the use of preferred 
pronouns, adaptations to accommodation, and 
not drawing unnecessary/avoidable attention to 
the trans person, such as while celebrating “a 
transgendered awareness day” (Marlow et  al., 
2015, p. 249).

Correctional staff behaviors toward incarcerated 
trans people

Prison staff reported taking several factors into 
consideration in their interactions with incarcer-
ated people, such as acknowledging that rapport 
building is of high importance in such an envi-
ronment (Marlow et  al., 2015). Knowledge was 
found to be directly correlated with demonstrat-
ing reported protective and supportive behaviors 
toward youth with diverse sexual orientations, 
gender identities, and expression (SOGIE; 
Matarese et  al., 2023); behaviors that have also 
been shown to impact self-esteem and self-worth. 
Staff reported caution in their approach to ensure 
that offense is not caused with consideration 
given as to how incarcerated trans persons may 
perceive their actions (Marlow et  al., 2015). 
Uncertainty about interactions also included 
being mindful of non-verbal (including body lan-
guage, facial expressions and gestures) and verbal 
cues (paying attention to what is said; Marlow 
et  al., 2015). One staff member reported: “I think 

if my face had leaked, if I had [given] something 
away, disapproval or something like that, that 
would have really damaged that relationship” 
(Marlow et  al., 2015, p. 248). Boundary setting 
was also reported as an important aspect of the 
incarceration setting, particularly in regard to 
approaching potentially sensitive topics, with staff 
reporting being mindful of their level of engage-
ment with trans people in comparison to others 
in order to be seen to treat everyone equally and 
to maintain rapport (Marlow et  al., 2015). There 
were also reports that staff faced uncertainty in 
considering both criminological and trans-related 
factors (such as the level of helpfulness/friendli-
ness given they are incarcerated) to inform inter-
actions (Marlow et  al., 2015).

Discussion

This scoping review elucidates timely and valu-
able insights into the existing literature regarding 
the knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors of correc-
tional staff toward incarcerated trans adults and 
youth. These knowledges, attitudes, and behaviors 
are reported to have a significant impact on the 
lived experiences of incarcerated trans people, 
and would contribute to the increased stigmatiza-
tion, discrimination and poorer health (physical 
and mental) outcomes previously reported 
(Brömdal et  al., 2019; Brömdal et  al., 2023; Clark 
et  al., 2017; Creasy et  al., 2023; Halliwell et  al., 
2023; Hughto & Clark, 2022; Jenness & 
Fenstermaker, 2016; Sumner & Sexton, 2016; 
White Hughto et  al., 2018).

Operating within a reformist framework, several 
key findings were identified within the literature 
examining knowledge among correctional staff 
surrounding the unique needs of incarcerated trans 
persons. Studies reported correctional staff had a 
satisfactory level of knowledge of how trans per-
sons experience greater vulnerabilities and have 
additional and unique basic needs as compared to 
non-trans persons in carceral settings. However, 
while the rights and importance of not being mis-
gendered is clearly noted in the literature (Brömdal 
et  al., 2019; Dalzell et  al., 2023; Dolan et  al., 2020; 
Sanders et  al., 2023; Seely, 2021), some studies in 
this review demonstrate that this is not filtering 
down into practice with a reported lack of 
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knowledge around appropriate engagement, includ-
ing appropriate and preferred pronouns or names 
used by correctional staff when interacting with 
incarcerated trans persons (Byrd, 2020; Clark et al., 
2017; Walker, 2020). Further within a reformist 
approach, and consistent with existing literature 
(McCauley et  al., 2018; Mullens et  al., 2017) sev-
eral studies in this review highlighted incompe-
tency brought about by a lack of training for 
healthcare providers (e.g. physicians, social work-
ers, psychologists, mental health counselors) 
regarding trans health and gender-affirming needs, 
including medical and psychological healthcare, 
including within correctional settings (Brömdal 
et  al., 2023; Byrd, 2020; Drakeford, 2018; Kendig 
et  al., 2019; National Center for Transgender 
Equality, 2018a, 2018b; Van Hout & Crowley, 2021; 
Van Hout et al., 2020; Walker, 2020; White Hughto 
et  al., 2017; White Hughto et  al., 2018). Some cor-
rectional staff also reported their organization did 
not provide them with sufficient training on incar-
cerated trans persons’ needs, and as a result either 
engaged in independent learning outside of their 
organization or sought to learn directly from the 
person themselves to increase their competency 
(Clark et  al., 2017, p. 82). Interpreted from a 
transformational lens, the so-called lack of knowl-
edge and incompetency reported in these findings, 
including the oversight of not offering carceral 
staff gender-affirming training would collectively 
not be viewed as passive ignorance or oversights. 
Rather, they would be viewed as administrative, 
systemic, and structural attempts to maintain 
carceral control, where the ignorance and over-
sights are actively produced and reinforced by a 
dominant and neo-liberal cisnormative and heter-
onormative socio-cultural logic within and outside 
the carceral system (Ball, 2021; Clark et  al., 2023; 
Lamble, 2015; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Oparah, 2015; 
Spade, 2015; Stanley & Smith, 2015; Stanley et  al., 
2012; Walker et  al., 2022).

Concern from correctional staff around 
safety was expressed, particularly in ensuring 
trans youth within the juvenile system were 
safe and included (Walker, 2020). A notable 
lack of literature was available on the lived 
experiences of trans adolescents in the incar-
ceration setting, as also suggested elsewhere 
(Watson et  al., 2023).

The attitudes of prison staff toward incarcer-
ated trans people were reported as ranging from 
enthusiastic (willingness to engage and support) 
to a noticeable lack of respect. This large discrep-
ancy was reported throughout the studies. While 
some staff reported understanding the need for 
sensitivity on some topics, as well as taking con-
sideration and care to not ‘put the spotlight’ on 
trans people and their needs, other staff reported 
that trans issues were not of concern, instead 
focusing on the general issues of the prison set-
ting (Marlow et  al., 2015, p. 249). The latter atti-
tude, within a transformative framework, is 
another act of violence toward trans people, 
which in turn actively contributes to diminishing 
and erasing the lives and experiences of trans 
people in carceral settings, in turn placing them 
at greater risk of harm (Lamble, 2014, 2015; 
Miles-Johnson, 2015; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Spade, 
2015; Stanley & Smith, 2015; Stanley et  al., 2012). 
Some studies positively highlighted the impact of 
reformist organizational approaches and attitudes 
(such as policies and procedures) had on atti-
tudes and the treatment of incarcerated trans 
person (Walker, 2020; White Hughto et  al., 2017). 
However, several articles highlighted the ongoing 
lack of appropriate care for trans people, as well 
as significant denials of services (such as physical 
and mental health related), and a denial of 
acknowledging self-identity (Adorjan et  al., 2021; 
Byrd, 2020). Consistent with other literature 
(Brömdal et  al., 2019; Metwally et  al., 2019; 
Tadros et  al., 2020; Van Hout et  al., 2020; White 
Hughto et  al., 2018) the lack of leadership and 
clear direction or expectations was reported as 
other significant reformist factors on staff atti-
tudes across studies. In an attempt to maintain 
carceral control, correctional authorities are 
known to disregard trans persons’ gender identity 
when disclosed and/or deny them access to med-
ically necessary, gender-affirming care resulting 
in additional and inhumane punishment (Brömdal 
et  al., 2019; Brömdal et  al., 2023; Phillips et  al., 
2020; Sanders et  al., 2023; Tadros et  al., 2020).

Staff behavior was impacted by their knowl-
edge and attitudes regarding trans persons as 
reported above. Consistent with existing litera-
ture, there were some clear factors that affected 
staff behavior in carceral settings. First, several 
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staff articulated the importance of building rap-
port with incarcerated people, while being cau-
tious and aware of their approach and need to 
treat people equally (Marlow et  al., 2015). It was 
reported that boundary setting could be chal-
lenging when faced with unique needs of differ-
ent people (Marlow et  al., 2015). Some studies 
identified the impact that personal beliefs and 
attitudes had on staff behaviors, while some 
reported it did not affect their behavior, and oth-
ers demonstrated a clear lack of awareness result-
ing in reduced quality of care and access to 
services (Byrd, 2020). Solutions such as the 
importance training and education can have on 
overcoming personal beliefs and attitudes, as well 
as organizational expectations helping to set clear 
requirements in quality of treatment (Brömdal 
et  al., 2019; Brömdal et  al., 2023; Matarese et  al., 
2023; Phillips et  al., 2020; Redcay et  al., 2020; 
Sevelius & Jenness, 2017; Tadros et  al., 2020; 
Tarzwell, 2006; White Hughto et  al., 2018) are 
reform-based attempts that seek “to improve the 
conditions inside of prisons or the people within 
them, but not to implement structural changes” 
(Lawston & Meiners, 2014, p. 13). As such, find-
ings from this study highlight the urgent need to 
address the underlying structural, systemic, and 
organizational factors that impact upon the 
knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors staff have 
and hold in correctional and other health and 
community settings to meaningfully and sustain-
ably improve health, wellbeing and 
gender-affirming treatment and care for trans 
communities (Brömdal et  al., 2019; Franks et  al., 
2022; McCauley et  al., 2018; Mullens et  al., 2017; 
Swan et  al., 2023; Van Hout et  al., 2020; Watson 
et  al., 2023). As such, reform-based solutions are 
not sustainable in the long-term given the 
over-representation of trans and gender-diverse 
persons in the criminal legal system, limited 
prison spaces, and economic costs associated 
with building new prisons, including structures 
within existing prisons, let alone the human and 
societal costs (Lamble, 2015; Lawston & Meiners, 
2014). Employing a transformative lens, it is pos-
sible to envisage an approach formulated outside 
a reformist justice system and its settings, that 
affirms the intersectional diversity of trans adults 
and youth, and their needs (Clark et  al., 2023; 

Lamble, 2015; Oparah, 2015; Spade, 2015; Stanley 
& Smith, 2015; Stanley et  al., 2012). This 
approach would provide an opportunity to reflect 
on and address the pervasive systemic discrimi-
nation and violence faced by trans adults and 
youth that hinders access to and excludes them 
from employment, housing, education, health, 
and family, and that aims to reduce the very 
need to undertake activities deemed illegal in 
order to survive (Stanley, 2015). To this end, 
eliminating transphobia through education rooted 
in social justice, and building cultures and insti-
tutions that embrace trans embodiment would 
not only contribute to reducing trans-biased 
policing practices (Grant et  al., 2011; 
Miles-Johnson, 2015; Mitchell et  al., 2022; Poteat 
et  al., 2023) informing the over-representation of 
trans people in the prison system (Clark et  al., 
2023; Hughto et  al., 2022; Reisner et  al., 2014), 
but also make possible alternative methods of 
accountability for those who do harms 
(Lamble, 2015).

Limitations and future directions

Several limitations were identified within this 
study. First, the available literature on this topic 
was very limited making a full review difficult, 
which further illustrates the gap in the field, and 
adds weight to our claim that this is an emerging 
area of critical social importance. Correctional 
staff self-reported knowledge, attitudes and behav-
iors were likely influenced by several biases. It is 
possible that the correctional staff that partici-
pated in the existing studies were already inter-
ested in this area of research and/or providing a 
high level of appropriate care to their diverse 
incarcerated communities. It is also possible that 
the participants within the studies demonstrated 
social desirability bias and were aware of the 
intention of the research and so reflected on their 
interactions in a more positive way. It is import-
ant to note that the literature on incarcerated 
trans youth within the juvenile justice system is 
very limited, as demonstrated in this review 
(Walker, 2020) and elsewhere (Watson et  al., 
2023). As noted previously, the available literature 
within the trans incarcerated space is very limited 
globally, especially within the youth justice space. 
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As such, it is not unexpected that the range of 
countries included in this review were limited to 
three geographical areas (Canada, the UK, and 
the US). The lack of research and data in this 
area may be due in part to the overall challenges 
of conducting research within correctional set-
tings, and as such with correctional personnel. 
More specifically, it is widely acknowledged that 
pursuing research in carceral settings is obstructed 
by multiple barriers (Adams et  al., 2017; Apa 
et  al., 2012; Brömdal et  al., 2019; Watson & van 
der Meulen, 2019). For example, researchers may 
experience challenges in obtaining approval to 
pursue research into the knowledge, attitudes, 
and behaviors of correctional staff toward trans 
people in their care by university ethics commit-
tees and/or correctional institutions. This may in 
part be due to the controversial nature of pursu-
ing research related to this vulnerable population 
(Adams et  al., 2017; Apa et  al., 2012; Brömdal 
et  al., 2019). Further to this, institutional barriers 
may be grounded in the carceral systems’ lack of 
familiarity with the research team, conflicting 
perspectives regarding research objectives and/or 
lack of willingness to forge a collaborative research 
relation (Apa et  al., 2012; Watson & van der 
Meulen, 2019). The institutional barriers may be 
further exacerbated by an absence of mutual 
goals or research priorities due to the needs and 
culture within carceral settings, including possible 
fear of ‘uncovering’ and ‘unveiling’ controversial 
attitudes and behaviors by correctional staff 
toward trans people, in turn possibly resulting in 
negative publicity or institutional reviews among 
carceral centers (Apa et  al., 2012; Brömdal et  al., 
2019; Watson & van der Meulen, 2019). 
Collectively, these barriers may restrict scholars 
to explore this space, however if overcome in the 
short-term they equally present themselves as 
opportunities to access correctional staff and 
point to an important research gap that warrants 
further exploration.

Conclusion

This scoping review provides valuable insight 
into correctional staff ’s knowledge, attitudes, 
and behaviors toward incarcerated trans people. 
The findings within the seven literary artifacts 

were consistent with the wider existing 
reformist-informed literature, particularly regard-
ing the lived experiences of trans incarcerated 
persons, including the emerging research con-
cerning trans youth in the juvenile justice sys-
tem (Watson et  al., 2023). Within a short-term 
reformist framework, this collection of works 
highlights the importance of improved training 
and education, and changes to organizational 
procedures and policies to reduce the violence 
and harmful experiences of incarcerated trans 
adults and youth and uphold their rights and 
health while incarcerated. Such reform-based 
work would seek to enhance the conditions 
trans persons experience within carceral sys-
tems, however, they would not attempt to 
address the structural and systemic changes 
required to address the lifetime harms trans 
people experience from childhood to adulthood 
in diverse settings, including trans-biased polic-
ing procedures in turn informing the 
over-representation of trans people in carceral 
settings. Taken a step further, adopting a trans-
formative approach, is where society and carceral 
systems, at large, are offered the opportunity to 
reflect on and address the pervasive systemic 
discrimination and violence trans adults and 
youth face that contribute to their overrepresen-
tation in the prison systems (Clark et  al., 2023; 
Hughto et  al., 2022; LaChance & Dwyer, 2023; 
Reisner et  al., 2014).

With the clear lack of existing literature world-
wide on the experiences of both adult and youth 
incarcerated trans people, future research should 
focus on further exploring intersectional lived expe-
riences, unique needs, policy changes, and more 
importantly structural and systemic changes that 
collectively may have short- and long-term positive 
impacts for trans people in contact with the law. 
Examination at an organizational level of policies 
and processes that are supported and support cor-
rections management in meeting the immediate 
needs of incarcerated trans adults and youth would 
also be a beneficial area for future research. Informed 
by a transformative framework, research exploring 
the ways in which correctional staff may envision 
alternative methods of accountability for those who 
do harm, would be another much-needed research 
area contributing insights to the current body of 
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work within queer criminology, decarceration and 
prison abolition.
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