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Abstract 

When offenders are sentenced to prison, they are classified in two areas that determine 

which prison they are sent to in order to serve their sentence. These two factors are offense and 

gender. There are minimum, medium, maximum, and super-maximum prisons. This 

classification is based on the crime committed. Next, they are classified based on gender. Under 

current legislation, the criminal justice system in the United States operates under the assumption 

of the gender binary. Inmates can either be sent to an all-male institution or an all-female 

institution. This gender classification is based on anatomy. For this reason, transgender inmates 

who have not fully transitioned upon sentencing or have chosen to not undergo any surgical 

procedures are sentenced to prisons that do not fit the gender identity that they live by in the 

outside world. Transgender male inmates are sent to all-female prisons, even though they 

identity as men. Transgender female inmates serve time in all-male facilities, even though they 

identify as women.   

Few research studies have been conducted about how this gender binary classification 

system affects the ever-growing number of individuals who do not conform to this binary 

standard. This case study used thematic narrative analysis to explore a convicted sex offender’s 

experience while incarcerated and their experience in the community following their 

incarceration while navigating both a sex offender label and as an individual who identifies as a 

transgender woman. After reviewing the transcripts, themes concerning her interactions with 

criminal justice professionals and the general public emerged. The unique challenges the 

participant faced as a convicted sex offender and a transgender woman are discussed along with 

pratical policy implications and future research.          
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Process Analysis Statement   

 In some of my early criminal justice classes at Ball State University as I pursued my 

bachelor’s degree, I learned that there is extraordinarily little research in the field concerning 

transgender inmates in American prisons. As a criminal justice and criminology major with a 

minor in sociology, the courses that I have chosen to take have been focused on the study of 

groups of people and special populations. For my honors thesis project, I decided to attempt to 

bridge the gap in literature that exists about this particular demographic of citizens.  

My project examines the experiences of a transgender sex-offender in the state of 

Nebraska. Based on qualitative research from a multitude of recorded audio interviews 

conducted by researchers at the University of Nebraska Omaha, I dive into an in-depth 

discussion of the unique experiences of a transgender woman who was sentenced to a male 

prison, and how her identifiers as a transgender individual and as a convicted sex offender 

shaped her experiences both in the prison system and in her life after her conviction and 

completion of her sentence. I discuss a variety of factors that affected these experiences, 

including correctional officers and prison administration, medication and access to medical 

care/hormone therapy, rehabilitation programs, other inmates within the prisons, and the 

Nebraska work release program in which Nicole was enrolled upon her release from prison.  

These interviews were conducted in 2017 by a team of researchers at the University of 

Nebraska Omaha. I have transcribed these interviews and used this data to form a comprehensive 

case study. By using thematic narrative analysis for this project, which is a method for 

decomposing research into themes that can be used within different research perspectives, I have 

been able to depict in writing an individual’s experience in the criminal justice system in which 

there is currently very limited research. Aside from the primary research, I also use other 
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publications of researchers who studied the prison experience in order to compare and contrast 

Nicole’s journey through the criminal justice system. The information that I have collected and 

analyzed has been proven to be very eye-opening. 

 This project dives into a specific element of criminal justice research that is highly 

underrepresented and understudied. There is very little research that has been done on 

transgender individuals in the criminal justice system, which makes this comprehensive case 

study very important. It covers information that will span the entire process of the subject being 

involved in the system, as well as after her release from the system and how she is surviving 

post-conviction, so this case study is very unique. This piece can be very beneficial for policy 

makers and program evaluators of prisons all of the United States, who are likely experiencing 

the same issues that Nicole describes in her recounts of her experiences. In this project, I provide 

preliminary insight into a field not well known by criminologists.  

Not only is this project important to the criminal justice profession that I will entering, it 

is also important in my development of knowledge in my desired field. By executing this project, 

I have gained valuable research experience. I have also built skills in evaluating raw data and 

drawing conclusions. This project has been a very beneficial form of exposure to the type of 

research and writing skills that I will need to succeed in graduate school. Since there is little data 

in this area of the field, my findings have been very intriguing for me, and the stress of this 

project has been mitigated by the knowledge that this project can make an impact on policy and 

can spark the change that I have found to be necessary within the criminal justice system.  

My goal for this project was to spread awareness of the particular issues that transgender 

individuals face while incarcerated in order to spark policy and procedure changes that can 

alleviate these issues. These individuals, like Nicole, the subject of this case study, have been 
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convicted of a crime and are serving their sentences. However, our system inflicts unnecessary 

and fixable issues onto them that could be considered mini punishments on their own. My 

intended audience of this case study are scholars who creating programming for prisons, as well 

as prison administration staff that need to understand what is happening in their prisons in order 

to create changes to their procedures and practices. The latter half of my research focused on 

Nicole’s experiences immediately upon release from prison, and the failings of the criminal 

justice system to give her a path of successful reentry. I hope this data sparks interest in the 

changes that need to be made in order to reduce recidivism and give offenders a real chance at 

successful reentry into mainstream society.  
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Introduction  

President Joe Biden was the first president-elect to mention the transgender community in 

his acceptance speech. During his campaign, President Biden assured the public that he would 

prioritize the transgender community and would be devoted to their fair treatment for those who 

encounter the criminal justice system. Before the president’s call for equal treatment for 

transgendered individuals, many activist organizations have been committed to seeing the legal 

change for those facing discrimination in the criminal justice field, especially for persons 

suffering the pains of incarceration (Center for American Progress & Movement Advancement 

Project, 2016). For instance, Mogul and colleagues (2011) noted, “prisons have become locations 

of magnified policing and punishment of sexual and gender nonconformity” (p. 96-97). It is 

within this context that it is important to understand the experience of transgendered individuals 

while incarcerated. In this paper, I use qualitative research from recorded audio interviews 

conducted by researchers at the University of Nebraska Omaha, to dive into an in-depth 

discussion of the unique experiences of a transgender woman who was sentenced to a male 

prison, and how her identity as a transgender individual and as a convicted sex offender shaped 

her experiences both in the prison system and in her life after her conviction and completion of 

her sentence. I discuss a variety of factors that affected these experiences, including attitudes of 

correctional officers and prison administration, access to medical care/hormone therapy, 

rehabilitation programs, other inmates within the prisons, and the Nebraska work release 

program in which “Nicole” was enrolled upon her release from prison.    

These interviews were conducted in 2017 by a team of researchers at the University of 

Nebraska Omaha. I have transcribed these interviews and used this data to form a comprehensive 

case study. I used thematic narrative analysis for my basis of this project, which is a method for 
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decomposing research into themes that can be used within different research perspectives. The 

bulk of my research is based on the interviews of a subject that I identify as Nicole, a 

transgender, Caucasian woman who served a five-year prison sentence in the Nebraska State 

Penitentiary, a male institution. Combined with some of the scarce information that currently 

exists about transgender individuals in prison from other preliminary studies, I discovered that 

individuals who identity as transgender face many discriminations and microaggressions while 

incarcerated. There is little being done about these discriminatory actions, though it is estimated 

that one in six individuals who identify as transgender will serve time in prison at some in their 

lives, and there is estimated number of nearly 5,000 transgender individuals living in state 

prisons across the United States (Sosin, 2020).   

The criminal justice system classifies individuals based on their anatomy, so although 

Nicole personally identified as a woman and outwardly appeared to be a woman, she had not 

fully transitioned yet, so she was sentenced to five years in a male institution. While in this male 

institution, Nicole had to request to be moved to protective custody in order to stay safe from the 

other inmates. However, even while in protective custody, Nicole was the subject of many slurs 

and derogatory remarks, both from other inmates and from the correctional officers. Some prison 

guards even refused to have conversations with her. When she first arrived, she was denied the 

ability to wear a bra. After three months of petitioning with the prison administration, Nicole was 

finally given a bra to wear. After a few months, Nicole was allowed to start her hormone 

treatments again. However, after suffering a heart attack while locked up, the prison 

administration used her heart condition to justify stopping her hormone treatments once again. 

Once more, she had to petition with the prison administration for months before they agreed to 
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allow her to restart treatment. Through Nicole’s narrative we can see how her transgender 

identity affected her incarceration experience and how it differs from other inmates.    

Though it is becoming more popular in today’s society, not conforming to the gender 

binary is still considered deviant. Furthermore, transgender individuals in prison could choose to 

conform to the gender binary in order to stay safe while they are in prison. Of the few 

transgender individuals incarcerated who have been interviewed in other studies, many comply 

with the prison administration’s decision to put them into segregation right away in order to 

procure their safety. They usually do not speak out against the lack of services that are available 

to them (Buist et al., 2014) Nicole, however, challenged the idea of silence. She deviated from 

the norm, instead speaking out and fighting against the prison administration to change the way 

transgender individuals are treated. Nicole’s deviance had many functions. Not only did her 

deviance function to secure the rights that she wanted, like wearing a bra and taking hormone 

treatments, her deviance also functioned to bring attention to the exclusionary methods that the 

United States prison system uses to classify offenders.  

My case study begins with an introduction to this topic and its importance in the field of 

criminal justice reform. Next, I provide a literature review of previous research concerning the 

topic. For instance, I discuss the extant research regarding transgender individuals and those 

individuals convicted of a sexual crime and the multitude of challenges they face while 

incarcerated and upon release. My methodology section describes how the data was collected, 

the interview process, and how I analyzed the data. The results section discusses the themes 

uncovered in the data. The discussion section provides an overview of what criminal justice 

professionals, policy makers, and program evaluators can do with this type of research. Finally, I 
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conclude this project with a summary of the data and some suggestions for future research to 

examine this highly unresearched topic.  

Literature Review  

The word “transgender” is an umbrella term that refers to anyone whose gender identity, 

gender expression, or behavior does not conform to the typical societal standards associated with 

the sex that they were born with (American Psychological Association, 2014). Sometimes the 

word “trans” is used as shorthand for this term. This term is largely based on the concept of 

gender fluidity. One’s gender identity is their internal sense of being male, female, or something 

else (American Psychological Association, 2014). On the other hand, one’s gender expression 

refers to their outward communication of their gender, how they “do” gender based on their 

clothing, communication style, hairstyle, voice, and overall physical expression (American 

Psychological Association, 2014). The gender identity that an individual possesses does not 

always match their gender expression, many times for reasons of social and political 

complication. The way that transgender individuals are discussed and portrayed in popular 

culture is always changing. One’s identity of being male, female, or transgender should not be 

assumed.  

As mentioned above, identifying as transgender is extremely broad. Someone who 

identifies as transgender may decide to undergo gender reassignment surgery, or they might not. 

There is no one way to be transgender. Some of the identities that fall under transgender include 

transexual, cross-dresser, drag queen, genderqueer, androgynous, multigendered, and gender 

nonconforming (American Psychological Association, 2014).   

Transsexual individuals possess a gender identity that is different from the sex they were 

assigned at birth. Often, these individuals change or wish to change their bodies through the 
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usage of hormones or surgical procedures. This process used to be referred to as gender or sex 

reassignment, but these terms have been replaced by “gender affirmation,” in efforts to mitigate 

the stigma that surrounds the process (American Psychological Association, 2014). People who 

cross-dress usually do not wish to alter their gender identity, but they enjoy wearing clothing that 

is not typical for their assigned gender. This could be one article of clothing or piece of jewelry 

every so often, or it could be an entire outfit every day. There are various levels of cross-dressing 

(Buist et al., 2014). This is a form of gender expression. Drag queens are men who cross dress as 

women for the purpose of entertaining others while expressing themselves (American 

Psychological Association, 2014). This is usually done at bars or clubs, or on social media sites, 

like TikTok. People who identity as genderqueer do not wish to define their gender within the 

binary of male or female. They may believe that their gender identity falls somewhere between 

male or female on a continuum, or they may believe that it cannot be put on a scale. In many 

cases, these individuals prefer the pronoun “zie,” as to not be identified as either male or female 

(American Psychological Association, 2014). To be androgynous is to possess elements of both 

male and female physical appearances (Buist et al., 2014). Multigendered people express more 

than one gender identity. They can express these identities interchangeably. Gender 

nonconforming is a term that may describe some of the other categories of transgender described 

above. These individuals do not adhere to the gender norms of society. They do wish to partake 

in gender expression, presentation, behaviors, or roles that society sees as acceptable and 

normative for their gender (American Psychological Association, 2014).   

Anti-discrimination laws in the United States do not protect against discrimination based 

on gender identity or gender expression. For this reason, individuals who identify as transgender 

face discrimination and microaggressions in many aspects of their everyday lives that other 
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demographics do not have to worry about (Nadal et al., 2012). Some of these areas include 

employment, housing, healthcare, education, the legal system, and within their interpersonal 

relationships (Nadal et al., 2012). Additionally, people who possess a transgender identity may 

also possess another identity that subjects them to further bias and discrimination. Some 

intersectional identities that are of particular concern are transgender people who have low 

socioeconomic statuses, transgender people who have a physical or mental disability, 

transgender youth, transgender elderly, and transgender individuals of racial, ethnic, or religious 

minorities (Nadal et al., 2012). The psychological distress that transgender individuals face due 

to this discrimination, especially in the cases of individuals who have special intersectional 

identities, can be very damaging to mental, physical, and emotional health (Buist et al., 2014).   

One study found twelve types of microaggressions that transgender individuals reported 

receiving throughout their daily lives. Microaggressions are subtle forms of discrimination. 

These types of microaggressions are as follows: (1) use of transphobic and/or incorrectly 

gendered terminology, (2) assumption of universal transgender experience, (3) exoticism, (4) 

obvious discomfort/disapproval of the transgender experience, (5) endorsement of gender 

normative and binary culture of behaviors, (6) denial of existence of transphobia, (7) assumption 

of sexual pathology/abnormality, (8) physical threats and harassment, (9) denial of individual 

transphobia, (10) denial of bodily privacy, (11) familial microaggressions, and (12) systematic 

and environmental microaggressions (Nadal et al., 2012). There have been several new local, 

state, and federal laws that protect against hate crimes committed against one’s sexual 

orientation, but there are no equivalencies for one’s gender identity. In fact, the Federal Bureau 

of Investigation (FBI) does not document hate crimes against one’s gender identity as such, so 

there is no straightforward way of knowing the scope of hate crimes against gender identity 
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(Buist et al., 2014). However, some estimates claim that there have been approximately 600 

murders of transgenders over the past thirty years, with over 200 of these murders being 

committed in 2008 and 2009 alone (Nadal et al., 2012). Most current literature focuses on two 

main types of discrimination that transgender people may experience, which are transphobia and 

genderism. The microaggressions listed above are prominent examples of these discrimination 

motives. Transphobia is defined as an emotional disgust towards individuals who do not conform 

to society’s gender expectations (Nadal et al., 2012). Genderism is an ideology that reinforces 

the negative evaluation of gender non-conformity or an incongruence between sex and gender 

(Nadal et al., 2014).   

Transgenders in the Criminal Justice System  

There has been a long history of the criminalization of people of non-conformative sexual 

orientations and gender identities in the United States (Buist et al., 2014). In the 1850s, 

municipal ordinances outlawed dressing in “opposite” sex clothing. Police would frequently raid 

bars and clubs that were frequented by nonconforming individuals, usually targeting people of 

color, poor people, and gender-variant people (Rodgers et al., 2017). Throughout the 20th and 

21st centuries, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and some types of transgender individuals have gained 

more political power. However, multiple problems still exist for these individuals within the 

criminal justice system, a system that is still largely based on the gender binary systematic way 

of thinking and operating (Rodgers et al., 2017). Many scholars call for the need of queer 

criminology (Buist et al., 2012). In the United States criminal justice system, offenders are 

classified according to the sex that was assigned to them at birth, regardless of the gender 

identity that they currently possess and express (Rodgers et al., 2017). For this reason, 

transgender offenders who were male at birth are assigned to serve their sentences in male 



11 
 

prisons and transgender inmates who were female at birth serve their sentences in female 

institutions, if they have not undergone a gender reassignment surgery. As we know, gender 

expression goes beyond the anatomy that we possess, so these assignments can be problematic 

and dangerous for transgender individuals who express their desired gender expression in their 

voice, clothing, gestures, etc. Once in prison, physical and sexual assault are of primary concern 

for transgender inmates, as they are common targets due to their behaviors and appearances that 

differ from the norm (Jenness et al., 2019; Rodgers et al., 2017). One study claims that 59% of 

transgender inmates have been sexually assaulted or raped while incarcerated (Rodgers et al., 

2017). African American transgender inmates and transgender female inmates overall experience 

the highest levels of physical and sexual assaults in prisons. However, the numbers of these 

incidents that are reported are believed to be far below the actual occurrence rate, as one survey 

found that 46% of transgender inmates report that if they had been assaulted, they would not 

report it to the correctional officers due to fear and uncomfortableness (Rodgers et al., 2017). 

Due to these high rates of sexual assault, transgender inmates are also at the highest risk for 

contracting sexually transmitted diseases while in prison. Further Jenness and colleagues (2019) 

found transgender women reported harassment and physical violence both while incarcerated 

and in the community. More specifically, 80.3% of their sample reported non-sexual physical 

victimization while in prison and 58.5% of their participants reported sexual victimization while 

incarcerated (Jenness et al., 2019).          

Aside from dangerous encounters with other inmates who do not agree with the 

transgender inmates’ gender expression or want to take advantage of an inmate who appears to 

be the opposite gender, transgender individuals who are incarcerated in American prisoners also 

must be weary of police, judges, court officials, and correctional officers. In a survey of 6,450 
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transgender and gender non-conforming individuals who have been incarcerated, 20% reported 

that they were denied equal treatment from officers, 29% reported that that they were harassed or 

disrespected, and 6% reported that they were physically assaulted by a police officer (Rodgers et 

al., 2017). Our current laws in the service of self-affirming the idea of normal, which makes the 

transgender identity seem impossible and invisible as it is never addressed in statutes or 

classifications. Our criminal justice system rigidly enforces the male and female gender binary, 

excluding the existence of transgender people and therefore dehumanizing them in the eyes of 

other offenders, criminal justice professionals, and the public. The binary concept is so deeply 

imbedded into the system that prison administrators have been known to go on public record 

saying that they, “do not know what to do with these people,” in reference to people who possess 

a transgender identity or do not conform to the gender binary (Rodgers et al., 2017). When we 

fail to properly classify these individuals and do not have pathways to follow regarding “what to 

do with these people,” transgender individuals are disrespected and harmed in our institutions 

and not taken seriously as victims.   

Going beyond the American criminal justice system, international research proves that 

the vulnerability of transgender individuals in prison is a major issue in other countries, as well. 

Transgender prisoners experience higher rates of sexual assault and rape in both male and female 

prisons (Rodgers et al., 2017). Some of these acts are carried out by other inmates, and some by 

corrupt correctional officers, which enforces inmates to think that they are not safe or protected 

while incarcerated. An imprisoned transgender person is not a rarity, as the extreme forms of 

social exclusion, abuse, harassment, and discrimination push them to the margins of society, 

where they are more likely to become involved in crime (Nadal et al., 2014). Transgender people 

are imprisoned at high rates for homelessness, drug and alcohol abuse, sex work participation, 
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and mental health issues (Rodgers et al., 2017). Another common crime that introduces 

transgender individuals to the criminal justice system is the black-market distribution of 

hormones (Rodgers et al., 2017). Many transgender victims of sexual assault and rape in prison 

have told researchers that they did not report their abuse in fear of further victimization, being 

known as a snitch, or losing some of their own privileges. In cases where these assaults were 

reported, some transgender inmates were told to, “toughen up,” or they were sent to segregation 

for their safety (Rodgers et al., 2017). Segregation is commonly used as punishment, and there is 

considerable literature that reflects on the negative elements and mental ailments of experiencing 

segregation for prolonged periods of time (Brown, 2020), so victims would often choose not to 

report what someone had done to them to stay out of solitary confinement.   

Much of the research that has been conducted about the experiences of transgender 

people in prisons has been collected through surveys. It is possible that these individuals might 

have left information out of their survey responses in fear of retribution. There is little literature 

that explores the transgender experience in prison in depth. This study differs from others 

because it is conducted in an interview format in which a transgender individual who was 

formerly incarcerated speaks about her experiences in a safe environment in which no further 

actions could be taken against her. For the safety of the participant, her real name is not used in 

this paper.   

Sex Offenders  

A sex offender is any individual who has been convicted of participating in an illegal 

sexual activity (Reuters, 2019). Common state laws divide illegal sexual activity into five 

categories: (1) crimes against adults, (2) crimes against relatives, (3) crimes against children, (4) 

crimes against nature, and (5) crimes involving sex for sale (Reuters, 2019). Crimes against adult 
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include rape, sexual assault, and martial rape. The most common type of sexual crime against a 

relative is incest. Crimes against children include pornography, exploitation, molestation, and 

abduction. The common sexual crimes against nature are indecent exposure, sodomy, and 

bestiality. Finally, the most prosecuted crime involving sex for sale is prostitution. Some states 

have further defined more crimes as specific sex offenses. For example, Alabama defines sexual 

relations between a teacher and student as a particular type of sexual offense (Reuters, 2019). 

Federal sex offenses focus on sexual offenses that involve children, production of prohibited 

pornography, and interstate travel for the purpose of sexual activity. Some of these specific 

offenses include the selling or buying of children, certain activities regarding the exploitation of 

minors, and interstate travel with the intent to engage in sexual activities with a minor (Reuters, 

2019).   

Generally, the term “sex offender” incites negative attitudes and biased predispositions. 

Most of the public holds onto the myth that sex offenders cannot be cured of their “illness,” that 

all sex offenders are part of a homogenous group that poses equal risk to society, and that the 

impact of sexual assaults can carry over into other crimes, like robbery and violence (Rokach, 

2021). The reporting of sexual offenses contributes to the repulsion and hostility that the public 

holds towards sex offenders. This repulsion and hostility have led to a variety of forms of 

discrimination, in terms of employment, housing, education, and government assistance 

(Rokach, 2021). In addition to the traditional methods of apprehension, judicial processing, and 

service of a sentence for sexual offenses, sex offenders are also subject to a variety of other 

efforts that have been put in place to protect the public. These efforts include intensive treatment, 

medical interventions, civil confinement, and public registries of offenders that are accessible on 

the Internet (Rokach, 2021). Civil commitment is a post-sentence institutional detention of an 
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offender with the intention of preventing further offenses. Sex offenders are the only type of 

criminals in the United States that are subjected to this type of imprisonment after they have 

served the sentence that the court handed down to them. Civil commitment is expensive to 

continue, and some scholars believe that the resources that the United States puts towards civilly 

committing these sex offenders could be more effectively utilized in treatment programs 

(Wakefield, 2006). In the 1990s, the use of the sex offender registration was widely implemented 

in communities to enhance community awareness of sex offenders and promote public safety 

(Tewksbury, 2005). The goal of the sex-offender registry is to deter offenders via reductions in 

their opportunities and access to unsuspecting and vulnerable victims. Offenders are required to 

report their past crime and current address regularly on the registry, and failure to do so is 

considered an additional criminal offense (Tewksbury, 2005). Mandates can require that sex-

offenders be on the registry for a wide range of years, ranging from five years after the 

completion of their sentence to lifetime registration (Tewksbury, 2005).   

While these additional efforts were created to protect the community, it has been found 

that they have unintended collateral negative consequences, both on offenders and on the 

community. When community members are notified that there is a former sexual offender in 

their community, they build barriers that block the successful integration of these individuals into 

the community and back into society. The most common barriers that sex offenders report 

experiencing are challenges in finding housing and employment, ostracization by other residents 

in the neighborhood, harassment, and emotional issues for the offenders’ families (Wakefield, 

2006). In most states, there is a minimum distance that sex offenders are allowed to live from 

schools, daycares, and other children’s institutions. In some communities, these guidelines can 

push these individuals into the margins of society, into areas that most residents would not wish 
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to live. The discrimination that these offenders face may lead them to feel isolated and frustrated, 

which are agitators that can have strong connections to recidivism (Wakefield, 2006). When 

offenders feel helpless and as if they will always be viewed in a negative light, they may feel like 

reoffending will make little to no difference, so there is no incentive to stop criminal behavior 

and recidivism rates go up (Wakefield, 2006). The offenders feel the direct effects of the 

discrimination, but the community members are also negatively impacted as well, as knowing 

that a sex offender lives in one’s community has been proven to increase stress levels and 

account for people feeling less safe and happy in their community (Wakefield, 2006). These 

stress levels are the highest in adults who have children (Wakefield, 2006).   

Sex Offenders in the Criminal Justice System  

Even in prison surrounded by violent offenders who have committed heinous crimes 

themselves, sex offenders are often considered too abominable to associate with (Zoukis 

Consulting Group Employees, 2022). In many prisons, people who have been committed of a sex 

offense lie to other offenders about why they are locked up to protect themselves from the 

vilification of the sex offender label. However, this tactic of self-protection often does not last 

long, and these inmates request to be put in solitary confinement for protection from angry 

inmates who despise sex criminals (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 2022). Sex offenders 

are the most targeted category of offenders in prison in terms of physical and sexual abuse. 

Roughly 11.6% of the federal prison population are incarcerated for sexual offenses (Zoukis 

Consulting Group Employees, 2022). Contrary to popular public belief, sex offenders are not 

housed at separate prisons than other offenders. Sex offenders who are housed in low-security 

federal prisons report feeling the safest out of all the prison levels. In these institutions, when 

other inmates find out that an inmate is in prison for a sexual offense, it is usually met with 
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verbal ostracization, but rarely physical acts of violence (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 

2022). A sex offender may be told that they cannot sit with a particular group of people during 

mealtime, but most prisoners in low-security prisons are nearing their release dates so they do 

not want to mess up their chances by inciting any violence, so they typically mind their own 

business. In medium-security level prisons, the reactions that other inmates have about sex 

offenders varies widely (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 2022). At some medium-security 

institutions, it is common-place for sex offenders to be attacked by other inmates. At others, 

physical violence is a non-issue for sex offenders. The differences are in the cultures of the 

individual prisons themselves. It is recommended that an inmate who is going into a medium-

security prison find out which one they are going to so that they can prepare for the culture 

(Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 2022). In high-security prisons, sex offenders are rarely 

safe. Some research indicates that the only high-security level prison that a sex offender may be 

safe to serve their sentence in is USP Tucson (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 2022). USP 

Tucson has the highest sex offender inmate population, as well a variety of different programs 

that sex offenders can participate in, so this institution is considered to be the safest (Zoukis 

Consulting Group Employees, 2022). Sex offenders serving in USP Tucson feel safer from 

victimization since many of the other inmates have committed sexual crimes, as well. At all 

institutions besides USP Tucson, it is highly recommended that, for their safety, sex offenders 

request to be moved to solitary confinement before they ever join general population (Zoukis 

Consulting Group Employees, 2022). Very few sex offenders in high-security level federal 

prisons that are not in solitary confinement report that they have not been physically attacked, 

and even this number could be skewed because some offenders do not report the attacks in fear 

of retaliation from the inmates or from officers.   
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To handle the frequent issues that sex offenders encounter in prison, the Federal Bureau 

of Prisons established the Sex Offender Management Program (SOMP). SOMP facilities are 

designed to be able to treat the unique issues of sex offenders through the utilization of a specific 

treatment program for sex offenders, a more expansive psychology department to assist with 

counseling and diagnoses, and a larger proportion of sex offenders in the general population than 

other non-SOMP facilities (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees Group Employees, 2022). 

SOMP facilities have more resources for monitoring offending behaviors, as well as are more 

equipped to provide protection to sex offenders from other inmates in the event of an issue. Sex 

offenders who complete their sentences at SOMP facilities are far less likely to be ostracized, 

discriminated against, or abused, so they can focus more on their treatment in prison than 

survival (Zoukis Consulting Group Employees, 2022). This will hopefully reduce recidivism 

rates.    

This study examines the experiences of “Nicole,” a transgender woman who was 

convicted of a sex offense and served her sentence in a male prison. The data focuses on how 

carrying both the transgender label as well as the sex offender label shaped Nicole’s experiences 

in the criminal justice system while incarcerated, as well as immediately after. There is still 

much research that needs to be done about these demographics separately. However, there is 

little to no literature concerning the consequences of the intersection of these identities, so this 

study will attempt to bridge that gap.  

Methods  

There is minimal data available regarding incarcerated transgender individuals. The 

purpose of this study is to begin to fill the gap in the data concerning this demographic. The 

prevalence of individuals who identify as transgender who are encountering the criminal justice 
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system is increasing, so to best serve these individuals, there are changes and modifications that 

may need to be adhered to fulfill the goals of the system. It is hoped that this case study of one 

transgender individual in Nebraska will encourage other researchers to explore the topic and 

encourage policy makers and prison administration personnel to make the necessary changes. 

Nicole (a pseudonym to protect the participant’s anonymity) volunteered to be the subject of this 

case study when researchers who were already connected to the Fearless group, of which Nicole 

is a member, utilized the method of purposeful sampling to locate potential participants. These 

researchers asked to meet up with anyone in the group who identified as a transgender individual 

who would be willing to talk about their experiences in and out of the criminal justice system. 

Nicole responded to the inquiry, and upon meeting the researchers, agreed to participate in the 

interviews.   

This study utilized thematic narrative analysis in order to discover the current themes 

found in relation to the binary classification system of prison booking processes, the experiences 

of a transgender woman who served a five-year sentence in a male prison housed among only 

male inmates, and how the transgender identity of this woman affected her interactions with the 

criminal justice system and the rest of the world after she completed her sentence. Thematic 

narrative analysis is a qualitative analytical method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 

patterns or themes within a given data set. Thematic narrative analysis was chosen for this study 

because it allows for flexibility, which was used to summarize key features in the data collected 

from the interviews while highlighting similarities and differences between Nicole’s experiences 

and those of other individuals who do not identify as transgender.  
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Case Study  

A case study is an in-depth analysis of one individual, group, or event (Creswell, 2018). 

This research projected is centered on the case study of one transgender individual’s experiences 

within the criminal justice system. Using the case study method allows this study to illustrate a 

holistic point of view. Using data from one person allows myself as the investigator to dive deep 

into the connections made between Nicole’s transgender identity and how she was treated within 

and immediately after having contact with the criminal justice system. By focusing on one 

participant, the researchers conducting the interviews were able to carefully analyze every aspect 

of Nicole’s life that she was willing to speak about, and they were able to tailor the questions to 

her experiences in order to gain as much knowledge as possible. This method is also especially 

useful for this study because of the lack of other data in this field of research. Since there are few 

pre-existing studies in this field, this case study is a good starting point to start further research 

and analysis based on the findings described by this paper that catch other researchers’ and 

policy makers’ attention.  

Data Collection  

Since discovering the Fearless group, a support group based in Omaha for registered sex 

offenders and their families, researchers from the University of Nebraska Omaha have been 

collecting data from members in the form of interviews. As the participants disclose such 

personal information to these researchers, the researchers have been able to form professional 

relationships with some of the members of this group. Researchers have conducted interviews 

about the reason for offending, how society reacts to the participants’ registered status, how the 

offenders are handling getting jobs, and why having a team of support like the Fearless group is 
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important for rehabilitation. Informal conversational interviewing was the predominant form of 

data collection. This approach permitted researchers to be explorers in the participants’ lived 

experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Interviews afforded researchers a strategy for acquiring 

information about events and social conditions that cannot be directly observed (Neyland, 2008). 

Numerous studies have been conducted in the fields of criminology and criminal justice utilizing 

interviewing techniques to examine special populations such as sex offenders (Farmer et al., 

2015; Harris, 2014, 2017).  

This research project examines one specific member of the Fearless group that first 

connected with researchers in 2017. Throughout 2017, a team of three researchers conducted a 

series of in-person, recorded interviews with Nicole, a committed sex-offender in the state of 

Nebraska that served five years in the Nebraska State Penitentiary. The Nebraska State 

Penitentiary is the oldest state correctional facility in Nebraska, accommodating minimum, 

medium, and maximum-security male prisoners who are serving wide ranges of sentences 

(Nebraska Department of Corrections, 2022). Nicole was chosen as the primary participant for 

this study because she identifies as a transgender woman, and she served her prison sentence in a 

men’s facility. Nicole served a five-year sentence in the Nebraska State Penitentiary for the 

sexual assault of her two sons. At the time of her conviction, Nebraska sentencing guidelines 

mandated that she serve a minimum of one and a maximum of fifty-five years, so the judge that 

ruled on her case was able to use an elevated level of discretion to require her to serve two to five 

years. Her crime was committed in 2000 but was not discovered and reported until ten years 

later. Nicole disclosed information to the interviewers regarding the inner facets of her crime, the 

process of being convicted and sentenced, her experiences while being held in the male prison, 

and what her life looks like currently as a transgender, registered sex offender living in the 
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community. For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on the unique experiences that she 

encountered in the male prison due to her transgender identity. I will also discuss how her 

transgender identity shaped her experiences in the criminal justice system as a whole and in her 

life after her conviction and completion of her sentence.   

At the time that these interviews began in 2017, Nicole was a 49-year-old transgender 

Caucasian woman living in the Omaha, Nebraska with her partner. She had finished her sentence 

at the Nebraska State Penitentiary about three years prior. She completed her transition in 2005. 

She had no contact with her ex-wife or her oldest son, one of the victims of her crime. Her 

youngest son, the other victim of her sex crime, had died by suicide while she was incarcerated. 

She had not been allowed to attend the funeral. However, Nicole did share information about her 

new partner, who is twenty years Nicole’s senior, whom Nicole credits as being the backbone 

that helped her through the biased interactions that she experienced in and out of prison. Due to 

the sensitive nature of these interviews and out of respect for Nicole’s wishes as a volunteer 

participant for these researchers, some of the interviews were recorded and some were not. The 

recorded interviews were transcribed. The interviews that were not recorded were conducted by 

one researcher who asked the questions and another researcher who took notes of the answers 

that Nicole gave. Personal observational notes of the researchers concerning Nicole were also 

examined.   

Analysis   

Narrative research is an approach to qualitative research that serves as both a method to 

obtain the product and the product itself. A narrative analysis is a study of stories, narratives, or 

descriptions of a series of events or conditions that account for human experiences (Creswell, 

2018). When reviewing the interview transcripts and personal notes of researchers germane to 
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Nicole, I employed the analytical strategy described by Braun and Clarke (2006). I began by 

becoming familiar with the data and then reread the data looking for themes (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Second, I produced an initial coding scheme based on the content available. Next, I 

explored different codes and how they can amalgamate to generate themes. Lastly, comparative 

analysis was used on the data to ensure the accuracy of the codes and themes found to examine 

Nicole’s firsthand experiences as a transgender woman and as a sex offender. Thematic narrative 

analysis was the most appropriate strategy to use for this study because it gives researchers 

accommodations in terms of research questions, sample size, and data collection method (Clarke 

& Braun, 2014). Furthermore, according to Clarke and Braun (2014) thematic narrative analysis 

is most appropriate with exploratory research that wants to understand what subjects’ think, feel, 

and do. This narrative analysis focuses on Nicole’s recollections of her crime, prison sentence, 

and life immediately after being released from incarceration. I chose to use thematic narrative 

analysis to study Nicole to locate themes that could be useful in transforming policy in the 

criminal justice system in relationship to the treatment of transgender individuals and the 

differences needs of these individuals while incarcerated and upon release. This method of 

analysis is useful for calling attention to themes of discrimination, microaggression/disrespect, 

neglect, and prolonged punishment.   

Limitations  

As with all research studies, there are limitations that are associated with the methods 

used in this case study. The main limitation presented in this case study is that of external 

validity, which is the extent to which the results of one study can be generalized to the entire 

population that the study is designed to represent (Patino et al., 2018). Due to the nature of the 

case study focusing on one individual, it is not considered generalizable to the entire population. 
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In this case, more research will need to be done to determine if other transgender individuals 

have faced similar issues with the prison system and the criminal justice system as a whole 

before effective policy can be established. However, though this case study is not generalizable 

to the entire population of incarcerated transgender individuals, this thematic narrative analysis is 

an important steppingstone for further research to be conducted in this field of study. The goal of 

this research project focuses on internal validity rather than external validity. Internal validity is 

concerned with the truth of the results of the study, ensuring that the results and conclusions are 

not the product of methodological errors (Patino et al., 2018). This research is still valuable in 

that it provides insights into the themes of the transgender experience within the current 

American criminal justice system.  

Results  

The purpose of this paper was to explore a convicted sex offender’s experience while 

incarcerated and their experience in the community following their incarceration while 

navigating both a sex offender label and as an individual who identifies as a transgender woman. 

After reviewing the transcripts, themes concerning her interactions with criminal justice 

professionals and the general public emerged. The unique challenges Nicole faced as a convicted 

sex offender and a transgender woman are discussed.         

Initial Experiences in Jail  

When Nicole was first arrested, she was held inside the Douglas County Jail. At first, she 

was met with support for her transgender identity. Her intake officer marked her as a female on 

the original intake forms and gave her a bra and women’s underwear to wear with her jail 

uniform. Nicole remembered,   
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“When I first got in there, she found out that I was transgender, and she was the most 

 supportive person I've ever met. She helped to get me to be able to wear a bra and they let 

 me wear women's panties. And I actually was able to go to the infirmary on the women's 

 side.”   

However, this support did not last long. Within her first few days of incarceration, with 

not being able to take her hormone treatments yet, Nicole experienced mood swings that often-

included anger. She was removed from the women’s side of the Douglas County Jail and placed 

into the male unit, as the officers in the jail deemed her behavior to be more reflective of a male 

inmate. On the male side of the jail, she remembered that some officers would tell inmates not to 

say anything derogatory to her, but most of the time the warnings by the officers did not work. 

So, she was the target of many slurs. Her paperwork was changed to reflect that the staff deemed 

her to be a male inmate. The criminal justice system operates on a very strict male and female 

binary, and Nicole remembered feeling very restricted and unseen because she felt as if neither 

the male or the female box was the right one to check for her, so she was being classified based 

on the staff’s perceptions and biases. From the Douglas County Jail, Nicole was transported to 

the Nebraska State Penitentiary to serve her sentence.   

Experiences While Incarcerated in Prison  

While Nicole served her prison sentence in the Nebraska State Penitentiary as a 

transgender female sex offender in a men’s prison, she faced complications due to both her 

identity and her crime. Many sex offenders in general population do not tell other offenders why 

they are in prison, either by refusing to answer or telling a lie about their crime, but Nicole knew 

that there were ways in which the offenders could find out the true nature of her crime. She never 

spoke a word about her crime to any other inmates. She also had been taking hormone treatments 
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prior to her prison stay, so she had many outward appearance markers that indicated that she was 

a female. Compiled with her struggles with depression and anxiety, she did not feel safe around 

the other inmates or the correctional officers. After spending the first portion of her sentence in 

the general population, she asked to be moved to solitary confinement in order to ensure her 

safety. In solitary confinement, Nicole began to fight for the rights that she believed she should 

have. However, even in solitary confinement, Nicole faced discrimination. Staff at the prison 

refused to have one-on-one conversations with her. She reported that many of the staff that 

worked with her were rude and degrading. Upon her entrance to prison, she was denied a bra to 

wear, since bras are not the normal attire for the inmates of the Nebraska State Penitentiary, as 

they are males. After months of petitioning with the prison administration, she was finally 

allowed to wear a bra. It took ninety days, and she felt as if the prison officials were trying to 

embarrass her because it was visible that her body shape required a bra. Nearly a year into her 

prison sentence, Nicole suffered a heart attack. Due to this breach in health, Nicole was denied 

the continuation of her hormone treatment medications that she had been taking since prior to her 

conviction. Due the abrupt discontinuation of these treatment pills, Nicole began to experience 

side-effects that included, but were not limited to, nausea and mood swings. She was not allowed 

to wear the patch, which slowly released estrogen, due to fear of giving it to someone else or 

someone swallowing it. In 2015, after doing research about the specific prisoner rights that she 

had, Nicole realized that she could not be denied her medication, and once again, she petitioned 

with the prison administration until they agreed to return to giving her hormone treatments.   

Nicole completed her sentence at the Lincoln Center. There was only one victim impact 

class offered for sex offenders at the Lincoln Center. Nicole was denied access to many of the 
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other programs due to the conjunction of her sex-offender status and transgender status. About 

her entry into the work release program, she stated,   

“I was the very first transgender person to be at a work release in Nebraska. My   

 reputation in the prison system wasn't good because I really fought them on a lot of  

 issues. When I left the Lincoln Correctional Center, the department of correctional 

 services said that they were not going to miss me any. But I deserve it. I was trained for 

 equality for me, you know, instead of being discriminated against.”   

At the Nebraska State Penitentiary, she was not able to participate in any programs or 

therapy because she was in protective custody. She was denied parole because she could not 

participate in the programs. In the final stages of her sentence completion, Nicole participated in 

a work release program. This work release program was supposed to be beneficial to Nicole, but 

she faced so much discrimination that the program turned out to be very damaging to her mental 

health. For instance, Nicole recalled during lunch at the work release program,   

“They let me eat with the females and when we went outside, I could sit with the females 

 and stuff like that. So that was kind of nice, because that helped me feel a little bit more 

 accepting. The females are pretty decent, until some of them found out what my crime 

 was, then they had nothing to do with me.”   

While working in this program, she was forced to wear the clothing of the gender that she 

was assigned at birth. She was not allowed to wear female clothing, even though she identified as 

a female and had many physical features of a female due to her hormone treatments. She was 

also denied the privilege to wear makeup. When talking about how she was not able to dress as 

her gender identity while at the Lincoln Center she stated,   
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“Well, I was told the only way I could dress as me (as a woman) for an interview was if I 

 went home, changed into my female clothes, put the makeup on, all of that, then went to 

 the interview. Afterwards, I would have to go back home to take it all off and get back 

 into my regular clothes, and then come back to the center.”  

Nicole faced multiple challenges navigating her incarceration due to her sex offender label and 

her transgender woman identity. Nicole often faced resistance from correctional staff when 

trying to do what most women consider normal tasks, such as wearing a bra or putting on 

makeup. Further, while Nicole’s interactions with other inmates were minimal because she was 

placed in administrative segregation, the interactions she did have, particularly during her work 

release program, became uncomfortable or she was ostracized when they found out her crime 

was a sexual one in nature.    

Post-Release  

In April of 2016, upon her release from the Nebraska State Penitentiary, Nicole began 

looking for employment. In September of 2017, almost an entire year and a half later, Nicole had 

applied for almost 200 different positions, received interviews for only ten of those positions, 

and had been hired for zero. Even with twenty years of experience in accounting prior to her 

conviction and incarceration, her job search was hindered by her felon status, sex-offender status, 

and the six-year gap in employment during which time she was serving her sentence in prison 

and reacclimating to life on the outside upon release.  

Furthermore, Nicole believes that her transgender identity also affects the way her 

potential employers have viewed her applications and her interviews. In an interview with 

Nicole, while speaking on the hopeless feeling she had about the job search after a year and a 
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half of failed attempts, she wondered if anyone would give her a chance. She applied to a variety 

of jobs, including large companies, small companies, and janitorial work. Nicole noted,  

“Part of it is the felon status and the fact that I have like a six-year gap of employment. 

 So those are two things, and the sex offender part is also a major thing because they'll 

 have some of these places will hire other felons, but not sex offenders. Yeah, and that, 

 that's what's really tough. You know, I struggle every day to go through all this and I 

 already suffer from depression and anxiety and PTSD from prison, and then to have 

 all this on top of that. It's really, tough, you know? I try so hard to try to find jobs, but I'm 

 tired of looking.”  

 At the time in which the first interviews with Nicole were conducted, she was living off 

of her wife’s social security benefits, and they were nearing the point at which they would need 

to file bankruptcy. Nicole and her wife visited local food pantries between four and six times a 

month in order to keep food on the table. Aside from the financial trouble, Nicole also seeks 

employment in order to have a routine, to stimulate her mind, to make money on her own instead 

of living off of her wife’s social security checks, and to feel purposeful.   

Apart from the discrimination that she has faced in her job search that has led to her and 

her spouse’s financial troubles, Nicole has also suffered from ostracization from her family and 

friends. Before Nicole committed her crime, she split up with her wife at the time. Nicole 

believes that in the messiness of the divorce, her ex-wife tried to convince her children to not 

respect or want to visit Nicole. She believes that the anger that she felt for her ex-wife for 

“turning her children against her,” was part of the motivation that she had for committing her 

crime. Nicole sexually assaulted her two sons, ages seven and nine, because she knew that this 

act would hurt her ex-wife the most. Nicole explained,   
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"I knew what I did was wrong. But I would never do it again, I mean they are my kids. 

 Basically, I lost sight of reality because I was depressed and angry at my ex-wife. I knew 

 what I did would hurt her, but I didn’t consider how it would hurt them (the kids). I 

 actually repressed the whole thing."       

Nicole is not legally allowed to make contact with her oldest son, one of the victims of 

her crime. If they are ever going to speak again, legally he will need to be the one that reaches 

out to her. This son also has a wife and children that Nicole cannot contact. Her other son died 

while Nicole was serving her sentence in the Nebraska State Penitentiary, but her ex-wife’s 

family had such disdain for her that they forbid her from attending the funeral. In fact, she was 

not informed that her son had passed away until three days after his death. Nicole did remarry 

and has found solace in her wife. Since around the time of her first divorce, Nicole has suffered 

from suicidal thoughts. She believes that the support that her second wife gave her during her 

prison sentence and after her release is what keeps her from acting on these thoughts. Her 

siblings are also supportive of her rehabilitation efforts. However, she reports having lost many 

friends due to the combination of being a felon, a sex-offender, and a transgender individual. 

Nicole believes in the Catholic faith but was once asked to leave a Catholic church when the 

other parishioners learned that she was a transgender individual and a convicted sex offender. 

When describing how people in the community react to her presence, Nicole stated, “Society 

doesn’t see that you’ve already done your time.” Further Nicole described, “You know that's 

been one of the hardest things since I've been out of prison is knowing that I'm on this list (the 

sex offender registry) for the rest of my life when I feel and know that I should not be because 

I'm not going commit a crime again.”   
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Nicole has found comfort in the Fearless group, a support group for sex offenders and 

their families that is based in Omaha, Nebraska. Nicole has described this group as feeling like 

therapy, where she can talk peer to peer with individuals who have struggled with the same 

issues that she has. She is not allowed to join most transgender support groups because of her sex 

offender status. In later interviews with Nicole, she revealed that one of her connections in the 

Fearless group advocated for her and was able to secure her a job interview. Nicole had very 

high hopes that this job interview would have a good outcome, and getting the interview helped 

boost her overall confidence that things would get better for her and her wife.  

Post-release Nicole faced a myriad of challenges relative to both her sex offender status 

and her transgender identity. She had struggled to find employment and had a non-existent 

relationship with her two sons because of her crime. Further, many members of her religious 

congregation felt uncomfortable around her both because of her sexual conviction and her 

identity as a transgendered woman. Nicole was also turned away from many community support 

groups for transgendered individuals because she is also a registered sex offender. While most 

ex-offenders face multiple challenges because they were previously incarcerated, Nicole faced 

more hardships due to not only her past incarceration, but her crime type and her gender 

identity.        

Discussion & Conclusion  

This paper examined the experiences of a transgender sex-offender in the state of 

Nebraska. Based on qualitative research from recorded audio interviews conducted by 

researchers at the University of Nebraska Omaha, I dove into an in-depth discussion of the 

unique experiences of a transgender woman who was sentenced to a male prison, and how her 

identity as a transgender individual and as a convicted sex offender shaped her experiences both 
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in the prison system and in her life after her conviction and completion of her sentence. There 

were a variety of factors that affected these experiences, including correctional officers and 

prison administration, access to medical care/hormone therapy, rehabilitation programs, other 

inmates within the prisons, and the Nebraska work release program in which “Nicole” was 

enrolled upon her release from prison. Nicole, a transgender woman, served five years in a male 

prison at the Nebraska State Penitentiary. There, she faced discrimination, micro-aggressions, 

and lived for five years in constant fear of her personal safety. After finally winning some battles 

with the administration at the Nebraska State Penitentiary to secure her right to wear a bra and 

take hormone treatments, Nicole faced new challenges at the work release program at the 

Lincoln Center, where she faced further discrimination and was not allowed to dress or make her 

appearance reflect her preferred gender identity.   

The data used in this thematic case analysis was derived from a series of interviews. 

Nicole shared her experiences about the discrimination she experienced in not being allowed to 

wear a bra for the first few months of her incarceration, not being able to wear makeup in the 

work release program, and so much more. The data from this study allows researchers access to a 

unique and important perspective. Preliminary findings from this study germane to transgender 

individuals, can be very beneficial for policy makers and program evaluators of prisons across 

the United States, who are likely experiencing the same issues that Nicole describes in her 

recounts of her experiences. These preliminary insights into a field not well known by 

criminologists can be used to support policy change requests, such as those currently being 

debated in California regarding how individuals are classified into either male or female prisons. 

Currently, inmates are classified based on their physical anatomy. The state of California is 

debating allowing inmates to choose which prison institution they will be assigned based on their 
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gender identity (Beam, 2020). Furthermore, this data can be used to garner information about 

how small changes, like allowing transgender female prisoners to wear a bra or use makeup, can 

make these individuals feel more supported and comfortable with the prison administration and 

correctional officers while maintaining prison security. Providing bras for transgender female 

prisoners to wear is a low-cost wardrobe change that can make prisoners, like Nicole in this 

study, feel comfortable leaving their cell and feel as if they are being treated in a humane 

manner. Nicole had the anatomy of an individual who needs to wear a bra for comfort, yet it took 

nearly 90 days for a bra to be issued to her. The simple act of honoring an inmates’ request for a 

bra can make the inmate feel that there are people in the prison that are going to take care of 

them, especially when they are usually entering prison under fear that they will get verbally and 

physically abused. Nicole’s experiences with micro-aggressions and officers refusing to have 

conversations with her can also be examined in order to determine the content of additional 

trainings that correctional officers need to go through in order to better understand how to serve 

the LGBTQ+ populations in their facilities.   

While the data from Nicole’s experiences in prison can be very useful in making policy 

recommendations, the data from her experiences upon her release from prison can also be used to 

garner policy implications. Nicole struggled immensely to find a job upon her release from 

prison. Nicole struggled to find employment that would accept her transgender status 

compounded with her sex-offender status. There have been many studies that have examined 

how difficult it is for felons to find employment upon release from prison (Wakefield, 2006). 

There are not many places of employment that are willing to hire felons, and those that do decide 

to take a chance on felons are usually trying to fill spots of employment that are undesirable for 

many and do not pay enough to maintain a lifestyle that many want. Complications with finding 
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employment often drive individuals to recidivate because they lack the resources to reintegrate 

into society (Wakefield, 2006). As a sex-offender, there were even fewer opportunities for 

Nicole to obtain employment. Sex offenders are banned from working in many work 

environments. So, even as an individual with over twenty years of experience working in 

accounting, Nicole was unable to find a respectable accounting job that was willing to hire her. 

She had to mark on her applications that she had a felony, and the companies ran background 

checks on her that she did not pass. If policies would restrict companies from discriminating 

against individuals for their criminal records, as the Ban the Box movement calls for, then 

offenders who are released from prison would have a higher likelihood of being able to use the 

rehabilitative treatment that they learned in prison to succeed in the outside world as productive 

citizens.   

This case study focused on the experiences of one transgender woman both in prison and 

in life immediately upon release into the community. The subject of this study, Nicole, was also 

impacted by the intersection of her sex-offender identity with her transgender identity. In current 

literature, there is little to no research done on the experiences of transgender individuals in 

prison, even though it is estimated that one in six individuals who identify as transgender will 

end up incarcerated at some point in their life (Sosin, 2020; “Transgender Incarcerated People,” 

n.d.). This case study serves as an initial exploration into an unresearched area; however, there is 

so much more research that needs to be conducted in order to discern the most logical policy 

implications relative to transgendered inmates. Since this study is of one person, it is not 

generalizable to all individuals who identify as transgender in prison. More studies need to be 

done in order to determine the true policy implications of this work. However, this case study is 

the first steppingstone in a series of research opportunities that have the potential to completely 
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transform the prison classification system and how the criminal justice system as a whole views 

and interacts with the changing gender identities that are emerging in today’s society. It is 

important for our criminal justice system to grow with society’s changing values in order to re-

establish justice and equality for the people for which it serves. Researching transgender 

individuals and making the changes necessary to accommodate for the differences in needs 

between these individuals and cis-gender individuals is essential in order to procure safety and 

give all individuals the best chances at rehabilitation.   

Those who are locked in prisons are often forgotten about by the general population in 

the outside world, but as citizens and human beings, they deserve to have their voices heard. By 

sharing Nicole’s story and empowering other transgender individuals to fight for their rights in 

prison in the same way that Nicole did, we have the potential to make monumental changes to 

how our criminal justice system functions.    
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