
 
 
On the same page:  
a roundup of news and research  
curated by the NYS Youth Justice Institute.  

RESEARCH HIGHLIGHT 

The Lives of Black Trans Youth Matter 

By BRIAN E. RAINEY (YJI Scholar-School of Criminal Justice PhD Student Research Assistant) 
Date: June 2020 

Introduction 

When I was preparing for this newsletter in January, I had origi-

nally planned for the research highlight to be about the issues 

that system-involved, youth with diverse SOGIEs face.1  As the 

wide-reaching impacts of the pandemic became clearer, it 

seemed most important to focus on LGBTQ+ youth, now forced 

to remain at home, and how many feared they would be “outed” 

and kicked out of their homes.2 However, given what has tran-

spired over the last several weeks, it seems most important to 

also give due consideration to systemic racial and ethnic inequi-

ties.  Recent events, including the increasing support for Black 

Lives Matter (BLM) and the murders of two Black trans3 women, 

have again made it apparent that there must be discussions about the historic and con-

temporary wrongs perpetrated against historically marginalized communities.  

Alicia Garza, one of the co-founders of the Black Lives Matter movement, has noted 

how, in order to truly reckon with violence against Black individuals, “we must view this 

epidemic through a lens of race, gender, sexual orientation, and gender identity (Black 

Lives Matter, 2019). It seems, however, that the voices of particular communities—Black 

trans and gender nonconforming youth, in particular—are often left out of the conversa-

tion. It is important, then, to assess how the intersections of race and queerness4 inform 

the experiences of some youth.  The intent of this research highlight is thus to call atten-

tion to some of the particular challenges that Black trans and gender nonconforming 

youth face as they navigate the world and how greater attention needs to be given to 

their experiences. 

 
1 SOGIE – Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity/Expression 
2 LGBTQ+ --Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer/Questioning, and others 
3 trans –shortened form of “transgender,” which is “[a]n umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or 
expression is different from cultural expectations based on the sex they were assigned at birth. Being 
transgender does not imply any specific sexual orientation. Therefore, transgender people may identify as 
straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, etc.” (Human Rights Campaign, 2020) 
4 queer(ness) --"an umbrella term to describe individuals who don’t identify as straight and/or cisgender [some-
one whose gender does not align with the sex they were assigned at birth]" (Killermann, 2013). While the noun 
form is often considered a derogatory slur, "queer" as a descriptor has been reclaimed by many as a word of 
empowerment and is widely acceptable. 
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Health Disparities 

Transgender individuals generally are 

more likely to face adverse health out-

comes.  When examining these out-

comes by race, however, the picture 

becomes even starker. According to the 

2015 U.S. Transgender Survey (USTS) 

Report, 1.4% of study participants were 

living with HIV.  However, when Black 

respondents were considered sepa-

rately, the study’s authors found that 

the rate for all Black respondents was 

6.7% and for Black transgender women 

was 19% (James et al., 2016).  

This alarming disparity may be due in 

large part to the use of particular coping 

skills. A study by Wilson et al. (2015) 

also found that trans female youth of 

color were more likely to have con-

tracted HIV. These authors also found 

that this particular population was more 

likely to engage in behaviors that are 

known to put one at risk for HIV trans-

mission, such as substance use and 

risky sexual behaviors. These are often 

related to survival sex or commercial 

sex work. In James et al.’s (2016) 

study, 42% of Black trans women had 

participated in survival sex, the highest 

percentage of any of the groups. Sur-

vival sex is often used as a means to 

provide food, shelter, and other neces-

sities, such as medication. As one of 

the participants in James et al.’s (2016) 

study said, “I couldn’t find work. I 

watched one guy throw away my appli-

cation literally 30 seconds after turning 

it in. I resorted to escorting. It’s the only 

way to keep food in my belly and a roof 

over my head’” (p. 161).   

Wilson et al. (2015) further explain 

these health disparities by noting how 

Black trans youth must cope not only 

with transphobia and its insidious con-

sequences; they must also cope with 

racial discrimination. Trans girls may 

cope with this layering of racial stigma 

and transphobia through substance 

use, which is often coupled with the 

need for survival sex or other risky sex-

ual behaviors (Wilson et al., 2015). 

Mental Health 

The mental well-being of trans youth is 

an area of particular concern. Accord-

ing to the 2015 USTS Report, 39% of 

the study’s respondents were experi-

encing serious psychological distress, a 

figure that is “nearly eight times the rate 

in the U.S. population (5%)” (p. 103). 

Although this study was comprised of 

people aged 18 years or older, it is rea-

sonable to assume that those younger 

than eighteen years of age experience 

distress similarly.  Childhood and ado-

lescence are periods in which people 

more generally are attempting to figure 

out who they are and how to navigate 

the world.  This period may become 

more challenging as trans youth face 

the challenges of transphobia and other 

negative reactions to their identities.  

The Centers for Disease Control have 

noted that suicide is the second leading 

cause of death for those 15-34 years of 

age and that sexual minorities experi-

ence even greater levels of suicidal ide-

ation (Stone et al., 2017). To be sure, it 

is not the fact they are transgender that 

causes mental health issues; it is soci-

ety’s treatment of them and their iden-

tity.  
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Such distress may lead to suicidal ide-

ations and suicidality. James et al. 

(2016) note how 9% of the Black trans 

respondents in their study had at-

tempted suicide within the last year; 

0.6% of the general United States pop-

ulation had attempted suicide during 

the same time period. 47% of all Black 

trans respondents in the study had ever 

attempted suicide in their lifetime, 

which was over ten times the percent-

age for the general U.S. population 

(4.6%). For all respondents in their 

study, the age group most likely to have 

attempted suicide within the last year 

was emerging adults (ages 18-25), and 

over 90% of respondents indicated that 

their first suicide attempt was before the 

age of 25 (James et al., 2016).  

School 

Trans youth of color also report nega-

tive experiences while in school. 74% of 

the Black respondents in the 2015 

USTS indicated that they had at least 

one negative experience in K-12. 

These experiences include verbal har-

assment or being physically assaulted. 

Moreover, 22% of Black trans youth 

withdrew from school (K-12) because of 

their negative experiences there 

(James et al., 2016). 

These experiences, however, were not 

limited to primary or secondary school. 

Emerging adults also indicated that 

they experienced similar treatment 

while at college. 28% of Black trans col-

lege students noted how they had ex-

perienced verbal, physical, or sexual 

harassment in college (the mean 

across all racial groups was 24%). 21% 

of Black trans college students ulti-

mately withdrew from their university or 

technical school because the of the 

continued harassment (James et al., 

2016). 

Violence 

Thus far in 2020, at least 14 trans and 

gender-nonconforming people have 

been murdered, many of whom are 

people of color (Human Rights Cam-

paign, 2020). Less than two weeks ago, 

two Black trans women—Riah Milton 

and Dominque “Rem’Mie” Fells—were 

violently killed (Carlisle, 2020). This vi-

olence against trans and gender non-

conforming individuals is not a recent 

development, however.  In a 2009 

study, Stotzer (2009) found that vio-

lence against trans people often starts 

during childhood or adolescence. A re-

port by the Gender Public Advocacy 

Coalition (GPAC) also found that of the 

murders of trans individuals under 30 

years old in their study, 91% were peo-

ple of color (Wilchins & Taylor, 2006). 

Black trans youth may also be victims 

of other forms of violence. 9% of the 

Black respondents in the 2015 USTS 

had been physically attacked by a 

stranger in the last year, and of those 

who had been attacked, 11% indicated 

that the event had involved a firearm 

(James et al., 2016). Sexual violence is 

also common.  In the 2015 USTS, 53% 

of Black trans or gender nonconforming 

respondents noted that they had been 

sexually assaulted at least once in their 

lives, and 25% of all respondents noted 

that they were victimized in this way by 

a relative (James et al., 2016). Other 
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work has also highlighted the high prev-

alence of sexual assault for trans youth 

(e.g., Wilchins & Taylor, 2006). Finally, 

Black transgender youth may also face 

intimate partner violence (IPV). Work 

by James et al. (2016) has noted the 

high prevalence of this form of violence 

for Black transgender and gender non-

conforming people: 44% of these re-

spondents indicated that they had been 

victims of IPV that involved physical 

harm.  

Conclusion 

The issues discussed above are merely 

a few of the myriad issues that Black 

trans and gender nonconforming 

youth—and trans and gender noncon-

forming youth more generally—may 

face on a daily basis. Discrimination 

against these populations abounds: 

housing discrimination, discrimination 

in the home and in faith communities, 

employment discrimination, and even 

bias within the justice systems. Issues 

surrounding healthcare protections are 

also part of the current discussion, as 

many protections—particularly in 

healthcare—have been stripped away 

recently (see Carlisle, 2020).  

So where do we even begin to address 

these issues? Below are a few recom-

mendations given the research dis-

cussed above. They are broken down 

by the four discussed areas—health 

disparities, mental health, school, and 

violence—but many of the recommen-

dations span across these areas. 

Health disparities:  Several ap-

proaches are necessary to reduce 

health disparities for Black trans youth 

and, in particular, Black trans girls.  Ac-

cess to mental health and substance 

use services may prove beneficial for 

those who are dealing with racial 

stigma and transphobia. Notably, re-

search indicates that these services are 

beneficial only if they are inclusive and 

“trans friendly” (e.g., Lyons et al., 

2015). These services may offer these 

girls and young women more opportu-

nities to openly process negative emo-

tions and to develop alternative coping 

skills.  The more challenging solution, 

however, is to find meaningful ways to 

address racism and transphobia, both 

institutionally and in society more 

broadly. 

Mental health: Given what was dis-

cussed in regard to serious psychologi-

cal distress and suicidality, the mental 

health and well-being of Black trans 

youth should be of great concern. Nav-

igating the social world is difficult for 

young people; add to that two histori-

cally marginalized identities—and es-

pecially their attendant biases—and the 

risk for serious psychological harm is 

magnified. The allotment of resources 

for affirming mental health services for 

this population would only be a start. 

(e.g., Benson, 2013). They would not, 

however, address the root of the prob-

lem: the intersection of systemic tran-

sphobia and racism.  

School: Research has pointed to the 

important role of school counselors as 

advocates for trans youth. Gonzalez 

and McNulty (2010) argue for applying 

Competencies for Counseling with 

Transgender Clients to school settings 
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(Association for Lesbian, Gay, Bisex-

ual, and Transgender Issues in Coun-

seling, 2009).  Doing such, the authors 

argue, will enable counselors to advo-

cate on the student’s behalf “…with stu-

dents, parents, school personnel, com-

munity members, and other stakehold-

ers on behalf of transgender youth 

across grade levels” (Gonzalez & 

McNulty, 2010, p. 176). 

Others argue for the need to ensure 

that there are effective programs aimed 

at educating other school personnel 

(e.g., Greytak, Kosciw, & Boesen, 

2013). It may also prove worthwhile to 

formulate lessons that educate other 

students about a variety of diverse 

identities—including those based on 

race, gender, and sexual orientation. 

Not only would this educate students 

more generally; it would also reiterate 

to trans students in general, and trans 

students of color, that they matter and 

that they are valued. 

Violence: A comprehensive and holis-

tic approach is required to address vio-

lence against Black trans youth. As vio-

lence against this population may take 

place in their homes, faith community, 

workplace, and other vital spaces, pro-

grams and supports must focus on 

these environments. (Redfern, 2013). 

Better documentation will give re-

searchers and practitioners a better 

idea as to how violence against trans 

youth can be better addressed (e.g., Ir-

vine & Canfield, 2015). And similar to 

the School recommendations, educa-

tion will be key in teaching others about 

the inherent value of trans people and 

their rights.  

General: There are also more general 

recommendations that have been 

guided by research. Irvine and Canfield 

(2015) have pointed to the need for bet-

ter data collection.  To get a more accu-

rate idea of the disparities Black trans 

youth face, we must begin to collect 

better data about them and their expe-

riences. It is relatively rare for the child 

welfare and juvenile justice systems to 

collect data about a youth’s sexual ori-

entation, gender identity, and gender 

expression. In Irvine and Canfield’s 

(2015) study, LGBTQ+ youth—and 

LGBTQ+ youth of color in particular—

were overrepresented, and there was a 

large number of crossover youth repre-

sented. 

It is also important for practitioners to 

affirm the identities of those in their 

care. Research has indicated that trans 

youth who have social support gener-

ally experience fewer depressive symp-

toms and anxiety than unsupported 

trans youth (Connolly et al., 2016; Ol-

son, Durwood, DeMeules, & McLaugh-

lin, 2016). Affirming a youth’s identity 

throughout the system then proves vi-

tal; referring to them with the correct 

pronouns, calling them by the correct 

name, and allowing them to dress in a 

way that aligns with their gender ex-

pression can have very real and posi-

tive impacts on their mental wellbeing.  

I reiterate here the interwoven theme of 

this research highlight: We must, as a 

society, reckon with institutional and so-

cietal transphobia and racism. Certain 

legal protections, such as the Gender 

Expression Non-Discrimination Act 

(GENDA), have been passed in New 
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York State, ensuring that gender iden-

tity and expression are also protected 

by the 1945 Human Rights Law. It 

would thus seem that many people 

need to catch up to the law, rather than 

vice versa.   

As we have heard these past few 

weeks, it is not enough to merely say 

that we ourselves are not racist (or tran-

sphobic).  We must be anti-racist and 

reaffirm that Black lives matter. We 

must denounce anti-transgender bias 

and reaffirm that trans lives matter. Be-

cause until we undertake these two vital 

steps, Black trans and gender noncon-

forming youth will continue to face dis-

parate and dire outcomes. 
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