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OVERVIEW

For two decades, activists and advocates have been quietly highlighting and 
documenting a murderous tide of violence that regularly claims the lives of gender 
non-conforming and transgender Americans.  

Although these assaults are often extreme, they seldom surface in mainstream 
media and as a result are largely absent from the national dialogue. Thus, few 
people are aware of many who have been victims of this endemic violence, and 
they remain invisible. 

The “Remembering Our Dead” website and the annual observation of a 
Transgender Day of Remembrance  have been only two of the more prominent 
attempts to focus the nation’s attention. 

Yet it is difficult to imagine another youth population subject to so much violence 
and so little public attention or discussion. 

On average, about one young transgender person is murdered about every two to 
three weeks. This rate has held more or less steady for years. 

Adding to the problem of visibility is that while a range of people are subject 
to transphobic attacks, the vast majority of fatal assaults involve young, Black, 
transgender women from low-income communities. 

This means they also fit the profile of being. hounded out of schools, home, 
or jobs—sometimes all three—increasing their vulnerability to violence while 
simultaneously decreasingly the likelihood that their assaults will draw sustained 
attention from media or law enforcement. 

Often their deaths are simply mislabeled as “unknown man found dead wearing 
women’s clothing,” and filed away. It doesn’t help that a substantial minority 
were, or were suspected of doing, commercial sex work to survive. Frequently the 
primary means of investigation is putting out an appeal to the LGBT community 
for leads. 

Almost all known assailants have been young males, often in groups. The attacks 
are consistent with a pattern of young men using murderous aggression to enforce 
standards of masculinity and to assert their manhood. Only a fraction of assailants 
are arrested or face trial.

In 2007, the Gender Public Advocacy Coalition 
(“GenderPAC”) published a 10-year retrospective 
analysis of fatal assaults on transgender 
youth age 30 and under. Titled 50 Under 30: 
Masculinity & the War on America’s Youth, it 
provided the first sobering glimpse of the shape 
and size of this endemic violence, along with a 
detailed compilation of the victims from 1995 to 
2006. The key findings appear in Appendix A 
of this report.
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A Gender Dictionary

Biological Sex:  The sex of 
one’s body as determined 
by genitals, hormones, and 
primary and secondary physical 
characteristics (body hair, 
breast development, etc.)

Bisexual:  Romantic and sexual 
attraction to other people of 
either sex.

Drag:  Men or women (usually 
gay or lesbian) who temporarily 
dress up in clothing of the other 
sex for entertainment purposes.

Gay/Lesbian/Homosexual:  
Male romantic and sexual 
attraction to other men, female 
attraction to other women.

Gender Identity:  An inner 
sense of being male or female 
(in transgender people their 
inner gender identity is in 
conflict with their outer physical 
sex). Gender identity is separate 
from sexual orientation; up to 
a third of transgender  women 
identify as lesbians and are 
primarily attracted to women.

Gender Expression:  How 
people communicate feeling or 
being masculine or feminine 
through clothing, behavior, hair 
style, posture, adornment, etc.

LGBT:  An acronym for “lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and transgender” 
that is used to encompass 
the full diversity of the gay 
community.



THE DISTRICT ACTS

For reasons that remain unclear, the District of Columbia experienced occasional 
surges in these kinds of attacks.  Rather than back away from the violence, a 
succession of DC city agencies, funders, and officials, beginning with Mayor 
Vincent C. Gray and continuing under Mayor Muriel E. Bowser, have risen to the 
challenge, devoting significant time and resources to investigating and addressing 
violence against DC’s transgender citizens. 

In the process they are not only challenging local trends but creating initiatives 
that break new ground.  For instance, one of the District’s first efforts was a new 
transgender social marketing program: Transgender and Gender Identity Respect. 

It launched in 2012 with the tagline, “I’m Part of DC,” and featuring local 
transgender people. It was among the first of its kind, and remains a model for 
other jurisdictions.  

As a second step, with financial support from the Department of Justice Grants 
Administration, formative research was undertaken to better understand attitudes 
towards transgender women. 

Guidance and resources were provided by the DC Office of LGBT Affairs and 
Office of Human Rights, and a coalition of community-based organizations led by 
Sexual Minorities Youth Assistance League (SMYAL), Community Education Group, 
the Campbell Center, and Transgender Health Empowerment (THE).  Oversight 
was provided by the Southern Poverty Law Center and National Gay & Lesbian 
Anti-Violence Project. 

Although prosaic, this study was an important step. Few if any studies had actually 
examined attitudes and beliefs about transgender women among young, straight 
males in low-income communities,  attitudes that might be creating 
animus towards them. Thus, almost nothing was known about them. 

For example, young women who internalize narrow codes of femininity 
that prioritize the “three Ds” of being deferential, desirable, and 
dependent are more likely to defer to male sexual prerogatives, to  
have unplanned pregnancies, to leave their educations incomplete,  
to develop eating disorders, and to become financially dependent. 

Gender norms can also impact young men and boys. Young men  
who internalize narrow codes of manhood as defined by strength, 
aggression, sexual prowess, and emotional toughness are more likely 
to have disciplinary problems at school and to believe that pregnancy 
validates manhood. Such attitudes are also strongly associated with 
sexual risk-taking, LGBT bullying, and girlfriend abuse. 
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A Gender Dictionary (cont.)

Sexual Orientation:  
Romantic and sexual 
attraction to members of 
one or the other sex. Sexual 
orientation is separate from 
gender identity; gay males 
who are attracted to other 
males do so as men and 
would completely reject 
changing sexes or becoming 
women.

Transgender:  A person who 
identifies as a sex different 
from the one they were 
assigned at birth.

Transsexual:  A specific term 
for transgender people who 
have or want to change sexes 
so their physical body agrees 
with their inner gender 
identity.



UNDERSTANDING THE ANIMUS 

The study changed this. Through focus groups and in-depth interviews, the 
study discovered a lot about how transgender women are perceived, what is 
believed about them, and key attitudes that appeared to be driving animus 
towards them.

Some of the key points (four of which could be adopted for messaging and 
creating interventions) which seemed to underlie hostility and violence  
towards them included the following (with sample quotes):

1. There is no distinction between transgender women and gay men;  
“a fag is a fag.”

“What’s the difference between gay and transgender? You just made the  
word longer.” “It ain’t like they’re oranges and apples. They all apples.”

2. When manhood is drilled into young men from birth and they 
must fight every day to maintain it, it is infuriating that gay men and 
transgender women reject masculinity.

If I’m one of these young pitbulls on the street and I see something that 
look to me like—who is this n*** looking like my mama? You’re going to 
get your head split.”

3. Gay men and transgenders are always flirting and testing your 
manhood and you have to respond violently.

“The disrespect come in when they disrespect your manhood. It could 
be a word, it could be nothing. The whole being a man piece comes 
into play. And that will spark that rage in a mother***, I’m like, ‘Hold on. 
What, you trying me?’ Definitely don’t try me.”

4. “Passing” by transgender women is a fraud that seeks to deceive men 
into being falsely attracted to them.

“You know that you a man, but you will still portray yourself as a woman  
instead of just coming clean. It’s a fraud.”

The research also identified a number of approaches that wouldn’t work, 
including having transgender women explain their identity or how difficult  
their lives were, or having male authority figures and/or community and  
religious leaders speak to their situation. 

The core issue, as 50 Under 30 had anticipated, was about masculinity: 
specifically the incendiary mixture of manhood codes “on the street” and 
transgender women being viewed as gay men, with both being intrinsically 
deceptive and—even in the most seemingly innocent gestures—considered 
sexually predatory.  

Even from across the street, a look, a smile, a greeting—each could be viewed 
as a romantic come-on requiring a violent response. 

Just as with much younger males interacting with girls on a playground, any kind 
of social contact was considered like a kind of infection, requiring a special and  
forceful response to inoculate one socially (i.e., remove the “cooties”). 
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For instance, one participant related how if a transwoman greeted him by name 
on the street, at first his friends would tease him by asking, “You know her?” 
Then they would escalate to asking, “You been with her?” Finally, “within a 
week, they wouldn’t  let me ride in the car with them or be seen with me.” 

Only an aggressive and violent response would cleanse the contamination and 
reestablish an unimpeached public masculinity. 

A MODEL INTERVENTION—Message Points for Addressing the Hate

Six key message points were distilled from the research, five of which were useful in 
developing an intervention: 

1. I don’t get transgender women, and that makes me uncomfortable.

2. Transgender women are an offense to my manhood.

3. Transgender women are always coming on to me and trying to test me.

4. Transgender women are frauds who are trying to trick me.

5. If I acknowledge a transgender woman, soon my friends will start taunting 
and avoiding me.

6. I’ve been attracted to a transgender woman, and the only way to save my 
manhood and reputation is to violently attack her. [This final one was not ad-
dressed, or considered addressable, in a small-group intervention.]

Based on this data, with financial support from the Community Foundation 
for the Greater Capital Region, a model one-hour intervention was created 
that would teach young men to think critically about the specific attitudes 
that drive animus towards transgender women.  

It was loosely based on similar exercises developed by Promundo in their cur-
riculum, Program M. 

So that every delivery of the intervention would feature transgender people, 
two local trans-women of color (Dee-Dee and Terra) volunteered to speak in 
an accompanying video with a script carefully constructed to address each of 
the message points, along with  a “bridge person” or announcer (Dwayne), 
who as a straight male, could both introduce them and prep participants for 
what they were about to hear (strongly recommended by focus group participants). 

Three rounds of piloting were conducted with young men, and before-and-after 
measures collected and analyzed. While we lacked a control group with which to 
compare, the results were nevertheless encouraging.  After taking the intervention:

•  80% of participants agreed that: “If faced with a situation involving violence 
against transgender women, I would do something to stop it;”

•  45% said the intervention made them think about trans women differently; and,

•  45% said the intervention changed their attitudes about violence against 
transwomen.
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APPENDIX A – “50 UNDER 30” REPORT

VICTIMS

#1: Most Victims Are Of Color

Youth of color account for 91% of victims for which race is known, with 
Black and Latino victims accounting for the vast majority (85%). 

#2: Most Victims Are Poor

Victims are disproportionately from economically-disadvantaged 
communities, and the lack of economic and social resources is important 
in creating vulnerability. Some are forced to trade temporary se x-work  
for food and shelter, increasing the likelihood of assault. 

#3: Most Victims Are Transgender or Gay

88 % of the victims were gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender; 4% of 
victims were heterosexual, and in 8% of the cases, the victim’s identity  
was unclear. 

#4: Most Victims Are Presenting As Women 

92% of the victims were assigned male at birth but are presenting with 
some degree of femininity or as women. All known assailants were male 
as well, suggesting a special animus from young men for displays of 
femininity or gender transgression.

#5: Most Victims Are Ignored by Media

Only 11 murders generated sustained mainstream coverage (3 or more 
articles in top 100-ranked newspapers), and then only when an arrest and 
public trial was involved. The 32 non-trial murders averaged only a single 
500-word article (about 10 paragraphs) rather than the more extensive 
coverage usually accorded a deadly hate crime. 24% of victims (12) 
received no coverage at all.



7

ASSAILANTS

#1: All Assailants Are Male, Most Attack Peers Their Own Age

Of the 22 murders with known assailants: 100% were male; 92% attacked 
victims who were assigned male at birth as well; and 82% attacked victims 
within 10 years of their own age (59% within 5 years). Assailants were 
young—about two-thirds (68%) between 17 and 24 of age. 

#2: Most Assailants Use Extreme Violence 

Half of victims in this report suffered multiple stab or bullet wounds, or 
combinations of strangling, stabbing, and beating. In a number of cases, 
victims appeared to have been shot, stabbed or bludgeoned even after 
death. Almost all of the victims in this report were killed with extreme 
violence far beyond that necessary to simply terminate life. 

#3: Most Assailants Live In Major Cities6

64% of the assaults took place in one of 18 major cities, with three 
cities accounting for more than one-quarter of all murders (27%): 
Washington, D. C. (6), Houston (4), and New York City (3). 40% of 
the murders occurred in just two states: (California – 7; Texas – 6) 
and Washington, D.C. (7) . About half (46%) of all murders occurred 
in the South and one-quarter (26%) in the West (Midwest: 16%; 
Northeast: 12%).

#4: Most Murders Aren’t Investigated as Hate Crimes

Murders classified as hate crimes were about one-and-a-half times more 
likely to result in apprehension of a suspect than those that were not 
(50% vs. 33%). Almost three-quarters (72%) of these attacks were not so 
classified, often despite evidence to the contrary.

#5: Most Assailants Go Free

At publication, only 46% of the murders had been solved, compared  
with a 69% solved rate for all homicides nationally. 
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Please view our Model Anti-Violence Intervention and video: impartofdc.org


