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Learning Overview: After attending this presentation, attendees will have learned about structural vulnerabilities affecting transgender and non-binary
individuals, how these vulnerabilities may affect the circumstances and investigations of their deaths, and how a structural vulnerability assessment
can reduce harm in the identification process.
Impact on the Forensic Science Community: This presentation will impact the forensic science community by providing a framework for
understanding barriers to identification and offering suggestions for harm reduction in forensic cases involving potential transgender and non-binary
decedents.
Structural vulnerability assessments have been proposed as a way to plan ethical and equitable treatment in medicine and research.1 Soler et al. propose
the application of a structural vulnerability assessment to forensic work.2 They explore vulnerabilities specific to undocumented migrants and argue
that understanding these vulnerabilities is essential to harm reduction in investigation and identification efforts. While different intersecting
socioeconomic and cultural factors affect the life and death experiences of transgender populations, this study proposes that a structural vulnerability
assessment model is also a useful lens for navigating non-binary cases.
The physical bodies of transgender decedents may record the biological consequences of structural vulnerability. Disparities can manifest skeletally as
antemortem/perimortem trauma and non-specific indicators of stress and in the treatment of bodies after death. Applying the temporal framework
proposed by Soler et al., antemortem, perimortem, and postmortem vulnerabilities will be explored for non-binary decedents.2
Antemortem: During life, systemic marginalization can result in economic (e.g., low wages, barriers to education and employment, unsafe working
conditions), social (e.g., disintegrating ties with family support networks, susceptibility to interpersonal violence), and health (poor access to food and
housing resources, refusal of care by providers) disparities. Many issues affecting transgender and non-binary people are intersectional; Black,
Indigenous, and low-income decedents may also be affected by these issues.
Perimortem: Transgender and non-binary people face increased risk of violent death and suicide, so they may become subjects of medicolegal
investigations at a disproportionate rate compared to their share of the population.3 Simultaneously, gender identity or status may not be accurately
recognized in the initial stages of a death investigation.
Postmortem: Postmortem identification efforts often uncover an individual’s “deadname,” rather than the name by which they lived and were known
to friends and chosen family. An unsupportive biological family or reporting agency may misgender or deadname decedents in reports, thus impeding
search efforts. Some families may also refuse to initiate a search or to collect remains once identified.
Assessment of trans-specific structural vulnerabilities may inform investigative strategies and identification efforts and ensure these efforts prevent
further harm to the decedent, their memory, and their family (biological or chosen). Forensic anthropologists can participate in harm reduction by:
(1) acknowledging that the existing binary (Jane or John) for Does does not encapsulate lived experiences of many decedents; (2) recognizing that
biological and contextual evidence is necessary to achieve identification; and (3) appreciating that distributing this information may cause further harm.
Just as there is no one way to “be” transgender or non-binary in life, there is no one presentation in death. Anthropologists should recognize and accept
the “gray areas” in identifying and researching transgender and non-binary decedents, while generating inclusive and accurate language in reports and
communications with law enforcement. Sex estimation is a critical piece of the biological profile but has limitations. This study cautions that research
centered on skeletal indicators of gender identity poses ethical concerns because medicalization of gender has been used historically to justify nonconsensual medical intervention.
Anthropologists should ask for and accept assistance from trans-informed community members and advocates during the investigation process, as
detailed interpretation of remains, associated clothing/artifacts, and recovery context is necessary in cases with scant evidence or long postmortem
intervals. Collaborative approaches between forensic anthropologists and other professionals (e.g., genealogists, LGBTQ+ advocates) can result in
sensitive and accurate identifications for individuals whose physical appearance at death may not correspond to their government-issued records.4
Finally, while a principal tenet of forensic anthropology is to return the dead to their family, it is emphasized here that this process may cause further
harm. Honoring lived identity after death is a complex process; while community members do this as an extension of mourning the dead, forensic
practitioners have only recently begun to explore these complexities.
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