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CHAPTER 6
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Research
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IntroductIon

Recent research on transgender children and youth suggests that strong 
parental support helps achieve greater quality of life and positive wellbe-
ing, and helps reduce risk of self-harm, depression, and suicide. However, 
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the challenges that some parents face in supporting and advocating for 
their youth are immense, and only a fraction of parents will end up engag-
ing in ally-ship and activism with, or on behalf of, their children.

As critical scholars deeply interested in feminist practices of disrupting, 
exposing, and critically analysing social and structural power, making 
room for the unspoken, unseen, invisible aspects of labour and taking 
action towards a more just society, collaborative autoethnography (CAE) 
appealed to us. As a team of critical scholars, we are driven ontologically 
towards pushing the boundaries of traditional epistemologies. We place 
value on interpreting the self as an artefact, whose voice is but a creation 
and a reckoning of the spaces in which we reside. The vulnerability of 
showing oneself in autoethnography (Lorde, 1984) is contrary to the tra-
ditional research ethos of participant confidentiality. In choosing collab-
orative autoethnographic as a form of advocacy, our stories do not end at 
the production of this research; rather, we hope they live on in our appeal 
for social justice (Bochner & Ellis, 2016b).

Authors of this chapter are parents of trans and gender diverse children 
or their allies and have engaged in advocacy work. This chapter presents 
how CAE was deployed through both face-to-face and online meetings 
between five Canadian scholars who are deeply engaged in advocating for 
trans children and youth and offers a reflection about their experiences in 
participating in such a process.

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how collaborative auto-
ethnography as a feminist research methodology and practice may be 
actioned in social work. We intentionally include personal and historical 
narratives, as both researcher and participant, in constructing parent- 
advocate selves (Chang et  al., 2012), realizing we cannot write these  
representations of ourselves in a vacuum (Bochner & Ellis, 2016a, b, 
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p. 131). Aligned with the tenets of feminist practice, collaborative auto-
ethnography incorporates self-examination within a team of cooperating 
researchers (Chang et al., 2012). This process increases accountability and 
may participate in shaping our anti-oppressive lenses and development of 
ethical consciousness (Caron et al., 2020) in a research process aimed at 
highlighting the invisible in society and disrupting dominate narratives 
through an interrogation of the self.

This chapter is methodological in nature, describing how a group of 
academic mothers and allies of trans and gender diverse children used 
feminist methodologies to unpack our engagement with advocacy work. 
As we detail our process, we also keep close in mind the paper we wish we 
had as an interdisciplinary team to guide us through our use of collabora-
tive autoethnography (CAE) and arts-based methods. Importantly, this 
inquiry is part of a larger research project exploring parental advocacy for 
gender diverse, creative, and trans children and youth. This case study 
aims to evoke an ‘experience near’ or insider view of the ways in which 
parental advocacy is performed by the researcher-participants and is lim-
ited by their social locations.

Background and ratIonale

Until recently, the experience of parenting a gender non-conforming child 
has been “culturally unintelligible” (Rahilly, 2015, p. 342), and transgen-
der children and their families were publicly invisible (Manning et  al., 
2015). Similar to transgender adults, they were subject to systemic pro-
cesses of “erasure” (Namaste, 2000), scarcely mentioned in mainstream 
media. For decades, North American gender diverse children were pathol-
ogized and considered subjects for therapeutic intervention, much like 
LGBTQ+ children (Bryant, 2006). Professional support for gender non- 
conforming children advised universally reinforcing heteronormative, 
binary gender expression and repressing signs of gender diversity (e.g. 
Zucker, 2008); this led to the “non apparent” status of childhood gender 
nonconformity (Hellen, 2009). When researchers or clinicians focused on 
parents, it was through the framework of parental psycho-pathology 
(Pyne, 2014, citing Owen-Anderson et  al., 2010; Zucker & Bradley, 
1995), and specifically through a lens of “mother blame” (Caplan, 2000). 
This pathological perspective remains powerful in society (Elischberger 
et  al., 2016; Grossman et  al., 2005), and women remain vulnerable to 
what Johnson and Benson (2014, p. 124) call the “secondary stigma of 
mothering a transgender child”.
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The establishment of Gender Creative Kids Canada in 2013, the first 
Canadian organization dedicated to advocating for and supporting trans-
gender and gender diverse children and families (Sansfaçon & Manning, 
2015), coincided with rights challenges prompted by Canadian parents. 
Since 2013, parents have become active in provincial rights-based advo-
cacy (British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Quebec), as well as in 
efforts to include gender identity in the Canadian Charter of Human 
Rights. Canadian parents sought out online advocacy communities. 
Parents began blogging or writing about their experiences, attending and 
running support groups, attending conferences, consulting with therapists 
and professionals with experience in children’s gender diversity. Parents 
began educating and negotiating with their children’s school communities 
and healthcare professionals (Manning, 2017; Travers, 2018). Strong 
parental support is shown to reduce youth suicide attempts by as much as 
93% (Travers et al., 2012), yet parent advocates’ needs are rarely exam-
ined. Given that parents who support their children’s gender diversity face 
transphobic oppression and discrimination (Cowden & Pullen-Sansfaçon, 
2012; Pullen-Sansfaçon et  al., 2015; Riley et  al., 2011), and that this 
transphobia is aggravated by other forms of oppression linked to sexual 
orientation, race, class, and ability (Mullaly, 2010; Saketopoulou, 2011), 
this is a glaring omission. Parental advocacy encompasses ethical dilemmas 
of safety, privacy, and personal risk. It demands significant time, energy, 
resources, and emotional labour (Hochschild, 1985; Meadow, 2011) and 
is also strongly gendered work (Kuvalanka et al., 2014; Rahilly, 2015): in 
an era of “intensive mothering” (Hays, 1996, pp. 6–9) mothers end up 
doing the labour to create safe worlds around their and other transgender 
and gender diverse children. In their study of mothers of transgender girls, 
Kuvalanka et al. (2014) found that while the mothers initially lacked edu-
cation on transgender issues, they rapidly became ‘expert’ advocates. This 
public advocacy often extends from the mothers’ personal processes of 
convincing others that their children’s identities were valid, corresponding 
with feminist theories about intersectional thinking and privilege-checking 
that challenge ‘everyday sexism’ and exclusionary forms of representations 
(Robinson & Ross, 2013; Schuster, 2016).

autoethnography In research

Autoethnography is a suitable methodology for researchers writing and 
exploring effusive issues (Tetnowski & Damico, 2014). Autoethnographic 
writing moves away from traditional disengaged reason and distanced 
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analysis towards an intimate and vulnerable narrative that aims to emo-
tionally connect people in the name of social justice (Bochner & Ellis, 
2016a, p. 62). Collaborative autoethnography (CAE) approach was used 
to document their experience of advocacy. CAE is a qualitative methodol-
ogy that promotes community-building between participants and can, by 
its process, become transformative for participants. Where autoethnogra-
phy focuses on the researcher self, collaborative autoethnography incorpo-
rates self-examination within a team of cooperating researchers. CAE 
increases autoethnography’s accountability as a research process born out 
of understanding society by interrogating the self and is defined as “a 
qualitative research method in which researchers work in community to 
collect their autobiographical materials and to analyze and interpret their 
data collectively to gain a meaningful understanding of sociocultural phe-
nomena reflected in their autobiographical data” (Chang, et  al., 2012, 
pp. 23–24).

usIng art In research

Leading scholar of arts education Eisner argues that “science can be 
regarded as a species of research; so too can the arts” (2006, p. 9). As 
Cahnmann-Taylor suggests, “the literary, visual, and performing arts offer 
ways to stretch a researcher’s capacities for creativity and knowing, creat-
ing a healthy synthesis of approaches to collect, analyze, and represent 
data in ways that paint a full picture of a heterogeneous movement to 
improve education” (2013 p. 4). Arts-based research crosses disciplinary 
boundaries to illustrate lines of significant connection shared between cre-
ation, learning, and knowing (Finley, 2011; Piantanida et al., 2003).

Following decades of decolonial, feminist, and poststructural thought, 
critical creative inquiry challenges the notion of art and science as mutu-
ally exclusive intellectual domains (Finley & Knowles, 1995; Finley, 
2011). Arts-based scholars contend that social scientific inquiry in the 
qualitative paradigm has been limited by narrow understandings of legit-
imacy, reliability, and validity (Eisner, 1981; Seale, 1999; Siegesmund, 
2014). For many qualitative researchers, doing arts-based research is a 
way of learning what can take form at the intersections of creative and 
scientific scholarship (Barry, 1996; Leavy, 2009). It is also a way to chal-
lenge what counts as scholarly knowledge, even within the qualitative 
realm of scholarship that does not always see meaning in aesthetic ways 
of knowing social and institutional worlds (Barone et  al., 1997; 
Piantanida et al., 2003).
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Methodology

CAE as a method allows the research team to approach parental advocacy 
as a type of gendered ‘work’ that recognizes a large commitment of time, 
energy, resources, and emotional labour. CAE and arts-based methods 
open up the many affective and ethically fraught challenges that some 
parents face as advocates. Further, it allows us to critically examine our 
own situations, how gender, heteronormativity, whiteness, class, and 
geography shape collective advocacy strategies, especially in the context of 
pre-existing transgender rights organizations.

sItuatIng the partIcIpant-researchers

The researcher-participants are all white or white-passing, cisgender, aca-
demic mothers. In many ways, the whiteness of our team is not surprising: 
the Canadian academy has remained stubbornly white despite the near uni-
versal adoption of equity policies (Henry et al., 2017). At the same time, in 
the context of a settler-colonial state, racialized parents of transgender chil-
dren are less visible in public advocacy work than white parents (Rahilly, 
2015). Importantly, the researcher-participants, as described above, do not 
represent the social locations of the team members of the larger project or 
all authors on this chapter. In our efforts to disrupt the homogeneous 
researcher-participant team, the additional authors (graduate students and 
research assistants) include trans, non-binary, and Indigenous folks.

estaBlIshIng a relatIonal FraMework For the data 
collectIon process

We chose CAE as a method of exploration and analysis precisely for its 
profoundly enquiring, revelatory, and transformative aspects to better 
understand the experiences, challenges, strategies, and practices of advo-
cating for trans kids. We also chose CAE because community- building is 
integral to the process, and not only did our research team require a 
method of information exchange that could develop trust, but we needed 
one that allowed us to explore experiences that disrupted the normative 
academic modes of investigation and authorship (Ellis et al., 2011). Our 
in-person meetings involved five or six team members meeting over three 
days. We also intentionally built in downtime (communally self-funded) 
given that both the cognitive and emotional toll of collaborative inquiry 
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can be exhausting. This downtime was not meant to be part of the formal 
research exploration but intended to be self-care. We quickly observed 
that there is no hard line between interactive explorative research engage-
ment; our enquiries were all productive of hitherto unrecognized aspects 
of advocating for trans youth, sometimes painful aspects of our advocacy, 
and still revelatory in ways impossible to anticipate. CAE doesn’t occur in 
strictly work-defined spaces; it is performed when the group focuses 
together on the issue at hand (parent advocacy of trans kids), and this can 
be at the meeting table or at the dinner table. At the same time, through-
out our CAE explorations, we were both mindful and often reminded of a 
gendered aspect to our academic research. As London et al. (2012) argue, 
the experience of working in competitive institutions, such as universities 
and colleges, is gendered and one potent aspect of this gendering is the 
“detection of gender-rejection threat and, to protect against rejection, … 
self-silencing” (p. 962). Our CAE incorporated work-spaces, arts-based 
spaces, and downtime or calming spaces.

BegInnIng, re-enterIng, 
and transForMatIve conversatIons

While some of us had used autoethnography as a method, and some had 
engaged with arts-based methods, few had ever combined the two into 
research projects. Our first face-to-face meeting in our Montreal hotel 
involved seven researchers; we met the first night and got to know one 
another; some people had worked together before in person, and others had 
collaborated on research remotely. We planned meetings the next morning 
in a university meeting room and subsequently held meetings at a local Art 
Hive, in one of the larger of our hotel rooms, and in local restaurants. The 
agenda included strategic planning, social action research and CAE training 
(led by individuals from our team), ethical considerations (primarily devoted 
to examining our critical whiteness), and the involvement of graduate stu-
dents in our research, team roles, and decision-making processes.

While CAE was a major emphasis of our project planning as a method-
ological learning outcome, it quickly blended with our impromptu arts- 
based session at the local Art Hive into a fundamental, but not fully 
planned, part of the research output of this meeting. Art Hives “create 
multiple opportunities for dialogue, skill sharing, and art making between 
people of differing socio-economic backgrounds, ages, cultures and abili-
ties” (ART HIVES n.d.) (Image 6.1).

6 COLLABORATIVE AUTOETHNOGRAPHY FOR FEMINIST RESEARCH 
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Image 6.1 Research team at Art Hive
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CAE melded into urban walks around Montreal that precipitated con-
versations about shared experiences, shared fears, and recognitions of 
intersecting skills and experiential backgrounds with a resonant, recurrent 
question, “What do we already know collectively about parental advocacy, 
individually and systemically?”

The three-day meeting ended with a spontaneous social outing; we 
utilized this ‘downtime’ by noting that CAE can continue in less-focused 
and more free-flowing interpretive spaces. Our outing made palpable even 
more realizations of the stress, the physical burden, the inability to other-
wise ‘turn off’, and the stark situational power differentials between group 
members that most of us felt differently but unconsciously, all key insights 
that informed our research. Such self-reflection and self-reflexivity leads to 
a self-respect where proximity in the CAE process works to open our con-
cerns, emotions, and experiences generally. In this respect, time to emo-
tively reflect reveals the gendering and racializing of emotion, what 
Sullivan (2014) explains as “how race and class intersect with gendered 
emotional expectations and demands” (p. 136), which also works to situ-
ate ourselves as white or white-passing, and to examine the racialized iden-
tities clearly missing from this aspect of our research. Here we reflected on 
“what we believe doesn’t work, our confidence in these knowings, and 
who we need to engage help us unpack what we don’t know”. Further, 
following our meeting we each emailed to the others a document captur-
ing the key themes that stood out individually of our experience, docu-
ments which took the form of large-scale doodles, stream of consciousness 
writing, poems, word-and-image pieces, lists, and expository reflections.

Art, Craft, and Embodiment

Our second meeting was more organized methodologically, because it 
involved producing content based on our training in CAE from our face- 
to- face meeting in Montreal. For this reason, this second meeting held in 
Kananaskis, Alberta, included a heavy component of arts-based materials 
that we brought with us to the meeting. In addition to paper, pens, cell 
phones with cameras, and computers, we brought coloured pencils, cray-
ons, plasticine, glue, yarn, beads, coloured paper, figurines, craft supplies, 
pixel art, paint, markers, colouring pages, and used the hotel projector.

We used group brainstorming to observe thematic outcomes of our last 
meeting. Next, we narrowed our focus to certain themes and concepts of 
our CAE research. We reflected on “how our interconnection between the 
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personal and professional influences all of our questions?” We communally 
participated in dedicated art-making directed by our early themes to 
develop expressions, trajectories, manifestations, and explorations of those 
themes emerging from documents that were not primarily word-based or 
expository. We utilized art-making as a way to refocus our engagement, to 
consider differently—less consciously or less intentionally—the themes, 
and to shift our emotional focus from immersion in those themes to a 
more balanced reflection that would take off some of the pressure, but still 
open hitherto unrecognized avenues of focus.

The mountain setting of this meeting was awe-inspiring. The aesthetic 
experience of walking mountain paths or simply viewing the mountain- 
scape itself instigated a communal experience of the sublime: a cathartic, 
liberatory, emotional release with one another of the pride we feel, the 
fear, the exhaustion, and the protection over the children for whom we 
advocate. This was an experience that both made us recognize the firmly 
embodied experience of advocating for trans youth, and also how we carry 
on largely by putting that experience on the back-burner: the mountain- 
scape played a role in our CAE practice of pulling our interiorized, embod-
ied selves out and into the light of mutual self-recognition (Fig. 6.1).

InsIghts

Through our CAE process shown in Fig. 6.1, encapsulating reflexivity and 
repeated iteration of emergent themes we found five (5) key insights. First 
and not surprisingly, all members prioritized health. Existing hospital poli-
cies and healthcare experiences can expose trans youth to potentially 
harmful practices, either by omission of or by restrictions to affirmative 
services. Our voices are needed to educate and negotiate the physical and 
mental health of trans youth at the service and policy level of care.

Secondly, through exercises of writing five-minute reflections on our 
work and, later, on our workshop, through morning activities of ‘checking 
in’ with one another, and through mapping out aesthetically in the Art 
Hive the forms, patterns, and images that emerge in reflecting on advo-
cacy work materially, we found new ways of considering and connecting 
what we do. Patterns and structures—whether in paintings, yarn-work, 
beading, drawing, or sculpting with found objects—manifested as a com-
bination of bold symbols of gratitude and maze-like maps of survival.

The third insight, stimulated by and evolved through art-making, was 
the recognition of issues not often considered ‘parenting’ issues, obvious 

 J. DYER ET AL.



107

forms of advocacy, or lived realities of resilience amongst parent advocates 
and trans children. Our art-making induced silent contemplations that led 
to riskier conversations about the advocacy experience: fears, frustrations, 
and the recognition that gender, sexuality, and a history of care- or trauma- 
work plays a larger role in advocacy than previously considered. Art- 
making put a spotlight on the mundane or repetitive activities of everyday 
life that comprised much of our advocacy practices, whether these are 
extraordinary practices of public activism or private acts of parental sup-
port. Creativity unlocked key features of CAE, namely the effort needed 
to trust and believe in not only others but oneself, leading to gambles in 
self-study. We trusted each other—people in many ways we barely knew—
to reveal that we all live in various states of urgency, a theme that took on 
new meaning in our considerations.

Fourth, our research examined the intersections of our identities as 
scholar, advocate, parent as self, parent as protector. Our methods sought 

Fig. 6.1 Developing a collaborative autoethnography process
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to address our responsibility as affirmative parents, described by Pullen 
Sansfaçon, Robichaud, and Dumais-Michaud (2015) as “the parents’ 
desire to protect their children and place their safety above all else, includ-
ing social norms and expectations”. Through CAE we were able to disrupt 
traditional notions of consent, challenge how identity development may 
change over time in our collective and how to protect the identities of 
those possibly implicated in our stories and social action movements.

Our fifth important insight is that CAE and art-making opened up the 
theme of isolation, revealing intersections of self-censorship and of the 
isolating experience of a child coming out as gender diverse. In the first 
instance, we censor ourselves as mothers professionally, as if our experi-
ences of advocating for trans youth engender protection and hypervigi-
lance of our children. We found that friendships and allegiances change to 
the extent that we censor who we share with and how we bring this chal-
lenge into our research. In the second case, we foreground our privileged 
places as academic researchers and put behind us our own experienced 
oppressions and needs. Here, visibility became a key concept: we either 
invisibilize ourselves as parents/advocates of trans kids or we hyper- 
visibilize ourselves as advocates in order to protect the very children for 
whom we advocate. In each instance, our own experiences and needs are 
pushed to the background. The self-abnegating and care-focussed prac-
tices of advocacy opened onto the intersecting themes of the gendered 
nature of care work, the invisibilization of parenting, and the isolation of 
advocacy work from our professional lives and the trans affirming groups 
(primarily focussed on adults) around us. Together we recognized that 
risk-taking in our personal and professional lives, concerns about public-
ness, and the ongoing experience of urgency are key features of the par-
ent/advocate engagement in fighting for the rights and wellbeing of trans 
and gender diverse youth.

dIscussIon

CAE as a method brought us to the aforementioned findings by promot-
ing space to be informed by one’s life experiences and as a collective, 
exploring researcher subjectivity through continuous reflexivity. 
Collaboration facilitated a pooling of resources, interdisciplinary insights, 
and access to a wider range of data sources (team members experiences) 
that were then collected through our two meetings and ongoing conversa-
tions. In this way, the interdisciplinary nature of our team was an asset as 
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we engage in knowledge construction, mobilization, and dissemination. 
We are also critically aware of how CAE as a methodology could not ren-
der visible the stories and knowledge outside of the social location of our 
group members.

CAE opened space for our team to intentionally include personal and 
historical narratives, as both researcher and participant (Chang et  al., 
2012). However, the vulnerability of showing oneself in autoethnography 
(Lorde, 1984) is contrary to the traditional research ethos of participant 
confidentiality inherent in our inquiry. With this in mind collaborative 
autoethnography made way for us as researcher-participants to share ideas, 
generate new research, refine identities (Moore et al., 2013), and privilege 
our stories, parents of gender diverse kids, and advocate allies all as authen-
tic sources of data (Shay & Wickes, 2017). CAE helped us to push the 
boundaries of traditional epistemologies by placing value on interpreting 
the self as an artefact, whose experience and voice is but a creation and a 
reckoning of the spaces in which we reside.

Meaning-making was captured through our researcher-participant co- 
collaborator stories to render visible the assumptions and/or events criti-
cal to the phenomena of parental advocacy with and for gender creative 
trans children and youth. This phenomenon has been previously skimmed 
over by the autoethnographic lens. In our context this revealed the stress, 
urgency, and labour inherent within our simultaneously shared and 
nuanced forms of parental advocacy.

Researcher-participant commitment to the vulnerability required in 
CAE allowed for deep probing and interrogation, permitting connection 
to wider issues such as guilt, isolation, self-negation, and the dialectic of 
hyper-visible/invisible parental advocate coalitional identities. This vul-
nerability in the research process fostered trust when researching complex 
and sensitive topics such as ours. Through the process of interrogation 
and probing these private communal stories were analysed so that great 
care has gone into protecting the confidentiality of the researchers them-
selves but also those implicated in the stories (Chang et al., 2012). Notably 
the influence of hyper-visibility and invisibility melded into ongoing con-
versation, which extended far beyond the researchers themselves often 
centring those implicit to and implicated by our stories.

In our team of feminist scholars, doing arts-based research matters 
most at the level of methodological innovation. It is experiential and 
experimental (Finley, 2003), which is appropriate and relevant to research 
that is unprecedented and that is unrecognized. Recognizing the 
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significant limitations of traditional spoken language, arts-based research 
permitted us to explore how diverse voices and narratives can emerge 
through creative inquiry. Mobilizing artforms to showcase diversity in 
thought, language, and worldview was a way of encouraging aesthetic 
expression as a tool for social and institutional change.

The reporting of our work is timely as growing bodies of scholarship 
shows that researchers working with trans and gender non-conforming 
communities are using a variety of arts-based methods, including educa-
tional participative arts workshops (Rooke, 2010), photovoice (Holtby 
et  al., 2015; Hussey, 2006), collaborative photography (Davidmann, 
2014), video (Rhoades, 2012; Taylor & Bryson, 2016), as well as com-
munity discussions about art (Marshall et  al., 2014). These all grapple 
with matters of embodiment, disability, intimacy, and resilience. Given the 
limitations of many research projects to effect meaningful change in the 
lives of trans people, particularly trans women (Namaste, 2000, 2009), 
doing arts-based research with trans communities is a way to distribute 
power relations between researchers and participants (Furman et  al., 
2019). Our bold engagement with arts-based methods as academics, par-
ents, advocates, and allies of trans children and youth work to disrupt 
disciplinary power through the use of feminist methodologies and the 
promotion of collaborative identities. Further, mobilizing knowledge 
through art can be beneficial to trans communities because it encourages 
an interrogation of power and subjectivity on accessible, creative, and 
therapeutic terms (Zappa, 2017).

Some scholars suggest that arts-based methods can be particularly use-
ful to explore issues of advocacy and resilience among trans communities 
(Asakura et al., 2019). We situated our inquiry outside the pathological 
violence of clinical literature by using arts-based research to encourage 
new ways of understanding axes of difference (Addison, 2005; Barbee, 
2002; McNiff, 1998) through expressive communication as parent 
advocates.

In the context of our research, the combination of CAE and arts-based 
research employs abductive reasoning, making a probable conclusion from 
what one knows, to open the often surprising observations about the 
experience of advocating for trans youth that do not fit into the schemes 
by which we usually consider it. We approached the CAE and arts-based 
workshops with agenda and themes that demanded consideration in light 
of recent research; we left these workshops with surprising realizations 
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about what counts as advocacy, the embodied, phenomenological effects 
of advocacy, and the social or inter-subjective role of advocacy work in our 
lives, professional and personal.

conclusIons

The combination of arts-based and CAE is a powerful feminist research 
methodology that allows participant-researchers to grapple with the sub-
jective realities of one another. Participant-researchers can also develop 
stronger ties between them, which may contribute to their feeling of per-
sonal and collective empowerment. Applied to parents of trans children 
and youth, who are often experiencing social isolation and discrimination 
in their advocacy, it offers a powerful way to document experiences while 
answer some of their needs towards a greater social justice.

Our story of advocacy and ally-ship with trans and gender diverse chil-
dren and youth does not end at the production of this research. Rather, we 
hope it lives on in our appeal for social justice (Bochner & Ellis, 2016b) 
and makes space for the investigation of intersectionalities, such as race, 
class, religion, or geography, not captured in this phase of our study.

key Ideas For socIal work practIce

 1. When engaging with families, it is important for social work practi-
tioners to be aware of the stress, urgency, and intense labour parent 
advocates of gender diverse and trans children and youth may face.

 2. The weight and intensity of the advocacy described by researcher- 
participants was immense. Social work practitioners can learn from 
advocacy initiatives that are already taking place thereby validating 
the skills and knowledge possessed by parent advocates.

 3. CAE/Art revealed themes of anonymity, self-negation, guilt about 
self-care or self-focus, isolation, and invisibility/hyper-visibility, 
which may act as points of exploration for social work practitioners 
when engaging with parents of trans or gender diverse children. 
Importantly, social location may both intersect and mediate these 
experiences.

 4. Social work practitioners can incorporate arts-based methods to 
enhance relationships and build trust.
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 5. Social work research that incorporates CAE and arts-based methods 
with individuals facing stigma and oppression may help build collec-
tive and shared understandings of self and social phenomena that 
may be inhibited or hidden due to societal stigma for both research-
ers and practitioners.

reFerences

Addison, N. (2005). Expressing the not-said: Art and design and the formation of 
sexual identities. International Journal of Art & Design Education, 
24(1), 20–30.

Art Hives. (n.d.). What is the art Hove Network. Art Hives. https://
arthives.org/about

Asakura, K., Lundy, J., Black, D., & Tierney, C. (2019). Art as a transformative 
practice: A participatory action research project with trans* youth.  
Qualitative Social Work, 19(5–6), 1061–1077. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1473325019881226

Barbee, M. (2002). A visual-narrative approach to understanding transsexual iden-
tity. Art Therapy, 19(2), 53–62.

Barone, T., Eisner, E., & Jaeger, R. M. (1997). Complementary methods for research 
in education (Vol. 2, pp. 75–116). American Educational Research Association.

Barry, D. (1996). Artful inquiry: A symbolic constructivist approach to social sci-
ence research. Qualitative Inquiry, 2(4), 411–438.

Bochner, A., & Ellis, C. (2016a). Evocative autoethnography: Writing lives and tell-
ing stories. Left Coast Press.

Bochner, A. P., & Ellis, C. (2016b). The ICQI and the rise of autoethnography: 
Solidarity through community. International review of qualitative research, 
9(2), 208–217.

Bryant, K. (2006). Making gender identity disorder of childhood: Historical les-
sons for contemporary debates. Sexuality Research & Social Policy, 3(3), 23–39.

Cahnmann-Taylor, M. (2013). Arts-based research: Histories and new directions. 
In Arts-based research in education (pp. 21–33). Routledge.

Caplan, P. (2000). Don’t blame mother: Mending the mother-daughter relationship. 
Routledge.

Caron, R. E., Lee, O. J., & Pullen Sansfaçon, A. (2020). Transformative disrup-
tions and collective knowledge building: Social work professors building  
anti- oppressive ethical frameworks for research. Teaching, Practice and 
Activism, Ethics and Social Welfare. https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535. 
2020.1749690

Chang, H., Ngunjiri, F., & Hernandez, K. C. (2012). Collaborative autoethnogra-
phy. Routledge.

 J. DYER ET AL.

https://arthives.org/about
https://arthives.org/about
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325019881226
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325019881226
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2020.1749690
https://doi.org/10.1080/17496535.2020.1749690


113

Cowden, S., & Pullen-Sansfacon, A. (2012). The ethical foundations of social 
work. Pearson.

Davidmann, S. (2014). Imag (in) ing trans partnerships: Collaborative photogra-
phy and intimacy. Journal of Homosexuality, 61(5), 636–653.

Eisner, E. (2006). Does arts-based research have a future? Inaugural lecture for 
the first European conference on arts-based research Belfast, Northern Ireland, 
June 2005. Studies in Art Education, 48(1), 9–18.

Eisner, E.  W. (1981). On the differences between scientific and artistic  
approaches to qualitative research. Educational Researcher, 10(4), 5–9.

Elischberger, H.  B., Glazier, J.  J., Hill, E.  D., & Verduzco-Baker, L. (2016). 
“Boys don’t cry”—Or do they? Adult attitudes toward and beliefs about trans-
gender youth. Sex Roles, 75(5–6), 197–214.

Ellis, C., Adams, T. E., & Bochner, A. P. (2011). Autoethnography: An overview 
(pp. 273–290). Historical social research/Historische sozialforschung.

Finley, S. (2003). Arts-based inquiry in QI: Seven years from crisis to guerrilla 
warfare. Qualitative Inquiry, 9(2), 281–296.

Finley, S. (2011). Critical arts-based inquiry: The pedagogy and performance of a 
radical ethical aesthetic. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of quali-
tative research (4th ed., pp. 435–450). Sage.

Finley, S., & Knowles, J.  G. (1995). Researcher as artist/artist as researcher. 
Qualitative Inquiry, 1(1), 110–142.

Furman, E., Singh, A. K., Wilson, C., D’Alessandro, F., & Miller, Z. (2019).  
“A space where people get it”: A methodological reflection of arts- 
informed community- based participatory research with nonbinary youth. 
International Journal of Qualitative Methods. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1609406919858530

Grossman, A. H., D’Augelli, A. R., Howell, T. J., & Hubbard, S. (2005). Parent 
‘reactions to transgender youth’ gender nonconforming expression and  
identity. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 18(1), 3–16.

Hays, S. (1996). The cultural contradictions of motherhood. Yale University Press.
Hellen, M. (2009). Transgender children in schools. Liminalis: Journal for sex/

gender emancipation and resistance, 3, 81–99.
Henry, F., Dua, E., James, C.  E., Kobayashi, A., Li, P., Ramos, H., & Smith, 

M. S. (2017). The equity myth: Racialization and indigeneity at Canadian uni-
versities. UBC Press.

Hochschild, A. R. (1985). The managed heart: Commercialization of human feel-
ing. University of California Press.

Holtby, A., Klein, K., Cook, K., & Travers, R. (2015). To be seen or not to be 
seen: Photovoice, queer and trans youth, and the dilemma of representation. 
Action Research, 13(4), 317–335.

Hussey, W. (2006). Slivers of the journey: The use of Photovoice and storytelling 
to examine female to male transsexuals’ experience of health care access. Journal 
of Homosexuality, 51(1), 129–158.

6 COLLABORATIVE AUTOETHNOGRAPHY FOR FEMINIST RESEARCH 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919858530
https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919858530


114

Johnson, S. L., & Benson, K. E. (2014). “It’s always the mother’s fault”: Secondary 
stigma of mothering a transgender child. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 
10(1–2), 124–144.

Kuvalanka, K. A., Weiner, J. L., & Mahan, D. (2014). Child, family, and commu-
nity transformations: Findings from interviews with mothers of transgender 
girls. Journal of GLBT Family Studies, 10(4), 354–379.

Leavy, P. (2009). Method meets art: Arts-based research practice. Guilford Press.
London, B., Downey, G., Romero-Canyas, R., Rattan, A., & Tyson, D. (2012). 

Gender-based rejection sensitivity and academic self-silencing in women. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(5), 961.

Lorde, A. (1984). Sister outsider. Crossing Press.
Manning, K., Holmes, C., Sansfacon, A. P., Newhook, J. T., & Travers, A. (2015). 

Fighting for trans* kids: Academic parent activism in the 21st century. Studies 
in Social Justice, 9(1), 118–135.

Manning, K.  E. (2017). Attached advocacy and the rights of the trans child. 
Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue Canadienne de science politique, 
50(2), 579–595.

Marshall, Z., Burnette, M., Lowton, S., Rainbow, R. D. T. S., Tiamo, J., Udegbe, 
O., & Vo, T. (2014). A conversation about art and activism with trans and 
genderqueer people labelled with intellectual disabilities. Trans activism in 
Canada: A reader (p. 125).

McNiff, S. (1998). Art-based research. Jessica Kingsley Publishers.
Meadow, T. (2011). ‘Deep down where the music plays’: How parents account for 

childhood gender variance. Sexualities, 14(6), 725–747.
Moore, J., Scarduzio, J. A., Plump, B., & Geist-Martin, P. (2013). The light and 

shadow of feminist research mentorship: A collaborative autoethnography of 
faculty-student research. Journal of Research and Practice, 9(2), Article M8. 
Retrieved from http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/article/view/343/309

Mullaly, B. (2010). Challenging oppression and confronting privilege (2nd ed.). 
Oxford University Press.

Namaste, V. (2000). Invisible lives: The erasure of transsexual and transgendered 
people. University of Chicago Press.

Namaste, V. (2009). Undoing theory: The “transgender question” and the epis-
temic violence of Anglo-American feminist theory. Hypatia, 24(3), 11–32.

Owen-Anderson, A. F., Bradley, S. J., & Zucker, K. J. (2010). Expressed emotion 
in mothers of boys with gender identity disorder. Journal of Sex & Marital 
Therapy, 36(4), 327–345.

Piantanida, M., McMahon, P. L., & Garman, N. B. (2003). Sculpting the con-
tours of arts-based educational research within a discourse community. 
Qualitative Inquiry, 9(2), 182–191.

 J. DYER ET AL.

http://jrp.icaap.org/index.php/jrp/article/view/343/309


115

Pullen-Sansfaçon, A., Robichaud, M. J., & Dumais-Michaud, A. A. (2015). The 
experience of parents who support their children’s gender variance. Journal of 
LGBT Youth, 12(1), 39–63.

Pyne, J. (2014). Health and well-being among gender-independent children and 
their families: A review of the literature. In E. J. Meyer & A. Pullen Sansfacon 
(Eds.), Supporting transgender and gender creative youth: Schools, families, and 
communities in action (pp. 26–40). Peter Lang.

Rahilly, E. P. (2015). The gender binary meets the gender-variant child: Parents’ 
negotiations with childhood gender variance. Gender & Society, 29(3), 338–361.

Rhoades, M. (2012). LGBTQ youth+ video artivism: Arts-based critical civic 
praxis. Studies in Art Education, 53(4), 317–329.

Riley, E. A., Sitharthan, G., Clemson, L., & Diamond, M. (2011). The needs of 
gender-variant children and their parents: A parent survey. International 
Journal of Sexual Health, 23(3), 181–195.

Robinson, M., & Ross, L. E. (2013). Gender and sexual minorities: Intersecting 
inequalities and health. Ethnicity and Inequalities in Health and Social Care, 
6(4), 91–96.

Rooke, A. (2010). Trans youth, science and art: Creating (trans) gendered space. 
Gender, Place & Culture, 17(5), 655–672.

Saketopoulou, A. (2011). Minding the gap: Intersections between gender, race, 
and class in work with gender variant children. Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 
21(2), 192–209.

Sansfaçon, A. P., & Manning, K. E. (2015). Maximising research outcomes for 
trans children and their families in Canada: Using social action and other par-
ticipatory methods of inquiry. In LGBT health inequalities (1st ed., p. 223). 
Policy Press.

Schuster, J. (2016). Intersectional expectations: Young feminists’ perceived failure 
at dealing with differences and their retreat to individualism. In Women’s studies 
international forum (Vol. 58, pp. 1–8). Pergamon.

Seale, C. (1999). Quality in qualitative research. Qualitative Inquiry, 
5(4), 465–478.

Shay, M., & Wickes, J. (2017). Aboriginal identity in education settings: Privileging 
our stories as a way of deconstructing the past and re-imagining the future. The 
Australian Educational Researcher, 44(1), 107–122.

Siegesmund, R. (2014). The N of 1 in arts-based research: Reliability and validity. 
International Journal of Education & the Arts, 15.

Sullivan, S. (2014). Good white people: The problem with middle-class white anti- 
racism. State University of New York Press.

Taylor, E. T., & Bryson, M. K. (2016). Cancer’s margins: Trans* and gender non-
conforming people’s access to knowledge, experiences of cancer health, and 
decision-making. LGBT health, 3(1), 79–89.

6 COLLABORATIVE AUTOETHNOGRAPHY FOR FEMINIST RESEARCH 



116

Tetnowski, J., & Damico, J. (2014). Autoethnography. In C. Forsyth & H. Copes 
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of social deviance (Vol. 2, pp. 49–50). SAGE.

Travers, A. (2018). The trans generation: How trans kids (and their parents) are 
creating a gender revolution. NYU Press.

Travers, R., Bauer, G., Pyne, J., Bradley, K., Gale, L., & Papadimitriou, M. (2012). 
Impacts of strong parental support for trans youth: A report prepared for 
Children’s Aid Society of Toronto and Delisle Youth Services. TransPULSE.

Zappa, A. (2017). Beyond erasure: The ethics of art therapy research with trans 
and gender-independent people. Art Therapy, 34(3), 129–134.

Zucker, K. J. (2008). Children with gender identity disorder: Is there a best prac-
tice? Neuropsychiatrie de l’Enfance et de l’Adolescence, 56(6), 358–364.

Zucker, K. J., & Bradley, S. J. (1995). Gender identity disorder and psychosexual 
problems in children and adolescents. Guilford Press.

 J. DYER ET AL.


	Chapter 6: Collaborative Autoethnography for Feminist Research
	Introduction
	Background and Rationale
	Autoethnography in Research
	Using Art in Research
	Methodology
	Situating the Participant-Researchers
	Establishing a Relational Framework for the Data Collection Process
	Beginning, Re-entering, and Transformative Conversations
	Art, Craft, and Embodiment

	Insights
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Key Ideas for Social Work Practice
	References




