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Abstract 

The current social realities of transgender individuals create some opportunities to change the 

dominant narrative of exclusion by cultivating the relationship between empowerment and self-

advocating. This biographic research, in the form of a documentary video using mediated public 

ethnography, centers on the story of Max, a genderfluid individual. The research was done in 

order to examine how Max as found their voice for change by gaining insights into their own 

personal experiences of empowerment and self-advocacy so that others can learn from it. It 

covers the main elements of empowerment, which I identify as process, context and power, as 

well as the building blocks of self-advocacy, which I identify as identity, rights and action. Based 

on the stories that Max has shared, I found that empowerment and advocacy were feeding each 

other in creating a circular process where empowerment is both a process and an outcome. The 

video can be found at: https://vimeo.com/265452346: RRU2018 
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INTRODUCTION 

To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you 

everybody else means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and 

never stop fighting.  

−Cummings, E.E. Cummings: A miscellany revised 



I have used the above quote by Edward Estlin Cummings as an inspiration to guide my research; 

a documentary video using mediated public ethnography. I believe the quote can be used to 

illustrate the struggles of trans people and genderfluid individuals to find their place in a 

cisnormative society that is exclusive by nature, a society where "cultural views of cisgender 

[are] the default" as defined by Katz-Wise, Budge, Fugate, Flanagan, Touloumtzis, Rood, Perez-

Brumer and Leibowitz (2017), p. 256. By default, a cisnormative society places individuals that 

have identities outside of the gender binary at the margin of society (Carroll, Gilroy & Ryan, 

2002), creating a differential in power position. This marginalization is also seen in the use of 

discourse by the use of the preposition “it” as a pronoun to refer to a trans person, thus stripping 

them of subjectivity. Max, the participant in this research, has experienced this diminutive 

discourse. 

 Decades-long struggles for emancipation have led to greater chances for social 

amelioration. The current social realities of transgender individuals and genderfluid people, 

which include discrimination, harassment, and violence, as often seen in the news and well 

documented in researches (Carroll, Gilroy & Ryan, 2002; Johnson, 2013; Lombardi et al., 2001; 

Nuttbrock et al., 2014; Raj, 2007) create some opportunities to change the dominant narrative of 

exclusion. This research project tells the story of Max, a genderfluid individual, whom I have 

known for a few years through family members. For my thesis, I wanted to examine how trans 

and/or genderfluid people can find their voice for change by gaining insights into their 

experiences of empowerment and self-advocacy. I undertook this research because I wanted to 

make a positive research contribution helping build resilient trans and genderfluid communities. 

I started this research project because I felt powerless reading the countless accounts of 

stories of misunderstanding and lack of education by cisgender people, as well as violence 



towards transgender and genderfluid individuals. Most of these accounts were also echoed by 

Max either verbally or through Facebook posts. The more I read, the more I realized that there 

was so much information that I was not aware of concerning trans and genderfluid realities, 

despite considering myself an ally of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Two-Spirit, Queer, and 

additional identities (LGBT2Q+) community (LGBT2Q+, n.d.). As a cisgender woman, I 

originally wanted to create something that would increase awareness among other cisgender 

people toward the experiences lived by trans people and genderfluid individuals but I soon 

realized that there was another approach that perhaps was more suitable. I felt that in order to 

change the dominating narrative of cisgenderism, the push could not come from a cisgender 

woman's perspective but rather from people who were not part of the binary narrative. I then 

decided to share Max's story as a vehicle for other trans people and genderfluid individuals to 

find their voice and become their own ambassador for change.  

The research is shown through a documentary video using mediated public ethnography. 

Using the definition of Vannini (2015),which describes ethnography as “people-focused emic 

research which makes use of data collection methods”, mediated public ethnography is the 

adaptation of the research outcomes which are shared through nonacademic means (Vannini and 

Mosher, 2013). I created the documentary video which is composed of interviews I recorded 

with Max over many sessions in order to gather insight into Max’s experiences. I also filmed 

video footage of Max in their day-to-day life, as well as presentations Max has done as a mean of 

self-advocacy. 

It is by no mean my intention to generalize my research with other individuals. Instead, I 

wish to shed light on the experiences lived by one person and present those experiences to others 

that may be able to relate Max and the ideas they are presenting. I believe that, due to the nature 



of the topic, this approach was best suited for optimal public reach, having the capability of 

reaching a broader audience. By creating a documentary, my communication vehicle is better 

tailored to the goal of my research as "public ethnography is ethnographic research strategically 

intended for a public audience" (Vannini & Mosher, 2013, p. 391). Vannini and Mosher (2013) 

added that "the ethnographic process engages the public in ways that shape the work, increasing 

its relevance, reach, and impact directly on the participating communities" (p. 397-398).  

An ethics review was performed by the Research Ethics Board (ERB) at Royal Roads 

University as a requirement for all Canadian researchers pursuing research involving human 

participants. I obtained the written informed consent of Max to participate in the research and 

used the release of information form. This written portion is one of the parts of this thesis. The 

second part is a video documentary called I am Max: a story of self-advocacy and empowerment, 

which can be found at: https://vimeo.com/265452346 password: RRU2018 

METHOD 

Research Design 

My research aimed to identify key factors that contribute to the empowerment of trans people 

and genderfluid individuals towards self-advocacy. I have used a qualitative and inductive 

approach, grounded in the interpretive paradigm, in order to collect and analyze the data. The 

paradigm relies mainly on naturalistic methods such as interviews where truths emerge from the 

dialogue between the researchers and participants. The interpretive paradigm is based on a set of 

beliefs which include the existence of multiple realities and truths (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The 

application of the paradigm implies the central role of the relationship between the interviewer 

and the interviewee, in the co-creation of the “findings” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). As such, I 

understand that the meanings that I have uncovered during the research are subject to contextual 



sensitivity where "apparently uniformed institutions . . . take on a variety of meanings in 

different contexts" (Silverman, 2012, p. 49). 

 

Data Gathering 

My intention was to only interview participants over the age of 19 who identify as trans or 

genderfluid individuals as the societal status and competencies of youth differ from the one of 

adults (Punch, 2002), which would influence their personal experiences. I ended my search for 

multiple participants after a discussion with Max. Max seemed like the perfect fit for this 

research as actively participating in self-advocacy events. I gathered Max’s stories through 

interviews for the purpose of gaining insights into one individual’s experience of empowerment 

leading to self-advocacy (Rowley, 2012). The purpose of interviews has been well-described by 

Kvale (1983), who states that the qualitative interview is used to "gather descriptions of the life-

world of the interviewee with respect to the interpretation of the meaning of the described 

phenomena” (p.174). The method has allowed for clarification on the questions about 

empowerment and self-advocacy raised by me and also Max. 

The interviews were semi-structured and consisted of open-ended questions (Rowley, 

2012, p.262). This enabled me to build a trusting relationship with Max and to gather more in-

depth information (Johnson, 2007). As Johnson (2007) noted, this trusting relationship was an 

enabling factor in creating an environment where Max felt comfortable disclosing sensitive or 

personal information. Max was encouraged to provide supplemental information that may not 

have been covered in questions. They were also advised that they could refuse answering any 

questions and that they could terminate the interview at any point. Questions asked first centered 

on Max’s identity and their environment as I wanted to know them better, providing a sense for 



how Max thought about themselves and how they viewed their environment. The answers were 

meant to provide context to better understand the responses to questions relating to 

empowerment and self-advocacy. In total, 163 questions were asked although some were repeats 

in order to capture the responses so they could be used in the final video. No field notes were 

taken although supplementary questions that arose during the interviews were noted. 

After the first session, data were analyzed and became the basis for subsequent questions 

at additional sessions. In total, three interview sessions were held in order to cover questions that 

I thought were relevant. This was done in order to clarify information or inquire deeper into 

aspects broached by Max. The interviews were recorded by video to facilitate transcription as 

well as to form the basis of the visual presentation of this research. In the end, I had 

approximately seven hours of recorded interviews through which I selected pertinent and 

meaningful material. As Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman & Marteau (1997) denote, "all analysis 

is a form of interpretation and interpretation involves a dialogue between the researcher and the 

data in which the researcher's own views have important effects" (p. 605). In order to lessen 

these effects, I consulted with Max to ensure the clips presented in the video and the story they 

portrayed was in line with them.  I have performed the vast majority of the recording using a 

Panasonic AG-DVX200 4k camcorder and editing process with Adobe Premiere Pro but have 

enlisted the help of a work colleague for some recording and editing. The interviews took place 

in a studio in Gatineau, Quebec, while the video footage was taken predominantly in Brockville, 

Ontario but in Gatineau as well. In both instances, other than during Max’s presentations, I was 

the only person present during the shooting. 

Data Analysis and Presentation 



Following the interviews, I transcribed the recorded data. The analysis process began with open 

coding, which can be explained as "labels for chunks of data that capture something of the literal 

essence of the data" (Rivas, 2012, p. 370). Open coding is an initial analysis of the data and 

organization of the large body of text into something more manageable. Finally, the initial 

categories were further distilled into themes, which are "abstract concepts shaped from two or 

several more literal categories" (Rivas, 2012, p.376).  

 The video distribution, other than being available on Vimeo, will include submission to 

the Ottawa LGBT Film Festival and One World Film Festival, as well as promotion on my 

FaceBook account. Additionally, Max will be showing the project to others trans and genderfluid 

individuals who may benefit from it.   

Discussion 

In the North American society, where cisnormativity has been institutionalized, individuals who 

do not conform to the binary construct can face struggles for acceptance and are often 

marginalized. Max has not escaped this lack of inclusion but has found their voice, one step at 

the time, to create change. The use of the pronoun “they” is an example of such as empowering 

discursive step because it disrupts the assumption that there are only two genders. Beyond the 

desire to have a more fulfilling life, the drive behind Max's efforts for change is based on the will 

to establish a frame of reference for people to understand transgender people’s issues so that 

others do not have to go through the same ordeal. Max explains that "most of what I do in 

working in advocacy and telling my story is so that the next person who walks in the door after 

me does not need to do all of the heavy lifting that I have had to do."  

Max's ability to find their voice has been gradual and has first burgeoned with finding 

ways in which they felt empowered. Empowerment has been the focus of much academic work 



(Craig, Tucker & Wagner, 2008; Kieffer, 1984; Rappaport, 1987; Williams, Labonte & O'Brien, 

2003). Cattaneo and Chapman (2010, p. 647) define empowerment as: “an iterative process in 

which a person who lacks power sets a personally meaningful goal oriented toward increasing 

power, takes action toward that goal, and observes and reflects on the impact of this action, 

drawing on his or her evolving self-efficacy, knowledge, and competence related to the goal.” 

The definition provided by Cattaneo and Chapman (2010) suggests that empowerment "is not a 

commodity to be acquired" (Kieffer, 1984, p. 27) but rather a process. Throughout my 

interviews, Max reiterated this fact by stating that "empowerment is something that I found on 

my own. I found it gradually by recognizing parts of myself that I wanted to cherish, rather than 

things that I wanted to get rid of" as well as "the road to empowerment was a lot of small steps." 

 Understanding empowerment requires taking in consideration the context in which 

individuals are situated. Indeed, Max has explained that their empowerment can be found in 

multiple ways and it is about gaining some kind of power over one's own life. "Empowerment, to 

me,” Max told me, “is being able to take control of my life in various different contexts. It's 

being able to choose my name, it's being able to choose who I keep in my life, it is being able to 

choose where I go, what I do, it's being able to choose what I present to the world and by that 

token what people perceive." Freire and Faundez (1989) highlight this need as well. They 

concluded that the success of empowerment should be based on goals that are guided by context. 

Rappaport (1987) highlights the measure of empowerment success through an increase in power 

by stating that "empowerment conveys both a psychological sense of personal control or 

influence and a concern with actual social influence, political power, and legal rights" (p. 121).  

These studies help the understanding empowerment by highlighting relevant terms: process, 

context and power. 



Finding their own empowerment was key in developing Max's ability to act for change. 

Max has given many presentations to various audiences, from college students to professionals. 

By doing so, they have advocated for themselves but also expressed the needs of trans people 

and genderfluid individuals in general: "one of the ways that I have been educating people has 

been through my presentations, going into classes and educating people using my life story as a 

vehicle for the information."  Max added that "I have been invited into classrooms by colleagues, 

and by professors... because they see value in my perspective and they see my skill in being able 

to convey the messages that I need to convey."  

Self-advocacy, the second key concept utilized in this study, plays an important role for 

trans people and genderfluid individuals as they are often victims of marginalization, prejudice 

and other negative such as harassment and violence. It is through self-advocacy that they can 

work towards changes in their environment. Field (1996) defines self-advocacy as "taking action 

on one's behalf" (p. 42).  

Theory and research on self-advocacy writ large is abundant (e.g. Cashore & Tuason, 

2009; Field & Hoffman, 1994; Goodley, 2005; Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer & Eddy, 2005; 

Riggle, Rostosky, McCants & Pascal-Hague, 2001; Sievert, Cuvo & Davis, 1988; Singh, 2013), 

but in the case of Max three main ideas in particular have acted as the pillar of self-advocacy: 

identity, rights and action. As a cisnormative society inherently denies gender non-conforming 

individuals their membership, self-identification can lead to "learn how to stand up for oneself" 

(Riggle, Rostosky, McCants and Pascal-Hague, 2011, p. 150), which is a pivotal ability in self-

advocating. Max has gone through a long journey in finding their identity, hindered by rigid 

social norms as well as the lack of language available to reflect their feelings. After pushing back 

against the expected choice of female or male, Max now identifies as a transgender and 



genderfluid individual. Max has expressed that in order to self-advocate, they needed to have a 

better awareness and grasp on their identity. They explained, in referring to their identity, that it 

"is a difficult thing for people to get their heads around . . . so it's kind of like a constant journey 

of understanding myself and also being able to teach that self to others." Unfortunately, Max has 

faced resistance from people’s acceptance of their non-binary identity. "I wish that people 

understood the function of my identity more, I wish that people were more comfortable with the 

idea of a person in flux. Because my identity is so fluid and so changing, I often encounter a 

mindset that lacks of validity . . . and I wish that people would understand that . . . not everyone 

will settle into one version of themselves." 

Although identification is foundational to self-advocacy, acquiring knowledge about 

one's rights has been described by Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer and Eddy (2005) as "another step 

towards self-advocacy" (p.50). During their presentations, Max has raised awareness on political 

issues for trans people and genderfluid individuals with various current policies and legislation. 

Such issues include the requirement for the use of pieces of identification, which affect their 

ability for movement, such as the ability to board a commercial flight. Max has been successful 

in advocating for their rights and the rights of trans people. An example of such success includes 

being active in their community to enact change such as having non-gendered washrooms at their 

college. This action ensures that trans and genderfluid individuals can have safe access to 

washroom, something cisgender people take for granted. The role of the knowledge of rights in 

self-advocacy enables individuals whose rights have been violated to not only recognize the 

violations but also to work towards rectifying them, as described by Sievert, Cuvo and Davis 

(1988). The concepts of self-identification and rights provide the building blocks towards self-

advocacy for Max. 



Conclusion 

In the case of Max, who has found their voice for change, my research has uncovered that there 

is not a single link that exists between feeling empowered and advocacy of oneself but rather a 

revolving process. Although authors such as Test, Fowler, Wood, Brewer and Eddy (2005) 

explain that empowerment comes as a benefit of self-advocacy, other authors such as Raj (2007) 

have posited that self-advocacy begets empowerment. In the case of Max, it seems that 

empowerment and self-advocacy occur in a circular process, and less a linear and unidirectional 

process. In telling their story, Max has explained that advocating makes them feel empowered 

but that in order to be able to advocate, a certain level of empowerment is required. In Max's 

words, "in order to advocate, you need to feel some sense of confidence that you will be heard, 

otherwise it's just screaming into the void. One feeds the other, you need to have the confidence 

to stand up for yourself, and in doing so you will gain more confidence."  
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