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Figure 7. Learning.

Case summary. Maddie discussed her struggle with her identity from childhood
until 5 years ago when she started to transition. Maddie reported feeling different from
childhood stating “Actually, it didn't take long for it to feel abnormal because I was told
that's not how you're supposed to behave. So I guess from that standpoint, it was as long
as I can remember.” Her identity further evolved in junior high school when Maddie
states she “remember[s] making a conscious decision that I had a personality that didn't
fit in and I needed to change it.” During this time Maddie felt she had to “adopt a
personality that matched, that got along” with everyone else. Maddie described ““a period
of inner turmoil for many years” while she got married and started a family. Maddie
explained that this was a time of “heavy alcohol use” to suppress her feelings of being
different. Maddie learned about what being transgender was through online searches
where she came across cross-dressing and other gender-nonconforming identities,

beginning 10 years ago. Much later, during business trips away from home, Maddie
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started to “dabble in cross-gender dressing and experimentation”, culminating at a point
where she fully accepted herself. She then made the decision to stay closeted until her
youngest child had graduated high school and became an adult for fear of losing contact
with her children. Once this happened, she finalized her divorce and started transitioning
with hormone therapy.

Maddie explained that her rural upbringing sheltered her from anything outside
the norm of her cultural environment. Maddie explained that growing up, “the town I
lived in did not have Internet access and there was a strong sense of the world outside of
[her immediate geography].” Maddie states “they only got real Internet in the last 10
years.” Maddie decided to move from her hometown to a new place, but still wanted to
live in a rural town because she enjoyed the culture of a small town “but I didn’t want my
neighbors to know every step I was taking. Where I lived before everyone knew everyone
else’s business within a day-and-a-half.” She also did not want to come out publicly in
her home town because “I knew there would be some difficulty in people learning to
accept me.”

Like many transgender people, Maddie felt different while she was growing up
from a young age. Eventually she assimilated behaviors that matched how others
expected her to act as a young man in a rural area. It wasn’t until after college and
Maddie’s introduction to the Internet that she discovered and explored what it was to be
transgender and eventually concluded that this identity fit in a way that any other identity
had never fit her. She continued to utilize the Internet to learn about transgender life, how

to transition, and what seems like any information she could find. Maddie found online
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resources that provided her the confidence and instructional information she needed to
move forward in her transition, and also connected her with a cross-dressing group where
she found a life-long friend who provided what seems like the most support for her
confidence in appearing in public as a woman. The color contrast in Maddie’s art project
was intentional and signified her ability to see herself genuinely and eventually let the
world see her genuine self.

Andrew

Demographics. Andrew is a 20-year-old Caucasian FTM transgender person who
is originally from the town in which he lives. Andrew works three part-time jobs, and
currently lives at home to save money for hormone treatment and gender confirmation
surgery. Andrew came out in high school and described several incidents of harassment
during school, which seemed to disappear after graduation and “everyone went their own
ways.” Andrew has been taking testosterone for about nine months at the time of the
interview, but would like to have gender confirmation surgery sometime in 2015. Andrew
has been out to his family since high school and “for the most part they are supportive,
but have taken a while to adjust to the idea.” Andrew has an older sister who recently
graduated from medical school and is completing residency, and has one younger brother.
Andrew explains that his father had ““a tough time” coming to terms with Andrew’s
transition, but now they are able to talk about it. Andrew has been in two relationships
with women and has a circle of friends who support his transition.

Artifact review. Andrew brought 5 artifacts in total, but said there were a couple

missing because they had gotten lost or were thrown away because he did not realize the
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significance of the object. The items Andrew brought were: his first breast binder (a
girdle sort of device to wear around his chest to flatten his breasts and make his chest
more masculine), buttons he had made for a high school project that depicted LGBTQ
pride slogans and imagery, his first pair of men’s swim trunks, the box from his first vial
of injectable testosterone, and a set of tools. One artifact that Andrew brought but was not
photographed were legal papers in which he petitioned the court to legally change his
name, he asked that this not be photographed. Andrew also said he did not have his first
razor his father bought him when he started to grow a beard after some time on the
testosterone. Photos were taken of each artifact, except the court papers and the razor,
and were transferred into NVivo, along with notes from the contact.

Andrew explained the swim trunks were “the first thing I bought in the men’s
section” while shopping. He explained his mom commented, “make sure there’s nothing
too guy-like about them” when he went off to buy them. Andrew explained he purchased
his binder locally and “it wasn’t meant to be one, I used it as one”. Andrew explained he
spent “hours looking online at YouTube videos and websites... especially ftm.org” to
find out how to properly wear a binder. He explained, “they help me look and feel more
masculine”. Andrew explained he made the buttons for a school project on LGBTQ pride
and “after [ made them a bunch of friends asked me to make them one, which surprised
me”. Andrew stated “not many girls get tools when they move out” about the toolbox his
dad bought for him when he got his first apartment. Andrew said he “wished he would
have kept his first razor” because “I didn’t realize what it meant until a long time after [

threw it away”. Andrew described his experience getting testosterone as “the most
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important things that’s happened to me in my transition”. He explained, “I wanted to start
sooner... You get better results the younger your start. At least that’s what I hear”. He
reports that within 3 months his voice changed and he developed facial hair within 4-5
months, and “I grew one-and-a-half inches taller”. His last item was the name change
paperwork, which happened to be the day after the artifact review meeting. Andrew
expressed “I’m excited and nervous, but mostly overwhelmed”.

Case summary. Andrew remembers always feeling “like one of the guys” and
never fit in with girls. Andrew explains:
I hung out with a lot of the guys all the time. We always did guy things. I
remember having friends over, and we'd always play Superman stuff and a lot of
just male things versus going to play with Barbies, or dolls, or all that stuff.
Andrew explained that his parents made comments about his behavior frequently
in that he did not engage in typically female behaviors, “My parents would always bring
up different things that girls would do versus what guys would do because I have a
brother as well”. Andrew explained that he thought “I thought I was a lesbian for the
longest time just like-- and a lot of guy things, tomboy, but I found out that [ wasn’t”.
Andrew described his first encounter with anything transgender related when he was
watching Dancing with the Stars on television and Chaz Bono was on that night and his
parents explained that Chaz was transgender and “I didn't know anything of what that
meant, so [ decided to Google it and that's when I knew”.
Andrew attended a Catholic school for the first years of school through his

sophomore year of high school, when he transferred to the public school system. While at
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the Catholic school he was brought to the Principle’s offices several times for his
appearance and was asked if he was lesbian. He explained he had to deny this for fear of
being kicked out, which prompted his transfer to a public school by his own choice. Once
in the public school, he was able to make friends and come out, but still had several
negative experiences from people that Andrew described as “red-necks”. Andrew stated:

I guess just people that dress like rednecks at the school. I don't know if they

actually like lived out in the city, but they were like, 'Well, I'm a redneck, you

know, blah, blah, blah.' You know. 'l smoke and chew.' Whatever. They were the
ones that gave me the most issues. One guy in particular carved the word 'slut' on
my car. That was pretty fun. And then another guy, he made fun of me for like
three years, until me and my ex broke up. But it got to the point where when he'd
see me driving, he'd try and cut in front of me and try and get me off the road, and
stuff like that.

Andrew explained that he had no trouble researching his identity online as he
always had adequate Internet access and a computer at home, which made things easier
despite living in a rural area. Andrew cited several websites, social media sites, and video
blog sites from his online interactions. Andrew observed that his rural environment is
different from a larger city, stating “I think it differs because we're more - I wouldn't say
we're more of a community - but we're kind of smaller, and we do things different, so
people are going to act different”.

Andrew first heard the word transgender from his parents and immediately began

seeking online information about what transgender meant. Andrew initially thought he
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was a lesbian because of his attraction to women, but after researching the term
transgender online, Andrew concluded that transgender fit better than lesbian as his
identity. Andrew also spent a significant amount of time conducting online research and
engaged in purchasing things online, reading biographical websites and informational
websites about how treatment progresses, as well as the potential side effects of
treatment. Another theme that emerged from Andrew’s interview was a dialectical sense
that the rural area provided both safety and danger in terms of coming out and living
openly as a transgender man.

Joe

Demographics. Joe is a 20-year-old Caucasian FTM transgender person who is
from a small town in northwestern Michigan, but currently resides in an even smaller
town approximately 20 miles west of the town he is from; he currently lives with friends.
Joe lives as a male but has not started any medical therapy as of the date of the interview.
Joe also came out in high school and states that he had a fairly easy time adjusting and
most teachers would refer to him using his preferred pronouns, and he did not experience
much harassment. Joe is currently working one part-time job for the summer. Joe is out to
his parents and immediate family. His parents are divorced and his mother is remarried,
but his father is not. He has one younger brother who lives with his mother. Joe says “my
dad is more accepting of my new gender identity than my mom”, but attributes this to
“my step-father’s strong Christian identity” which Joe sees has an influence on his
mother’s feelings toward him. He says that when “I’m going to be spending time with my

mom and step-dad they want me to dress more like a girl”.
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Artifact review. Joe brought four artifacts in total, but described one other object
he no longer had. The artifacts Joe brought were: pictures of him as an early adolescent
and during a high school band event, his Magna Cum Laude rope from his high school
graduation, and his high school yearbook. Joe talked about the first binder he purchased,
but he no longer had this item because it had gotten worn out and he had thrown it away.
He also talked about the binder he is currently using, but was wearing it and did not want
to be photographed. Photos were taken of the pictures, graduation rope, and yearbook and
were transferred to NVivo, along with notes from the contact.

Joe explained he purchased his first binder two years ago and “I had to convince
my mom that I could use it in costuming for plays at school”. He described his first
binder as “very uncomfortable” and he only wore it 5-6 times during cosplay events,
short for costume play and is a form of fantasy role play emulating pop culture characters
by dressing as the characters, often at conventions. He recently purchased a second
binder on his own and it was ordered from underworks.com, a transgender resource
website to purchase items like this. He explained it is “much more comfortable” than the
last one and he is able to wear it for longer periods of time. Joe explained his yearbook is
significant because “everyone signed it to me using my preferred gender pronoun and
name”. Joe talked about the pictures he showed from childhood and explained how “the
person in these pictures is so different from who I am today”. Joe explained he was
“doing more than going through the motions” in high school by showing his Magna Cum
Laude rope from graduation, saying “I’m really proud of this”. Lastly, Joe talked about

his video blogs on YouTube and that he wanted to “focus on being normal” and “I



150
wanted to help others going through the same thing I was”. Also, “I wanted to show that
there is no right way of doing this”. Joe gave permission to include the YouTube videos
as part of the data in the study.

YouTube videos.

Video #1. Joe talks about dysphoria, both in gender and non-gender related
situations, and how he was bullied daily in school and told to kill himself, “I shouldn't
have listened, seemed stupid, but got the seeds of doubt in my brain to think maybe there
is something wrong with me”. Family members told him that he “looked a certain way so
I deserved to get beat up and bullied every day”. He goes on to state, “People told me
they were honestly afraid of me when they first met me, but as they got to know me they
said I was pretty cool. The bullying and self-deprecating showed through and made me
unapproachable”.

As for gender-related dysphoria, Joe describes his experience easily in bullet
points, saying:

My chest is something I'm really dysphoric about because I can look in the mirror

and see that [ have a chest and that means something different from what my

brain is saying it is. My voice is another one that I'm dysphoric about because it

just doesn't sound overly masculine to me. Another one is my height, I'm 5'6",

which isn't really all that short but for a guy it isn't all that tall. Periods also. I

know it's icky and no one wants to talk about it, but it's like nature's monthly

reminder that you were born in the wrong body and nature is saying ‘f-you’.

Lastly is my weight, which I know is a controversial issue, but being such a small
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size it's hard to get taken seriously sometimes. It's like I'm that awkward scrawny
guy, which is OK. But I've literally been told ‘Oh, you're a pretty boy!” by
cashiers and stuff, and that's great, but I just kinda want to be treated normally.
Video #2. Joe made this video on or around Thanksgiving where he discusses

how a family member asked if referring to him as his birth name was “OK”.

Like they just assumed that it would just be hunky-dorey to keep referring to me

as my birth name. I finally got up the courage to say that it does hurt me to be

called that name. And I have some family members that are not willing to call me

Joe. It comes to a point where they are willing to come to an agreement with you

that this is how you are and who you are and they may not agree but it isn't some

sort of here's my phase...It's not a nickname, it's literally your identity. It's so
different.

Video #3. Joe talks about watching an Anime (Japanese cartoon) and he saw a
female character and thought “You know, if I was a girl, I wish I looked like her”. Joe
explained he caught this thought and paused, thinking:

“You know, you’ve come a long way in your comfort level in your gender

identity if you can be so confident in your male self that you can say to yourself

‘If I was a girl...” even though the body I was born with was one that is female”.

Joe goes on to talk about how confidence in himself helps him get through the
day. He explains that he only gets to see a lot of his friends rarely, around twice per year,
and this isolation “makes me have super over-protective feelings when they hang out

with other friends, like at conventions”.
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Case summary. Joe discussed his early development as awkward. He reports
knowing he was different from a very young age,

For me, it was one of those things where I didn't quite feel different, but I always

sort of identified as male, and I slowly began to realize, as | was treated like a girl

but never really saw myself as a girl, as I started hitting puberty and stuff, was

really when I realized I was different, but it wasn't one of those, Oh, I'm not a girl.

During puberty is when the difference of gender identity set in as Joe explains “A
combination between social messages and trying to fit the image, because I thought that
my mom and dad would be disappointed in me if [ wasn't this perfect daughter that they,
apparently, I thought that they wanted”. The dissonance continued until high school when
Joe came out to friends and family. He explained most teachers accepted his new identity
and referred to him as his preferred gender, but explains his coming out was strategically
balanced between his parents’ divorce and school events. Joe explains that the area he
grew up in was conservative and limiting, stating:

It was interesting in terms of thinking of the area specifically, because we do live

in a very conservative area, and especially in my school, there were a lot of very

conservative people, and my mother just married into a very conservative family,

and I was literally told to apologize to her husband for being transgender.

Joe is originally from a small town and currently lives in another smaller town,
and discusses his view of coming out in such an area,

Well, although there's definitely less people, there's also less people, so whereas,

it's good because you don't have to come out to as many people, it also means you
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can't blend in. Once you're labeled as that weird transgender person, then you
know people definitely know that.

Joe goes on to say:

I feel like I really don't have a lot of the resources that I could have if I lived in a

city, and that kind of-- I don't know if irritates is the wrong word, but it rubs me

the wrong way, to think that just because of where I live it might be really
difficult to get access to the resources, and to hormones, or even figure out where

I need to go, how to even start approaching it.

Joe is very involved in many online communities as he engages in cosplay. He
has found a significant level of acceptance in this community as many characters appear
gender-less, and it is common for women to play masculine characters and vice versa.
Additionally, the YouTube channel in which he describes his transgender identity and
other personal interests is also a way Joe connects to other transgender and trans-friendly
people on the Internet. He explains that the Internet has been a large source of connection
to the transgender community as well as other social communities.

Joe was the most online connected participant of the four participants who were
part of this study. Joe’s identity development began in a similar way to the other
participants, vis-a-vis his feelings of being different and not fitting in with his peers. Joe
described that his social role in his peer group evolved into what would be perceived
from an outsider as a masculine role of protector and honorable friend, so he feels that
this softened the shock when he came out to friends in school that he was transgender.

Joe not only discovered the term transgender on the Internet and researched it thoroughly,
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but became an active member of the cosplay community, which was fully accepting of
his transgender identity. The unique aspect of the cosplay community is that male and
female participants often dress up as opposite gender characters, or are even challenged
by characters that are gender-less. This provided Joe with an open forum to connect with
and befriend like-minded people who would support his transition and coming out
beyond anything he would find in his local rural area. Joe explained he understood this
and was forgiving toward the people he encountered locally for their lack of
understanding. Joe also created a series of vlogs about his transition, and other aspects of
his life, which he explained helped him help others who were struggling to find
information.

Jessica

Demographics. Jessica is a 40-year-old MTF transgender person from a small
town in northwest Lower Michigan. Jessica currently lives in the same town she grew up
in, which is a small town of approximately 5,000 people spread out over a large area.
Jessica’s family and extended family mostly live in this same town, as well as with most
everyone she attended school. Jessica currently lives with her parents after recently
selling her home to save money for her gender confirmation surgery. Jessica has been
transitioning for approximately 4 years and has been out for 3 years to a small number of
friends and family.

Jessica has 3 older half-siblings from her mother and father’s previous
relationships and 1 younger full sibling. Jessica’s parents are still married; 2 of Jessica’s

siblings live in the same town while the other 2 live out-of-state. She has a good
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relationship with 2 of her siblings and a distant relationship with the other 2 because of
”who I am”. Jessica works full time as a paramedic for a local hospital, which she has
been her career for many years prior to coming out. Her employer is supportive and has
changed her gender in the human resources system so that some of her medical treatment
is covered, such as hormone therapy and a recent breast augmentation surgery. Jessica is
currently advocating with her employer to have transgender medical services added to the
hospital insurance policy so that she can undergo gender confirmation surgery using her
insurance. Jessica plans to move out-of-state after the gender confirmation surgery to
“start fresh in a new place”. Jessica also works for a local hospital and was an easily
recognized member of her community because of her job.

Case summary. Jessica described that she knew her identity was female from a
young age, around 7 or 8 years old. Jessica explained “I remember wanting have my ears
pierced, just like in everything that they like, playing Barbies, house and for me, I always
have to be the girl when we played house, or played Barbies”. Jessica remembers that her
brothers often tried to get her involved with what they were interested in, but she did not
like the same things and would avoid them to go wear her mother’s clothes and spending
time with other female family members. Jessica remembers this time as shameful, stating:

I remember we lived out in the country and I just remember being in this open

space and just yelling up at the sky at this, ‘Help me figure this out, God’ and

‘Why did you do this to me?’, “Why do I feel this way?’ Just very ashamed of

myself.
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After puberty Jessica came out as a gay man and lived this way for many years,
until about 35 years old. She describes this time as “playing Russian Roulette with my
life” in that she drank heavily, experienced severe depression, and was very promiscuous
without using condoms. She remembers dressing in drag for a community benefit at a
local gay bar, which was the first time she had cross-dressed since a child, and it was a
pivotal moment for her, “that’s kind of how that unraveled”. Jessica explained that she
feels her journey to being a woman is a “fresh start” for her and she describes, “feeling
happier” and has “more self-esteem than I can remember in my life”.

Jessica states her first impressions of transgender people were from “Hollywood
and The Jerry Springer Show, and the porn industry had an awful picture about how
transgender people are or should be or what they look like”. Jessica explained her biggest
issue with living in a rural area was “fear for my safety after coming out”. She had lived
as a gay man in this same area for many years, but “transitioning to a woman seemed
much scarier than coming out as gay”. Jessica was surprised at how her new identity did
not “spread like wildfire after coming out”. Jessica discussed her parents’ reaction to her
coming out as “painful” and “denying”, Jessica believe this is “because they had seen the
same people on television and they were worried.” Furthermore, “I think-- especially in
our smaller communities, being alone - I think people have more time to ask you and
know an individual a little more on a personal level.” Jessica explained that the Internet

was pivotal in her identity development, saying:
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Huge. Completely. I don't think I would be where I'm at today without learning

and educating myself from social media and the Internet. It definitely would have

been nice if we would have had that 20 years ago, or even 10 years ago.

Jessica had a similar experience in that she felt different as a child, but then
identified as a gay man for over 20 years, and lived in that community all the while
feeling unfulfilled and unhappy as evidenced by her drinking and unprotected sexual
encounters. Jessica explained she knew about transgender people, but did not feel she
was like them until she performed in drag one night at a local gay bar, which triggered a
flood of memories and feelings she had not experienced in many years. This led her to
contact a therapist and she began her journey to transitioning. Jessica’s unique experience
in her community was that she lived in her community of origin, and is an emergency
service worker with a strong community presence; essentially her coming out was
coming out to the community all at once. Jessica also utilized the Internet for all phases
of her transition, mostly in search of information and biographical websites and resource
websites for medical and mental health professionals.

The within-case analysis provided rich detail of each case for the reader to
understand the context and individual experiences of the participants while coming out
and transitioning in a rural area. Below is the cross-case analysis of the interview data
only because of partial participant participation and attrition.

Cross-Case Analysis
The within-case section above included the individual cases presented in rich and

detailed descriptive language to frame the contextual details of the participants’
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experience of transitioning from one gender to another in a rural area. The next section,
the cross-case analysis, will include the interview data as this was the only phase of
research completed by all four participants, and was examined through the theoretical
foundations and conceptual framework described in Chapter 2. I encountered unusual
circumstances during data collection that ultimately led to three of the four individuals
discontinuing participation in the study prior to completion of all phases. Participants’
lack of transportation was one barrier to meeting for data collection, and getting time
away from work was another. The result was such that the interview phase of data
collection was the only phase that all participants completed. Because of this, the only
valid cross-case analysis that can be performed is on the interview data, while the other
forms of data are presented from each participant in the within-case analysis section
above. Anecdotal information that emerged from the process of data analysis is presented
as it seems valuable to me that the reader have this information to form a complete
understanding of the case and to provide context.

Demographic Similarities

During the write up of the participant demographics, a few similarities emerged
among them. First, all of the participants are originally from small towns in Michigan.
Three of the participants, Andrew, Joe, and Jessica, are all from the same geographic
region of Michigan, while Maddie is from a rural town further south. The rural nature of
the town the participant was from seemed to encourage fitting in, such as when Maddie
described, “I was careful, I didn't go around in dresses really but I really wasn't, around

home, I didn't want to advertise it. I just wanted to feel comfortable and I wanted to fit in.
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So, really didn't have a lot of confrontation from people.” Maddie also stated she selected
the town she currently lives in because “they have a human rights ordinance”. Having a
human rights ordinance however, does not seem to impact individual behavior as Andrew
describes the prejudice and bullying he experienced during school,

One guy in particular carved the word 'slut' on my car. That was pretty fun. And

then another guy, he made fun of me for like three years, until me and my ex

broke up. But it got to the point where when he'd see me driving, he'd try and cut
in front of me and try and get me off the road, and stuff like that.

Second, all of the participants had family support networks that were a positive
influence on their decision to transition. However, there were no consistent similarities
with family structure between participants, i.e., parents were continuously married or
divorced, all had siblings some older some younger, etc. All participants identified with
the word family to mean a blood relative, no participant identified a chosen family. Third,
each participant identified that they felt they had community support networks beyond
family, which they identified as friends, and all participants said this was a benefit of
their rural environment. The participants gave credit to their rural environment for the
close relationships they developed with people over a lifetime of experiences, such as
living as adults with the same people they went through elementary, middle and high
school.

Interviews
The research questions informed the interview questions (see appendix A) during

the development of the proposal. During data analysis, interview questions were linked
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with research questions to analyze the interviews by comparing responses to particular
questions to the research questions of the study. The linkages followed like so:

Central Questions

1. How does a transgender person discover his, her, or hir identity in a rural area
that lacks any obvious transgender cultural information? This question is linked to
interview questions 1, 3 and 11.

2. What are the experiences a transgender person goes through in his, her, or hir
search for an individual transgender identity in a rural area? This question is linked to
interview questions 1,2, 3,4,5,6,7,9, 10, and 11.

Issue Subquestions

1. How do transgender people find information on transgender culture in a rural
area? This subquestion is linked to interview questions 4 and 8.

2. What value does engaging in online activity provide transgender people in rural
communities? This subquestion is linked to interview questions 4, 8 and 11.

Topical Subquestions

1. How often and what online resources to transgender people access? This
subquestion is linked to interview questions 4 and 8.

2. What are some of the online resources transgender people use to learn more
about themselves? This subquestion is linked to interview questions 6, 8, and 9.

3. What are some experiences that transgender people have in the rural
communities where they live? This subquestion is linked to interview questions 1, 2, 3, 5,

7,10, and 11.
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4. What types of online interactions do transgender people engage in a rural area?
This subquestion is linked to interview questions 6, 8, and 9.
A cognitive map was created to illustrate the relationships that developed between
the central questions, issue subquestions, and topical subquestions and the interview

questions; see figure 8 below.

Figure 8. Research Question — Interview Question Map

Each interview question can be traced back to one of the central, issue, or topical
research questions. The central research questions provided the guiding influence of the
entire study, while the issue subquestions were intended to investigate the issues
transgender people face in rural areas and the topical subquestions explored the pragmatic
experiences of transgender people in a rural area. The cognitive map above demonstrates
how each of the central, issue, and topical research questions is related back to a question

from the interview protocol. In NVivo, nodes were created for each of the interview
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questions and the interviews were sorted by each of the 11 interview questions to sort the
data for a cross-case analysis (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013).

Coding was conducted by first selecting a typical case interview that was
considered representative of the other cases. A broad-brush coding technique was used on
the first interview to develop an exhaustive list of codes (nodes). The initial lists of codes
were developed during the first coding round of the typical case interview. The codes that
were developed from the first interview transcript were then used to code the other two
interviews, and more codes were added as they emerged. This process generated the
following 16 codes: acknowledging something is different; being told behavior is wrong;,
early identity; messages about being trans; negative messages, coming out experiences;
choosing not to come out; starting over, coping with dissonance; fitting in, online
experiences, researching identity; rural experiences; safety; and urban perceptions from
a rural perspective. Once the interviews were coded, I reviewed the list of 16 codes and
followed an inductive process of collapsing and reordering the current list of codes into a
node tree, or categories. The 5 resulting categories were: childhood experiences; coming
out experiences, coping with dissonance, researching identity; and safety. These 16
codes and 5 categories were then used to recode the data a second time.

A slicing coding scheme (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013) was used in the second round
of coding in which entire paragraphs or sections were coded with multiple themes in
slices of the text. During a second round of coding, 7 additional codes were added:
childhood experiences, absence of messages, accessing support; others’ reactions,

passing; realization, and reaction to research. The codes were then re-categorized,
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which resulted in 6 categories by adding another category of realization. A third round of
coding did not produce any additional codes or categories, therefore the codes/categories
were broken into two themes, namely Identity Development and Rural Experiences (see
Table 2 below). The within-case analysis provided additional rich data from interviews to
support this structure.

Finally, the interview with Jessica was coded after all three other interviews had
been coded and the codes and themes had emerged. Jessica’s interview was coded using
the same coding structure found in Table 2. One unique code specific only to Jessica’s
interview was labeled advocates and was discovered when coding Jessica’s interview.
Jessica was discussing her family members’ reactions to her coming out and she
described one brother who had been “teasing me as a transsexual and just being mean”
while he was at his work. Jessica stated that “Knowing people that work there finally got
after him and said that’s your family. Enough is enough.” Table 2 was updated to include

this new code.
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Codes/Nodes, Categories/Node Tree, and Themes/Classifications

Codes/Nodes

Categories/Node Tree

Themes/Classifications

0% NN LN~

Acknowledging something is different
Being told behavior is wrong
Early identity

Messages about being trans
Negative Messages

Coming out experiences
Choosing not to come out
Choosing to transition
Starting over

Coping with dissonance
Fitting in

Online experiences
Researching identity

Rural experiences

Safety

Urban perceptions from a rural
perspective

Childhood experiences
Absence of messages
Accessing support

Others’ reactions

. Passing

. Realization

. Reaction to research
. Advocates

1.

3.

4.
5.
6.

7.

RN SN

SR AN =8

Childhood experiences
a. Absence of messages
Acknowledging something is
different
Being told behavior is wrong
Early identity
Messages about being trans
Negative messages
Coming out experiences
Accessing support
Choosing not to come out
Others’ reactions
Passing
Choosing to transition
Starting over
Coping with dissonance
a. Fitting in
b.  Other’s reactions
Realization
Advocates
Researching identity
a. Online experiences
b. Reaction to research
Safety
a. Rural experiences
b.  Urban perceptions from a rural
perspective

S

Identity Development

a.  Childhood experiences

b.  Absence of messages

c¢.  Acknowledging something is
different
Early identity
Coming out experiences
Choosing to transition
Passing
Coping with dissonance
Fitting in
Realization
Researching identity

L Reaction to research
Rural Experiences
Being told behavior is wrong
Advocates
Messages out being trans
Negative messages
Accessing support
Choosing not to come out
Others’ reactions
Starting over
Online experiences
Safety
Rural experiences
Urban perceptions from a rural
perspective

TSm0 TR A

~ET ST AN >R

Autocoding by existing patterns is an experimental feature in the NVivo software

package (QSR International, Inc., 2012) and was used, in this case, as a test of reliability.

Although this feature is not officially approved for use in data analysis, this does provide

some anecdotal information about reliability in term of interrater reliability using a

comparison of human and computer coding. In other words, this table shows how the

program tracked the researcher’s own coding behaviors and then coded each interview

based on the established coding patterns. The top five codes identified by the software are
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listed in Table 3 below from most common to least common. These were identified as

common themes after redundancies were removed.

Table 3.

Top 5 Autocode Results by Participant

Autocode of Maddie’s Autocode of Andrew’s Autocode of Joe’s Autocode of Jessica’s
Interview Interview Interview Interview
1. Being told behavior is wrong 1. Others’ reactions Fitting in Accessing support
2. Acknowledging something is 2. Coming out experiences Coming out experiences Realization
different 3. Childhood experiences Researching identity Passing
3. Fitting in 4. Online experiences Online experiences Others’ reactions
4. Coming out experiences 5. Researching identity Coping with dissonance Reaction to research
5. Coping with dissonance

The resulting themes listed above emerged from coding the interview data until

saturation had been achieved (Patton, 2002). In the section below, I will discuss the

themes that emerged, were supported by participant statements, and triangulated with

theory from the literature. The participants’ responses are in quotations to distinguish

their words from the researchers.

Queer theory and social constructionist theory were used reflexively throughout

the data analysis process in terms of providing some structure to the data. During the

process of coding and analysis of the interviews, I read and coded the interview transcript

until no more codes emerged then organized codes by theme. The themes were based in

queer theory and social constructionist concepts, which are discussed individually below.
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Queer theory posits three principle concepts, (1) sexuality and gender are socially,
historically, and culturally bound to context and geography (Dean, 1993; Epstein, 1994;
Namaste, 1994); (2) sexuality and gender are political aspects of identity that people
choose to express in their own ways (Creet, 2000; Namaste, 1994); and (3) a person can
express multiple identities of their own choosing (Brown, 2012; Garry, 2011). These
three concepts are the driving force behind queer theory politically inasmuch
psychologically in terms of individual and social psychology.

The hallmarks of social constructivism theory include (1) reality is relative and
constructed of multiple equally valid realities (Andrews, 2012; Lee, 2012; Ponterotto,
2005) and (2) people create their own realities through an intrapsychic process of
reflection and introspection (Andrews, 2012). Social constructionist theory best explains
transgender identity development from a personal narrative point of view in which a
transgender person must create their new reality through the transition process once they
discover their transgender identity.

Theme One: Identity Development

The analysis below is presented as two dominant themes that emerged during data
analysis. Each theme section is divided into categories that correspond to the theme.

Childhood experiences. Most of the participants explained their identity
development began in early childhood in terms of feeling differently, and receiving
messages from those around them that their behavior did not fit the norm for their
biological gender. Andrew remembered, “having friends over and we’d play Superman

and stuff and a lot of just male things versus playing with Barbies or dolls”. From a
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young age, Maddie explained, “I don’t remember a lot of specific messages. | remember
from my parents it was largely unspoken. It was the glances, from my dad”. Maddie also
remembered “he would say things not to me, but in my vicinity in order to get my
attention. Things about sissies and stuff”. At school, Maddie did not fit in either and
remembered the “boys going Faggot! Faggot! Faggot!” and “I wasn’t going to be
changing schools” because of the rural area she grew up in there was no alternative.
Jessica remembered, “I have two older brothers and they would try to get me to have the
same interests or do the same things that they would do” and “I remember just having
fear going down to the bus stop. My mom would have to walk me down there because
kids would tease me because I was feminine back then”. Andrew also received
discouraging messages from his parents, “My parents would always bring up different
things that girls would do versus what guys would do”.

Joe provided a discrepant case for this category in terms of a lack of messages
received in childhood about how boys and girls acted and behaved. Joe explained that he
identified as male as a child and “no one said anything different”. Joe went on to explain
“I didn’t really even think about it as different, or weird, or anything more than just me
being a human”. Joe described his experience growing up saying “A lot of kids felt
entitled towards picking on other kids, and so I basically became this like alpha
protector” and “A lot of the guys kind of accepted me as a guy because I was tough”. Joe
seemed to experience positive messages from peers that his behavior was acceptable in

the group because of his “protector” role.
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All of the participants recognized from an early age that there was something
different about them. Andrew remembered feeling different as far back as “probably
preschool”, while Jessica reportedly remembered “I think that goes back to when I was
seven, eight years old, just not feeling right”. Maddie and Joe were the oldest to come to
realize they were different from other people. This occurred during their junior high
school years. Maddie stated, “it would have been around 7th or 8th grade”, while Joe
stated “as I started hitting puberty and stuff”. All of the participants reported feeling like
something was different about them compared to other people, but could not identify that
it was related to gender.

The concept of multiple identities came up in subtle ways in the interviews with
participants. Maddie described, “I changed my personality. I adopted a personality that
matched, that got along” while still holding onto her previous identity that she learned did
not fit in. Jessica explained the confusion the various identities caused when she was a
teenager, “like you’re either gay or straight, boy or girl and one or the other? I just never -
I must be gay. That explains it. That’s what unfolded” before she discovered her
transgender identity.

Joe also discussed his identity development in school where he became the “alpha
male” in his peer group after gaining a reputation for standing up for other students. Joe
also remembers when he began experiencing puberty and thinking “Oh, I’'m not a girl.
Hey, wait. But I’'m a boy. Why is this so different than the rest of the guys around me?”

Seeing others also inspired Joe, as he puts it, “I am who I am and I’'m proud of it”.
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The next sections of this chapter address trustworthiness and the results section, which
provides an analysis of how well the data address the interview questions.

Coming out experiences. There were several examples of all the participants
creating their own reality/personal narrative in the interview data. Maddie described a
process of “adopting a personality” that fit in while she was a teenager, getting “glances”
from her father when she was not “acting appropriately” as a child for her birth gender,
through a “bad marriage” and “adopting as much manly stuff as I could” until she
reached a point where she was able to and had decided to transition. At the time of the
study, Maddie had not come out to very many family members or friends from her
hometown and stated “I don’t intend to” because she did not feel anyone but her close
friends needed to know. Maddie told a story about how she fully acknowledged herself
for the first time standing in front of a mirror in a hotel room on a business trip to Florida
and that she needed to express her identity in order to remove the stress of avoiding her
genuine self.

All participants commented that they felt a “need” to transition, and had to self-
advocate overcoming resistance toward their new identity from family members or other
people in their lives. Maddie summed up this idea when she stated, “If you’ve decided to
transition, you decide”. When he talked about attending Catholic school, Andrew
explained that his new identity would put him in jeopardy of being “frowned upon ... all
the time, and I didn’t want any of that”. Andrew eventually changed schools and came
out, and made political buttons about LGBTQ awareness for a school project. Joe

experienced family conflict based in his stepfather’s religious beliefs, “my mother just



170
married into a very conservative family, and [ was literally told to apologize to her
husband for being transgender”, but continued to come out anyway and live as a man.
Jessica advocated for herself with her employer, who switched her gender marker on her
human resources file so she could receive hormone treatment and it would be covered by
insurance, and she was writing a self-advocacy letter around the time of the interview that
asked her employer to add transgender benefits to the insurance policy. These are some
examples of stories the participants shared during the interviews of how they self-
advocated to express their identity in their world.

Jessica explains she felt “Angry to the point where... I’ve tried every
antidepressant possible” but after seeing a therapist and discovering her identity that “it
definitely does make me a stronger person today, going through all that”. Jessica explains
her evolving identity in feeling terms, “I have to feel it. I have to feel that change. I have
to feel I don’t want you to be addressing me as a woman when I don’t look like a
woman” in the early phase of her transition and later “I could feel in the moment its right,
which is so overwhelming for me”. Jessica talked about dealing with the public in her job
in the medical profession and how her co-workers sometimes refer to her as her male
given name, which she explained “I tell the patients that sometimes I go by my middle
name when they slip up”.

The issue of passing, which is a transgender person’s ability to be perceived as
their preferred gender without causing suspicion in the general public, came up for
Andrew and Maddie during the interviews. Andrew discussed his high school

experiences and explained coming out and being around people “got easier when I started
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passing”. Andrew also talked about his voice and “I never really had a feminine voice”
and so “I got really happy when I started passing”.

Maddie talked about her experiences of transitioning in her home town before
moving to the town she lives in now, and how passing seemed to be easier than she
thought. Maddie explained, “very rarely did I see someone that I knew. When that
happened, never once did I get called out on it”.

Coping with dissonance. The term dissonance seemed to fit the participants’
experiences of feeling different, so it was used in this code in terms of developing coping
skills for handling the situations that came up for the participants during their identity
development. Andrew explained “I’d go in my brother’s room and put his clothes on all
the time, because I didn’t like the feeling of girl clothes. They’d make me get sick to my
stomach and I would throw up all the time”. Andrew learned to dress in male style of
clothes to avoid the nausea he experienced while wearing girl’s clothes.

Joe also felt different when wearing girl’s clothes or things “that people thought
were cute or feminine and tried to emulate it, but there was always this not quite sick, but
this wrong feeling in the pit of my stomach”. Joe explained he would try “to go more on a
gender neutral side of [dressing], wearing things like slim t-shirts, and sweaters, and stuff
like that to where it could really go either way”.

Jessica talked about struggling with her identity for many years before coming to
terms with her transgender self. She explained, “Even though I didn’t feel depressed, |

knew I had some type of depression because | was acting out, and being promiscuous,
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and making bad choices. Just playing Russian roulette with my life”. Eventually she
entered therapy where she processed her feelings and started to come out.

Realization. In this context, the category realization emerged as a point in time in
which the participant had an epiphany or a/#-ha moment that they were transgender and
everything seemed to fit in place. Two of the participants had pivotal moments in which
they discovered the term transgender and immediately knew it applied to them. Andrew
explained “It feels like everything just went into place then, because I finally knew” after
doing some research when he first heard the term transgender. Jessica explained that “I
was asked to do a drag show for a benefit to raise money for kids with Tourette’s... I just
remember these old feelings and it just came unraveling”.

Participants shared that they learned things specifically about transgender people
as they were growing up through media outlets. Andrew shared that he had been
“watching Dancing with the Stars with my brother, and Chaz Bono came on that night. I
didn’t know who he was, then my parents explained it to me”. Jessica presented a
different experience when she learned about transgender people and stated “Hollywood
and The Jerry Springer Show and the porn industry painted an awful picture about how
transgender people are or should be and how they look™.

Researching identity. The last category under the identity development theme in
this analysis is researching identity, or the process by which the participant went about
finding more information after discovering the term transgender. All of the participants
said that they used the Internet as a resource for information over all other sources of

information. Andrew explained after his parents told him about Chaz Bono, “I didn’t
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know who he was, then my parents explained it to me. Then I Googled it because |
wanted to know what it meant”. Andrew also said “I use the Internet as a source way
more than I do reading”.

Joe explained he used the Internet to socialize often and he discovered a friend’s
personal vlog (video blog) on the Internet and “I saw a vlog on their personal channel...
saying they were coming out” and later “I looked for so much online information”. Joe
went on to describe that he “researches the crap out of anything” and spent many hours
online researching “video blogs, and regular blogs, and informational sites, and
healthcare sites”. Joe has also met other “transgender people in the Michigan cosplay
community” through online social networks. When asked about how the Internet
influenced her transition and researching her identity, Jessica responded emphatically
“Huge. Completely. I don’t think I would be where I’m at today without educating
myself from social media and the Internet”.

Theme Two: Rural Experiences

Advocates. Jessica provided unique information for this category, and was the
only participant to do so. She was answering a question from the protocol about her
coming out experiences with her family, specifically her older brother. She described his
behavior as “extremely negative or just at [his] work teasing me as a transsexual and just
being mean. Knowing people that work there, finally they got after him and said that’s
your family. Enough is enough”. Jessica explained that because of the rural area, she

knows people who work with her brother and had heard about what he was saying at
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work and the incident when his co-workers confronted him. This was the only occurrence
of this phenomenon in all the interview data.

Safety. Another prominent category in the rural experiences theme was safety,
often described by participants as “rumors” or “judgmental” actions or policies toward
them. Andrew talked about “rumors” specifically when he was attending Catholic school
and changed schools because of “judgmental” policies. Andrew talked about “feeling like
a ghost” when he transferred schools until he was able to meet other people, but he
explained the attitudes he experienced changed based on his identity, “I got more crap
from guys that I did girls, I got more crap from girls when they knew I was a lesbian and
then when I came out as transgender, it was more guys”. Andrew also experienced “one
guy carved the word slut on my car” and “another guy made fun of me for like three
years” and “when he’d see me driving, he’d cut in front of me and try to get me off the
road”. But after leaving high school “no one really bothered me”.

Jessica also experienced harassment as a child, “I remember just having fear
going down to the bus stop” and “My mom would have to walk me down there because
kids would tease me”. Jessica also experienced some harassment at work from her
supervisor when the conversation came up in the cafeteria and he commented, “Well just
keep in mind that I hired [name omitted] with a ‘Y’ and not an ‘I’””. Other incidents
occurred at work for Jessica when her supervisor and coworkers would ask “Do you
really have to wear those?” and “Well it offends [name omitted]”. Jessica even stated her
feelings bluntly by saying “I think about my safety at the end of the day”. Jessica

described a situation when she was at a straight bar presenting as female and a group of
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gay men she knew from the gay bar in town walked in and “I felt like I was literally
going to throw up. Just because | was so afraid. That fear of them outing me”.

Maddie described how she “adopted a new personality” in junior high school to
fit in a avoid getting harassed and called names. She stated further “I specifically
remember having and thinking to myself about it, that I have a different personality at
home with my parents”. Joe was discrepant in this category in that he did not describe
any point of feeling afraid before or after his identity developed.

Rural experiences. The participants’ experiences living in a rural area while they
developed their transgender identity were specifically addressed in the interview
questions. These yielded rich information about how the participants perceived their
experience as different from someone in an urban environment. Andrew stated “we’re
kind of smaller, and we do things different, so people are going to act different”. Andrew
also perceived the town he lives in as “diverse, but not as diverse as Chicago or Grand
Rapids”. Jessica explained a feeling of “being alone”, she went on to describe “I think
people have more time to ask up and know an individual a little more on a personal
level”. Jessica also felt that in a bigger city “you have more resources than you do here”.
Maddie described the difference as “night and day” between urban and rural areas.
Maddie illustrated the difference between urban and rural areas by saying “I think you
could walk down the street naked and nobody would look at you [in a large city]”.

This difference was also perceived, as there were more resources in a larger city
than where the participants currently reside. Finding and accessing support, another

category related to urban and rural differences, seemed to emerge from the interviews
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also. Maddie described “there’s a lack of confrontation [in a rural area] but that means
there is probably a lack of support”. Maddie also felt that she needed “feedback” on how
she was presenting as female and “No one’s giving me feedback in the big city”. Maddie
also described feeling “isolated” growing up and during the time she was searching for
her identity. She stated:

I just don’t fit in, anywhere. I don’t fit with the girls. I don’t fit with the boys. ...
there is this very strong isolation you feel. That’s the hardest thing, it trying to
figure out where you fit in the world. ... There was just no info, there was
nothing. There was less than nothing because it was a case of, there was not even
anyone to go talk to. It’s the type of thing where you can’t even go talk to your
teacher because you know other people are going to find out. You’ve got this
thing going on and you don’t know what it is.
Joe described the differences between urban and rural when he said “although there’s
definitely less people, there’s also less people, so whereas, it’s good because you don’t
have to come out to as many people, it also means you can’t blend in”. He went on to say
“Once you’re labeled as that weird transgender person, then you know people definitely
know that”. Joe also noted that he did not feel “like I don’t have a lot of the resources that
I could have if I lived in a city”.
Choosing not to come out/others’ reactions. Two categories that seemed related
in the rural experience theme was the participant’s decision to choose not to come out
and that this decision seemed based on experiential information from their environment.

Jessica described this because of her work in emergency medical services (EMS),
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specifically when she is working with patients. She talked about times when her co-
workers might call her by her birth name and she responds by asking her co-worker
“Who’s [name omitted]?”. She also responds in other situations when he co-workers refer
to her by her birth name by explaining, “that’s my middle name”.

Maddie explained, “there’s a lot of people I haven’t come out to ... and I don’t
intend to”. She goes on to explain that she came out, or will come out, to people she
“cares enough to talk to, which is my immediate family”. Others, like “old friends, people
I used to work with”” she would not come out to unless “I run into them on the street, I’'m
not going to hide from them, but I’m not going to make it a point to go see them to
explain any of that”. Maddie stated she “just didn’t want the aggravation” when she
thought about telling her neighbors in her hometown, before moving to her current
residence. She talked about how she “didn’t want to advertise it. I just wanted to feel
comfortable and I wanted to fit in”.

Evidence of Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness factors for this study were outlined in Chapter 3, under the
domains of credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability. These measures
of trustworthiness are the foundation of qualitative study design, and allow the research
results to be applied or transferred outside the boundaries of this multiple case study
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Each of the four domains of

trustworthiness is discussed below in operationalized language.
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Credibility

Outlined in Chapter 3, I elected to utilize prolonged engagement and member
checking, which are measures of validity in qualitative studies, to achieve credibility of
the study (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002; Stake, 1995, 2006; Yin, 2014). Prolonged
engagement (Patton, 2002, Stake, 1995, 2006; Yin, 2014) was used to improve
credibility, and the goal was to spend between 5-10 hours with each participant during
the course of the study. I was able to complete 9 hours of contact time with the first
participant, Maddie. After this first case, contact time seemed to decrease with each
participant, as 3 hours were spent with Joe, 2.5 hours were spent with Jessica, and 2 hours
were spent with Andrew. The deceasing time was based on participant discontinuation
from the study after completing some, but not all phases of data collection, and the
unusual circumstances encountered during data collection. For example, Joe was only
able to meet one time due to transportation issues; therefore, this one contact was longer
than other contacts with other participants. The three other participants listed completed
two phases (Joe and Andrew) and one phase (Jessica). Maddie’s case was typical and
most detailed, which allowed for comparison across interview data, as all participants
completed this phase. The partial data from other participants is still presented as
anecdotal and to add richer detail to the interviews that were conducted.

Member checking (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2006, Yin, 2014) was completed
through email exchanges of the interview transcript sent back and forth between
participant and researcher for participant feedback and approval. All transcriptions were

reviewed for accuracy and approved by participants. Due to participant discontinuation in



179
the study, individual cases were not sent to participants for review as discussed in
Chapter 3.

Transferability

Transferability was achieved through participant debriefing, using an audit trail,
and member checking (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002), and is a measure of
reliability in qualitative studies. Participant debriefing occurred following each
participant contact activity (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Fifteen to 30
minutes were spent with each participant after interviews for debriefing and field notes
were also taken during this time. Debriefing also occurred after each activity, i.e., the
interview, artifact review, participant-observations, and art project, with each participant.
The audit trail was captured through the use of NVivo qualitative data analytic software
and a dissertation research journal in which field notes were taken, and other processing
notes were completed. Memos that were written from field notes were emailed back and
forth between participant and researcher to complete member checking.
Dependability

Triangulation and the use of an audit trail were used to achieve dependability
(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 1995), which is a measure of reliability and validity of
qualitative studies. Data and theoretical triangulation were achieved through discussion
between the research and two committee members, in terms of data collection and
analysis procedures and applying a theoretical foundation to the results of the data and
research questions. The process of participant recruitment, data collection, and data

analysis were triangulated by researcher communication with committee members, the
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research questions, and theoretical foundation of the study. The audit trail was completed
through the NVivo software and the research journal.

Confirmability

Confirmability is a measure of reliability in qualitative studies by discussing
researcher bias and transparent methodological processes (Janesick, 2011; Miles &
Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002). Confirmability was achieved by providing a
biographical sketch of my life for the reader to review, a self-interview conducted via
email between my dissertation chair and I as a reflexive activity, and providing an audit
trail through the research journal and NVivo software. The biographical sketch is
attached as an appendix to the study (see Appendix D) and the results of the self-
interview are presented at the beginning of this chapter.

Results

This section contains the results of the study as they relate to the research
questions and themes identified in the data analysis section. I expanded on the fieldwork
and discussed how each research question is answered through the multiple sources of
data collected from participants. This section was organized according into two parts, one
that addresses the research questions specifically and another that presents within-case
and between-case descriptive analysis by participant. This allowed the presentation of the
data by answering the research questions from the perspective of individual participants

and collectively bound together.
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Research Questions

The research questions most central to this study were (a) How does a transgender
person discover his, her, or hir identity in a rural area that lacks any obvious transgender
cultural information? and (b) What are the experiences a transgender person goes through
in his, her, or hir search for an individual transgender identity in a rural area? The issue
subquestions are (a) How do transgender people find information on transgender culture
in a rural area? and (b) What value does engaging in online activity provide transgender
people in rural communities? The topical subquestions are (a) How often and what online
resources to transgender people access?; (b) What are some of the online resources
transgender people use to learn more about themselves?; (c) What are some experiences
that transgender people have in the rural communities where they live?; and (d) What
types of online interactions do transgender people engage in a rural area? The data were
collected through various sources, including semi-structured interviews, artifact analysis,
participant-observation, YouTube video-blog review, and an art project completed by a
participant to answer these questions. The data were analyzed using NVivo qualitative
data analysis software through organizing, memoing, coding, and conceptual modeling.

The demographics addressed the central research questions of the study by
focusing on participants who identified as transgender and currently live in a rural area.
The hallmark trait of the participants was that they discovered themselves, came out, and
transitioned in the rural area. These experiences were valuable and central to this study.
The issue subquestions of the study pertain to how transgender people find information

and the value of online resources and communities for transgender people in a rural area.
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All participants identified that the online resources and communities were instrumental in
incorporating their transgender identity into their self-concept and to learn the basics of
transitioning from others who were more experienced, e.g., from YouTube videos and
blogs of other trans people. Lastly the topical subquestions are addressed through the
participants’ demographics in that they are all transgender identified persons living in a
rural area who have acknowledged significant online research and interactions, either
direct or indirect, with other people who identify as transgender. Therefore, the research
questions guided the selection of the participants of the study through purposeful
sampling (Creswell, 2009, 2013; Patton, 2002).

Central questions. The interviews thoroughly addressed both of the central
questions in this study in terms of how a transgender person discovers their identity and
what experiences they go through in a rural environment. All of the participants
explained a feeling of being “different” as a child, and experienced discord between
themselves and their social environment because of how they acted or things in which
they were interested. Maddie and Jessica both remembered more traditional feminine
interests as children. For Maddie, she was interested in “sewing, crocheting, ... cooking”,
while Jessica would be “wearing my mom’s clothing and standing in front of her mirror
in the bedroom holding up earrings”. Both of these women remembered being drawn to
more feminine interests and a desire to be more feminine. Joe and Andrew experienced
something similar, but were both drawn to more masculine interests and desires. Joe
described becoming the “alpha” person in the school social hierarchy and felt his role was

a “protector”, while Andrew “played Superman” instead of “playing with Barbies, or
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dolls”. Both Joe and Andrew remembered visceral physical reactions to wearing feminine
clothing and both thought that this was not usual for girls to feel, before they understood
their identity.

In terms of developing their identities in a rural environment, all participants feel
as though there were benefits and barriers to coming out in a rural environment. The
interview did not specifically ask if they preferred the environment they came out in, but
all of the participants described feeling like they “belonged to a community” in the rural
area, whereas they would have “more resources” and “feel less isolated” in an urban
environment. Jessica experienced others’ advocacy when her brother was saying negative
things about her coming out at his work place and his co-workers confronted him. All of
the participants stressed how important the Internet was in terms of learning about their
identity and the nuts-and-bolts of how to go about transitioning from one gender to
another.

Issue subquestions. The two issue subquestions intended to explore how
transgender people find information and the value of online resources for transgender
people in a rural area. All of the participants explained that the Internet was a
fundamental part of their transition. Andrew explained how he Googled information after
his parents mentioned the term transgender. Maddie and Jessica both explained how the
Internet provided them with information about feminine aspects of transitioning, such as
make up and clothing. All of the participants had ordered products online from stores that
cater to transgender clients. Joe and Andrew had both purchased “binders” from online

stores while Maddie and Jessica had purchased “breast forms” and shoes from online
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vendors. The overall message was that the Internet was an invaluable resource for their
identity development.

Topical subquestions. The four topical subquestions in this study explored
practical aspects of online use among the participants, such as how often and what
resources were accessed, what learning resources were used, their experiences living in a
rural area using online resources, and the types of interactions they had online. All of the
participants explained that they searched the term transgender after hearing the world and
found they related to the world. Besides searching the term transgender, participants also
accessed the Internet to search for and purchase products to make their transition easier.
Maddie and Jessica both purchased breast forms, wigs, and clothing items they could not
find in their size in department stores. Personal websites and blogs, even video blogs,
were among the websites accessed by the participants while they were searching for
information. Maddie was the eldest participant and lived in a very rural area for most of
her life, so searching the Internet came later for her. Maddie explained that her hometown
only “got Internet in the last 10 or so years” referring to faster-than-dial-up Internet. This
limitation was a barrier for Maddie until she was able to access the Internet when not at
home.

Summary

The data provided from the interviews with participants answered all of the
research questions. The participants’ rich experiences in their identity development
journeys provided context and details that living in a rural area while they transitioned

carried both benefits and barriers. Two of the benefits were that they were part of a
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community and they felt they had fewer people to come out to when they transitioned.
There was also a theme of isolation and lack of resources, which they had to seek outside
sources to find information and products related to transitioning. All of the participants
sought help through online resources, such as online marketplaces, personal websites of
transgender people, transgender specific websites, and anything else they found while
searching the term transgender. The data provided by the participants is rich and detailed
and tells the story of how they discovered their identity and decided to transition by
making it their own journey.

In Chapter 5, I discuss the interpretation of the findings, limitations,

recommendations, and implications of the study.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
This study began with the purpose of exploring the identity development of
transgender people residing in rural areas where information about transgender people is
unavailable completely or on a limited basis; I also examined how online resources
facilitated this development. The participants shared stories that provided a new
perspective in the identity development and coming out process of transgender people
who live in a rural area, which is a new and unique perspective not present in the
literature. In this study, I documented multiple experiences among four rural transgender
people and how they acquired knowledge during their identity development process. I
proposed that transgender people who live in rural areas develop identities through the
acquisition of cultural knowledge, and that the primary sources of this knowledge are
online resources because of the lack of an accessible transgender community such as
those in urban areas. According to the data, transgender people living in a rural area use
the Internet as a primary source for information and connecting with other transgender
people while continuing to live in their home area. I focused on the personal experiences
of transgender people in rural areas, a population nonexistent in the professional
counseling literature, while they acquired knowledge and integrated their own
transgender identities. The impact of this research is twofold, first to inform the
professional counseling community about the uniqueness of being transgender in a rural

area, and second to give a voice to an unrepresented population in the social sciences.
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This dissertation research was conducted using a qualitative multiple case study
design. The multiple case study design was the best choice to use in this study with the
rural geographic location of the study and the limited number of potential participants
living in this area (Creswell, 2013; Rudestam & Newton, 2007; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014).
The key phenomenon investigated in this study was the context of the identity
development process of transgender people living in a rural area, specifically how
identity development occurs through participation in online communities and seeking out
online resources. More so, the participants provided rich and detailed information about
their own personal stories of transitioning, the reasons they chose to remain in a rural area
while transitioning, and their own perceptions of how their experience in a rural area
differed from that of a trans person in an urban area.

The key findings of this study were divided into two themes, namely identity
development and rural experiences. These two themes naturally emerged from the data
during the coding, categorizing, and thematic analysis of the interview data from all
participants. Within these themes, the primary findings were the following:

1. Both negative and positive childhood experiences.

2. Coming out experiences that were predictable and unpredictable.

3. Coping with the dissonance of deciding to change and the conflict of

practically doing so in a rural area.

4. Realization that the individual was transgender.

5. Unexpected advocates.

6. Researching identity in online resources.
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7. Safety, both concern for safety because of the rural area and a feeling of safety

because of the rural area.
The findings of this study provided insight into the nature of coming out and living as a
transgender person in a rural area. The findings are discussed in more detail in the
interpretation section below.
Interpretation of the Findings

In this section, I addressed two parts of interpretation of the data. First, the impact
on the professional literature as a result of this study and an analysis of the data in the
context of the theoretical and conceptual frameworks also presented in Chapter 2.
Second, I discussed the extent to which the findings confirm, disconfirm, or extend the
knowledge base of transgender literature compared to the literature review data from
Chapter 2. The interpretations were organized by key findings listed in the introduction to
Chapter 5.

The findings of this study were remarkable in terms of the variety of experiences
offered by the participants, coming from a population with virtually no literature in the
academic canon. Essentially there were four distinct coming out stories with the common
theme that the Internet provided them with information and emotional confidence to
come out and find ways of making their transition work where they lived without
relocating to a larger metropolitan area.

Maddie and Jessica were both similarly aged and identified as MTF persons. Both
of them grew up in rural areas, and eventually discovered themselves, came out, and

transitioned in rural areas. Their experiences differed in unique ways in that Maddie



189
made an intentional decision to conform to a life that was not genuine, which led to
trouble in her marriage and psychological wellbeing. Jessica also lived a life that was not
genuine, but unlike Maddie, Jessica lived as a gay man. This difference did not seem to
affect their unhappy experiences in their nongenuine lives as they both turned to alcohol
and Jessica turned to unprotected sex as coping skills. Once they allowed themselves to
integrate a transgender identity into their psyches, they were able to explore how to
transition and moved in that direction, which alleviated much of the psychological issues
both were experiencing as a result of not coming out.

Andrew and Joe were both younger and FTM persons, in strong contrast to
Maddie and Jessica’s identities and experiences. Andrew and Joe both identified and
came out as transgender in high school, but they reached this place in unique ways.
Andrew experienced his identity first as a lesbian, but when he heard his parents use the
word transgender he immediately turned to the Internet for research and came to realize
that this was his true identity. Joe first projected a masculine persona in his peer group,
who then seemed to easily accept him when he came out as transgender, and he did not
seem to have much trouble after coming out except for some family members. Joe then
became interested in cosplay, which provided an outlet for experimentation in changing
his outward appearance in many forms. Joe described that it was the norm for men to
dress in feminine character suits and vice versa, so he was able to explore his identity in
fiction and reality over time in a supportive community. The community was also unique
in that it was almost entirely an online community, except for times when they met at

conventions. Joe not only used the Internet to gather informational and biographical
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websites, but he also used it to interact with others, make friends, and engage in a virtual
community, which included making his own vlogs where he described his thoughts and
feelings about transitioning in an online forum.

The impact on professional mental health counseling literature is more fully
discussed below; however, there is something important of note in interpreting the results
of the data analysis, namely the importance the Internet plays in identity development.
The pattern that emerged from all four participants was that they heard about, read, or
somehow came in contact with the term transgender, which then triggered them to seek
more information. The one place they all turned to immediately was the Internet and
online sources. All four participants described the hours they spent online researching
biographic and information websites, how-to websites, resource websites, and others
including watching vlogs and reading discussion boards. The research provided various
results in terms of individual experiences in the participant’s lives and paths toward
transition, but the common theme was that they all turned to the Internet for information
and they did so as a first step in the identity development process.

Queer Theory

Queer theorists posit that sexuality and gender are socially, historically, and
culturally bound (Dean, 1993; Epstein, 1994; Namaste, 1994), the political aspect of
gender identity that people are able to choose their gender (Creet, 2000; Namaste, 1994),
and the multiplicity of identities hypothesis that people carry many identities and no one
identity is more valued than another (Brown, 2012; Garry, 2011). The notion that gender

is rooted in social, historical, and cultural systems is evident, especially in the childhood
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experiences of the participants. The literature from Chapter 2 contained several
conflicting ideas and theories about gender and childhood experiences. One hypothesis is
that social norms based on gender are assigned by biological sex and are reinforced in
early developmental stages of childhood, which then remain throughout adolescence and
adulthood through the individual’s gender identity and expression (Diekman &
Goodman, 2006; Fagot, Leinbach, & O’Boyle, 1992), mostly through intra-family
behaviors (Poeschl, 2008). The participants supported the notion that parents, teachers,
and others assigned gender roles in the participant’s life in childhood and that gender
variant behavior was discouraged, admonished, and criticized. Maddie explained that her
father would “give me looks” that signaled her “behavior was not how a young boy
should behave,” Jessica shared that she “felt fearful” to the point where her mother
walked her to the bus stop to avoid being bullied by other students because of her
perceived feminine behavior. Joe and Andrew experienced negative remarks at school
and at home as well, including Andrew’s experience of being harassed by a single male
classmate who damaged his vehicle and attempted to “run me off the road.” All
participants noted that their families were the point at which they began to know that
their genuine gender expression (e.g., how they felt on the inside) did not match how they
should behave among others and they had to alter their behavior to fit the prescribed
social norm. I stopped reviewing here. Please go through the rest of your chapter and
look for the patterns I pointed out to you. I will now look at your references.

The participants seemed to redefine and renegotiate their gender identities despite

the dissuading messages. Jessica and Maddie appeared to experience more negative
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messages than Andrew and Joe, which could be evidence of a generational gap between
the two sets of participants. Jessica began to question the messages she received about
gender once she was in therapy while Maddie seemed to question her gender role after
doing some Internet research on the term transgender. Andrew and Joe also seemed to
begin questioning their gender roles also after doing some Internet research. Joe utilized
the Internet in the most unique manner in connecting with other cosplayers, which also
seemed to facilitate his transgender identity development. Being a cosplayer seemed to
allow Joe to expand his identity in terms of transitioning to a new identity by wearing
clothes that crossed genders. Once all the participants came to internalize the research
they discovered they began to re-write the narratives of their lives to match the internal
experiences they felt about their gender.

The context of the gender role is a primary evaluation tool of prescriptive beliefs,
or beliefs that are prescribed onto another person by individuals in society (Diekman &
Goodfriend, 2006); thereby declaring a gender that is in opposition to prescribed beliefs
is often labeled a political act, or that the person has ‘an agenda’. Context in society is
defined by social norms and how people are “supposed to” do things in life, such as
work, have a family, etc. All of the participants noted that there were expectations placed
on them by people in their social worlds that conflicted with their natural tendency
toward their own unique gender expression. For some, like Maddie, the corrective looks
her father gave her seemed to stifle her identity and push her to “adopt a personality that
matched” what others expected of her. Jessica explained that her brothers tried to get her

“to do things they would do as a boy” but she would go back to dressing in her mother’s
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clothes and earrings. Examples like these are littered throughout the interviews in which
the participant received a message from a person in their world that their behavior was
not “right for a boy/gir]” and they needed to change to fit in. In these cases, the message
remained the same despite the context it originated from, i.e., work, school, or family.
The participants all experienced prescriptive beliefs about how to be in the gender they
were assigned at birth, which created psychological conflict for them. The conflict
seemed to be the motivating factor for the participants in researching the term
transgender and turning to the Internet, which seemed to provide them with some
anonymity and a way for them to discover more about themselves. The Internet was an
outlet for the participants to gain knowledge without fear of judgment or reprisal for their
identities, which was helpful in terms of allowing for the participants to explore without
consequences.

There was also evidence from literature that the perceptions of and value regarded
in gender roles are malleable, gender role perception was not as difficult to change as
once thought, and that gendered spaces exist in the social zeitgeist and are permeable in
terms of men found in traditionally women’s roles and vice versa (Doan, 2007; Diekman
& Goodfriend, 2006). In the case of Maddie, she decided to quit her career as an engineer
when she began transitioning to full time female, relocated to a new area, and was
looking for employment outside of the engineering field. For Maddie, her identity as an
engineer seemed to conflict with her identity as a female and she decided to let this go
with relative ease. This spoke to the notion that perception and value in gender role are

malleable in Maddie’s ability and choice to leave her engineering career, and that it was
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not as difficult to change as previously thought based on the ease that Maddie was able to
make the career transition. Jessica had the ability and choice to keep her career in
emergency medical services and did so also with relative ease. Jessica was also able to
convince her employer to change her gender marker on her human resources paperwork
in order to have her hormone therapy covered by insurance, solely based on her declared
gender identity. Lastly, Joe’s experiences in his cosplay world strongly supported the
malleability of gender role value and the ease in which gender role perceptions can
change in the gender variant, gender crossing, and androgynous characters portrayed in
cosplay.

The multiplicity of identities hypothesis (Brown, 2012; Garry, 2011) is also
evident in participant interview data in that they consider themselves more than how they
identify their gender. The multiplicity of identities hypothesis is represented in Figure 9

below.
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Whole Identity

Figure 9. Multiplicity of Identities

The figure depicts the potential multiple identities a person may carry, funneled into the
whole identity that is the aggregated sum of the all the separate identities, and makes the
person unique and ‘who they are’. The participants all discussed how their lives have
been shaped by the discovery of their transgender identity, and they all expressed that
they are more than being transgender. This was most evident in Joe’s discussion of his
cosplay experiences in putting on different costumes that he chose based on his interest
rather than by gender, i.e., Joe role-played female and male characters based on his
interest in them. Although this was a more superficial example in which the participant
literally puts on a new identity, it was representative of the multiple identities that
everyone carries with them and as people we choose what identity comes out based on

situation and environment. Maddie also voiced her need to “adopt a personality” that fit
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in with the people she was around in school and at home to avoid conflict. In this case,
Maddie was not able to express her genuine identity, but she created other identities that
fit with what was expected of her; however, the genuine identity did not disappear, but
emerged at various times during Maddie’s adult years when she would experiment
wearing women’s clothing on business trips. Therefore, the multiple identities that a
person carries around with them may be genuine, may not be genuine, or may be a mix of

the two, see Figure 10 below.

Non-genuine Genuine

identity identity

Figure 10. Genuine/Non-genuine Identity

The figure above depicts the potential identities that an individual may express to
others in their social world. The context of the environment may be directly related to the
chosen expression, based on the participant’s explanations of how they choose to present.
Maddie’s adoption of different “personalities” and Joe’s cosplay activities are examples
from the data that supported this concept. The subject of genuine versus non-genuine

identities was germane to the theory of social constructivism, discussed below.
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Social Constructivism

Social constructivism can be broken down into two prominent hypotheses. First,
that reality was relative to the individual from that person’s perspective, or the emic point
of view (Andrews, 2012; Lee, 2012; Ponterotto, 2005), and second that people are able to
create their own realities (Andrews, 2012), similar to queer theory but from a broader
perspective. This theoretical foundation supported gender was therefore an individual
reality that was created by a person, and that this reality was fluid over time. There were
several examples from the participants in their transition from one gender identity to
another in which they exhibited the malleability of gender identity from a social
constructionist foundation.

Jessica is one such case that demonstrates this concept. At first Jessica identified
with feminine objects and she incorporated this into the identity of being a gay man. Her
identity as a gay man persisted over many years, but she often turned to substances and
unprotected sex with other men, possibly as a result of not expressing her genuine
identity as described above. It was only when she participated in a drag show and dressed
in drag that it triggered her genuine identity and she began to explore this in therapy.
After a time in therapy she acknowledged her genuine identity as female and began to
redefine herself by expressing her female identity. Jessica’s case exemplifies her
changing identity over time, which was facilitated by participating in a drag show,
therapy, and Internet research.

Andrew was another example of this evolving identity created by the individual.

At first Andrew identified as lesbian and carried that identity until he learned the term
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transgender while watching television with his parents. When Andrew saw Chaz Bono
and asked about him, his parents explained he was transgender and Andrew immediately
conducted a search on the Internet, thereby discovering his own transgender identity.
After a time of reflection, he came out to his friends and family and moved forward with
his transition.

These two cases represented the concept that gender was individually constructed,
but facilitated by the social environment. Jessica identified as a gay man for many years
until she was invited to participate in a drag show, which was the catalyst of her second
identity transformation as a transgender woman. Andrew had a similar, but abbreviated
experience, based on his identity as a lesbian, the catalyst when he was watching
television with his parents, and conducting a thorough Internet search on the term
transgender.

Maddie’s experience was similar in a way that she identified for a time as male,
had a family, and then slowly learned about the term transgender and began integrating
this identity as well. Although Maddie did not identify with the LGBTQ community
while she was identifying as male, she also experienced a time when she carried an
identity that then evolved into a new identity based on gathering new information after
many smaller social interactions that facilitated her new transgender identity. Maddie
experienced several occasions of wearing women’s clothes over her years living as a man
and knew about the term transgender, but did not apply it to her own self until many
years into her marriage while on a business trip to Florida when she confronted herself in

a mirror. It was during this experience that Maddie allowed the transgender identity into
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her self-identity and acknowledged that her feelings were genuine and she felt a need to
express them.

The participant interviews contained a wealth of data that illustrated and
supported both of the theories that comprised the theoretical foundation of this study.
Participants both established and followed their identity despite opposition and provided
education to others through their own personal journeys. They also created their own
realities and lived them as they experienced them, but were also influenced by the social
environment. The fact that their social environment was rural seemed to influence their
behavior in terms of the choices the participants made in how they came out, when they
came how, how they transitioned, and the choices in how to transition. Additionally, the
rural nature of the environment necessitated the use of the Internet as a source of
information by viewing personal websites of other transgender people, news articles, and
videos on sites such as YouTube for how-to information and to review personal stories.
Microaggressions

Sue (2010) describes microaggressions as small acts of discrimination toward an
individual by someone who is unfamiliar with or does not understand the other person’s
identity. A personal example from my own past experiences was when I have come out to
someone new and the other person exclaims that they knew another gay person once and
they were ‘fine’. This is not an overtly aggressive experience, but one that tokenizes the
minority individual into a category that needs explanation of being ‘fine’. The

participants explained some examples of this in the interviews.



200

All of the participants described that expectations about how they were supposed
to behave were communicated through subtle comments or looks while they were
growing up. Maddie described how her father would literally “give me a certain look™
that communicated he should not be acting the way he was. Jessica explained how she
saw her female cousins “getting their ears pierced” or “playing Barbies or house” and she
wanted to be doing what they were doing; but when she did engage in that behavior her
family members would tease and shame him, or tell her mother what she was doing and
“how long will she allow me to go in that path”. Andrew explained how his parents
would “always bring up different things that girls would do versus what guys would do”.
Andrew interpreted these comments into “expectations of what girls should be playing
with”, which may have made him feel uncomfortable or out of place. Joe was somewhat
of an outlier in this set of cases as he described how he identified as a boy until puberty
when his parents would send ‘““a combination between social messages and trying to fit
the image, because I thought that my mom and dad would be disappointed in me if I
wasn’t this perfect daughter that they, apparently, I thought they wanted”. But prior to
puberty Joe does not remember getting any messages from his parents that he should
behave a certain way, and he freely experienced life as a boy. From Joe’s point of view
his parents were expecting him to behave a certain way, much like the other participants’
parents.

The microaggressions presented in the participants’ lives appeared to shape their
identity as something that was to be suppressed, while they should be conducting

themselves like other men or women. The reactions to the behavior implied that they
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were doing something socially wrong or undesirable. This led to suppression of their
genuine identity for Jessica and Maddie, who then struggled with depression and
substance abuse issues in their adult lives. Joe and Andrew were younger during the time
the study was conducted and seemed to have less time to suppress their identities, but
also the suppression occurred early in their lives, during pre-puberty, and later in high
school they both were able to overcome social convention and come out as their genuine
selves. The age difference was not the only difference between the four participants, as
Jessica and Maddie were both MTF, while Joe and Andrew were FTM, which could be
another variable to when and how a transgender person comes out and develops in their
identity process.

Mental health professionals will benefit in knowing the nuances of transgender
identity development in a rural area in how transgender people need to strike a balance
between coming out and safety until they are fully ready to disclose their new identity to
the community and live as their preferred gender. The participants’ stories support that
coming out is something they think about for quite some time before taking any steps,
because once the information is in the community, it appeared to spread quickly and this
could become a safety issue that mental health professionals need to be cautious about
advocating with the transgender client to come out.

Rural Identity

Previously described, rural identity includes concepts such as regulation, neighbor

knowledge, and surveillance (Hillyard & Bagley, 2011; Neal & Walters, 2006, 2007).

The two dominant discourses that existed in the literature on rural systems included the
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rural utopia and the rural crisis (Neal & Walters, 2006). The rural utopia was often
depicted as provincial and quaint, oftentimes a more simplified existence, while the rural
crisis often highlighted the dearth of adequate basic needs for people who live in the area.
Farm life was often romanticized in pop culture and at the same time so was the rural
‘hillbilly” who was not wearing shoes.

Participants commented on how they feel the rural area they came out and
transitioned in differs from a more urban area following a similar dichotomy. Andrew
described where he lives as “more structured when we [LGBTQ individuals] come
together” because of the smaller size of the group. Andrew also described the difference
stating “we do things different”, which seemed to be a proverbial statement about how
the area isn’t as diverse and that he needed to be more proactive in finding a community
to identify with, which isn’t always another group of young FTM trans persons. Joe
commented that there were fewer people to come out to because of the smaller
population, but that “also means you can’t blend in”. Joe went on to say, “Once you’re
labeled as that weird transgender person, then you know people definitely know that”,
while Jessica elaborated and said “It’s harder to keep it a secret for longer. It’s harder to
control your level of being out”. All of the participants described that the smaller area
meant there was a lack of resources in terms of actually making the transition, such as
places to purchase items specific to the transition and medical services often found in
larger urban areas. Joe expressed a feeling that “[information] is a lot more accessible” in

urban areas, while Jessica explained that there is a strong sense of feeling “alone” in
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smaller communities. Despite the feeling of being alone, Jessica also said “I think people
have more time to ask about and know an individual a little more on a personal level”.

Neal and Walters (2007) described how rural identities were manifested through a
process of regulation, neighbor knowledge, and surveillance, which were all connected to
neighborhood watchfulness and knowledge sharing within the community. All the
participants described that keeping their transition a secret would be, or was, impossible
in a rural area where there are fewer people and “everybody knows everybody”. Maddie
described how she transitioned in her hometown after her divorce and she would be in
town, possibly at the grocery store, presenting as female, and she would not notice
anyone noticing her. This helped her boost her self-confidence in her ability to transition.
Jessica seemed the most concerned about safety and mentioned it throughout her
interview. Jessica described occasions of being outed by one of her friends to another
person while at a local bar. Jessica explained that it was someone they identified as a
friend, and that this connection was somehow supposed to make it safer, which Jessica
did not seem to fully believe. The concept of everyone watching and sharing knowledge
more in a rural environment was a strong theme in the interviews in terms of coming out
and regulating identity within the community.

Mental health educators and supervisors may consider the rural nature of a
population as part of the multicultural continuum of human experience and encourage
students and supervisees to use this in client conceptualization and treatment
methodology. Rural identity development theory is very new in the identity development

literature and combining rural identity development with other multicultural theories may
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bridge another gap in the multicultural literature canon. Counselors would benefit from
thinking about rural psychology and human experience in terms of limitations in some
ways, but protective factors and strengths in others.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study was presented in Chapter 2 and
incorporated several theoretical foundations, including queer theory, social
constructivism, and Rural Transgender Identity Development Theory. Figure 1 is below

for continuity and reference.

1) Individual Exploration/
Waiting/
Conforming

2) Regulation/Exit Tradtitional
Identity

Individual Transgender
Identity

QT and SC merging

3) Neighbor Knowledge/
Coming Out to Important
People

4) Surveillance/ Coming Out
to Community

Figure 1. Rural Transgender Identity Development Model
At the heart of the conceptual framework was the merging of queer theory and

social constructivism, the two driving forces as the individual person begins to identify as
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transgender. This process would occur in the early stages of identity development and
begin when the person learns the term transgender and what it means. At this point the
person may or may not understand that it applies to his, her, or hir life, but in most cases
in this study the person seemed to have a sudden moment of knowing that this term
applied to them. Maddie was the exception in this study in that she knew about and
learned about the term, while at the same time dressed in women’s clothing on and off for
year, before fully acknowledging that this term applied to her.

The identity development process proceeds from there through a series of stages
the individual moves through, which include a) individual
exploration/waiting/conforming, b) regulation/exit traditional identity, c) neighbor
knowledge/coming out to important people, and d) surveillance/coming out to
community. These stages were linear, but fluid, so that the individual may be
experiencing regulation and a life event, such as a move or meeting a new person occurs,
and they move backward to the first phase. Each of these stages was described in further
detail below.

Individual Exploration/Waiting/Conforming. During this stage, the participants
seemed to bide their time and learn as much as they could online and through other
sources. All participants shared that they spent countless hours online researching
everything they could about being transgender. While they were doing this, they
continued to live in the role they had always lived in and were not coming out or
transitioning. Each of the participants had heard the term transgender at some point and

began researching the word for more information about the definition and how to
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transition. They most often seemed to use video websites, such as YouTube, for much of
the information, but they also utilized online retailers to purchase some of the items
needed to transition because they were unavailable from stores in the area. The
participants all gradually began purchasing items and moved into the next stage.

Regulation/Exit Traditional Identity. During this stage the participants seemed to
begin to come out to people they felt closest to, which were a mix of family members and
friends. The participants also began to wear clothing that matched their preferred gender,
even if it was only in the privacy of their homes. Maddie explained how she had
women’s clothing in her closet on and off for years, and occasionally went through
purges where she would get rid of everything, only to buy it back at a later time. This
cycle seemed to repeat until she made a connection with her transgender identity and then
the clothing was not thrown out again. Joe and Andrew seemed to have the easiest time
with this phase having identified as LGBTQ or gender variant at some point before
understanding they were transgender, at which point they started identifying as
transgender and began to live in that identity. For Jessica, this began after doing the drag
show and beginning to see a therapist. Each person had his, her, or hir own unique way of
moving into this stage and there did not seem to be a definite time frame for this to occur.

Neighbor Knowledge/Coming Out to Important People. This stage seemed to
overlap with stage 2 in some respects in that the younger participants, Joe and Andrew,
began to exit their traditional identity and immediately move toward coming out to
important people. For Jessica and Maddie, they both seemed to begin the psychological

process of exiting the traditional identity, but did not come out to anyone until they had
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started to transition and there was no way to hide their new identity any longer. Given
that there was a significant generational gap between the older and younger participants
in the study, this could be the result of several variables that are beyond the scope of this
study. However, what can be inferred is that there was something that changed about the
culture or society that allowed the younger participants to move more smoothly from
stage 2 to stage 3.

Surveillance/Coming Out to Community. This stage would seem to be the
culmination of transition for the participants, and at least one may not have fully achieved
this status. Joe and Andrew seemed to have an easier time adjusting to their new
identities, and therefore were out to the community at the time of this study. Essentially
they seemed to have progressed through all four stages in a matter of only a few years.
Conversely, Jessica was at this stage at the time of the study in that she was out at work
and her work was based in the community, but it was only in the last few years that she
was able to do this. Maddie seemed to be the outlier in this stage in that she has been
living as a woman for a few years but had not come out to her community. Essentially,
Maddie seemed to have moved away from her community and began living full-time as a
woman in a new community, which is where she lived during the time of the study.
Maddie mentioned she had plans to come out to her neighbors in the near future, but she
had not come out to anyone in this new town except for myself and a few other
transgender people in online communities.

Overall, the conceptual framework seems to be supported by the data. All the

participants seemed to progress through the stages of this model at their own pace and in



208
their own ways, which supported the queer theory and social constructivism foundation
of the model. This was important for counselors and other mental health professionals in
terms of helping transgender clients through their identity development process. The
process can be delicate in terms of when and how to come out, as well as to whom.
Essentially the model shows that there is an invisible boundary where transgender people
in a rural area move swiftly from private to public in their identity development process,
so preparing the client for the news to spread quickly and how to handle the reactions of
people would be beneficial to the client. Mental health professionals should be cautious
in encouraging a transgender client in a rural area from coming out too quickly, which
may result in negative consequences, and reinforce the concept that the client was the
master of their own lives where they should come out when they feel they are ready,
while simultaneously providing the safe holding environment of counseling.

Limitations of the Study

The limitations of the study are similar to those of other multiple case study
designs, such as a small number of participants, the limitations of qualitative data in
terms of generalization, and the limitations of data analysis (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2014). The
large geographic area was cited in Chapter 1 as a limitation of this study, which proved to
be true on many levels. The limitations specific to this study are discussed in the
following section.

One limitation was difficulty in recruiting participants. Because of the large area
the sample was drawn from, it was logistically impossible, and potentially socially

problematic to use traditional recruiting methods of sending out flyers or putting ads in
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news outlets. Ultimately, the decision to use a therapist community member and advertise
on Facebook was to protect the identity of the participants and maintain confidentiality
and safety of the participants. The limitation in this method of soliciting participants is
that the participants that did become part of the study were likely more Internet savvy
than the average person based on the fact they were Facebook users, and had found the
specific transgender group on Facebook in which the posting was advertised. The results
may have been skewed in the sense of Internet use among participants based on this fact
as well.

Second, the complicated protocols and rural setting seemed to impede participant-
observation data collection as Joe, Andrew, and Jessica all stated they “don’t do much”
and they agreed to contact me if they were going to be doing something observable,
which did not occur. Maddie was the only participant who did complete observation data.
Safety may have also been a variable in a person’s willingness to participate because of
the participant-observation aspect of the protocol.

Third, the rural nature of the area, and the size of the area, seemed to be an
impediment to locating participants. There were three other MTF participants who
responded to the Facebook ad and seemed interested in participating in the study;
however, none of these potential participants were able to meet with me because of
schedule conflicts and they eventually ceased contact.

Lastly, research protocol may have been too ambitious for the study participants
to fully engage in, as evidenced by the lack of participation of most of the participants.

Only one participant completed all phases of the study, while the others did not and
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eventually discontinued contact with the researcher. All participants agreed at the onset to
complete all phases, but this simply did not occur. Joe cited the lack of transportation as
an impediment to participating as well.

In terms of trustworthiness, the present study maintained trustworthiness as
described in Chapters 1, 3 and 4.

Recommendations

In Chapter 2 of the study, the limitations of transgender issues were discussed,
particularly in rural areas based on the limited academic literature on this topic. Based on
this, there are many areas that could be potential research topics in the future. One of the
findings of this study is that there seems to be a difference between the experiences of
older versus younger transgender individuals, which merits further study.

Although this study was thorough, there are many more aspects of identity
development to explore in this population. A phenomenological or symbolic interaction
study exploring the meaning behind transitioning, choices to transition, or the detailed
experiences of coming out to important people versus the community could be studied. If
enough participants could be found, a quantitative study aimed at discovering
measureable differences in levels of identity development compared to urban transgender
people would also add to the academic knowledge.

There would also be significant value in repeating this study in other rural areas,
especially in other states or geographic regions of the United States, such as in the rural

South, West, or New England areas. In addition, a potentially useful study may even be
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expanded to other countries that are culturally diverse from the United States to compare
the developmental stages of identity development in those cultures.

Furthermore, a worthwhile study would be to survey or interview mental health
professionals in rural areas about their practice experiences in this population, or to
evaluate the knowledge base of a region’s mental health professionals to determine
competency and need for further training. A study such as this could also explore the
specific needs of the mental health professional community and shape training programs
for practitioners in rural areas.

Lastly, there would be value in exploring other aspects of living in a community
for transgender people, particularly in a rural area. Topics such as work, school,
religion/spirituality, or other areas of human growth and development would be
interesting to explore in this population and add to the academic literature. These future
studies would also assist mental health professionals in working with this population to
be more multiculturally competent in their practice.

Implications for Positive Social Change

The findings of this study provided the groundwork for positive social change in
the area of transgender research in rural areas. This study added to the academic
knowledge of transgender identity development experiences by providing a unique
viewpoint that is virtually nonexistent in the literature. There is a dearth of information
about transgender, or LGBTQ issues, related to living in rural areas in the academic
discussion, and this study provides a voice to the issues transgender people in a rural area

face.
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There was also a benefit to the mental health profession as a whole in the
information gleaned from this study. The nuances of transitioning to the opposite gender
in a rural area are detailed and rich in description in this study, which will provide
healthcare providers and others with valuable information for treating transgender people
in rural settings. Carroll et al. (2002) described the lack of knowledge mental health
professionals currently have regarding this population and this study informs the gap of
knowledge found among mental health professionals by providing them with rich and
detailed stories of the people who are living in rural areas and transitioning to the
opposite gender.

Aside from the difficulties of transitioning as a transgender person, substance
abuse and mental health issues are also present in this population (Bockting et al., 2006;
Mizock & Fleming, 2011; Wolf & Dew, 2012) in many of the same ways that cisgender
people do. Although none of the participants in this study revealed that they were
diagnosed with either a substance abuse or mental health disorder; at least one of the
participants (Jessica) stated she had seen a therapist and was working on issues along
with her transition. Substance abuse and mental health professionals specifically may
benefit from the results of this study in treating and working with transgender people in a
rural area.

Lastly, this work benefits transgender people in rural areas, and overall, by
providing a voice to their experiences for others to understand. Empathy is grounded in
understanding and this study provides a unique perspective from the participants’ lives

and experiences living in a rural area. This work may impact other areas yet to be seen.
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Conclusion

With this study I conveyed the unique experiences of transgender people living in
a rural area through rich and detailed case study analysis. The methodology utilized in the
study proved appropriate and fruitful in conducting the study. The story of rural
transgender people is by no means complete at the conclusion of this study. As |
discussed throughout the study, and particularly in the recommendations for further
research, there are many aspects of rural transgender life that are yet to be explored,
eventually even the possibility of a quantitative study may be possible with the further
advances in technology. Clinicians would be well served by learning about this
population and the unique experiences the participants faced in their journeys. The
medical field would also benefit from recognizing the unique characteristics of working
with this population.

Transgender issues are becoming more and more prominent in cultures across the
world, and society is rapidly changing. It was during the writing of this dissertation that
government agencies such as Medicare and Social Security have begun to recognize
treatment for transgender people is medically necessary and have started offering benefits
for this population. Transgender people are often in the media related to entertainment,
politics, and other social outlets, which could be a sign that transgender people are
becoming more visible, and these identities could spread into more rural areas that have
not yet experienced a transgender person living in them.

In this study, the online environment proved to be somewhat of a lifeline for

participants in shaping their identity and physical development. In a sense, the Internet
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served to facilitate the participants’ transformations by providing information and giving
them a place to find others like themselves who are struggling with their identity.

D’ Augelli (1994) included becoming an offspring in one of the steps of his identity
development theory, but people who live in rural areas will not have access to a
community in order to become an offspring. The Internet may supplant the physical
community described in D’ Augelli’s and others’ identity development frameworks for
transgender people living in a rural area.

The purpose of this study was to examine the identity development process of
transgender people who live in a rural area. The results of the study support the
hypothesis that transgender people in a rural area follow a stage-wise identity
development process that is unique when compared to transgender people who transition
in urban areas. The Internet proved to be the primary source of information for all
participants, including developing a sense of belonging to a community, even if it was
only an online community. The participants in this study have provided the world a
glimpse into an experience that has not yet been documented in academic literature.
Through them, the world will learn the unique balance they maintain to come out in an
area that is both supportive and dangerous for them to express who their genuine selves.
The benefit that results in conducting and presenting this research will improve mental
health services for all transgender people and bring attention to a vulnerable and hidden

population.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

This interview protocol will be utilized in the first face-to-face meeting with the

participant to start the data gathering process. The iterative nature of qualitative research

necessitates that these will not be the only questions asked during the interview; however,

all of the questions below will be asked during the interview phase of gathering data with

each participant. The questions are open-ended and aim to answer the issue and topical

research questions in this study for rural transgender men and women.

l.

2.

When did you first feel different from other people around you?

What messages do you remember during childhood about how boys and girls
acted and behaved?

When did you first realize your gender did not match your internal experience of
who you are?

How did you cope with the discovery that you were transgender?

What messages do you remember hearing as a transgender person before you
came out?

What were your experiences coming out in a rural area? How did you handle
coming out?

To whom did you first come out? Who was second? Etc.

What role did the internet or literature (books, etc.) play in how you thought about
being transgender?

What feelings did you have when you first discovered online or literary resources

for transgender people?
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10. How were you treated in the community after you came out?
11. How do you think your experience living in a rural area differs from a transgender
person living in an urban area?
Notes and reflections will be recorded at memos in NVivo upon returning home.
The audio file will be sent out for transcription via encrypted email, and when it is

returned it will be uploaded to NVivo for cataloging and analysis.
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Appendix B: Review of Physical Artifacts Protocol

The review of physical artifacts will be conducted at the second face-to-face
meeting. The participant will be asked at the conclusion of the first meeting to identify 5-
10 objects that represent their transition from one gender to the other. The objects could
be photos, articles of clothing, personal care products, mementos, or anything that the
person identifies as symbolic of their journey.

During the second meeting, which will be chosen at a location and time
convenient for the participant, the researcher will ask the participant to display the artifact
and tell the story behind it. The researcher will record notes in a notebook during the
process. If permission is granted, the researcher will also take pictures of the artifacts
when appropriate, but the photos will not be published as part of the data.

If the participant declines permission to take a photo of the artifact, the researcher
will rely on a written description of the artifact. The descriptions and photos of the
artifacts will be used in the data analysis phase to further develop the context and details
of the case to provide a rich case history.

At the conclusion of the data gathering phase, the researcher will ask each
participant to create a collage or creative project that symbolizes their journey in who
they have become today that incorporates their transgender and rural identities. With the
participant’s permission, this “identity project” will be photographed and included in the
write up of the results and included as part of the data in the study. The researcher will

upload all data, including reflections and memos, to NVivo upon returning home.



244
Appendix C: Participant-Observations Protocol

During participant-observation, the researcher will focus on the participant and
how they go about their day-to-day activities. The nature of living in a rural area will
likely cause my presence to be too conspicuous for direct or indirect observations;
however, participant-observations will allow the researcher to be present alongside the
participant and will provide the researcher with a more emic perspective into the person’s
life. Should the participant come upon someone they know during the observation and the
person asks about the researcher’s presence, the participant will respond that the
researcher is a friend visiting for the day, which is not uncommon in this rural area.

The researcher will ask to accompany each of the participants over 5-10
observations during normal daily activities they carry out, such as grocery shopping,
socializing at a bar, etc. The venue will be specific to the participant and their lives, so
they will be engaging in activities normal to their life. A list of potential observations will
be compiled during the first two meetings of this process. The researcher will schedule
the first of these observations at the conclusion of the physical artifact review meeting.
Each subsequent observation meeting will be scheduled at the conclusion of the previous
meeting.

The researcher will arrive at the designated time and location of each observation
and wait for the participant to arrive. The researcher will then accompany the participant
during their activity and ask minimal questions. The participant will be encouraged to
provide brief narration during the activity, if appropriate, of how the activity is different

after transitioning compared to before transitioning. Immediately following the
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observation the researcher will use NVivo to record notes, impressions, and reflections

upon returning home.
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Appendix D: Researcher Biographical Sketch

In this study, I will self-disclose any researcher bias and provide a biographical
sketch here. I identify as a gay man married to another gay man. I have been a
transgender ally since 1998 while attending Michigan State University. I have also been
a part of a statewide transgender organization, friends with the executive director of this
organization for many years, and I have worked as a therapist providing professional
counseling services to transgender people who live in rural areas.

I am also a native to the area in which the study will take place. This provides
both a unique perspective having lived the experiences as a gay adolescent growing up in
arural area. This is also a potential weak area in which contextual clues may be
overlooked because of the closeness of the researcher to the environment. I will address
this through the use of a field note journal to reflect on experiences and take notes to later
provide thick description.

I do not hold any negative biases toward transgender people and I have worked
with many transgender people across the coming out process, and I personally enjoy
working with transgender people. I also have several transgender friends and [ am active
in the transgender community in the area in which I live.

I will not utilize any previous personal or professional relationships with
transgender people during the course of this study. I will recruit a gatekeeper into the
transgender community through community therapists. There are no community
organizations for the LGBT population in the area the study will take place, so therapists

and social service workers are likely the only people who know a person’s status and can
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provide this connection. Once the gatekeeper is identified I will ask them to provide me
with information to contact participants they know and ask them if the research may

contact them.
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Appendix E: Consent Form
CONSENT FORM

You are invited to take part in a research study of transgender identity development in
people who live in a rural area. The multiple case study aims to provide rich and detailed
information about the context and individual experiences of the participant’s lives who
identify as transgender and choose to live in a rural area. The researcher is inviting
transgender adults over the age of 18 years and who live in a rural area in one of the 26
counties that make up northern Michigan to be in the study. This form is part of a process
called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before deciding whether
to take part.

This study is being conducted by a researcher named Nicholaus Erber, who is a doctoral
student in the Counselor Education & Supervision program at Walden University.

Background Information:

The purpose of this study is to identify the process in which transgender people who live
in a rural area form their identity and find information about transgender people while
remaining in the area where they live. The intent for this study is to document the rich
and detailed experiences and contexts of transgender people in rural areas to better
understand the identity development process in transgender people in a rural area.

Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:

* Acknowledge your consent to participate in the study by signing this informed
consent form

* Meet researcher at a location and time of your choosing for all of the meetings

» First, participate in a 60-90 minute digital audio recorded interview about your
identity development process

* Second, participate in another 60-90 minute meeting in which we will review 5-
10 physical artifacts of your choosing that symbolize your transition to a new
identity

* Provide permission to photograph the physical artifacts (optional)

» Third, provide consent to engage in 5-10 direct and/or participant observations
with the researcher (direct and/or participant observations are meetings that may
last between 15-90 minutes in which [ accompany you during normal day-to-day
activities such as shopping, socializing at a bar or other venue, etc.)

* Complete an art project that tells the story of your transition through symbolism
and visual media. The format, media, and details of the art project are completely
up to your discretion, and a photograph of the project will be included in the final
write up of the study.
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Here are some sample questions:

1. When did you first feel different from what other people expected you to be?
When did you first realize your gender did not match?
What messages did you hear as a transgender person before you came out?
When did you come out?
What memories do you have about your environment and how it related to gender
while you were growing up?

e

Voluntary Nature of the Study:

This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you
choose to be in the study. No one will treat you differently if you decide not to be in the
study. If you decide to join the study now, you can still change your mind later. You may
stop participation at any time.

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:

Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be
encountered in daily life, such as stress, fatigue, or disruption of activities. Being in this
study would not pose risk to your safety or wellbeing. Discussing your coming out
experiences and transition could be potentially harmful to your psychological wellbeing.
Because of this, the researcher will provide debriefing immediately following and at any
time after the interview for all participants, and a list of qualified mental health
professionals and other resources will be provided at your request. The researcher will
not publish the interview in its entirety, nor will any identifying data be disclosed;
however, small snippets of conversation may be used to highlight points and provide
contextual background.

A benefit of participating in this study is being part of a larger social change movement
of transgender people becoming more visible to health care workers and other researchers
in the field. There is very little research on transgender people who live in rural areas and
your experiences may contribute positively to other transgender people who live locally,
or who live in other states or countries. Your contribution to this project will provide
insights that health care workers, legislators, and others may benefit from in the form of
new policies, laws, and practices.

Payment:
There is no monetary compensation for your participation in this project.

Privacy:

Any information you provide will be kept confidential in a locked box only accessible to
the researcher. The researcher will not use your personal information for any purposes
outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will not include your name or
anything else that could identify you in the study reports. Data will be kept secure by
locked box and computer passwords on any computers used in this study. Data will be
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kept for a period of at least 5 years, as required by the university. As the researcher is a
licensed counselor, and therefore a mandated reporter, confidentiality may be broken if
duty to war or duty to protect issues come up. Three reasons fall into this category:

* IfI know someone is a danger to themselves (suicidal);

* IfI know someone is a danger to others (homicidal);

* Or if there is any suspected child abuse or neglect occurring.
In any of these situations, I am mandated to report the situation to the appropriate
authorities.

Contacts and Questions:

You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may
contact the researcher via phone at xxx-xxx-xxxx or email at
nicholaus.erber@waldenu.edu. If you want to talk privately about your rights as a
participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott. She is the Walden University representative
who can discuss this with you. Her phone number is 612-312-1210. Walden University’s
approval number for this study is 03-25-14-0049519 and it expires on March 24, 2015.

The researcher will give you a copy of this form to keep.

Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a

decision about my involvement. By signing below, I understand that I am agreeing to the
terms described above.

Printed Name of Participant

Date of consent

Participant’s Signature

Researcher’s Signature
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Appendix F: Community Partner Letter of Agreement

Letter of Cooperation from a Community Research Partner

Community Research Partner Name:
Contact information:
Date:

Dear Nicholaus Erber,

Based on my review of your research proposal, I give permission for you to conduct the
study entitled Transgender Identity Development in a Rural Area: A Multiple Case Study
of Trans-Identified People within my organization. As part of this study, I authorize:

1. The key informant will provide the contact information of individuals they know
that meet the criteria, then the researcher will make first contact with the
participants. Alternatively, the key informant may choose to advertise the study
on social media sites that the key informant has access to as a professional within
an organization. In this option the participants will self-select to be part of the
study.

2. Should the key informant choose to advertise on social media, the following text
will be used: Announcement: A study about transgender identity development is
being conducted in the 26 county area north of M-10 in Michigan. If you identify
as transgender (either male-to-female or female-to-male), you are older than 18
years of age, and you live in the area described above, please contact Nick Erber
at XXx-Xxx-Xxxx or by email at nicholaus.erber@waldenu.edu to participate in the
study. Participation is completely voluntary and there is no financial
compensation for participation.

We understand that our organization’s responsibilities include: provide contact
information (name and phone number) of potential participants, which the researcher will
use to make first contact with the potential participants. We reserve the right to withdraw
from the study at any time if our circumstances change.

I confirm that I am authorized to approve research in this setting.

I understand that the data collected will remain entirely confidential and may not be
provided to anyone outside of the research team without permission from the Walden
University IRB.

Sincerely,
Walden University policy on electronic signatures: An electronic signature is just as valid

as a written signature as long as both parties have agreed to conduct the transaction
electronically. Electronic signatures are regulated by the Uniform Electronic Transactions
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Act. Electronic signatures are only valid when the signer is either (a) the sender of the
email, or (b) copied on the email containing the signed document. Legally an "electronic
signature" can be the person’s typed name, their email address, or any other identifying
marker. Walden University staff verify any electronic signatures that do not originate
from a password-protected source (i.e., an email address officially on file with Walden).
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Appendix G: Resources and Referrals

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research study. It would be
completely normal for you to experience some mild anxiety and discomfort after
participating in an interview of this kind. I am here primarily as a researcher, but [ am
also committed to not causing any harm to participants. Below is a list of books,
websites, and referral information for you to access if you feel you need more support.
You may also contact me directly at xxx-xxx-xxxx for more information or referrals not
found on this form.

Websites
Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) Transgender Resources at

LGBTQ issues and has a wealth of resources and contact information.

The Transgender Law Center at www.transgenderlawcenter.org is a national legal
advocacy group that can answer legal questions about identity and transitioning.

Transgender Michigan at www.transgendermichigan.org or at 855-345-TGMI (8464) is a
local Michigan transgender support organization that can holds a wealth of local
Michigan information on transgender life. There is also a local chapter of Transgender
Michigan in Traverse City.

The University of Michigan Comprehensive Gender Services Program at
http://www.uofmhealth.org/medical-services/transgender-services provides
comprehensive medical and psychological services to transgender people across
Michigan and nationally.

*There are also countless Facebook pages, Twitter feeds, and online discussion boards
that offer various kinds of support for transgender people. Doing an internet search for
“transgender resources” will reveal these.

Books

Warrior Princess: A U.S. Navy Seal’s Journey to Coming Out Transgender by Kristin
Beck, Anne Speckhard, and William Shepherd. This is the story of a man who transitions
to being a woman after serving in the US Navy as a Navy Seal.

Gender Outlaws: The Next Generation by Kate Bornstein and S. Bear Bergman. The
first edition of Gender Outlaws was published over 15 years ago and this edition contains
similar essays and stories from transgender people around the world.

Becoming a Visible Man by Jamison Green. This is an autobiographical account of a
transgender person during his transition.
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*Source: Amazon.com — doing a search for “transgender” in Amazon will reveal a large
collection of fiction and nonfiction transgender stories.

Referrals

Because this study is conducted over a large geographic region, individual referrals will
be made on a case-by-case basis in the participant’s own geographic area. When a
referral for counseling is not available in the local area, a referral outside the geographic
area will be made. Transgender Michigan also has a referral list of transgender friendly
therapists.
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Appendix H: Post-Observation Debriefing Questions
At the conclusion of each direct or participant observation, the participant will be
debriefed to process thoughts, feelings, and beliefs the participant noticed during the
observation. A list of questions that may be asked includes:
*  What sort of things would you be comfortable sharing that you were thinking
about during this period of time?
*  What were you feeling during this period of time?
*  What sort of internal dialogue or beliefs did you notice coming up during this

period of time?
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THOMAS JUDD CARE CENTER, Munson Medical Center, Traverse City, MI

2013 — Present

Clinic Coordinator/HIV Counselor
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LAKE SIDE COUNSELING, PLLC, Traverse City, MI

2011 -2013

Owner/Counselor

Start up private practice counseling practice specializing in depression, anxiety, stress
management, relationships, anger management, LGBTQ issues, addiction and recovery,
and wellness. Specialized in providing gender counseling to transgender people seeking
transition.

Maintain all business operations, including independent contractor counselors that
operate under my business name. Provide limited licensed professional counselor (LLPC)
supervision.

NORTH COUNTRY COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH, Rapid City, MI

2007 -2013

Assertive Community Treatment (ACT) Team Leader

Supervise a multidisciplinary treatment team in clinical and administrative functions.
Provide case management and counseling services to adults with serious, persistent
mental illness and co-occurring disorders in individual and group format. Provide crisis



257
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counselor (LLPC) supervision.

NORTH COUNTRY COMMUNITY MENTAL HEALTH, Gaylord, MI

2006 — 2007
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Case Manager

Provide case management functions of linking, coordinating, monitoring, assessing, and
advocating for adults with serious persistent mental illness. Utilize person-centered
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