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Normcritical Research Guide
- a transinclusive approach

- Researching Transgender Studies as cisgender

This is an attempt to reflections, aboth oneself and the surroundings, which may be relevant to 
those who are cisgender and research on trans-related topics. The idea is that the document can 
serve as additional support, beyond the usual ethical principles that apply in the discipline where 
you do research. It is mainly intended to serve the northern European conditions and requires a 
great amount of knowledge in various trans issues, not least in terms of terminology and structures
within the trans community. As a researcher you probably find parts of the text superfluous, while 
engaged in trans research under your master's thesis you may benefit of the entire document.

Please note that the guide does not deal with research on intersex issues. Tips on reflections and 
support in such research one should try to find in the intersex movement, this guide does not touch
the subject. I use the terms transfeminine and transmasculine in the broad sense, that is, 
transgender assigned male at birth (transfeminine) and transgender assigned female at birth 
(transmasculine). This is only a way to briefly describe the groups and should not be seen as a 
rejection of the gender identity of the non-binary individuals which exists in both groups.

The guide is a living document and my perspective and knowledge are not the only relevant in the 
area. Therefore, opinions from other trans people or people doing research in trans-related topics 
are much welcomed. Many of the proposals are good to keep in mind also for transgender persons
researching in trans-related topics, none of us is an expert on everything.

About the author:
I am neither researcher nor student in Transgender Studies. My position is rather as trans activist, 
transman and equality consultant specialized in trans issues and discrimination law. I have for 
many years acted as a sounding board for several Swedish researchers and has good support in 
the Swedish trans movement and contact with the European trans movment. I want to thank  
EvaTiby, Irina Schmitt, My Gäredal and Erika Alm, all of which have contributed with important 
observations. Any errors in this document are solely my own.

How does the norms and power structures affect transgender?

Studies that somehow relates to transgender people and social structures need to take into account 
the norms and power structures that affect transgender people. Both individual respondents and 
transgender people as a group and various subgroups of transgender persons are affected by strong 
social norms and power structures. The norms also interact with each other.

Therefore, it is important to be aware of the overall norms in society that specifically affect trans 
people. If a person is superior or subordinate in a certain power structure is largely determined by 
how much others, not the person himself, believes that the person violates the norm.

Transgender persons are affected by a variety of power structures and norms of society, just like 
other people, including the power structures and norms related to age, skin color, functionality, 
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income, education, beliefs, class and more. Some power structures and norms, however, affect 
transgender people more than they affect some other groups, and they are especially important to 
pay attention to the research on transgender people.
These power structures are:

Gender Norm (gender order, patriarchy).

Women and femininity are subordinate to men and masculinity in the gender order. This means that 
transgender persons, and cisgendered persons, perceived as cismen are superior transgender persons
perceived as ciswomen. This affects both binary and non-binary trans people, the gender norm sees 
only two sexes, as is also often assumed to be opposites.

A transgender person who for some reason do not act in accordance with the norm for their self-
identified gender identity is probably instead perceived as their sex assigned at birth. And therefore 
given the position of gender power that comes with it. If the person then change gender expression 
and / or body and thus begin to be perceived more or less like the opposite sex change position in 
gender order. A person's openly declared gender identity may also play a role, even if gender 
expression and body are perceived as if they follow the norm for the sex assigned at birth.

The course of events is complex, because, among other things, the masculine expression in 
perceived women are also considered deviant and unwelcome as is feminine expression in 
perceived male. This includes bodily expression that transgender people can not influence, such as 
rough facial features of many trans feminine and a little neater facial features of many trans-
masculine.

Heterosexual Norm

According to the heterosexual norm heterosexual desire and heterosexual practice and culture are 
superior to homosexual and bisexual desires, practice and culture. Transgender persons, and 
cisgendered persons, who are perceived as heterosexuals are superior to those perceived as 
homosexual or bisexual. Who is perceived as heterosexual is directly dependent on the social 
gender transgender people are assumed to have. It is also the case that transgender people who are 
seen as men and are perceived to have a little more feminine look easier are seen as gay than cismen
with normative masculine bodies, and vice versa. The effect is amplified likely if the person has a 
body language that are typically considered to be related to their sex assigned at birth.

The heterosexual norm also believes that the perceived desires and practiced sexuality is superior to
the asexual perspective. There are transgender people who are asexual, either for a period or for life.
They are thus subordinate according to the heterosexual norm.

Cis Norm

Cisnormen means that all men are believed to be cisgendered ie having a linear sex and gender 
where assigned sex at birth, legal gender, bodily/biological sex, social gender and gender identity 
are either exclusively male or exclusively female and that this consists throughout life.

Transgender persons who are believed to be cisgender are superior transgender people assumed to 
be transgender. If a transgender person can be assumed to be cisgender is determined by their 
gender expression, body and degree of openess,  that is how many in the trans person's environment
that knows the they is transgender, either because they told about it or that their gender expression 
and/or body makes they visible as trans person.
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Binary Norm

The binary norm can be said to be part of the cis norm. It means that everyone is assumed to have 
one of two binary gender, male or female. Transgender persons who are assumed to be binary is 
thus superior transgender people assumed to be non-binary.

Body Norms

Among the norms of bodies the norm that all bodies are assumed to be stereotypically "masculine" 
or stereotypically "feminine". That is, they are assumed to have both internal and external genitalia, 
sex chromosomes, secondary sex characteristic and levels of sex hormones that are considered 
normative for one of the two assumed biological sexes. Transgender persons who have undergone 
some type of gender affirmative treatment does not have bodies that looks like that and is thus 
subordinate cispersoner and transgender people whose bodies fulfill the expectations of the norm. 
Bodies within a certain age range is also expected normatively seen to be fertile, then the fertile 
transgender people, and cispersoner, is superior sterile / forced sterilized transgender people.

Relative benefits

There are downsides with some of the advantages of some trans people have. The relative 
advantage for example it means for a trans feminine being perceived as cisman also means she has 
the disadvantage of being forced to hide her identity and not be seen as a woman. The same 
complexity can be seen for the non-binary that has relative advantages of being perceived as binary,
in the same time that means they are forced to hide their identity as non-binary. One can argue 
similarly about trans people who have normative bodies that do not reflect their gender identity. It is
a relative advantage to have a normative body but also a disadvantage for those who are forced to 
hide it with binders, tucking, wig, breast-/ penis-prosthesis to be perceived as their self-identified 
gender.

Norms interact

Norms and power orders interacts with eachother. A transfeminine individual who more easily is 
seen as cisgender also more likely is seen as both binary and woman, according to the binary norm 
and the and the gender norm, and vice versa. The non-binary transgender assumed female at birth 
but who still is seen as cisgender may also be seen as binary and woman. While another non binary 
person, with the same background but percived as non-binary, losing the opportunity to be seen as 
cisgender and possibly also seen as someone who is too androgynous to fit into the gender norm at 
all. This means that an intersectional perspective is necessary to fully understand how different 
tranny utstts for structural oppression. This means that an intersectional perspective is necessary to 
fully understand how the various transgender persons are subjected to structural oppression.

Position changes

The majority of all transgender persons are moving within the mentioned power structures, either 
gradualy during life, from day to day or from occasion to occasion. It affects both their position in 
the power structure but also how norms interact and affect them. This means that all questions about
events that have taken place over a longer period of time than a single occasion may include a 
smaller or larger proportion of answers from respondents whose position changed during the event 
time.
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Norms and power structures within the trans community

All groups are affected by social norms and power structures and many subordinate groups tend to 
create their own hierarchies and norms within the group. Transgender people are no exception.

Both within a country and a culture, but also between different countries and cultures, opinions shift
on what distinguishes transgender people in general and what characterizes a certain type of trans 
people, as transvestites or transsexuals. Hierarchies based on both cis norm, gender norm, the 
heterosexual norm, binary norm and body norms affect even within the transcommuntyt. You can 
not always expect to reach a wide group by a single organization or contact. Also, do not assume 
that a certain type of transgender people gives you accurate information about an entirely different 
group of transgender people.

In many cultures the transcommunity is very heterogeneous and a young non-binary transmasculine
with queer identity does not always have that much contact with an older male-to-female-
transvestite with heterosexual identity. Just as a binary transwoman who since long has put her 
treatment behind her not are likely to have much contact with the binary transmen who are currently
undergoing treatment. In many cultures, transfeminine and transmasculine have different 
organizations and cultures. There may also be divisions between transgender people who are binary 
and / or are undergoing gender-affirmative treatment versus transgender people who are non-binary 
and / or are not undergoing gender-affirmative treatment. as well as divisions between those who 
feel no affiliation with homosexual and bisexual cultures but see themselves as heterosexual and 
those who feel they belong to a wider LGBT community. Other common divisions are based on age,
ethnicity, religion or culture.

How are you affected by the norms and power structures?

Not just your respondents, but also yourself are influenced by norms and power structures. It is 
important to reflect on what experience you lack and what is your own "blind side" if you belong to 
a superior group based on gender norm, cis norm, binary norm, heterosexual norm or bodily norms. 
Otherwise, you risk unconsciously guide your study so it confirms your normative assumptions 
about transgender people.

How will you narrow your study?

If you are getting information from respondents, it is important to reflect on that transgender people 
are a very heterogeneous group. The amount of concept among transgender people is great and 
often there´s a lack of consensus on what kind of identity and life situation to be described by a 
specific term. Remember to be extra clear about what you actually refers to when searching for, for 
instance, transgender, transsexual or transmasculine. If you ask for a certain kind of trans 
experience, life experience or gender identity, write it. Also note that intersexed also departs from 
the same norms as transgender, but rarely see themselves as transgender, and has a different 
problems. You probably need to clearify whether they are included or not in your study. If they are 
included, you need to understand the power orders and norms that affect them and how it differs 
from transgender peoples situation, but that is not addressed in this guide.

General studies on transgender health, exposure to crime, employment, economy or similar studies 
probably needs to have broad basis, with both binary and non-binary trans people, of all the possible
gender identities, ages and both open trans people and less open trans people,
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with all possible trans experience. As both those who have undergone gender-affirmative treatment 
and those who did not. While studies on the experience of gender-affirmative treatment maybe 
could cover for example only enrolled patients or even those who sought care but not yet received a 
referral and those who recently completed their treatment. It is also important to reflect on whether 
it should include those that rely on self medication or bought their surgery abroad.

If one has a study involving experiences that are affected by the gender order other reflections about
the target group becomes important. Patriarchy oppresses all trans people, looking at the person's 
wole lifetime, but in different ways. This means that instead of routinely investigate trans women 
you need to think about whether you want to investigate those who are oppressed in childhood, 
perhaps more likely the ones registered as girls at birth, transmasculines, and the transfeminines 
who start living as girls already as children. Or if you want to examine the currently oppressed 
under patriarchy, ie those currently seen as women. Which can be both binary trans women who 
have had or not had to undergone gender affirmative treatment, and non-binary trans-masculine 
which has a fairly typical feminine gender expression and binary transmen not yet gone over to 
have a male gender expression. And non-binary trans feminine with a rather female gender 
expression. You also might want to examine the ones who are oppressed only occasionally, ie those 
that clearly switches in gender expression, or you do want to exclude them. 

As long as you are clear that the study is not about all trans people but only a segment of the group 
it´s not a problem to have a narrow study. At the same time, how you do define your study not only 
affects how much material you get and how long it takes to process the material. It also affects the 
quality of the study. You need to, already in your planning, ponder your choices regarding the 
method and theory, and what they may mean for the study's generalizability and quality.

Bias in previous research

It is important to reflect on if the past research you are using mirrors all parts of the trans 
community. Different groups of transgender people are affected differently by the norms and power 
structures. Studies on trans persons assumed boys at birth does not necessarily say that much about 
the situation of transgender persons assumed girls at birth. The same applies to studies where the 
majority of respondents are white and not exposed to racism, a common problem in all Western 
research where Transgender Studies are not exempt. Reflect also on whether groups of highly 
educated, christian / secular, middle class, and so on are over-represented in the research you read, 
in relation to the individuals in the group you are researching. This is perhaps not always 
immediately clear in the material, but the selection method may give an indication.

Problem precedence - individual protection requirement

Ignoring to speak to the group that will directly be affected by one's research could mean that the 
results of research likely to be used to expose the individuals in the group of mental or physical 
harm, humiliation or violation. To follow standard requirement about protection of the individual 
you therefore should, in quantitative hypothesis based studies, check your hypothesis with 
transgender people themselves. On more exploratory studies, you reflect on whether there is any 
hidden hypothesis. Also be sure to check it mainly with the transgender group themselves affected 
by your topic, not other transgender people.

In the fight for transgender rights, the concepts of gender identity and gender expression has long 
been key concepts. The demands for respect for their own gender identity and their own gender  
expression is central to the movement. The norms lack of such respect is highlighted as important to
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illuminate and analyze to explain the oppression of transgender people. Thus becomes important to 
have a deep understanding of both concepts and how they are understood by transgender persons, to
conduct a study that respects the individual protection requirement.

Pathologization, exoticizing and suspicion

As with some other groups transgender people have a history of being pathologized by physicians 
and psychologists. There is also research that either discredit trans people or exoticizing the group. 
This is linked with the normative views on transgender people and becomes more apparent the older
the research is.

Therefore, it is important to read the previous research, not least the older one, about transgender 
people with a critical eye before you use it in your own research. Research that can be assumed to 
be written from cisnormative, binary normative, heteronormative or body normative perspectives 
should not be used without a critical analysis. At the same time, today there are very good and 
valuable, more modern, research in this area which is good to reflect on before your study.

Background questions relevant in Transgender Studies

The following background questions are suggestions of questions that can be used in a quantitative 
study charting how the degree of openness and cis norm, binary norm, heterosexual norm, gender 
norm and bodily norms affects the respondents. Very few studies will probably benefit from all 
background questions, use those that suit your study. Also, reflect on that many of the questions can 
be considered an invasion of privacy, especially those relating to body and medical treatment, and 
therefore should only be used if they fulfill an important purpose in your study.

Transgender people are a very heterogeneous group and not all do agree on what concepts should be
used for different gender identities and trans experiences. Concepts and formulations herein are 
selected to address the most number of trans respondents in Sweden, and repel the smallest possible
number. But it is important to be aware that no terms have everyone's approval. Also note that the 
concept of development in the community is quick and that the medical diagnoses are about to 
change. Unless otherwise stated, the idea is that only one answer should be possible to deliver on 
each question.

Start
Are you or have you been transgender / transsexual or have other trans experience?1

Yes
No - (thank you for your participation - the study ends)

1The question should be regarded as if it includes all transgender people. Note, however, that it is not likely to be 
understood to include intersex people / people with DSD.
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Self-identified gender
Which of the following gender identities describes you the best?
Woman
Man
Bigender (Bigender, trigender, multiple genders)
Intergender (Intergender, between genders)
Queer (Queer, genderqueer, beyond gender, questioning gender, does not define my gender)
Nongender (Nongender, agender, no gender)
Androgynous (Androgynous, neutrois, neutral)
Gender fluid (Gender fluid, fluid gender identity)
Uncertain
Do not want to answer
Other:..............................

Additional questions about self-identified gender

Which of the following types of gender identities describes you?
I have a binary gender identity, that is, I identify as exclusively male or exclusively female.
I have a non-binary gender identity, that is, I do not identify as exclusively male or exclusively 
female.

Legal gender
What is your current legal gender?:
Woman 
Man

Which legal gender were you assigned at birth??
Girl/Woman
Boy/Man

Additional questions about legal gender
Have you changed your legal gender?
Yes
No, but I´m going to
No, I do not want to change legal gender
No. I want to change, but the legal gender that suits me best does not exist in my country
No. I want to change, but it´s not possible in my country.
No. I want to change, and for some it´s possible in my country but I do not fit the criteria.
Do not want to answer.

When did you change your legal gender? (Dropdown menu year)

Social gender
How do you think you are perceived by people around you, if you think about all the 
different people you meet during a month in different situations? 
I´m probably mostly perceived as a woman
I´m probably mostly perceived as a man
I´m probably mostly perceived as neither man nor woman, but as if I deviate from the gender norm
Do not know
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Alternative questions and supplementary questions about social gender
I feel that I´m respected on the basis of my gender identity, by people around me.
Always
Usually
Sometimes
Rarely
Never

My fashion style, based on what the norm considers
I alternate between to dress me in what the norm believes are typically male and typically female 
clothing.
I have a rather androgynous fashion style, always.
I have a rather male fashion style, always 
I have a rather female fashion style, always 
I alternate much in fashion style in terms of gender expression, depending on the occasion.
I dress in clothes that signals both masculinity and femininity at the same time.
Other:...............

I use various means to hide/highlight parts of my body and get it to better suit my gender 
identity, such as packer/penile prosthesis, wig, loose breast prostheses, tucking, binder.
No
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Always, almost always

My legal first name is perceived to match my gender expression
Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Always or almost always

My legal gender is perceived to match of my gender expression
Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Always or almost always
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It happens that people use a first name or pronoun about me that I told them Im not 
comfortable with and/or do not comply with my legal first name and legal gender.
Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Always or almost always

People do comment on my first name or my legal gender in a negative way
Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Very often

People are staring at me and/or comment on my body, voice, hairstyle, makeup or my 
clothes in a negative way.
Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Very often

People do reject me from restrooms or changing rooms, does not accept my ID card as 
adequate identification, avoids me in public, refusing to give me service etc

Never or almost never
Rarely
Sometimes
Often
Very often

When I tell others that I am transgender, I usually say that:
(Multiple answers possible)
I do not define my gender/gender identity
I´m transvestite
I´m transsexual
I´m a trans person
I´m trans
I have a transsexual background
I´m a transman / trans masculine / trans guy
I´m a transwoman / trans feminine / trans girl
I´m non-binary
I´m FtM
I´m MtF
I´m FTX
I´m MTX
I´m nongender/agender
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I´m gender fluid/has a fluid gender identity
I´m genderqueer / gender bender/queer
I´m intergender
I´m bigender/trigender, have multiple genders/gender identities
I´m transgender
I´m shemale
I´m crossdresser
Other:.....................................

Bodily sex
Have you had or are undergoing some type of gender reassigning/ gender confirming 
treatment of the body?
Yes
No

Alternative questions and supplementary questions about bodily sex
Have you had or are undergoing some type of corrective gender reassigning/gender 
confirming treatment?
(Multiple answers possible)
No
Yes, hormone therapy with stops hormones
Yes, hormone therapy with contrary sex hormones
Yes, surgery of the breast / chest
Yes, surgery of the internal genitals
Yes, surgery of the external genitalia
Yes, speech therapy
Yes, surgery of the larynx/vocal cords
Yes, facial surgery
Yes, hair removal
Yes, other: ........................... ...

I have undergone gender reassignment surgery in external genitalia
Yes 
No

I have undergone breast augmentation or a mastectomy. 
Yes 
No

I have hormontherapy with contrary sex hormones since: 
Less than six months
Six month -2 years
2-5 years
More than 5 years
No
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I have undergone speech therapy to train my voice to fit my gender identity
Yes
No

I have undergone hair removal
Yes
No

I have undergone facial feminization surgery
Yes
No

I have undergone larynx reduction 
Yes
No

I have undergone  operation of the vocal cords
Yes
No

Openess and social support
Which people around you know that you are transgender?
(Multiple answers possible) 
Noone
Only a single close friend / family member
My immediate family relatives
Relatives
Friends and acquaintances who are themselves transgender
Close friends, including cisgendered
Most friends, including  cisgendered
Caregivers
Teachers/managers/employers
Schoolmates, work colleagues
My childrens teacher/preschool teachers and others who take care of my children
All, I am completely open
I have no way to hide that I'm transgender, most likely most people perceive me as transgender  
even when I don´t say anything.
No

Alternative questions about openess and social suppor
I have several friends who are transgender, and I do think of me as part of the trans 
community.
Yes
No
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I have several friends who are gays and lesbians and queers and I do think of me as part 
of the LGBT community.
Yes
No

Sexual orientation
How do you define your sexual orientation?
(Multiple answers possible)
Homosexual
Bisexual
Heterosexual
Pansexual
Queer
Asexual
Don´t want to define
Other:________________ 
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