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This paper presents the path of a gender-centered ethnography, from the writing of the proposal up to
the conduction of the fieldwork, and the position and relations of the researcher with the field of
study/fieldwork and with the gatekeepers and the participants.

The research study took into consideration — Study on TRansition and Exclusion in Society of Single-
Mums (STRESS-Mums) — is an Institutional Ethnography (IE) and has received funding from the
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Sklodowska-
Curie grant agreement no 843976. The study collects data in three EU countries (Belgium, Italy and
Spain) and in the UK, with discursive interviews to lone mothers, professionals (judges, lawyers,
other experts) and gender issues activists, participant observations, document analysis and photo-
voice sessions with the mothers and the professionals.

Dorothy Smith first developed IE that is both a sociological theoretical approach and a social
scientific procedure for investigating discourse as social relations. IE explores how institutional
discourses frame the way in which individuals think and act within their everyday practices, according
to ethnomethodological suggestions. IE has the ability to explicate tensions that are produced by the
social organization of knowledge. This explication describes critically how and why experiences of

tension are organized in an invisible manner by conceptual practices of power that regulate what
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people know and do in everyday life. The aim is to generate knowledge about the invisible and taken-
for-granted forms of governance that rule everyday life. The choice of IE resides also in its capacity
to explore in terms of dominating relations what is conventionally understood in terms of micro-
macro relationships and processes. IE arose within the feminist perspective (a combination of
Garfinkel’s ethnomethodology and Marx’s materialist method), but some recent reformulations
extend the IE method beyond that perspective.

The focus of the research study concerns the lone mothers’ everyday strategies and social practices
to claim inclusion and to negotiate (or not negotiate) the dominant definition of family and parenthood
proposed by institutions and professionals, and the less legitimated and multiple situated definitions
of lone parents and their families. The study explores the lone mothers’ manifest and hidden ‘work’
of legitimation and of possible de-legitimation by institutions, analyzing, in particular, the transition
from double parenthood to lone motherhood, that is the period of judicial evaluation for child custody
and judicial decisions for children/family allowances and divorce/separation. That transition was
selecting since, according to some authors, the law on children shared custody seems to conceal, in
its reference to parents’ equality, new forms of male dominance embodied in the cultural paradigms
of Western societies, with long-term detrimental effects on children and mothers. In other words, a
sort of naturalization of dominance relations may be not very visible and recognized in this law.
This paper analyses the standpoint of the ethnographer and the gendered practices that, before and
during the fieldwork, affected the relationships between the ethnographer and the gatekeepers and
participants.

This paper does not present an auto-ethnography, but it offers an analysis of the intricate and complex
relations between the ethnographer’s strengths and weaknesses and the gatekeepers/participants’
characteristics. So that this paper constitutes in itself an IE on the process of doing research on gender
issues like lone mothers’ issues.

Since IE uses the concept of ‘research problematic’ as a conceptual research tool with the aim of

identifying the social dynamics of a specific sector of the world of everyday experience, the
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‘problematic’ envisaged by this paper highlights a ‘disjuncture’ between the experiences of the
researcher and the ruling perspectives of the academic and judicial institutions. An example of this
disjuncture concerns the construction of the notion of vulnerability.

The discussion highlights how gender interacts with dimensions of the ethnographer's social life and
identity, her values and activism. Since, on the one hand, the ethnographer was facilitated by being a
female and a (no longer young) woman, into that fieldwork, on the other hand, she dealt with visible
and invisible obstacles to deconstruct and dismantle. In particular, this paper focuses on the issue of
the vulnerability of the researcher and of the participants as defined and constructed in terms of a
gendered category. That vulnerability implies dimensions of domination and fear, by both the
researcher and the participants. One of the aims of this paper is to bring to light the naturalization of

those dominance relations during fieldwork.

Keywords:

Lone mothers, gender, power relations, Institutional Ethnography, intersectionality

Acknowledgments
The STRESS-Mums research project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon
2020 research and innovation program under the Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions grant agreement

no 843976.

References

Atkinson W. (2014). A sketch of ‘family’ as a field: From realized category to space of struggle. Acta

Sociologica, 57(3), 223-235.



Bernardi, L., & Mortelmans, D. (2018). Lone parenthood in the life course. Cham: Springer. DOI
10.1007/978-3-319-63295-7, p. 1-35

Bimbi, F. (ed.) (2000), Le madri sole. Metafore della famiglia ed esclusione sociale. Roma: Carocci.

Bourdieu, P. (1998). La domination masculine. Paris: Seuil.

Coltrane, S., & Adams, M. (2003). The social construction of the divorce “problem’: Morality, child
victims, and the politics of gender. Family Relations, 52(4), 363-372.

Deutsch, F. M. (2007). Undoing gender. Gender & society, 21(1), 106-127

DeVault, M.L. (2020). Institutional Ethnography. A mode of inquiry and a strategy for change. In
Marvasti, A. B., & Treviio A. J., Researching Social Problems. London: Routledge.

Gillies, V. (2006). Marginalised mothers: Exploring working class experiences of parenting. London:
Routledge.

Nieuwenhuis, R., & Maldonado, L. C. (Eds.). (2018). The triple bind of single-parent families:
resources, employment and policies to improve wellbeing. Bristol: Policy.

Smith D. E. (1990). The Conceptual Practices of Power: a Feminist Sociology of Knowledge.
Boston: Northeastern University Press.

Smith, D. E. (1987). The everyday world as problematic: a feminist sociology. Toronto: University
of Toronto Press.

Smith, D. E. (2005). Institutional ethnography: A sociology for people, Lanham: Altamira.

Smith, D. E. (2006). Institutional Ethnography as Practice, Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield.

Smith, D. E., & Turner, S. M. (Eds.). (2014). Incorporating texts into institutional ethnographies.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Trifiletti, R. & Bimbi, F. (Eds.). (2006). Madri sole e nuove famiglie: declinazioni inattese della
genitorialita. Roma: Edizioni Lavoro.

Verloo, M. (2005). Displacement and empowerment: Reflections on the concept and practice of the
Council of Europe approach to gender mainstreaming and gender equality. Social Politics:

International Studies in Gender, State & Society, 12(3), 344-365.
4



Walby, S. (2004). The European Union and gender equality: Emergent varieties of gender regime.

Social Politics: International Studies in Gender, State & Society, 11(1), 4-29.



