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Mutual aid has prevailed for as long as humans have existed. However, 
���ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��������£��ȱ ��ȱŘŖŘŖȱ��ȱ�ȱ������ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ
�����Ȭŗşȱ��������ǰȱ���ȱ������ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ��Ȭ
lice brutality toward Black people, and an increase in global climate crises. 
Mutual aid spread as a way of survival and collective care when formal 
systems, such as federal and local governments within the U.S., were failȬ
���ȱ ��ȱ����ȱ������Ȃ�ȱ�����ǯȱ�����ȱ�ȱ ������ȱ��ȱ����ȱ ����ȱ����Ȭ����������ȱ
�������� �ǰȱ���ȱ�������ȱ����¢ȱ������ȱ��ȱ�ȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ��������ȱ����� ���ȱ
and foresight lens to capture the perspectives of queer and trans individuȬ
���ȱǻ�ƽŗŖǼȱ���ȱ�� ȱ���¢ȱ��������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ���ȱ������ǯȱ��������ȱ��� ȱ
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how queer and trans participants of mutual aid envision the structure of 
the future of mutual aid and the need for a system overhaul to world build. 
Implications for social work practice and education will be discussed. 

Keywords: mutual aid, queer mutual aid, transgender mutual aid, mutual 
���ȱ�����Ȭŗşǰȱ���������ȱ����ǰȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ��������ȱȱȱ

 In the United States, people are experiencing a multitude of cri-
���ȱ��������¢ȱ�������������¢ǰȱ����ȱ�������Ȭ�������ȱ ���ę���ȱ���ȱ
���ȱ�����Ȭŗşȱ��������ǰȱ��ȱ���ȱ�¢���Ȭ�������������ȱ���ȱ�������ę��ȱ
��������ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ������ǯȱ���ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ǰȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ
compounded by anti-queer and anti-trans state violence that is hap-
pening in state legislatures across the United States. In 2022, there 
were over 100 anti-queer and anti-trans bills introduced during the 
�����������ȱ �������ǰȱ ���ȱŗŜȱ ������ȱ�������ȱ ����ȱ�����ȱ ǻ�������ȱ ���ȱ
���ȱ���������ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ��ȱ�ȱ������ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�����Ȭ����������ȱ��������ǰȱ
many queer and trans people are focused on community support 
and restorative growth, often referred to as mutual aidǯȱ��������ȱ��ȱ
this understanding, the present paper seeks to acknowledge what 
queer and trans people have accomplished in terms of mutual aid 
to imagine what the future of mutual aid may look like. As such, we 
analyzed 10 interviews with queer and trans participants of mutual 
���ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ�� ȱ���¢ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱę��ȱ��ȱ
10 years. 
ȱ ������ȱ ����������ǰȱ �ȱ ���ȱ ��ȱ ����� �����ȱ ����ȱ �ȱ ���ȱ ���ȱ
term queer to encompass individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, queer, pansexual, or any other sexual minority identity. 
We choose to use queer because of the political underpinnings 
��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ���ȱ���������ȱǻ�����ǰȱŗşşŝǼǯȱ����ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ
����ȱ������������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����¢ǰȱ �ȱ ���ȱ�����ȱ�����ę����¢ȱ ���ȱ���¢ȱ
self-described as their sexual orientation. Additionally, we choose 
to use the term transȱ��ȱ���������ȱ�����ȱ ����ȱ������ȱ��ě���ȱ����ȱ
Western social expectations related to the sex they were assigned 
at birth. This includes individuals who may transition from one 
binary gender to another—such as transwomen or transmen—and 
those who identify outside of a gender binary, such as nonbinary, 
�����������ǰȱ������Ě���ǰȱ���ȱ�������ȱ������ǯ
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����������

Mutual Aid

 While mutual aid has recently become more recognized in our 
society, it has a long history among marginalized communities. 
�Ĝ����ȱ �������ȱ �����ȱ ���ȱ������ȱ������ȱ����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ ��ȱ
ŗŝŞŝȱ ���ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ ���ȱ�����������ȱ�¢ȱ���ȱ����ȱ
�������ȱ������¢ȱǻ	�ȱ
������¢ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ���ȱ���������ȱ����ȱ���ȱ��-
tual aid societies was driven by the failure of the United States gov-
�������ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ���������ȱ�� �¢ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ
������¢ǯȱ���ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ������¢ȱ �����ȱ�������ȱ ����ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ
���ȱ���������ǰȱ���������ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ�������ȱ����¢ǰȱ ����ȱ ��ȱ�������ȱ
in 1966. They were renowned for creating an expansive mutual aid 
��� ���ǰȱ����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ���������ȱ�������ȱǻ�����Ȭ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ
In the 20th century, we began to see mutual aid practices in Latinx 
and Chinese-American communities within the U.S. These pro-
grams have been integral to forming mutual aid as we know it now 
and have led to the increased awareness of community organizing 
���������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ��������������ȱǻ	�ȱ
������¢ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ
 The term mutual aid was not introduced into Western literature un-
���ȱŗşŖŘȱǻ��������ǰȱŗşŖŘǼǯȱ��ȱ��������Ȃ�ȱ ���ǰȱ��ȱ������ȱ����ȱ������ȱ
���ȱ������ȱ ���ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ�������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ�������ȱ���ȱ��-
����Ǽȱ�������ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱ�����������ȱ��-
�����������ȱ���������ȱǻ	������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǼǯȱ������ȱ�����������¢ȱ����ȱ����ȱ
 ��ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�ȱ��������¢ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ���������ȱǻ����ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǰȱ
recently, the meaning has shifted to what Spade describes as radical 
collective care that meets one another’s needs while simultaneously 
acknowledging that the systems in place are not meeting those needs 
ǻ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ������ȱ���ȱ ���ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����������ȱ��ȱ�������-
���ȱ�����������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ��������¢ȱǻ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯ

������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ�����������ȱ

 Mutual aid has a long history within queer and trans communi-
ties. Much of this work comes from trans women of color who fos-
tered spaces for queer and trans mutual aid groups to collectivize. 
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In the 1980s, during the ballroom scene, houses led by “house 
�������ǰȄȱ ��ȱ����ȱ�������¢ȱ ���ȱ�����ȱ ����ȱ��ȱ�����ǰȱ�������ȱ
communities of support their house members, who were often 
�����ȱ ���ȱ�����¡ȱ �����ȱ ���ȱ �����ȱ �����������ȱ ǻ�����¢ǰȱ ŘŖŗŗǼǯȱ � �ȱ
��Ě�������ȱ�����ȱ ����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ����ȱ ���ȱ ���ȱ���-
sha P. Johnson and Sylvia Rivera. One of their most notable forms 
of mutual aid in queer and trans communities was the creation of 
������ȱ������������ȱ������ȱ���������������ȱǻ����Ǽǯȱ�������ȱ��ȱŗşŝŖǰȱ
Johnson and Rivera created STAR in response to an increased num-
ber of trans youth becoming unhoused after being rejected by their 
����������ȱ ��������ȱ ǻ��������ǰȱ ŘŖŖŜǲȱ �����ǰȱ ŘŖŗşǼǯȱ ����ȱ ���ȱ ���¢ȱ
functioned as a shelter but as a social space for queer and trans 
������ȱ¢����ȱ ǻ��������ǰȱŘŖŖŜǲȱ�������ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱ �������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ
provided mutual aid in the form of housing, money, food, and com-
munity emotional support.    
 Another prominent example of mutual aid in queer and trans 
communities was during the HIV/AIDS epidemic, which took the 
�����ȱ��ȱ����ȱŗŖŖǰŖŖŖȱ �����������ȱ ǻ	������ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱ��������ȱ ����-
����ę�����¢ȱ �¢������ȱ ǻ����Ǽȱ ��ȱ ��ȱ ����������ȱ ��������ȱ ����ȱ
�Ĵ����ȱ���Ȃ�ȱ ������ȱ�¢����ǰȱ�������ȱ ��ȱ ��ȱ������ȱ�����������ȱ
ǻ���ǰȱ ŗşŞŘǼǯȱ ��� ���ȱ ŗşŞŗȮŗşŞŚǰȱ ����ȱ ��������¢ȱ ��������ȱ ���ȱ
who had sex with men, hemophiliacs, and intravenous substance 
�����ȱ ǻ�������ȱ��ȱ��ǯǰȱŘŖŗşǼǯȱ������ȱ����ȱ ����ǰȱ������¢ȱ�� ȱ�ȱ������ȱ
between citizens’ needs and the lack of government recognition of 
this ongoing deadly epidemic. The number of physicians willing to 
�����ȱ��¢ȱ���ȱ ���ȱ����ȱ�¢������ȱ ��ȱ�����ȱǻ	������ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱ��-
cause there was a lack of response from the healthcare system and 
the U.S. government, queer and trans communities across North 
America began to create their own mutual aid support systems 
���ȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ�¢ȱ
��Ȧ����ȱǻ�����������ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ����ȱ�¢�����ȱ
were largely started by AIDS patients, who were disproportionate-
�¢ȱ��¢ȱ���Ȧ��ȱ�����ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ��� �ȱ�����������ǯȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ
support groups were intentionally created with the awareness that 
HIV/AIDS was a public health crisis that was not being taken seri-
����¢ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ��ȱ ��ȱ������������¢ȱ�ě������ǯȱ�ȱ������-
tion of collective care was created to provide direct caregiving to 
�����ȱ��������ǯȱ����ȱ�¡������ȱ ���ȱ����ȱ�����ȱ��������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ ���ȱ
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 ������Ǽǰȱ�����ȱ����������ǰȱ���ȱ���������ȱ�������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ�������ȱ��-
�����Ǽȱǻ������ȱǭȱ�������ǰȱŗşşŝǼǯȱ��������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ������¢ȱ��-
gan as a result of the epidemic. People with HIV/AIDS went from 
knowing that they were going to die to learning how to live with 
this diagnosis. 

������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ�����������ȱ����¢

 As mentioned previously, queer and trans communities have 
historically relied on mutual aid. Certain methods have adapted 
����ȱ ����ȱ ��ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ Řŗ��ȱ ������¢ȱ ǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ ������ȱ ��-
����Ǽǰȱ������ȱ����ȱ����ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ���¢ȱ���ȱ��ȱ
���ȱŗşŜŖ�ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ��Ȭ������ȱ�������Ǽǯȱ����¢ǰȱ�����ȱ��������ǰȱ����� ���ǰȱ
���ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ�������ȱ����������ȱ�������ȱ����ȱ�����������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ
to help with name/gender marker changes and other legal docu-
�����Ǽȱ��ȱ��������¢ȱ���ȱ��������ȱ������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ�����Ȭŗşȱ�������ȱ��ȱ
����� ���Ǽȱǻ��������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ�������¢ǰ ŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ�����ȱ
������ȱ�������ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ��������ȱ�����ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ�����ȱ���ȱ��-
���Ǽȱ�������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ����ȱ�����¢ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ��¡ȱ ������ȱ��ȱ�������-
ing trans individuals who are incarcerated through mail programs, 
����ȱ�����ǰȱ���ȱę�������ȱ����������ȱǻ����� ǰȱŘŖŗşǲȱ���ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����ǰȱ
ŘŖŘŗǼǯȱ�����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ�ȱ�� ȱ�¡������ȱ �����ȱ���ȱ�ǯ�ǯȱ��ȱ �¢�ȱ�����ȱ
and trans communities continue to rely on mutual aid to bring their 
��������¢ȱ ��������ǯȱ ����ȱ �����ȱ �����ȱ �¡������ǰȱ ��Ĵ��ȱ ��������ȱ
has examined mutual aid among queer and trans communities, a 
���ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ����¢ȱ������ȱ��ȱę��ǯȱ

�����������ȱ����� ���

 The current study relied on a foresight lens to consider the future 
��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ�����������ǯȱ������ȱǻŘŖŘŖǼȱ���������ȱ
foresight practice as a “collection of ideas that intend to make individu-
���ȱ���ȱ������ȱ����ȱ�����������¢ȱ�ě������ȱǻ���ȱ������������Ǽȱ��ȱ�������-
ing intensely and increasingly turbulent economic, political, natural, 
���ȱ������ȱ����¢�����Ȅȱǻ�ǯȱřŗŚǼǯȱ�����������ǰȱ	��������ȱ���ȱ����������ȱ
ǻŘŖŘŗǼȱ�¡�����ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ��ȱ�ě������ȱ����ȱ ��ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ ���ȱ������ȱ
 ���ȱ�������������ȱ�������ǯȱ�����ȱ�ȱ���������ȱ ����ȱ���Ě����ȱ ���ȱ���ȱ
dominant narrative found in research with historically marginalized 
�����������ǯȱ���ȱ�������ȱ���������ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���ȱ��ě�����ȱ
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experienced by communities previously, and how to respond to this 
����ȱ��������¢ǯȱ��ȱ�����������ȱ�¢ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱǻŘŖŘŘǼǰȱ���ȱ
consequences of focusing on misery do not stay contained within ac-
ademia. These narratives instead shape everyday understandings of 
�����ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�ȱ�����������¢ȱ���������£��ȱ�����ȱǻ������ǰȱŘŖŖŖǼǯȱ����ȱ
these narratives are shared, they are what most people believe about a 
�����ę�ȱ�����ǰȱ���������ȱ�������ȱ ��ȱ���ȱ�ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�����ȱǻ
��-
 ���ǰȱŘŖŖŚǼǯȱ�������ȱ����ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ��ě�����ǰȱȃ �ȱ���ȱ��ȱ�����¢ȱ��ȱ
��ȱ��������ȱ�¢ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ �ȱ����ȱǻ��ȱ����ȱ���ȱ���������¢ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ
���ȱ�������Ǽȱ��ȱ �ȱ���ȱ�¢ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����������ȱ���¢ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ��ȱ
������Ȅȱǻ� ���ȱǭȱ�����¢ǰȱŗşşśǰȱ�ǯȱŘŗŘǼǯȱ����ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ����-
�����ȱǻŘŖŘŘǼȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��ȱ�ȱ��¢ȱ��ę��� in sociological scholarship. Given 
the increase in global climate crises, hyper-incarceration and criminal-
ization, anti-queer and trans state violence, and health crises, such as 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the social work profession should use fore-
sight practices to be more future-ready and strengths-focused for what 
��ȱ¢��ȱ��ȱ����ȱǻ������ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯ
     Utilizing a foresight lens may help social work and sociology 
move toward desire-based research rather than centering the histori-
���ȱ���ȱ�������Ȭ��¢ȱ��ě�����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�����������ȱǻ����ǰȱŘŖŖşǼǯȱ
��ȱ���������ȱ�¢ȱ����ȱǻŘŖŖşǼǰȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ��������ǰȱ��������ȱ���ȱ���ȱ
loss and despair, but also for the hope, the visions, the wisdom of 
lived lives and communities. Desire is involved with the not yet and, 
at times, the not anymore...Desire is about longing, about a present 
����ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ�¢ȱ����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���ȱ���ȱ������ȱǻ��ǯȱŚŗŜȮŚŗŝǼǯȱ
 The dominant narrative found in queer and trans scholarship 
highlights loss and despair. With the present study, we intentional-
ly used a foresight lens to challenge the damage-centered narrative 
that currently exists, moving to a place where hope, wisdom, and 
imagination are illuminated. 

Methods

��������ȱ��������

 Recognizing the need for desire-based, futures-oriented re-
search that centers the perspectives of queer and trans communi-
ties, the present study was guided by the research question: How 
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do queer and trans people participating in mutual aid envision the 
������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ǵȱ

Positionality Statement

 This work brings the transformative praxis of mutual aid into 
the academic world. As the authors of this work, we understand 
���ȱ������¡�����ȱ���ȱ���Ě����ȱ��ȱ����ǰȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ�¡����ȱ�������ȱ
of government institutions for a reason. We, a team of queer and 
nonbinary authors and social workers, come to this work with the 
goal of deepening our collective understanding of how mutual aid 
transpires in queer and trans communities. Our team includes indi-
viduals who are Latinx, white, lower class, and middle class, with 
all authors previously engaging in mutual aid work. We have par-
ticipated in mutual aid work with trans people receiving gender-af-
ę�����ȱ���������ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ������������ȱ����ȱ������ǰȱ�ě�����ȱę�������ȱ
support, providing housing, providing transportation to and from 
������������Ǽȱ ���ȱ ���ȱ �����ȱ �����������ǰȱ ����ȱ ��ȱ ����������ȱ
unhoused folks and our incarcerated neighbors. Through partici-
������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ǰȱ �ȱ����ȱ����ȱę�������ȱ���ȱ����������ȱ����ȱ���ȱ
community support that goes into this work. As such, we approach 
����ȱ ���ȱ�������ȱ�ȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ����ȱǻ����ǰȱŘŖŖşǼǰȱ�������ȱ��ȱ��-
derstand the desires, hopes, and visions of queer and trans people 
and how they imagine the future of mutual aid.

Study Overview 

 This study utilized a critical phenomenological approach 
ǻ	�������ǰȱŘŖŗşǼȱ��ȱ�¡�����ȱ�� ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ���-
ticipants envision the future of mutual aid. Critical phenomenolo-
�¢ǰȱ��ȱ�¡�������ȱ��ȱ�����������ȱ������������¢ȱǻ���� ���ȱǭȱ����ǰȱ
ŘŖŗŜǼǰȱ���������ȱ������������Ȃȱ�����ȱ�¡���������ȱ���ȱ���ȱ �¢�ȱ����ȱ
structures, such as heteronormativity and cisnormativity are per-
��������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ������¢ȱǻ	�������ǰȱŘŖŗşǼǯȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ
has historically occurred among marginalized communities, given 
the focus on queer and trans participants within this study, this ap-
proach allowed us to understand how participants envision mutual 
aid in the future and how participants’ gender and sexual orienta-
tion were interwoven with their future imaginings. 
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Sampling and Recruitment

 Recognizing that mutual aid proliferated during the COVID-19 
pandemic and that many were participating in mutual aid prior 
to the pandemic, we sought to capture a range of experiences. We 
sampled from groups that explicitly referred to themselves as mu-
tual aid groups as well as intentional communities where mutual 
aid was embedded into residential spaces. A sampling frame was 
crafted using a Google search to create a list of mutual aid groups 
ǻ��ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ	�����ȱ������Ǽȱ��ȱ��������ǯȱ�ȱ������ȱ��������ȱ
�����ȱ  ��ȱ �������ȱ ��ȱ �����ę����¢ȱ �����ȱ �����������ȱ �����������ȱ
ǻ���������ȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ�������Ǽȱ ��ȱ ���ȱ������������ȱ������ȱ
area and northern Colorado region based on research team mem-
bers’ familiarity with this network. Research team members invited 
potential respondents from both sampling frames to participate via 
email using a standard recruitment script.
 Recruitment took place between June and August 2020 amidst 
the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Recruitment was re-
stricted to the state of Colorado due to the geographic location of 
the research team. Participants were invited to take part in hour-
����ȱ �������� �ȱ ��ȱ ��Ĵ��ȱ ����������ȱ ���ȱ  �¢�ȱ ����ȱ ������ȱ ���ȱ
emerged and was understood throughout the initial months of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, as well as how they envision mutual aid in 
the future. Once participants completed the interview, they were 
�����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ����¢ȱ ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��� ���ǻ�Ǽȱ
who may have an interest in completing an interview via snowball 
��������ǯȱ���ȱę���ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ��������ȱŘśȱ�����������ǲȱ���ȱ���ȱ
present study, we analyzed the interviews with queer and trans 
������������ȱ ǻn ƽȱ ŗŖǼȱ ��ȱ �����ę����¢ȱ �������ȱ�� ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱ �����ȱ
������ȱ���ȱ������������ȱ����������ȱ������ȱ���ȱę��ȱ��ȱŗŖȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ
the future. 
ȱ ���ȱę���ȱ����¢���ȱ������ȱǻnƽŗŖǼȱ��������ȱ�����ȱǻnƽśǼǰȱ�����¡�-
��ȱǻnƽřǼǰȱ����¡���ȱǻnƽŗǼǰȱ���ȱ��¢ȱǻnƽŗǼȱ�����������ȱ ��ȱ ���ȱ����Ȭ��-
ę���ȱ������������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ǯȱ ��ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ������ȱ �������¢ǰȱ���ȱ
������ȱ ��������ȱ ����ȱ ǻnƽśǼǰȱ �����ȱ �����������ȱ ǻnƽřǼǰȱ ���ȱ���ȱ
ǻnƽŘǼǯȱ
� ����ǰȱ ��ȱ ��ȱ ���������ȱ ��ȱ����ȱ ����ȱ ���ȱ���ȱ���ȱ ����ȱ
in our sample were not explicitly asked if they were cisgender or 
�����ǯȱ������������ȱ ���ȱ ����ȱǻnƽŞǼǰȱ�����������ȱǻnƽŘǼǰȱ���ȱ���ȱ��ȱ
���ȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ����ȱŘŜȱ��ȱřŞȱǻMƽřŗǯŝǼǯȱ��ȱ���ȱŗŖȱ������������ǰȱ
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three were from intentional communities. Participants were asked 
�� ȱ����ȱ���¢ȱ���ȱ������������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ�ě����ǯȱ����ȱ�������ȱ
����ȱę��ȱ������ȱ ��ȱ����ȱ¢����ǰȱ ���ȱ ���ȱ�������ȱ ����ȱ�����ȱ� �ȱ
years and nine months. Finally, participants were asked to share 
what type of mutual aid work they participated in. Some exam-
ples of mutual aid work participants engaged in included creating 
events to connect with others, organizing meal and grocery deliv-
eries, cooking community meals, making and distributing masks 
with community members, and caretaking for individuals in inten-
tional communities.

Data Collection

 Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 
������������ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������������ȱ ǻ����Ǽȱ��ȱ�����ǯȱ �������� �ȱ
consisted of participating in a brief online demographic survey and 
a semi-structured conversation about their experiences participat-
ing in mutual aid during the COVID-19 pandemic and how they 
envision mutual aid in the future. Example questions we asked par-
ticipants included: Think 5-10 years in the future. What kinds of 
������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ¢��ȱ����ȱ �ȱ����¢ȱ��� ���ȱ��¢���ȱ�����ǲȱ ���ȱ��ȱ
¢��ȱ ���ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ������ǵǲȱ���ȱ ���ȱ��ȱ¢��ȱ���ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ��-
����ȱ���ȱ��ȱ������¢ǰȱ����ȱ������¢ǵ Interviews lasted approximately 
one hour and were audio recorded with participants’ consent and 
transcribed verbatim. All protocols were approved by the Universi-
�¢ȱ��ȱ������ȱ�������������ȱ����� ȱ�����ǯȱ������������ȱ��������ȱ�ȱǞŘŖȱ
gift card for participating in the interview. 

Data Analysis

 Thematic analysis of the data was conducted to best under-
stand and capture common themes across participants. Two tran-
scripts were preliminarily open-coded by three authors to consider 
���ȱ ���ȱ �������ȱ ���������ȱ ���ȱ ����ȱ ��ȱ �������ȱ ��������ȱ ǻ�����Ĵǰȱ
ŘŖŗŜǲȱ �����Û�ǰȱ ŘŖŗřǼǯȱ�������ȱ ����ȱ���ȱ ��ȱ ����� ȱ ���ȱ ��������ǰȱ
ensuring consensus and clarity of all parent codes and subcodes. 
Any discrepancies among the codes were reconciled through a pro-
����ȱ ��ȱ ���������ǯȱ�ȱę���ȱ ��������ȱ ��ȱ ���������ȱ ���ȱ�����£��ȱ
for focused coding of all transcripts to further aggregate codes and 
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�����������£�ȱ��Ĵ����ȱ ǻ�����Ĵǰȱ ŘŖŗŜǼǯȱ���ȱ �����������ȱ ���ȱ ����-
nized using the online qualitative data platform, Dedoose.
 Upon completion of all coding, the data analysis team reviewed 
���ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ�������ȱǻ�����Û�ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱ���ȱ����ȱ����-
ysis team met virtually multiple times and used the virtual board, 
Miro, to visually display codes via digital sticky notes. Then, the 
team began clustering similar codes together on Miro to begin iden-
tifying themes. Saturation was reached when further coding was no 
longer necessary and content from the interviews became repeti-
����ȱǻ�����ĴǰȱŘŖŗŜǼǯȱ������ȱ ���ȱ����������ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ
�������ǰȱ���ę�����ȱ����ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��������ǯȱ���ȱ
themes were then reviewed by all authors for clarity and consensus. 

Findings

 After the coding and theming process, the research team iden-
��ę��ȱ� �ȱ�������ȱ������Ǳȱ���ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ǰȱ
and system overhaul to world build. As a note, we will list the social 
identities of each participant after each quote in this order: sexual 
orientation, gender identity, if the participant is from an intentional 
��������¢ȱǻ��Ǽǰȱ����ȱ������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱǻ��Ǽǯȱ

���ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���Ǳȱ
“The Secret is That We Actually Do Need Each Other” 

 Numerous subcomponents emerged from participant inter-
views that culminated in qualities, skills, and pathways that struc-
tured the future of mutual aid work. These subcategories that built 
the imagined future included: non-hierarchical, interdependence, 
radicalizing others, sustainability, and technology. While these sec-
tions have been parsed out for conceptual accessibility, alignment 
between participant perspectives varied. 
ȱ ���Ȭ������������ǯȱMost of our participants described an ideal 
structure of mutual aid as non-hierarchical, “being in solidarity 
 ���ȱ������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ����£������¢Ȅȱǻ�����¡�-
��ǰȱ�����ǰȱŝȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ����������ȱ��ȱ�ȱ���Ȭ������������ȱ�����-
ture suggested success was contingent on the equitable distribution 
of task-based responsibilities, to avoid the need for management or 
the emergence of a manager. Participants cautioned the inadvertent 
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emergence of a de facto vertical structure, suggesting when there is 
a lack of task orientation and the distribution of responsibility be-
�����ȱ��� ��ǰȱ����ȱȃ��¢��ȱę��ȱ��ȱ��¡ȱ������ȱ ��ȱ����ȱ��������ȱ
�� ��ǳ���ȱ�����¢ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ�����Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ
     Interdependence. Participants discussed the importance of inter-
dependence in mutual aid and the role of trust and relationship 
between members of a community, rather than trust or reliance on 
an intermediary or external structure or institution. Participants de-
scribed an ideal where “we cannot and should not have to rely on 
structures outside of our community, we should be able to rely on 
���ȱ�������Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ������������ȱ���������ȱ
interdependent relationships should be a goal of mutual aid, rather 
than “going to go back to the way it was when we don’t need each 
other anymore but…the secret is that we actually do need each oth-
��Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱ��ǰȱśȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ�����ȱ������������ȱ�������-
ed mutual aid can “reweave…these networks of social capital…
that have been…disintegrated over the last several generations… 
because…�������������ȱ����ȱ���� ��ȱ��ȱ ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ����ȱ�����Ȅȱ
ǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ
 Participants encouraged rebuilding social capital in communi-
ties rather than institutions. Participants suggested trust in mutual 
���ȱ����������ȱ��¢ȱ��ě��ȱ����ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��������¢ȱ��ȱ����ȱ��ȱ������ȱ
aid outcomes like meeting basic needs are in place. According to 
one participant, “[it is] kind of an honor system to say you’re in 
need. So, we’re going to give you food because worst case scenario, 
if you scam us out of food…¢��ȱ���ȱ���Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱśȱ������ȱ
��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ
 Community connections also aid in building community re-
silience. Participants spoke about how much stronger we are to-
gether as opposed to working independently. With this, commu-
nities can directly provide funds and resources to those who need 
them, bypassing potential expenses associated with charity and/or 
���Ȭ���ę�ȱ������£������ǯȱ���������¢ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ�������ȱ�����ȱ������-
tions, providing earnest and genuine support to each other. One 
participant shared:

You know, the more I do this kind of work, the more I really 
believe that if we can build true authentic relationships where 
we are depending on each other as human beings to meet each 
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other’s needs, and not on like greater institutions, that, that is an 
���ȱ��ȱ������ȱǽǳǾȱ���ȱ��ǰȱ���ȱ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���������ȱ������ȱ�����ȱ
this work is the way it is connecting, you know, an upper middle 
class, liberal, young white person in a gentrifying neighborhood 
 ���ȱ�ȱ�����ȱ�����������ȱ ��Ȃ�ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ������������ȱ���ȱ
40 years, in a way that’s not through like, community input meet-
����ȱ��ȱ�ȱ���Ȭ���ę�ȱ�������ǰȱ���ȱ����ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ��������ǰȱ��-
���ȱ��ȱ�����ȱǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

 Radicalize Others. Participants discussed intersections between 
radicalization toward leftist politics and participation in mutual 
aid. Some suggested “a lot of our work right now is recruiting more 
�������ǰȱ���������ȱ���ȱ������ǰȱ���ȱ��¢���ȱ��ȱ����ǳ���ȱ�����-
���¢Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǰȱ��ȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ��������£�-
tion, such as community organizing, political education, and direct 
action, to support recruitment into mutual aid. Others observed 
radicalization occurring as an emergent reaction to crises, such as 
���ȱ�������ȱ������ǰȱ���ȱ�����ȱ�����ȱ��Ĵ��ȱ���ȱ����Ȭ������ȱ��������¢ȱ
movements, in turn shifting participants toward hands-on action, 
“[realizing]...we can...not pay our mortgages and rent and then we 
����ȱ ����ȱ ��������ȱ ����������ȱ ����ȱ �������ǳ����������ȱ ǽ���Ǿǯǯǯȱ
���ȱ�����Ȭ����Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ
suggested participating in mutual aid is radicalizing, describing 
������ȱ ���ȱ ��ȱ ȃ�ȱ ������ȱ �����ȱ ���ȱ ������¢Ȅȱ ǻ�����¡���ǰȱ �����ǰȱ ŝȱ
������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ������ȱ���ȱ��������ȱ�������ȱ��������£�����ǰȱ���-
munity outreach, and recruitment to support its ongoing sustain-
ability and expansion—to put it simply so that the work is done.
 Sustainability. Aspects of sustainability included structure, time 
���ȱę�������ȱ ���������ǰȱ������ǰȱ ��������ȱ�������ǰȱ ���ȱ �������ȱ
into community resources. Participants suggested mutual aid work 
required long-term sustainability, suggesting the need to address 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the climate crisis, and the abil-
ity to “...help our community as things honestly continue to get 
 ����Ȅȱ ǻ�����ǰȱ �����ǰȱ Řȱ ¢����ȱ ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ 
� ����ǰȱ �������ȱ �������-
����ȱ���������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ���ȱ�������������ȱ��ȱ���Ȭ���ę�ȱ
work, acknowledging “when it’s someone’s job, it’s more sustain-
����Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǰȱ������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ���ȱ
basic needs of organizers. Others discussed interactions between 
initial organizing energy and long-term sustainability, suggesting 
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ȃ�����Ȃ�ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�����¢ȱ���ǰȱ���ȱ��Ȃ�ȱ����ȱ���������¢ǳ���ȱ����ȱ���-
����ȱ���Ĵ������Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ
 Participants further noted the continued need to tap into the 
abundance of community resources, as well as recognize ways 
����ȱ�������¢ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ����ę�����¢ȱ�������ǯȱ���ȱ�������-
pant also noted that many tangible resources are currently derived 
from a cheap and exploitative system, which is not sustainable, nor 
healthy for our ecosystems. Another participant shared:

The whole thing is just this enormous waste of energy to maintain 
�ȱ�¢����ȱ��ȱ����ę����ȱ�������¢ǯȱ��ȱ����ȱ���������ǰȱ����ȱ��ȱ ���Ȃ�ȱ
��ȱ�����ǳ���ȱ������ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ����ȱ���ȱ���������ǰȱ ����ȱ��ȱ
 ���ȱ �ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ���ȱ������ȱ���ȱ ����ǰȱ������¢ȱ��ȱ���Ě���ȱ���ȱ
���������ǳ�������ȱ ����ȱ ��������¢ȱ ��ȱ ������ȱ ����ȱ ��Ȃ�ȱ �����ȱ
������ȱ����ȱ���ȱ����ǰȱ ���ȱ�����¢ǰȱ����¢�����ȱ ����ȱ��ȱ��Ĵ��ȱǻ���-
��¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

 Participants noted that acts of support can include things such 
��ȱ������ȱ����¢ȱ���ȱ�ě�����ȱ��������¢ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ
supporting locally owned businesses, sharing excess produce from 
the garden, and informal resource sharing. 
 Technology. Participants discussed the present and envisioned 
���ȱ���ȱ��ȱ���������¢ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ���ǰȱ���ȱ���������ȱ����ę��ȱ
and barriers to increased adoption of new technologies. Participants 
reported the use of open source and/or social media platforms, 
����ȱ��ȱ��������ǰȱ�����ǰȱ��ȱȃ�ȱ�������ȱ�������ǳ��ȱ������ȱ�ȱ�����-
�����£��ȱ��� ���Ȅȱ ǻ�����¡���ǰȱ �����ǰȱŝȱ������ȱ ��ȱ��Ǽȱ ��ȱ�������ȱ
���������ȱ���ȱ������£�����ǯȱ������������ȱ����ȱ����������ȱĚ�¡�����-
ty as technological systems are developed, suggesting it was more 
important to take action with existing technological infrastructure 
than wait for perfect systems to be developed. Some suggested “a 
���ȱ��ȱ¢������ǰȱ �����ȱ��ȱ��ȱ�����ǳ������ȱ�����ǳȱ���ǳ�����������ȱ
��ȱ�������ȱ�����Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǰȱ����������¢ȱ�¡-
cluding some participants on the basis of age or class. However, an-
other participant noted that individuals with internet access could 
serve to bridge gaps in digital infrastructure, describing a system 
where previously unhoused folks “who then get housed still main-
����ȱ����������ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ�����ȱ ��ȱ���Ȃ�ȱ����ȱ��������ȱ������Ȅȱ
ǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ
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System Overhaul to World Build: “We Have the
Power as Communities to Meet Our Own Needs”

 Participants expressed an immense desire to build a new world 
and way of operating, overhauling current social, economic, and 
governmental structures. They spoke about components of resist-
ing capitalism and creating a new currency, as well as abolition and 
liberation. These components, in tandem, are core to the future of 
mutual aid for their communities.
 Economic Transformation. Numerous participants spoke of the 
need for an economic transformation. This included aspects of 
de-prioritizing the current monetary and credit system, as well as 
ways to build alternatives that can sustain without relying on a 
������������ȱ�¢����ȱ��ȱę������ȱ���ȱ���������ǯȱ����ȱ ��������������ȱ
is necessary on individual as well as large-scale levels. Participants 
spoke about aspects such as trading and bartering and alternative 
systems that facilitate procuring goods and services, ensuring ev-
eryone has access to what they need. Another participant further 
spoke of the idea that if everyone were to have what they needed, 
systems of oppression would not feel so drastic. Some individuals 
also addressed the problematic aspects of large corporations and 
investors holding so much of the wealth across the nation, hinder-
ing community access to funds. 
 Mutual aid as a mindset that we don’t need either the free mar-
ket and all of the like large corporations that comes with that, nor 
do we need government programs at the federal or state or local 
level to meet our needs, that we have the power as communities to 
����ȱ���ȱ� �ȱ�����ȱǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ
 Resisting Capitalism. Encompassed within the need for econom-
��ȱ ��������������ȱ ���ȱ � �ȱ ����������ȱ ��¢ȱ �������ǰȱ ���ȱ ę���ȱ �����ȱ
resisting capitalism. One participant noted that “there is no ethical 
����ę����¢ȱ��ȱ����������Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ����ǰȱŝȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǰȱ ���ȱ
many individuals speaking about the numerous societal issues that 
����ȱ����ȱ����������ǯȱ����������ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ����ę����ȱ�������¢ȱ��ȱ
necessary resources when the reality is a shortfall of how these re-
sources are allocated, and a desire from the wealthy elite to maintain 
the status quo. As one participant noted, “we could stop spending 
���ȱ���ȱ����¢ȱ����������ȱ������Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ
���ȱ �����ȱ�����������ǰȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ�ȱ��������¢ȱ ��ȱę��ȱ ���ȱ
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gaps where capitalism enables inequities and disparities. In striving 
to move towards a non-capitalist society, one participant shared:

���ȱ��������¢ǰȱ���ȱ����ȱ����ǰȱ¢��ȱ��� ǰȱ �ȱ����ȱ ���ȱ �ȱ���ǰȱ���ȱ
other folks give what they can. And realistically, in a non-capi-
talist system, that’s how humanity has survived for tens of thou-
sands of years. And we want to get back to the point where, you 
know, helping your neighbor isn’t something you do because you 
�¡����ȱ�ȱ�������¢ȱ�� ���ȱǻ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

 New Currency. The other factor that fell under economic trans-
formation was needing a new currency. Participants additionally 
discussed creating a system that is not based on the dollar and hav-
ing available systems to accept something other than a monetary 
currency. Some participants spoke about new currencies and tech-
nologies their communities have been working on as alternatives 
to USD and the current credit system. In creating an alternate cur-
rency and credit system, mutual aid communities are hoping to cir-
cumvent these issues. Much of this also relies on more informal sys-
tems of trust, with the needs of individuals and communities being 
������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ���������ǰȱ�ȱ��������ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ���Ȭ���ę�ȱ�������ȱ
and corporate practices. One individual shared their stance on the 
economic components of mutual aid:

I think of mutual aid both as economic, transforming the way 
that we relate to each other economically, and community. I think 
mutual aid can look directly like neighbors helping neighbors. I 
think it can also look like alternate economic systems like alter-
nate credit and alternate currencies, and trading and bartering 
ǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

 Transformed Governance.  Participants suggested that mutual aid 
also supports transforming governance structures. Some partici-
pants heavily leaned into an ideal alternative in which community 
�����ȱ ����ȱ��ȱ���ȱ ������ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ�¡������ȱ�¢�����ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ���ȱ
����������ǰȱ���������ǰȱ���ǯǼǯȱ������ȱ���������ȱ����ȱ��������¢ȱ����ȱ
models were far more resilient and reliable than government pro-
�����ǲȱ���ȱ�¡�����ǰȱȃ¢���ȱ��������¢ȱ������ȱ�� �¢�ȱ��ȱ�����ǯȱ���ǰȱ
¢��ȱ��� ǰȱ���ȱ����ȱ�������ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ�ȱ���������Ȅȱ
ǻ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ������ȱ�������ȱ��������ǰȱȃ���ȱ��ȱ �ȱ



170 Journal of Sociology  & Social Welfare

need government programs at the federal or state or local level to 
����ȱ���ȱ�����Ȅȱ���ȱȃ����ȱ �ȱǻ�ǯ�ǯǰȱ�����������ȱ����ȱ������ȱ��ȱ��-
����ȱ���Ǽȱ����ȱ���ȱ�� ��ȱ��ȱ�����������ȱ��ȱ����ȱ���ȱ� �ȱ�����Ȅȱ
ǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

Another participant shared:

�ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ ���ȱ �ȱ���Ȃ�ȱ�����ȱ����ȱ���Ȭ���ę�ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ
us, the government is going to send that stimulus check every sin-
gle month, like when we don’t have that fantasy, then it’s like, 
 �Ȃ��ȱ���ȱ �ȱ����ǯȱ��ǰȱ �ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�����Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ
 ����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ

Participants repeatedly demonstrated disdain for current forms of 
authority and engaged in a world-building framework that placed 
immense trust in a self-governed community.
 Political Identity. While a majority of the mutual aid community 
ǻ���ȱ������ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ�����Ǽȱ������ȱ�����������ȱ����-
talistic conceptualizations of government, individual and collective 
political identity are still crucial to the guiding principles of mutual 
aid work. Several of our participants explicitly tied mutual aid to 
anarchist, leftist, socialist ideology stating “...a lot of us are more 
���������ȱ ����ȱ��¢�����ȱ����Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ �����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ ��ȱ��Ǽȱ ����ȱ
�������������¢ȱ��Ě������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ �¢�ȱ����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ����ȱ���ȱ��ȱ
community and ideally operating at a grassroots level. Participants 
����ȱ��Ě�����ȱ��ȱ���ȱ �¢�ȱ��ȱ ����ȱ������ȱ���ȱǻ�����������£�����ǰȱ
�����ǰȱ���ȱ������ȱ ���Ǽȱ���ȱ�������¢ȱ����ȱ��Ȭ�����ȱ����������ȱ���ȱ
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic by performative progressives. Ac-
cording to one participant, “I think it’s now more broadly associ-
ated just with kind of still very much like leftist like democratic so-
cialist ideas, but maybe not quite as much as like, super grassroots 
 �¢ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ������Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ���ǰȱśȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯ
 Abolition. Our participants proposed that community care and 
the work of mutual aid are essential pieces in steps towards a fu-
ture free of the carceral state and “...abolition [of the] police and 
���ěȱ ����ȱ ����ȱ ǽǳǾȱ������ȱ���ȱ ��ȱ ����ǰȱ ���ȱ���ȱ ��ȱ������ȱ ��ȱ���ȱ
������¢ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�� ����ȱ����ȱǽ���������ǾȄȱǻ�����ǰȱ ����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ
��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ������������ȱ����ȱ�¡�������ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ�ȱ �����ȱ��ȱ��-
�� ������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ ���ȱ�������ȱ���������ȱ����������ȱ�����Ĵ��ȱ�¢ȱ



171Future of Mutual Aid from Queer and Trans Perspectives

������ǰȱ ���������¢ȱ �� ����ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱ��� �ȱ �����������Ǳȱ ȃ�ȱ ����ȱ
���Ĵ¢ȱ����ȱ���������ȱ�¢ȱ���ȱ �¢ȱ����ǰȱ�ȱ����ǰȱ���ȱ���¢ȱ����ȱ�����ȱ
�����ȱ��Ĵ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���ȱ����Ȭ������ȱ��������¢ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ��Ě�-
enced like everyone’s thought processes around like transforma-
����ȱ�������ȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ��ȱ����Ȅȱǻ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ
ȱ ���¢ȱ��Ě�����ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ �¢�ȱ ����ȱ ���ȱ ��ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ����-
al aid have historically and currently existed, and how these will 
likely be essential to inform the future of transformative justice. 
���������ȱ����ȱ ��������ȱ�������ȱ ǻ���ȱ�������Ǽȱ�¢�����ȱ��ȱ������-
sion, with participants touching on the ways in which landlords 
and unfair rates of housing should be eliminated, commenting “...
������¢ȱ �����Ȃ�ȱ��ȱ��ȱ����Ȅȱ ǻ�����ǰȱ �����ǰȱŘȱ¢����ȱ ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ�������ǰȱ
participants commented on several systems of harm that can and 
should be abolished with the help of mutual aid in order for mutual 
aid to thrive. 
ȱ ����������ǯȱParticipants suggested mutual aid is a critical aspect 
of societal and personal liberation, especially for our most margin-
alized communities, suggesting mutual aid was distinct from oth-
er systems of organization or power in its ability to create freedom 
����ȱ����������Ǳȱȃ��ȱ ���ȱ�����ȱę��ȱ����������ȱ�������ȱ����������ǰȱ
�������ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ ���������ȱ ������ȱ������ȱ���ǳ�������ȱ ��ȱ
ę���ȱ���ȱ����ǯǯǯ �ȱ ��Ȃ�ȱ����ȱ����������ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ������ȱ�����ȱ
U.S. imperialism and capitalism, and then patriarchy, without mutu-
��ȱ���Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ�����ǰȱŝȱ������ȱ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ������������ȱ����ȱ��Ě�����ȱ
a sense of common collectivism between mutual aid and liberation, 
with one participant suggesting their liberation was “not available 
�����ȱ �ȱ���ȱ���ȱ ���������Ȅȱǻ�����¡���ǰȱ���ǰȱşȱ¢����ȱ ��ȱ��Ǽǯȱ�����ȱ
��Ě������ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ��Ĝ�������ȱ��ȱȃ���ȱ ���ǰȄȱ������������ȱ��������ȱ�ȱ
vision of what the future could look like—a world free of oppression 
that values equity, rights, and celebratory queer liberation. 

Discussion

 The present study examined how queer and trans participants 
of mutual aid envision the future of mutual aid. Our theme, the 
structure of the future of mutual aid, aligns with previous research 
in this area describing mutual aid’s structure as interdependent, 
non-hierarchical, sustainable, and radicalizing others to take col-
�������ȱ ���ȱ ������ȱ ������ȱ ǻ�����ǰȱ ŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ ����ȱ ��������ȱ ����ȱ �����ȱ
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currently participating in mutual aid view current components of 
mutual aid as applicable and relevant in the future. 
 Our participants discussed the need to resist capitalism as a way 
��ȱ�����������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ�¢�����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ�ȱ��Ĵ��ȱ���ȱ����ȱ
����ȱ ����ǯȱ����ȱę�����ȱ����ȱ����ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ǰȱȃ���-
������¢ǰȱ���ȱ������¢ǰȄȱ ����ȱ�������£��ȱ����£�����ȱ��� ����ȱ��ȱ����-
�����¢ǯȱ������ȱ���ȱ�ě����ȱ���ȱ��� ����ȱ������ȱ�ȱȃ��Ĵ��Ȭ��Ȅȱ�����-
����ȱ������ȱ�ȱȃ���ȱ�� �Ȅȱ������������ȱ���������ȱǻ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ����ȱ
�����ȱ����ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱĚ� ȱ����£������¢ǰȱ����������ȱ���ȱ
����ȱ��ȱ�ȱ��������¢ȱǻ������¢ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ�����ȱ����������ȱ������ȱ��ȱ���-
petition amongst each other, mutual aid centers interdependence 
���ȱ�������������ȱǻ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ������������ȱ�����ȱ�� ȱ����������ȱ
�������ȱ��ȱ����ę����ȱ�������¢ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ
how resources are allocated. Mutual aid seeks to eliminate inequities 
and disparities created by capitalism and challenges the status quo, 
which aims to maintain social inequities. 
ȱ ��ȱ  ���ȱ ��������ȱ ��������ǰȱ ���ȱ ����¢ȱ ę���ȱ ����ȱ ������ȱ ���ȱ
can be a means of counteracting the cumulative negative impact 
of our capitalist, racist, classist, heterosexist, and cisgenderist so-
����¢ȱǻ�������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǲȱ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ������ȱ���ȱ��������ȱ�������-
ties with a means of pushing back against systems that perpetuate 
����������ǰȱ��������������ǰȱ���ȱ������¢ȱǻ�������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǼǯȱ����ȱ��-
tual aid, communities are empowered to provide the things that 
their members need in ways that are accessible to their communi-
�¢ȱ�������ǯȱ ��ȱ ��ȱ�������ȱ ����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ�ȱ ����Ȭ����ȱ�ě���ȱ��ȱ���ȱ
 ���Ȭ�����ȱ��ȱ���ȱ��������¢ǲȱ���������ȱ�����������ȱ��ȱ��������¢ȱ
members is investing in the future of the community. Relying on 
your community also means going outside of capitalism and mov-
���ȱ����ȱ�¡����������ȱ��ȱ����������ȱ���ȱ� �������ȱǻ�������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǲȱ
�����ǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ ��ȱ �������� �ǰȱ������������ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ�����ę����ȱ
role that mutual aid plays for their communities and their commu-
nities’ well-being. 
ȱ ����ȱ����¢ȱ����ȱ�ȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ����� ���ȱǻ����ǰȱŘŖŖşǼȱ�������ȱ
spotlighting the challenges of being a queer and/or trans person 
�����������ȱ���¢ȱ ����ȱ������ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ��������¢ȱ ǻ�������ȱǭȱ
���������ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ�������ȱ������¢ȱ���¢ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ��ȱ
queer and trans people, cisgender and heterosexual people feel that 
queer and trans people need to be kept from harm. Instead of dis-
mantling oppressive cisnormative and heteronormative systems, 
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pity ultimately exacerbates stigma and discrimination of queer 
���ȱ�����ȱ�����ȱǻ�������ȱǭȱ���������ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ��ȱ�ȱ������ȱ�ě���ǰȱ���ȱ
act of spotlighting mutual aid within queer and trans communi-
ties demonstrates the strength, love, and support within queer and 
trans communities and challenges the existing narratives of strug-
gle, misery, and shame. 
ȱ ����ȱ����¢ȱ����ȱ����ȱ�ȱ���������ȱǻ��ȱ�������Ǽȱ����ȱ��ȱ�������ȱ�� ȱ
�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ��������ȱ������ȱ���ȱę��ȱ��ȱŗŖȱ¢����ȱ����ȱ���ȱ
future. While using this lens helped the research team identify sa-
lient themes in the data, using this lens allowed us to capture some-
thing even more important: queer and trans people see themselves 
in the future. Given the widespread discrimination and violence 
�� ���ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ�ǯ�ǯȱǻ�������ȱ���ȱ���ȱ�����-
����ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǰȱ����ȱ����¢ȱ��ȱ��ȱ���ȱ��ȱ����������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ������Ȭ��������ȱ
narrative surrounding queer and trans people in the literature and 
the media. Queer and trans people see themselves in the future, 
which is worth celebrating. 

Implications for Social Work Practice

 This study has important implications for social work practice 
and social work education. Incorporating mutual aid into clinical 
��������ȱ ��ȱ�ȱ �����ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ�������Ȭ��������ȱ����ȱ ǻ	�� �����ǰȱ
ŘŖŗŞǲȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��ǯǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯȱ
������Ȭ��������ȱ������ȱ ���ȱ�¡�����ȱ��ȱ
trauma-informed practice. Whereas trauma-informed care seeks 
��ȱ�����ȱ�������������Ȃȱ�����ȱ����ȱ��ę����ȱ��ȱ��¢���ȱ��ȱ�����¡�����£�ȱ
problematic behaviors as trauma responses, healing-centered prac-
tice proposes moving beyond trying to understand the underlying 
causes of behaviors to center practice around the pursuit of heal-
���ȱ ǻ	�� �����ȱŘŖŗśǲȱŘŖŗŞǼǯȱ������ȱ���ȱ ��ȱ�ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ���������ȱ�ȱ
communities’ needs, strengths, and journey to healing. Rather than 
highlighting the impact of marginalization and structural violence, 
mutual aid shifts focus to what has worked, what the community 
��ȱ�������ȱ��ǰȱ���ȱ�� ȱ���¢ȱ����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ȂȂȱ�����ȱǻ�����ǰȱ
ŘŖŘŘǲȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��ǯǰȱŘŖŘŖǼǯ
 It is a powerful act to celebrate, practice, and educate about 
mutual aid. The consequences of acknowledging and honoring the 
rich history of marginalized groups providing for one another are 
far-reaching. Queer and trans people had participated in mutual 
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���ȱ ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ������¢ȱ���������ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ����ȱǻ����-
���ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱ���ȱ¢���ȱŘŖŘŘȱ¢������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ��ȱ����Ȭ�����ȱ
bills everȱ����������ȱǻ��������ȱǭȱ����������ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ��ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ
ŘŖŘŘǰȱŗŝşȱ�����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��������ȱ����ȱ�����ę����¢ȱ������ȱ��������-
���ȱ�����������ȱǻ��������ȱ�����ȱ���������ȱ�����ǰȱŘŖŘŘǼǰȱ ���ȱ����ȱ
��ȱ�����ȱ�����ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ¢����ȱǻ�����������������-
����ǯ���Ǽǯȱ�����ȱ��������ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ����Ȭ�����ȱ�����-
�����ȱ ǻ�ǯ�ǯȱ ��¡��ȱ ��������ȱ ��������ȱ ���ȱ��ę������ȱ ��ȱ �����ȱ �����ȱ
��ȱ���������ȱ������Ȭ�Ĝ�����ȱ������ȱ����Ǽǯȱ����ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ��ȱ
anti-trans bills, along with the violence faced by trans people, rei-
ę��ȱ���ȱ������������ȱ ����ȱ����ȱ����ȱ���ȱ ������ȱ���ȱ�¡�������ȱ��ȱ
�����ȱ������ǯȱ�����ȱ����������Ȭ���ȱ�ě����ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ
trans people make it clear that these communities cannot rely on 
government leaders. This political climate underlines the impor-
tance of mutual aid in queer and trans communities. The salience of 
���ȱ������Ȭ�������ȱę������ǰȱ�������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ���������ȱ�ě����ȱ��ȱ
����ȱ�����ȱ������ǰȱ�����������ȱ���ȱ�����ę����ȱ����ȱ����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ
���¢�ȱ��ȱ����������ȱ�����¢ȱ��ȱ��������¢Ȭ���ȱ�ě����ȱ��ȱ����ǯ

Implications for Social Work Education

 Within social work education, mutual aid is not discussed as 
����ȱ��ȱ���ę�����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ������������ȱ��������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ
�����¢ȱ���ȱ�������������ȱ���������ȱ ��Ĵ��ȱ�¢ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ��ȱ��-
cial Work Education. Studies have examined applying a mutual aid 
����� ���ȱ��ȱ������ȱ ���ȱ����������ȱǻ��������ǰȱŘŖŗřǲȱ	���������ȱ
ǭȱ�������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǲȱ��������ȱ��ȱ��ǯǰȱŘŖŘŗǲȱ�����ȱ��ȱ��ǯǰȱŘŖŖşǼǰȱ��ȱ ���ȱ
��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ�ȱ����� ���ȱ���ȱ������������ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱǻ�����ǰȱ
ŘŖŗŚǼǯȱ�����ȱ�������ȱ������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ�ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ����������ȱ
��������ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ��������ȱ����ȱ��ȱ�����ǲȱ��������ȱ�����ȱ
��ȱ����ę����ȱ��ȱ����ȱ�ȱ�����Ȭ��ȱ��������¢ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ�������ǰȱ���ȱ��-
tual aid could look like taking notes for someone, sharing knowl-
����ǰȱ���ȱ���������ȱ�������ǯȱ���ȱ����ȱ��������ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ��ȱ
social work classrooms does not discuss mutual aid as a part of so-
cial work practice. Social work students should learn what mutual 
���ȱ��ǰȱ�� ȱ��ȱę��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ǰȱ�� ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ ���ȱ������ȱ���ȱ
groups, and how to facilitate clients’ access to mutual aid. Without 
introducing mutual aid as a part of practice, social work education 
fails to provide an essential strengths-based option for future social 
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workers to utilize with their clients. To include mutual aid as a part 
of social work education would demystify and destigmatize this 
underutilized tool in our social work tool belts. Learning about mu-
tual aid in the classroom would help to legitimize this practice as a 
�������Ȭ��������ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ���� ������ȱ���ȱ����������ǯȱ�ě�����ȱ
mutual aid is a way to help meet clients’ needs without forcing his-
torically marginalized groups to engage with historically oppres-
sive institutions.

������������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ����Ȭ�����ȱ�����������

 In a world that often points to the challenges and barriers that 
queer and trans folks face, pivoting to emphasize the joy of commu-
nity support is crucial to practicing strengths-based care and moving 
�� ���ȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ��������ǯȱ�¢ȱ���������ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ
around the negative experiences of queer and trans individuals, 
social work perpetuates that being queer and/or trans can only be 
�ȱ ��������ȱ ���ȱ ��������������ȱ ���ȱ �����ȱ ǻ�������ȱ ǭȱ���������ǰȱ
ŘŖŘŘǼǯȱ����ȱ���ȱ����ȱ��ȱ��������ȱ���������ȱ�����ȱ���ȱ�����ȱ������ǰȱ��ȱ��ȱ
crucial that social workers recognize how essential mutual aid can 
be for these communities. This means that we should not only be 
teaching about mutual aid in social work classrooms but that mutual 
aid is a meaningful part of culturally appropriate practice. 
 As the rights of trans and queer people come up for political 
debate more often each year, social workers must play a part in 
�����������ȱ �����ȱ �Ĵ�����ȱ ��ȱ ����ȱ�����ȱ ���ȱ �����ȱ �����������ǯȱ
��������ȱ�������ȱ�������������¢ȱ��������ȱ���ȱ�������ȱ ������ȱ��Ĵ���ȱ
to or calling politicians, learning more about local mutual aid, dis-
cussing the impact of these policies with social work students, and 
centering the strength and support within queer and trans com-
munities. In pursuit of social work’s ethical principles, we need 
to foreground the resilience, joy, and strength of queer and trans 
communities by actively incorporating mutual aid into social work 
practice and education.

Limitations

 Overarching limitations were primarily based on the ways in 
which our study was initially theorized and collected. First, the 



176 Journal of Sociology  & Social Welfare

overwhelming sense of urgency to capture how folks were concep-
tualizing and participating in mutual aid during the unprecedented 
and ongoing COVID-19 pandemic outweighed in-depth sampling 
practices. This rush to sample in conjunction with allowing partic-
������ȱ��ȱ����Ȭ��ę��ȱ�����ȱ������ȱ���ȱ�����������ȱ�������ȱ�ȱ���-
���ȱ����ȱ��¢ȱ���ȱ��Ě���ȱ�����������ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ ���ȱ����ȱ
������ȱ ���ȱ����ȱ�����Ȃ�ȱ��ę������ȱǻ ����ȱ������ȱ����ȱ�����Ǽǯȱ����ȱ
������ȱ��ȱ�����¢ȱ���ȱ��������������ȱ��ȱ���ȱ�����ǰȱ�����ǰȱ���ȱ�����ȱ
mutual aid participants, who are often overrepresented in mutual 
aid. Furthermore, some members of these mutual aid communities 
may not have consistent and reliable access to the internet and/or 
phone services to participate in interviews. Lastly, and quite cru-
�����¢ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ����ȱ�����ǰȱ���ȱ��������ȱ������ȱ������ȱ���ę�-
mation of cis/trans identity of participants identifying as men or 
women, thus potentially reporting fewer trans participants than 
actually present in the study. These limitations suggest future re-
search should be more intentional in outreach to a more representa-
����ȱ������ȱ��ȱ������ȱ���ȱ������������ȱ���ȱ���ę��ȱ����ȱ�¡�������¢ȱ
trans and cis identities. 

Conclusion

 Our exploration into the future of mutual aid for queer and 
trans communities utilized critical phenomenological methods 
���������ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ������Ȭ�����ȱ������ȱǻ�ǯȱ�������ǰȱ��������ȱ
�������������ǰȱŘŖŘŗǲȱ����ǰȱŘŖŖşǼǯȱ�������ȱ���ȱ�������������ȱ��ȱ��-
tual aid within queer and trans folks being borne of struggle, our 
ę������ȱ�����ȱ��ȱ���ȱ���������ȱ���ȱ������ȱ��ȱ�����ȱ�����������ȱ��ȱ
care for each other and create a more sustainable future. We found 
that participants placed high importance on maintaining the cur-
rent structure of mutual aid and systemic overhaul for alternative 
world-building. This entails creating community connections and 
systems, as well as an unbinding from systems of harm. We encour-
age those interested in conducting mutual aid research in the future 
to interrogate their motivations to do so, assess their powers and 
privileges, and educate themselves on the histories and requisites 
of mutual aid.
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