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Abstract

Introduction: Nonbinary gender identities are widely erased and invalidated in Western
societies, due to binary normativity. The segregation by binary gender of public spaces and
sports categories may cause unique sources of stress for nonbinary people, manifesting at a
structural and interpersonal level. Utilizing the nonbinary minority stress framework this
study explores how the dichotomous gender division of public restrooms, store dressing
rooms, locker rooms, and sports categories is associated with distal and proximal dimensions
of minority stress. Methods: The study was conducted in Italy and involved forty nonbinary
individuals aged 19 to 36 years in a semi-structured interview. The research team comprised a
diverse range of positionalities, including trans, nonbinary, queer, bisexual, lesbian, and
cisgender heterosexual allied researchers. Results: Through reflexive thematic analysis
combining deductive and inductive orientations, themes were organized in two macro-areas
representing distal and proximal stressors. Distal stressors encompassed experiences of
bullying, harassment, discrimination, social intrusiveness and control, non-affirmation,
invalidation, and the burden of powerlessness. Proximal stressors included internalized
invalidation, avoidance coping, negative expectations, disclosure negotiation, and gender
dysphoria. Conclusion & discussion: Findings showed that intrusiveness, control, non-
affirmation, and social invalidation represent pervasive elements in the daily experiences of
nonbinary individuals, contributing to the internalization of negative emotions referred to the
self, including discomfort, shame, and a sense of social inadequacy. Nonbinary individuals
may prioritize the comfort of others in social interactions, negotiating the disclosure of their
identity to prevent others from feeling uneasy in their presence. Implications for clinical
interventions, policy, and future research are discussed.

Keywords: nonbinary; minority stress; gendered places; invalidation; disclosure

negotiation
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Nonbinary people living in a binary world: Minority stress in public and gendered

places

Nonbinary people experience their gender as falling outside the gender binary of man or
woman. The experience of gender identity and expression among the nonbinary population is
notably heterogeneous. For instance, being nonbinary can entail rejecting the gender binary
system (e.g., genderqueer), feeling one’s gender identity fluctuates between genders (e.g.,
genderfluid), identifying partially, though not entirely, with one gender (e.g.,
demiboy/demigirl), identifying with an additional gender (e.g., third gender) or perceiving
oneself as lacking a gender identity (e.g., agender) (Hegarty et al., 2018). The exponential
increase of people who identify with nonbinary genders is actively challenging binary modes
of thinking, including the clear-cut differentiation between cisgender (or cis) and transgender
(or trans) categories. Indeed, some nonbinary individuals may identify as trans while others
may not. Moreover, some may feel the need to pursue medical intervention on their bodies to
align more closely with their perceived gender (Galupo et al., 2020; Richards et al., 2016).

Generally, nonbinary people express their gender identity in ways that do not conform to
traditional gender roles. Given that current Western societies and cultures still struggle to
fully acknowledge the existence of genders other than those related to being a man or woman,
nonbinary individuals may experience specific, everyday forms of stigma and stress. This
study investigates how public spaces and gendered environments serve as sources of minority
stress exclusively for nonbinary individuals.

Prior research has demonstrated that individuals identifying as nonbinary may manifest
precarious health conditions (Lefevor et al., 2019). Compared with the cisgender population,
nonbinary people reported higher levels of psychological distress, generalized and social

anxiety, eating disorders, depression, and suicidal ideation (Aparicio-Garcia et al., 2018;
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Lefevor et al., 2019; Warren et al., 2016). Literature regarding differences in psychological
health between trans men and women (i.e., binary trans population)! and nonbinary
individuals is not univocal: Some studies found higher rates of depressive symptoms, anxiety,
and substance use in nonbinary individuals than trans men and women (Clark et al., 2018;
Lefevor et al., 2019; Reisner & Hughto, 2019; Stanton et al., 2021) while other studies did
not find significant differences (Guy et al., 2020; Kidd et al., 2021; Rimes et al., 2017).
Minority stress

Contemporary knowledge underscores that members of socially marginalized groups,
compared to the general population, have worse levels of health due to the damaging effects
of stigma engendering minority stress (Diirrbaum & Sattler, 2020). The minority stress model
considers prejudice and discrimination as a specific source of psychosocial stress. Therefore,
minority stress is unique—as it adds to the sources of stress experienced by the general
population—and chronic—because it depends on relatively stable social and cultural
structures (Meyer, 1995). Minority stress extends along a continuum from distal to proximal
stressors. Distal stressors are defined as external to the individual and objective conditions,
such as prejudice events involving (a) violence and (b) discrimination. These factors are
independent of the individual’s identification with the marginalized identity. Proximal
stressors are more insidious since they relate to the individual’s experience of their sexual or
gender identity, whether consciously or subconsciously. These stressors are perceived as
integral parts of the self and include (c) expectations of rejection, (d) the practice of
concealing one’s sexual identity, and (e) the internalization of stigma (e.g., internalized
homo-lesbo-bi-transnegativity). The two sources of stress are strictly interrelated since

proximal stressors are often elicited and/or maintained by distal stressors; for instance, the

1 We chose to use the terms ‘trans men’ and ‘trans women’ rather than ‘trans binary’ since we believe that the
binary vs. non-binary dichotomy constitutes a cisnormative approach to comprehending the more complex
experiences of transgender individuals (National Center for Institutional Diversity, 2019).
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more an individual encounters discrimination, the more they will develop negative
expectations about being discriminated against (Meyer, 2003).

Initially, research on minority stress generalized the experience of sexual stigma,
particularly in gay cisgender men, to encompass the entire sexual and gender minority
population, including lesbian, bisexual, and trans individuals. Over time, studies have become
more rigorous, identifying the specific forms of stigma associated with the different
subgroups of this population. Over the past decade, some scholars have underscored the
concept of gender minority stress (Hendricks & Testa, 2012; Testa et al., 2015), delineating
the stress encountered by trans individuals due to cisgenderism—an ideology that promotes
the assumption that everyone conforms to their assigned sex at birth in terms of gender
identity and expression, in a binary way—and transnegativity— that is, how cisgenderism
manifests itself at the individual level through attitudes and behaviors of discrimination
against trans people (Ansara & Berger, 2016; Puckett et al., 2023; Tan et al., 2020).

Alongside the earlier discussed minority stressors (e.g., victimization, discrimination,
expectations of rejection, concealment, and internalized stigma), Testa and colleagues (2015)
found that gender minority people experience an additional distal stressor labeled non-
affirmation. Non-affirmation emerges when an individual’s gender identity fails to be
acknowledged or validated by others (Parr et al., 2019; Pucket et al., 2023). Common
examples of non-affirmation consist of misgendering—employing pronouns incongruent with
the individual’s gender identity—and deadnaming—utilizing the individual’s name given at
birth rather than their chosen name (Jacobsen et al., 2023; McLemore, 2018). Experiences of
non-affirmation can be categorized as microaggressions: they are subtle forms of
discrimination that often occur without malicious intent and are common in everyday

interactions (Sue & Capodilupo, 2007).
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Recently, scholars have advocated for incorporating gender dysphoria within the realm of
proximal stressors, given its profound correlation with occurrences of non-affirmation during
social interactions (Galupo et al., 2020; Lindley & Galupo, 2020). Historically, gender
dysphoria has been primarily traced to an individual’s experience of a sense of suffering
resulting from a lack of recognition in one's body. Furthermore, the concept of gender
dysphoria within medical and psychological disciplines has often reinforced a transnormative
perspective of the transgender experience (Johnson, 2016), which prioritizes binary trans
narratives characterized by a desire to conform to the gender considered opposite to the one
assigned at birth through the use of medical interventions (e.g., hormone therapies and
surgery) (Lorusso et al., 2024). More recent studies have shown that gender dysphoria can be
triggered or increased by adverse social experiences, such as misgendering (Galupo et al.,
2020; McLemore, 2015) and is associated with adverse health outcomes (Spack et al., 2012),
akin to other proximal stressors (Galupo et al., 2021).

Different studies found a higher prevalence of mental health problems among trans
compared to cis people (Dhejne et al., 2016; Millet et al., 2017). Furthermore, subsequent
investigations have revealed elevated occurrences of minority stress factors, such as
harassment, sexual abuse, and traumatic incidents, among nonbinary individuals in contrast to
both cisgender population and transgender men and women. These stressors have been
associated with adverse mental health outcomes, including heightened levels of anxiety,
depression, and eating concerns (Lefevor et al., 2019; Parr et al., 2019; Scandurra et al.,
2021). Given the high rates of health disparities among nonbinary people, it is important to
discern potential specific stressors and/or additional stressors experienced by this population,
which is still underrepresented in the study of minority stress.

Nonbinary minority stress
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In a recent study, Matsuno and colleagues (2022) found that nonbinary individuals face
gender minority stress (Testa et al., 2015), albeit in specific ways. For instance, non-
affirmation emerges as a frequent and pervasive stressor due to the lack of acknowledgment
of nonbinary gender identity among most Western societies. Common examples of the lack of
acknowledgment of nonbinary identities include the absence of legal frameworks recognizing
a third gender or providing alternatives to binary categorizations related to the M/F options;
the absence of representation of nonbinary individuals in children's and adult literature,
including school curricula; and the pervasive genderization of public spaces used for
restroom and locker rooms. Moreover, nonbinary people often have a gender expression that
does not conform to societal expectations, leading them to a high risk of being misgendered
and invalidated regarding their gender.

Furthermore, the study unveiled the presence of additional and unique stressors associated
with nonbinary identities, including: (1) binary normativity, which is embodied in social
structures and systems that endorse gender dichotomy as the sole viable option, thus
perpetuating the invisibilization, discrimination, and exclusion of nonbinary people from
public space; (2) interpersonal invalidation, which occurs when another person more or less
explicitly assumes that nonbinary gender does not exist; (3) burdening, when nonbinary
individuals are asked to educate others about nonbinary issues, necessitating cognitive and
emotional work, including providing reassurance to cisgender people. These stressors relate
to specific proximal stressors such as gender dysphoria and extra mental and emotional labor.

In Italy, as in most other Western societies, pervasive manifestations of binary normativity
are evident within social and interpersonal domains. Some examples of structural binary
normativity are: the absence of legal acknowledgment, which prevents the option to attain
legal recognition of a gender other than male or female; the lack of social recognition,

resulting in the absence of cultural references related to nonbinary gender and the pervasive
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ignorance of the same by the majority of the population; the requirement to repeatedly
specify one’s designated sex, limited exclusively to the binary choices of either “M” or “F”,
during the completion of bureaucratic documentation; the segregation by binary gender of
public spaces such as bathrooms, dressing rooms, and locker rooms; the segregation by
binary gender of sports categories and activities.

An additional example of binary normativity consists of gendered languages. Using
gendered suffixes, articles, and pronouns in Italian is pervasive and unavoidable. This results
in a considerable risk of misgendering during spoken interactions, particularly when
compared to languages without such gendered linguistic structures (Baiocco et al., 2023).
Transfeminist and queer movements claimed the adoption of specific solutions for gender-
inclusive language, such as incorporating the “schwa” (o) suffix in both written and spoken
communication. Unfortunately, resistance from conservative factions poses challenges to the
official adoption of this proposal (Sulis & Gheno, 2022).

Binary normativity has direct and concrete consequences for the lives and health of
nonbinary people. First, they may experience severe difficulties in being understood and
affirmed in their gender in different contexts (e.g., sociality, school, work, sports, family), and
thus receive less support from significant figures, especially family members (Scandurra et
al., 2019). In addition, they may incur experiences of daily microaggressions, including
frequent misgendering and deadnaming, even within institutional settings such as educational
institutions and medical and psychological services (Morris et al., 2020; Rosati et al., 2022).
Finally, the social invalidation resulting from binary normativity can culminate in a state of
individual overwhelm, characterized by the perpetual necessity to elucidate one’s own
identity and confront skepticism, which can lead the person, among other things, to
experience feelings of confusion and resignation (Matsuno et al., 2022).

Purpose of the Current Study



NONBINARY PEOPLE LIVING IN A BINARY WORLD

Research conducted in the domain of gender minority stress has tended to aggregate the
trans men and women and nonbinary populations within surveys targeting the trans
population. However, nonbinary people do not always identify with the trans category, and,
as a result, a portion of them is often left out of the studies (Scandurra et al., 2019). In
addition, although some stressors may be shared by trans men and women and nonbinary
people (e.g., cisnormativity, transnegativity, gender dysphoria) (Ansara & Berger, 2016)
others may be specific (e.g., binary normativity, identity invalidation, burdening) (Johnson et
al., 2020; Matsuno et al., 2022) or higher in nonbinary people (e.g., non-affirmation,
misgendering) (Jacobsen et al., 2023; McLemore, 2015; Poquiz et al., 2021).

Utilizing the nonbinary minority stress framework (Matsuno et al., 2022), this study
explores the experiences of stress encountered by nonbinary people in public and gendered
places. Specifically, we aim to understand whether and how binary normativity and,
consequently, nonbinary erasure—encompassing elements such as social invalidation,
dichotomous gender division of public restrooms, store dressing rooms, locker rooms, and
sports categories—is associated with distal and proximal dimensions of minority stress
(Meyer 2003; Galupo et al., 2020; Testa et al., 2015).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. The acquaintances of the first and
second authors and of those who conducted the interviews were first interviewed, and then,
when appropriate, they facilitated the identification of additional participants. The study was
also promoted across the interviewers’ social media profiles. The fact that the research team
primarily consisted of individuals who identify as queer, with nonbinary individuals leading

the research, allowed for greater access to the target population. Certain participants
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specifically requested nonbinary researchers as interviewers, as they perceived less likelihood
of encountering attitudes of invalidation and cisnormativity.

The study involved 40 participants aged 19 to 36 years (M =26.81, SD =4.95). All
participants self-identified as nonbinary and shared Italian and White ethnic backgrounds.
Further demographic details are presented in Table 1, while information pertaining to aspects
of gender identity can be found in the Results section. Ethical approval for the research was
granted by the Department of Developmental and Social Psychology, Sapienza University of
Rome (protocol number: 0001088; date of approval: 9 September 2021). Participants were
provided information regarding the interview’s objectives and their guaranteed anonymity.
Informed consent was procured before starting the interviews, whose duration averaged 90
minutes each.

Instruments

First, sociodemographic information such as age, assigned sex at birth, ethnicity,
education, socio-economic status, and employment were collected through a brief
questionnaire. Subsequently, the Gender Diversity Questionnaire (GDQ; Mirabella et al.,
2022; Twist et al., 2018) was employed to elicit details concerning participants’ gender
identity, such as preferred pronouns, identification with the trans experience, engagement
with social and medical gender-affirming paths, as well as feelings and perceptions related to
their gender identity in social interactions. Finally, participants responded to a semi-
structured interview that was created ad hoc for the present study by the research team
(blinded for peer review). The interview protocol was divided into several sections aimed at
deeply investigating the experiences of nonbinary people, including (1) gender identity
development, (2) experiences of coming out in meaningful contexts, (3) social and
community relationships, (4) romantic and sexual life, (5) experiences related to gender

identity in public and gendered spaces.

11
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The present study will refer to the fifth section of the interview. The interview structure
encompassed an initial broad inquiry followed by one or more specific questions (e.g., “Tell
me how you feel when you walk down the street”, followed by “Have you ever had problems
related to your identity or expression of gender?”’; “How do you feel about the idea of
interacting with people you don’t know, for example, shopkeepers, shop assistants, waiters,
etc.?” followed by “Are you generally recognized as the gender you identify with?”;
“Describe how you feel when you find yourself in a public space that strongly emphasizes
gender, such as public toilets, sports locker rooms, or dressing rooms in shops”, followed by
“Have you ever had an unpleasant, stressful, or dangerous experience for your safety in these
places?”. The interviews were conducted in Italian, and the quotes were translated into
English for this article with back translation to ensure accuracy.

Researchers’ Positionality and Analytical Approach

The first and second authors, who correspond with the principal investigators, embody a
transmasculine nonbinary identity. They actively engage in activism within the realm of trans
and nonbinary health. Consequently, they are part of informal and political networks of
nonbinary individuals. The rest of the research team consists of cisgender individuals, some
identifying as queer, lesbian, and bisexual. The last author is the director of the clinical and
research center “Be as you are” (Baiocco & Pistella, 2019; Baiocco et al., 2023), an
institution renowned in Italy for its dedicated efforts in supporting the self-determination of
trans and nonbinary individuals in their gender-affirming medical and social paths. All
authors are established psychologists and researchers engaged in promoting the well-being of
trans and nonbinary individuals. Their approach is rooted in recognizing the pervasive impact
of cisnormative stigma on the mental health of those belonging to gender minorities.

Acknowledging our positionalities and theoretical assumptions is crucial, as they have

influenced both the design of the interview and the data interpretation. As suggested by Braun

12
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and Clark (2022), we believe that our embodied subjectivities have represented a resource
rather than a research bias, “[...] as knowledge generation is inherently subjective and
situated” (p. 8). Our subjectivities facilitated the development of a comprehensive interview
framework characterized by affirmative language and a nuanced acknowledgment of factors
pertinent to the unique stigma encountered by nonbinary individuals, such as binary
normativity. After being interviewed, some participants reported feeling seen and recognized
for the first time within a mental health-related setting.

Data were interpreted through reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006; 2022),
with the lead researcher as a single coder. Collaborative discussions with the research team
influenced code generation and thematic definition. Nonetheless, this procedure did not occur
within the confines of a standardized codebook or a strict consensus among authors. The
analysis unfolded through a prolonged immersion process, spanning interviews, transcription,
and analysis. The analytical orientation combined a deductive approach, structuring the
interview around the hypothesis of unique nonbinary stress experiences, with inductive
elements, allowing for exploration of participants’ reported experiences.

Specifically, the data analysis involved several steps. Initially, transcripts were
systematically reviewed to ascertain the manifestation of minority stress at both distal and
proximal levels. Then, stressful episodes and their characteristics were pinned down as
preliminary codes, associated with the excerpt of interest and a brief description of it.
Representative examples of these preliminary codes include ‘bullying in sports’, ‘street
harassment’, ‘misgendering’, ‘deadnaming’, ‘discomfort in locker room usage’, ‘resignation
due to lack of recognition’, and ‘avoiding sports activities’. From the identified codes and
along with a parallel reading of the relevant literature, specific topic areas were defined
following the more traditional minority stress model (Meyer, 2003) and its subsequent

applications to trans (Lindley & Galupo, 2020; Testa et al., 2015) and non-binary (Matsuno et

13
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al., 2022) populations. The proposed codebook was discussed with the research team who
agreed or redefined some dimensions; for example, the dimension of burden initially
categorized under proximal stressors due to its impact on self-perception, was later
reclassified as a distal stressor because of its close association with external social
interactions. Finally, the principal coder undertook a comprehensive review of the selected
excerpts, systematically re-categorizing them to ensure saturation within the identified
thematic categories.
Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics

Most of the participants (75%) were assigned female at birth. Half (50%) self-recognized
in the trans category. The majority (82%) were socially affirmed in their gender, while only a
few (7%) engaged in a medical gender-affirming pathway. Many participants perceived their
gender identity as fluid, with 65% indicating that it fluctuates based on contexts and 75%
noting its variability over time. Within social interactions, participants mostly declared being
perceived based on their assigned sex (72%), with a minority stating that they were perceived
uncertainly (20%) or according to the gender considered opposite to their assigned sex (8%).
Twenty-eight (70%) participants declared they were not at ease with how other people
perceive their gender identity, and thirty-one (77.5%) participants reported having
experienced discrimination for their gender expression. These data highlight how the concept
of passing or blending—being perceived in one’s gender by others—is heterogeneous and
more complex for this population (Flynn & Smith, 2021).
Reflexive thematic analysis

Through reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006; 2022) combining deductive
and inductive orientations, we have outlined thematic categories related to nonbinary

minority stress within public and gendered places (Matsuno et al., 2022). Themes were

14
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organized in two macro-areas representing distal and proximal stressors, as reported in Table
2. Distal stressors involve four themes: (1) bullying, harassment, and discrimination; (2)
social intrusiveness and control; (3) non-affirmation and invalidation; (4) burden of
powerlessness. Proximal stressors encompass five themes: (1) internalized invalidation; (2)
avoidance coping; (3) negative expectations and vigilance; (4) disclosure negotiation; (5)
gender dysphoria. Themes are not mutually exclusive; frequently, they interconnect and
intersect. The interplay and consequential relationships between distal and proximal stressors
are particularly evident in specific quotes. Results and discussions are combined in a single
section, as recommended by some qualitative approaches to research (Flick, 2014), and
consistent with prior studies addressing similar themes (Anzani et al., 2019).
Distal stressors

Participants describe different distal stressors, encompassing a spectrum of severity,
ranging from experiences of overt discrimination, harassment, and bullying to instances of
social intrusiveness and control, further extending to dimensions of microaggression that are
rooted in non-affirmation and invalidation and, finally, in burden of powerlessness.
Bullying, harassment, and discrimination

Numerous participants report experiencing bullying, harassment, and discrimination in
educational, sports, public, and institutional settings, highlighting the pervasive social and
institutional violence faced by the nonbinary community (Harrison et al., 2012). Bullying
occurred mainly during physical activity hours, in the use of bathrooms and locker rooms
through giggles as well as more severe acts of aggression, and was often associated with
avoidance or abandonment of places and activities (Vidourek et al., 2016):

When I was younger, I used to play basketball. I was the only person assigned female but I used to
act like a little boy, and I remember it happened that one day, I was thrown on the floor and kicked...

and I never played basketball anymore (U. 35 yo).

15
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More recent instances of harassment and violence involve explicit physical or verbal
assaults in public spaces. One participant shared a personal experience of enduring an assault,
which was subsequently followed by institutional discrimination. Law enforcement refused to
acknowledge and follow up on the participant’s complaint, using the absence of an anti-
discrimination law related to gender identity as an excuse (Reineck, 2017):

I was beaten once; yes, I had just parked my car in front of my house. I was crossing the street, and
I heard a car coming and stopped. I thought they were trying to let me pass. As I was crossing, I
heard the little comment, the laughter, so I turned around, told them to fuck off, then the one closest
to me got out and punched me in the face [...] the next day I went to the police because I wanted to
file a complaint. Let’s say they didn’t want to do anything, although I insisted, they told me ‘there
is no law that protects against discrimination and we are not required to do additional things just
because it’s you’, essentially (M., 21 yo).

Other times, harassment is distinguished by elements of sexualization:

Once I noticed that a guy was spying on me while I was taking a shower [in the locker room]. He

was looking at me for quite a long, but I didn’t notice, so when I saw him I screamed ‘Ah!’, [ was

shocked and he walked away laughing (J., 32 yo)

At times, the experiences of street harassment and assault are marked by a dual valence,
which reflects the double effect of visibility or erasure (Ryan & Rivers, 2003). On the one
hand, participants experience negative feelings related to the assault; on the other hand, they
experience euphoria given by feeling seen and affirmed in their gender:

Once, an old woman called me ‘faggot!” and spat at me [laughs]. By the way, it’s also, I mean, it was

also a strange moment of gender euphoria because I thought ‘But then I’'m passing as a gay guy!’

(B., 30 years old)

Finally, some participants reported forms of sports discrimination, which highlighted a cis-
suprematist attitude to enforce a binary gendered order in sports environments (Sharrow,

2021). An illustrative case of such discrimination involves requests for documentation
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verifying an individual’s assigned sex, often occurring when they possessed a notably high
level of physical performance, as elucidated by L. (24 yo): “I used to play basketball and I
had times when during games the opposing team’s coach would look at me and said ‘he can’t
play’. Many coaches were asking for IDs to attest that I could play there”.

Social intrusiveness and control

The dimension is specific to the experience of stress concerning public and gendered
places. Indeed, it emerges due to a binary and cisnormative social need to categorize people
as men or women where their gender expression is perceived as “uncertain”, delegitimizing
their understanding of genders and bodies (Ansara & Berger, 2016). Social intrusiveness
manifests as invasive behavior like staring at a person for a long time or feeling entitled to
ask if they are “male or female”, as reported by P. (31 yo): “Once I was on the streetcar.
When I got off a guy followed me to ask me if I was male or female”. Steady gazes can
trigger negative feelings in the person being observed:

I think I throw people off in society. It makes me super anxious, especially since I’m not easily

categorized as just a guy or a girl. Everybody is looking at you, staring at you, laughing, making

jokes. Happens a lot. (M., 24 yo).

Social intrusiveness often translates into acts of social control, such as barring individuals
from public restrooms and changing rooms or subjecting them to public scrutiny to verify
their gender (meant as sex assigned at birth) (McGuire et al., 2022).

I was like 17 years old, and I remember for the first time they didn’t just look at me wrong, they

kicked me out and said ‘This is the women's restroom!” and I was like ‘I know!’. And then actually

I was kicked out many other times (K., 26)

Social intrusiveness and control are related to the dominant cisgenderist frameworks that
permeate Western societies, which legitimize cisgender people to exert power and control over
the bodies and lives of trans and nonbinary people (Billard, 2019; Sharrow, 2021). While

emerging as a “new” dimension compared to past models of minority stress (Meyer, 2003;
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Testa et al., 2015) and proposed in reference to nonbinary stressful experiences, it is important
to acknowledge that such mechanisms of control and intrusiveness may extend to other
individuals, including trans men and women as well as cisgender individuals with gender
expressions diverging from societal norms (e.g., butch lesbians) (Doan, 2010).
Non-affirmation and invalidation

Non-affirmation and invalidation emerge as relatively common stressful dimensions
among participants (Barr et al., 2022). These experiences can be categorized as
microaggressions, that is subtle forms of discrimination because they occur within mostly
harmless or insignificant interactions, making them difficult to identify (Meyer, 2015; Sue &
Capodilupo, 2007). Microaggressions are common among trans and nonbinary people (Chang
& Chung, 2015), they manifest with a very high frequency through different forms of
nonverbal and verbal communication. Previous research showed that microaggressions
severely impact mental health (Parr et al., 2019). Specifically, non-affirmation is
characterized by all those experiences in which a person’s gender is not seen, recognized, and
validated (Testa et al., 2015). Non-affirmation can be read as strictly depending on social
invalidation, reflected in the cultural invisibility of nonbinary gender identity and the lack of
a “third option” other than male/female to self-determine one’s gender in Western societies.
The recurring and daily experience of non-affirmation and invalidation entails a profound
sense of invisibilization, as U. (34 yo) highlighted: “The feeling of being invisible... that’s
always there... sometimes it’s very impactful”.

Misgendering is one of the most prevalent forms of non-affirmation (Jacobsen et al., 2023;
Matsuno et al., 2022), as described by one participant as an “everyday occurrence” (P., 31
yo). A few participants emphasize that what they find most disturbing, beyond the incorrect

use of pronouns, is the deployment of gendered titles such as “Signora” (Madame) or “Bella”
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(Pretty girl) (Spiel, 2021). These terms are commonly employed in Italian social interactions
among strangers, such as when getting coffee at a café or shopping.

Again, some recount distressing experiences stemming from using their assigned name
instead of their chosen name (Anzani et al., 2023). Unfortunately, in Italy, the law does not
provide for the possibility of changing one’s name on official documents unless through
protracted legal processes that require the person to be placed on a standard binary gender
affirmation path, so many nonbinary people find themselves unable to use their chosen name
officially:

Apart from the misgendering, the biggest hassle for me is my name, it’s just the use of the deadname

which then, actually, is not a deadname; because unfortunately, on my identity card, institutionally,

that’s what it is and that’s what it will be (B., 22 yo).

Not all nonbinary individuals aim to appear as what is traditionally conceived as the
opposite gender, but that doesn’t mean they want to be seen as their assigned gender. To date,
a “nonbinary blending” is not yet conceivable: for many nonbinary people blending means
being recognized as fluid or androgynous (Galupo et al., 2021) which, in contemporary
Western societies, means being seen as nonconforming (Young, 2019). For that reason, some
participants experience ‘“not passing” as a kind of privilege because it exposes them to a
lower risk of aggression:

Fortunately, I have never experienced any aggression related to gender identity. But because people

don’t see me as nonbinary. Compared to other trans people who maybe are more nonconforming I

have a bit of a privilege. Even though I don’t identify with being female, people still see me that way

(T., 20 yo).

Finally, invalidation can manifest at an interpersonal level, where individuals explicitly
deny the existence of nonbinary identity or reject the possibility that a person can have a

nonbinary gender identity (Johnson et al., 2020):
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I’ve heard things like ‘nonbinary people don’t exist’, so, denying our identity, or criticism about
using certain pronouns. And then there’s also someone saying ‘These things don’t make sense’. Yes,
it happens all the time when it comes to interactions with others. (T., 20 yo).

Burden of powerlessness

As in the model of Matsuno and colleagues (2022), the burden is characterized by having
repeatedly to explain oneself to be affirmed in one’s gender identity. The dimension of burden
exemplifies the blurred boundary between distal and proximal stressors. As a dimension
linked to social interaction, it encompasses traits of both external events (distal), such as
invalidation stemming from others’ lack of understanding, and internal impacts (proximal),
manifested through feelings of overwhelm, powerlessness, and devaluation associated with
one’s nonbinary identity. The burden is often accompanied by a sense of overload and fatigue
and, sometimes, by resignation (Barbee & Schrock, 2019):

Every time I introduce myself it’s a struggle, both for my name and pronouns. People ask for my

“real name”, and then use the wrong pronouns. Most of the time, I don’t even correct them. Every

time, I’m like, “Should I tell them? Should I correct them? How will they react? Then I have to

explain everything?” It’s like, emotionally and energy-wise, it’s a pretty hefty effort. So, a lot of
times, I just let it go (T., 20 yo).

The burden may entail the necessity of repeatedly coming out or requesting multiple times
for the use of accurate names and pronouns before others begin to do so (Young, 2019). This
can lead the person to avoid talking about themselves so as not to get into tiring or
embarrassing situations and to burden others’ (cisgender) people emotions:

I went to dinner with a friend and her boyfriend the other night. My friend was referring to me using

feminine terms and pronouns, and he noticed. And then there was another friend, who also didn’t

know me, who used my old name. When my friend’s boyfriend had to greet me, he didn’t know what

to call me. I’m not at ease with the idea of making others uncomfortable (M., 24 yo).
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This comment underscores the prevalent tendency among nonbinary individuals to
perceive their own needs as less valid and their well-being as less significant compared to
others. Several participants report that they prefer to put themselves in the background by
managing their sense of discomfort internally (with themselves) rather than embarrassing the
other person and then managing the discomfort of the interaction. The recurrent messages of
invalidation from society place nonbinary individuals in the position of feeling powerless and
less valuable than others.

Proximal stressors

The proximal stressors we identified related to crossing public and gendered places consist
of internalized invalidation, avoidance coping, disclosure negotiation strategies, and aspects
related to gender dysphoria.

Internalized invalidation

Closely related to the theme of burden, internalized invalidation is exemplified by feelings
of social inadequacy and shame related to one’s gender identity. This is coupled with inner
confusion and intrusive thoughts, such as doubts about one’s nonbinary identity, often due to
societal invalidation. Aligned with prior research, the present findings show how the repeated
experiences of invalidation within multiple contexts affect cognitive functioning, thus
eliciting confusion, self-doubt, rumination, and the internalization of shame (Johnson et al.,
2020):

At this very moment in my life, I suddenly feel confused after coming out in some places. I find

myself thinking, ‘I don’t know, I’m not sure’. I don’t know what’s right and wrong anymore, what I

want or don’t want. And I think this is due to the fear of being disappointed (C., 35 yo).

Moreover, as found by Matsuno et al. (2022), some participants reported sentiments of

being a burden or causing inconvenience to others due to their nonbinary identity:
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I also find it a little difficult, like introducing myself to people, saying my name and pronoun.

Because I always feel like the weirdo in the situation anyway, I’'m afraid of making my friends

uncomfortable. [ mean in the end, I always feel at fault (W., 26 yo).
Avoidance coping

Feelings of embarrassment, burden, and discomfort arising from non-affirmation and
social invalidation can result in various avoidance mechanisms. This illustrates how distal
stressors influence the internalization of negative emotions and the adoption of avoidant
behaviors representing proximal stressors, as discussed by H. (24 years old): “I avoid using
the locker room mainly for fear that my presence and body might cause...ehm... discomfort or
harassment for others”. It is remarkable how frequently the theme of abandonment of sports
activities and avoidance of gym locker rooms and public bathrooms arises (Greey, 2023;
Lerner, 2021):

I would love to start playing rugby again, however, I’'m always a little bit in a crisis because I don’t

know where to play, with whom, and where to change. Also because I don’t want to clash with cis

men [laughs], however, I would also feel uncomfortable being in a women’s team. So, in a way, it

seems like I might not end up playing at all (F., 35 yo)

Some participants recount refraining from cleaning and changing after physical activities,
as well as holding back essential physiological needs for extended periods:

I never used a locker room, like even when I work out, I just keep my sweaty clothes on instead of

changing. Many times, | avoid going into bathrooms; I’d rather hold it in. And I skip out on a lot of

activities I might enjoy because of this [gendered] divide (B., 22 yo).

At times, avoidance coping is accompanied by strategies that participants perceive as
potential solutions to structural obstacles. For example, it is a common experience among
participants to use public toilets by having friends accompany them or by using the toilets for

people with disabilities:
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I only go to the bathrooms accompanied by my friends [laughs] or, recently, I’ve been using the

disabled bathroom. Then I feel guilty because I think [ wouldn’t have the right to use it, but I don’t

know what else to do. (H., 24 yo)
Negative expectations and vigilance

Consistent with previous studies, many participants report fear, anxiety, and worry about
interacting with others and navigating public and gendered places. Nonbinary people are
particularly at risk of experiencing negative expectations due to social invalidation and
experiences of scarce support from family and friends (Scandurra et al., 2021). Participants
fear that embracing a nonconforming gender expression could lead them into dangerous or
embarrassing situations of social intrusiveness and control (Levitt et al., 2023):

Most of the time I am afraid. I’'m afraid of ending up in situations where people can’t figure out my

gender, and then they ask me ‘Are you male or female?’ or that, indeed, my voice betrays me,

because my appearance suggests something else (P., 31 yo).

The fear of being attacked or harassed leads many to maintain a state of vigilance and
exert environmental control (Bauerband et al., 2018). For some, the negative expectations and
state of alertness become so pervasive that it affects their physical posture, as well as the way
they relate to others:

I’d say I pretty much always feel anxious about public spaces and people in general. Then it depends

on the circumstances of course. Until a while ago I was terrified of leaving the house. My way of

traversing the space was as a hunchback, enclosed in myself, trying to dodge any possible danger

(T., 30 yo).

Negative expectations are related to the anticipation of stigma, which has been found as a
mechanism that severely interferes with social interactions (Hughto et al., 2015) determining
psychological distress and chronic hypervigilance (Bockting et al., 2013; Rood et al., 2016).

Disclosure negotiation
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Participants’ narratives reveal a daily process of navigating the disclosure of their gender
identity. Negotiating disclosure may manifest through refraining from disclosing or clarifying
one’s gender identity to practicing selective coming out—that is, disclosing one’s gender
identity and/or using the chosen name and pronouns only when the context is perceived safe
(Barbee & Schrock, 2019; Bower-Brown et al., 2023):

I didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of coming out at the gym. I feel like it’s an important thing to

do, however, I didn’t feel very safe... also because in some situations it’s just me without supportive

people by my side (Y., 29 yo).

Negotiating disclosure often becomes an automatic process, marked by a rapid assessment
of the environment and a subsequent unconscious choice concerning “how much to be out”
(Tan et al., 2020). This is particularly evident when participants recount exercising control
over language, such as using non-gendered terminology and expressions to refer to
themselves:

Let’s say I use strategies to make myself feel good... in some situations, I try not to give myself

feminine, maybe I make neutral sentence formulations, or I cut out the last vowel (U., 34 yo)

Occasionally, participants negotiate disclosure by adopting strategies aimed at reducing
the risk of being read by others as nonconforming (Levitt et al., 2023), such as acting and
dressing in ways that are interpreted as conforming with their assigned sex:

There are times when I’m tired, my defenses are low, so I dress low profile, you know? I would say

‘cis’ because it attracts little attention; I decide to dress this way, because at that moment, being

unnoticed, is the thing that makes me most comfortable (B., 22 yo)
Gender dysphoria

Gender dysphoria emerges as closely related to social situations (Galupo et al., 2020;
2021). Participants recount negative feelings toward their gender or body as a result of
interpersonal invalidation, non-affirmation, and microaggressions, confirming findings that

body dysphoria is often triggered by situational and gendered expectations and becomes more
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salient during the social negotiation of gender identity (Pulice-Farrow et al., 2019). Hence, it
constitutes a stressor that originates at the structural-social level, subsequently manifesting on
the individual level through intrusive thoughts and ruminations (Galupo et al., 2020). For
example, C. (35 yo) shares: “Like most of the times that they identify me as a woman,
sometimes it makes me angry, it makes me go in front of a mirror and think ‘what did they
see as feminine in me today?’”. Binary genderization of public spaces encompassing settings
like bathrooms, locker rooms, and store fitting rooms is also identified as a trigger for gender
dysphoria:

The experience of fitting rooms in stores is one of the things that has always elevated gender

dysphoria for me, the fact that you never know if someone is going to come up and say something

to you because you are in the ‘wrong fitting room’ (Z., 28 yo)

Our findings confirm the insights established in prior research conducted within the trans
community, which show a direct relationship between distal stressors (e.g., misgendering)
and increased gender dysphoria, highlighting how this relationship goes on to impact people’s
ability to traverse social contexts (Galupo et al., 2020). Indeed, some participants are strongly
affected by gender dysphoria to the point of disrupting some aspects of their social
functioning:

How is my relationship with public space? Well, it’s sort of a mess. Public space creates extreme

levels of dysphoria in me. I always feel awkward and ashamed. I appear as if I’'m just a shy,

embarrassed person when I am not; instead, I am constantly distressed, as if [ were always wearing

a mask (M., 33 yo).

Some minimize social interactions to reduce the risk of experiencing harassment,
invalidation, or misgendering: People can avoid conversations or eye contact with others, and
at times, it may lead to experiencing a state of estrangement and alienation (Colizzi et al.,

2015; Jones, 2018):
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When I go through public space I feel quite lost. It’s like I begin to dissociate. Maybe I’'m on the
bus, I’m starting to stare off into space, or I’m staring at stops, or I start writing or drawing
something, but without really realizing it. I think it’s more of a way to not interact with people, to
prevent potential misgendering (A., 20 yo).

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate alignment with the construct of nonbinary minority
stress (Matsuno et al., 2022), highlighting its relevance when navigating public and gendered
spaces. It is important to emphasize that the results of this study are not generalizable, as they
refer to a cohort of predominantly young, non-disabled, white European individuals.
Furthermore, protective factors that could potentially mediate the relationship with stressors
and mitigate their impact were not explored in the current study. We encourage future
research endeavors to validate the minority stress model proposed herein by extending its
scope to individuals across diverse age groups, with varying disabilities, and representing
diverse cultural backgrounds. Additionally, investigations into protective factors are
warranted to provide a comprehensive understanding of minority stress experiences within
the nonbinary population.

A direct link emerges between distal and proximal stressors (Galupo et al., 2020; Meyer,
2003; Testa et al., 2015). Proximal stressors, such as internalized invalidation and gender
dysphoria, emerge as particularly significant factors in showing how distal stressors, such as
interpersonal invalidation, non-affirmation, and microaggressions, influence self-perception
and sense of comfort with gender identity (McLemore, 2018; Puckett et al., 2023).
Coherently with previous research, participants’ narratives vividly illustrate how invalidating
interactions contribute to feelings of identity invalidation and discomfort with one’s body
(Kozee et al., 2012; Galupo et al., 2020; McLemore, 2015), often leading to the adoption of

avoidance behaviors in anticipation of negative situations. Proximal stressors represent the
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internalization of direct and indirect experiences of discrimination and victimization (Puckett
etal., 2023).

Episodes of harassment and bullying manifest from childhood, aimed at punishing the
transgression of cisnormativity that nonbinary people often embody through their gender
expressions (Doan, 2010). Intrusiveness, control, non-affirmation, and social invalidation
represent pervasive elements in the daily experiences of nonbinary individuals, contributing
to the internalization of negative emotions referred to the self, including discomfort, shame,
and a sense of social inadequacy (Johnson et al., 2020). The accounts provided by
participants shed light on the inclination of nonbinary individuals to prioritize the comfort of
others in social interactions, often managing their discomfort internally to prevent others
from feeling uneasy in their presence.

Unconsciously, nonbinary people may feel less valued by others, thereby feeling less
validated in expressing their needs. In addition, the persistent pattern of social invalidation
and structural erasure, which fails to acknowledge the existence of nonbinary genders, leads
nonbinary people to experience a paradox related to blending: the more they are recognized
in their authentic gender, the more they run the risk of harassment; conversely, the less they
are affirmed in their gender, the safer they are (Young, 2019). Although visibility for
nonbinary people has positive effects, such as being affirmed and validated in one’s gender, it
also increases the risk of verbal and physical victimization (Ryan & Rivers, 2003).

It is evident from the participants’ accounts that experiences of gender dysphoria and
internalized invalidation are caused and reinforced by turning off social interactions and not
by intrinsic malaise unrelated to the context (Galupo et al., 2020; 2021). The sense of social
discomfort and inadequacy may result in avoidance of gendered places and activities (e.g.,
bathrooms, fitting rooms, sports activities). In more severe cases, individuals may even

refrain from leaving their homes or encounter alienation when they attempt to do so (Jones,
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2018). It is possible to hypothesize that nonbinary erasure and ongoing, daily experiences of
interpersonal invalidation impact nonbinary people’s mental health at various levels (Parr et
al., 2019), up to the occurrence of defense mechanisms to face state of anxiety, such as
estrangement and alienation.

The phenomenon of gendered places exerts its influence across all genders, leading to the
development of spaces traditionally perceived as masculine (public spaces such as streets and
squares) and feminine (private spaces like homes). The binary system of gender norms
associated with public space creates distinct categories of space that legitimize distinct
possibilities of activities and existences, failing to create safe environments for both women
(Bastomski & Smith, 2017) and people who transgress gender norms (Doan, 2010).
Implications for Practice

This study has several potential practical implications. First, it highlights the need for
structural changes to enhance the accessibility of public spaces for individuals with nonbinary
gender identities. In practical terms, public restrooms, store fitting rooms, and sports locker
rooms should always include a “gender-free” option, enabling individuals of any gender to
move through spaces not heavily tied to traditional categories of man or woman. In addition,
public facilities, stores, and educational institutions should train their staff to avoid incidents
of harassment, discrimination, or invalidation against nonbinary people (Baiocco et al.,
2023). Staff members should be sensitized to the nuances of respectful interactions, including
but not limited to the correct use of names and pronouns, refraining from making
assumptions about an individual’s gender identity based on their gender expression, and
ensuring affirmative language and behavior.

From a clinical perspective, this study serves to raise awareness among mental health
experts to understand the psychological burden that binary spaces have on non-binary people

and the potential negative effects on mental health. Mental health experts may, in fact,
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underestimate these aspects, perceiving them as inconsequential. Such a perspective not only
risks invalidating individuals and their lived experiences, creating the condition for secondary
victimization, but also hinders mental health experts from gaining a more profound insight
into the individual and the profound influence that diverse social contexts may exert upon
their lives.

Finally, the interview protocol of this study can be used in the context of psychological
counseling, especially for conducting initial assessments and gaining a comprehensive
understanding of the life stories of nonbinary clients (blinded for peer review). Many
participants expressed their profound appreciation for the accuracy and relevance of the
questions posed during the interview. Through affirming language, the interview protocol
covers various aspects of life, providing clinicians with a comprehensive view of the person,
including gender identity development, coming out experiences, emotional relationships,
sexuality, management of stigma, and resilience factors. This approach enables clinicians to
offer culturally competent and affirming treatment (Pezzella et al., 2023), allowing
individuals to explore their unique experiences and identities openly.

Strengths and limitations

One notable strength of this study consists in the recruitment, specifically focusing on
nonbinary individuals, without asking to identify as trans to take part in the study. This
approach has allowed us to capture the specific instances of the nonbinary population that,
generally, are mixed within the broader trans population. Furthermore, we believe that a
strength of the study lies in the researchers’ positionalities. The fact that nonbinary and queer
people led the team allowed greater access to the target population and established a
supportive environment where participants felt comfortable sharing various aspects of their
lives in greater detail. Lastly, it’s important to highlight that this study identified new and

unique dimensions of nonbinary minority stress related to public and gendered places, such as
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intrusiveness and social control, disclosure negotiation, gender dysphoria, and internalized
invalidation.

Concerning the limitations of this study, several points should be acknowledged. First, it is
important to point out an imbalance in the participant group, with a predominant
representation of White and Italian, mostly middle-class people. This implies a lack of
attention to intersectionality and, consequently, an underrepresentation of nonbinary poor,
disabled, and/or racialized people, who may have complex and significantly different
experiences compared to those who incorporate more privilege. Again, unlike the original
minority stress model (Meyer 2003; 2015; Testa et al., 2015) this study did not investigate
protective factors that might elicit aspects of resilience, empowerment, and/or posttraumatic
growth (Jones et al., 2022). Investigating these protective factors is crucial for a more
comprehensive understanding of the experiences of nonbinary individuals in the context of
minority stress.

To conclude, given the qualitative nature of this study, specific findings should be
interpreted as inferences and would benefit from validation through quantitative or mixed
methods research. Future research should further investigate the relationship between
everyday stressors like social invalidation and experiences of gender dysphoria and
alienation, verifying the relationship between such dimensions. Further research is needed to

build upon the limited existing studies regarding blending among nonbinary individuals.
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Table 1. Participants’ demographic characteristics.

Variable N (%)
Education
High School 18 (45%)
Bachelor 19 (47.5%)
Ph.D. 3 (7.5%)
Socioeconomic
Low 6 (15%)
Average 32 (80%)
High 2 (5%)
Occupation
Student 18 (45%)
Employed 14 (35%)
Student worker 3 (7.5%)

Unemployed 5 (12.5%)
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Table 2. Nonbinary minority stress domains in public and gendered places

Type of stressor

Description

Distal stressors

Bullying, harassment,
and discrimination

Social intrusiveness and
control

Non-affirmation and
invalidation

Burden of
powerlessness

Being excluded from sports activities because one’s gender
expression is not clear; being insulted, laughed at, and/or beaten
for one’s gender expression in street, stores, bathrooms

Being persistently observed in public and gendered places
because one’s gender expression is not clear; being asked
unwanted or invasive questions about one’s gender; being
chased by strangers who want to figure out one’s gender
identity; being turned away from public restrooms; being forced
or asked to dress a certain way by family members,
colleagues/boss, friends

Feeling invisible and not affirmed in one’s gender in social and
institutional contexts; being called by a name (deadnaming) and
pronoun (misgendering) that does not represent one’s gender
identity; being socially invalidated by other people who claim
that nonbinary identities do not exist

Having to explain oneself constantly in order to be understood in
one’s gender identity; having to come out repeatedly before
being affirmed in one’s gender; having to remind people of
one’s name and pronoun(s); taking on the emotions of others,
such as embarrassment and/or disease of cisgender people;
feeling overwhelmed and resigned

Proximal stressors

Internalized invalidation

Avoidance coping

Negative expectations
and vigilance

Disclosure negotiation

Feeling socially inadequate and ashamed of one’s gender
identity; experiencing confusion and intrusive thoughts (e.g., “I
don't really know what I want; maybe I’'m exaggerating; my
gender identity doesn’t exist; I’'m making it up”) because of non-
affirmation and social invalidation

Avoiding social situations due to fear of discomfort with one's
gender identity; avoiding gendered places such as locker rooms
and public restrooms to the extent of neglecting basic
physiological needs like washing and urinating; choosing to quit
or not participate in a sport because there is no category that
aligns with one’s gender

Being alert and afraid of incurring negative experiences
(harassment, non-affirmation, misgendering) and/or of facing
scrutiny and social control; being afraid of disappointment from
others for coming out

Refraining from disclosing or clarifying one’s gender identity;
practicing selective coming out (only in some contexts/with
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Gender dysphoria

selected people); exercising language control (e.g., employing
extended expressions to avoid explicit gender references and/or
using right pronouns only in some contexts/with selected
people); adopting strategies to not be read as nonconforming
(e.g., dressing and behaving in a way that can be perceived as
conforming to one’s assigned sex)

Feeling uncomfortable with one’s body and/or gender
expression; experiencing estrangement and alienation as a result
of social intrusiveness, invalidation, and non-affirmation
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