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Abstract 

In present study the process of choosing a name in the transgender and non-binary (TGNB) 

community was investigated. A qualitative investigation with open-ended questions was 

conducted to achieve this goal. The total sample included 124 individuals (46 non-binary, 66 

trans masculine, and 12 trans feminine). Seven overarching themes emerged from the 

reflective thematic analysis, which can be divided into two broad macro areas: 1) the process 

of deciding on a name; 2) identity values that the TGNB person’s choice of name may have. 

The peculiarities of the Italian context and the ways they affect the process are discussed. 
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Introduction 

In the present study, the process of choosing a name in the Italian transgender 

community, including transgender and non-binary (TGNB) individuals, was investigated. We 

were specifically interested in deepening the understanding of the existing name choice 

patterns, the identity meanings that the chosen name might have, and whether the name had 

changed over time. The Italian context has peculiarities that significantly affect the name 

change process for transgender individuals. On the one hand, the Italian language and the 

way it shapes thought have a specific sociocultural influence. Italian is, in fact, a strongly 

gendered language, as illustrated below (Formato, 2018). On the other hand, the legal process 

of gender and name changes in documents for TGNB people is time-consuming and 

complicated. Unlike in other European countries, gender change always requires court 

approval in Italy (Voli, 2018). These peculiarities of the Italian context influence the 

individual value that name change may have in terms of identity affirmation, social 

affirmation, and sometimes even political affirmation. 

The Chosen Name as a Means of Affirmation 

Name change is a socially accepted or expected practice in some situations within cis-

heteronormativity. Some examples of accepted name changes are abbreviations, nicknames, 

pseudonyms, and the new name acquired through marriage or induction into a religious 

organization (Kinney & Muzzey, 2021). However, name change involving TGNB people is 

not yet an accepted practice, and in some contexts, such as in Italy, it involves a long and 

expensive legal process (see § Italian Legal Practices of Gender Affirmation). 

There have been few studies on TGNB individuals’ chosen names, but the studies that 

have been conducted provide essential information about how TGNB people choose and 

integrate their chosen names into their identities and the reduced risks of using such names. 

Some studies have reported that name change is more common among binary transgender 
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people than among non-binary people (James et al., 2016; Pollitt et al., 2021). However, this 

may have a cultural connotation. As will be explored in the next paragraph, language and 

names can have strong genderization in Italian, unlike in English (see § Debate on the 

Inclusivity of the Italian Language). However, all the previous studies on the chosen name 

have been conducted in the US context. This limits the interpretability of such studies’ 

results, which must be considered with caution in relation to other cultures, ethnicities, and 

languages. For instance, it is more likely that Italian non-binary people prefer a chosen name 

because there are no existing neutral names in the Italian context (with some rare exceptions). 

Although this is entirely speculative, it is an observation that can be made by clinicians 

working with TGNB clients and by community members. In the US TGNB population, the 

most frequent reasons for deciding not to change one’s birth name are that the registry name 

is already neutral or that one feels a strong attachment to his or her birth name. In general, 

using a chosen name correlates with a reduced mental health risk, such as a decreased risk of 

developing depressive symptoms and suicidal ideation and behavior (Russell et al., 2018). In 

addition, the chosen name has an essential function in affirming one’s gender identity (Pollitt 

et al., 2021; Russell et al., 2018) as it makes gender visible. Binary individuals consider it 

essential that their gender be acknowledged. As for non-binary people, some of them might 

choose ambiguous names to minimize the assumptions about their identities.  

Name selection can be experienced by TGNB people as a shared process. The 

literature has highlighted four social network groups most commonly referred to as 

supportive of name selection: the family of origin, the family of choice, mental health 

professionals, and the LGBTQ+ community and groups (Muzzey et al., 2021). Of these, the 

two groups cited as the most reliable and consistent are the family of choice and mental 

health professionals. LGBTQ+ groups are sometimes deemed challenging to access and are 

not representative of ethnic diversity (Muzzey et al., 2021). 
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Debate on the Inclusivity of the Italian Language 

The public debate in Italy regarding language inclusivity has been particularly 

vigorous in recent years. Like Spanish or French, Italian is a language with solid gendered 

connotations (Formato, 2018). The Italian language not only lacks neutral gender pronouns; 

all nouns are also connoted with a gender (e.g., in Italian, forchetta [fork] is a feminine noun, 

and cucchiaio [spoon] is a masculine noun). The problem comes up again with personal or 

group names and pronouns. In Italian, names tend to be either masculine (typically ending 

with -o, such as Marco or Roberto) or feminine (typically ending with -a, such as Anna or 

Roberta). There are very few gender-neutral Italian names (e.g., Andrea), which are used for 

both females and males. 

Moreover, a specific law in Italy dictates the choice of name, prescribing that the 

name assigned at birth must correspond to the sex assigned at birth (Art. 35 DPR 3.11.2000 n. 

396). This “gatekeeping” law has become an object of discussion due to a recent case in 

which the parents of a child assigned female at birth were called to the court to justify calling 

their child Blu (derived from the color blue, which is a masculine noun in Italian). The judge 

ordered the parents to add a middle name mirroring the child’s gender assigned at 

birth.However, it is common to have “Maria” as a middle name for persons assigned male at 

birth. 

The parents eventually won the case (Vanni, 2018). Therefore, the constant use of 

gender in spoken language to refer to an object or a person (but primarily to refer to a person) 

is a significant concern. This issue poses significant problems with the burgeoning 

appearance of transgender identities in the public scene, particularly non-binary identities. 

Although only of secondary interest in this context, it is worth mentioning that there is also a 

debate in Italy regarding linguistic sexism (Nitti, 2021). For example, some words referring 

to people or categories have genders reflecting sexist stereotypes (e.g., ingegnere [engineer] 
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is a masculine noun that has no feminine counterpart). Within this framework, the question 

“What strategies can be used to degenderize our language?” arose, particularly raised by 

transfeminist activists and the LGBTQIA+ community. 

One of the strategies used to be more inclusive in written language is to replace the 

last letter of a word with a gender connotation with an asterisk (*), a paragraphemic sign. In 

oral language, inclusivity is achieved by replacing the last letter of a word with a gender 

connotation with the schwa (ə) sound, an indistinct vowel sound symbolizing an indefinite 

gender more effectively than the term “neutral” does (Favaro, 2021). Over the past year, 

discussions around inclusive language have undergone extreme polarization: talking about 

inclusive language came to mean taking sides in favor of or against the use of the asterisk and 

the schwa. The discussions often quickly turned into a battle between traditionalists and 

progressives (Favaro, 2021). The debate became so heated that it resulted in the collection of 

signatures for a petition against the use of schwa, on which even expert linguists and 

philosophers have expressed their opinion (Vivaldelli, 2022). 

In addition, the Italian press still shows a lack of knowledge and sensibility about 

transgender issues, often deadnaming and misgendering TGNB people with sensationalistic 

aims (i.e., calling transgender women with male articles and vice versa; coming up with 

disrespectful titles such as “[Deadname omitted] becomes Elliot: the first transgender on 

Time Magazine”) (Mariani, 2021). 

Understanding the broader context in which TGNB individuals’ experiences of 

changing their names are embedded will allow us to grasp the cultural (and sometimes 

political) significance that affirming one’s identity through a name change can have. 

Moreover, the aforementioned insights into how the Italian language works and its gendered 

connotations can help us understand how difficult it can be to affirm oneself when one’s 

identity or appearance is nonconforming. 
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Italian Legal Practices of Gender Affirmation 

The legal recognition of gender identity refers to the right to obtain identity 

documents corresponding to one’s gender identity and expression; that is, the right to have 

one’s name changed and one’s gender legally recognized in documents such as identity cards, 

passports, tax codes, driving licenses, and school certificates. The right to have one’s 

personal data changed in all documents (including, for example, deeds of ownership of a 

house, employment contracts, and telephone bills) meets two needs. First, one’s registry 

identity must coincide with one’s present experienced and perceived identity (Russell et al., 

2018). Second, there is a need to respect the privacy of gender transition (Deutsch, 2016). In 

Italy, changing one’s gender and name in documents is a relatively complex process. The 

predominance of the biocentric paradigm (Bolin, 1996) structures the Italian gender system 

as a bipolarity of two sexes and the corresponding genders (Garosi, 2012), forcing de facto 

non-binary individuals to identify with one of the two poles. This schema informs the social 

and normative definitions of gender transition. In Italy, reassignment of sex and gender in the 

registry is allowed by law, particularly by Law 164/82 (“Rules Concerning the Rectification 

of Sex-Attribution”), which regulates the legal process of changing one’s gender and name in 

one’s identity documents. For their gender identity to be recognized, transgender people must 

present proof of having undergone institutional medical care (i.e., undergoing gender-

affirming hormone treatments for at least a year). Without this proof, transgender people 

cannot take the desired steps toward changing their names in their identity documents (Voli, 

2018). Until 2015, transgender people who entered into marriage contracts before their 

gender transition were forced by Law 164/1982 to nullify their weddings and were denied 

custody of their children in case of separation. Legal name change for Italian transgender 

people thus requires a series of highly medicalized steps and a judge’s permission. As such, it 

takes several months to obtain a registry name change, apart from the year of hormone 
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therapy required. Such a prolonged process has several implications for the well-being of 

transgender people. For example, they may find themselves in awkward or embarrassing 

situations in which their outward appearances do not match their identity documents.  

The Current Study 

The current study aimed to better understand how Italian TGNB individuals select 

names for themselves and integrate these into their identity development. This objective was 

achieved through a qualitative investigation. 

The study participants were asked the following questions:  

1) How did you select your chosen name? For instance, did you change your birth name to 

masculine/feminine? Did you change just one letter of your birth name? Were you inspired 

by someone, such as a family member or show business personality? Did you discuss it with 

your parents or friends, or did you choose your name on your own?) 

2) What meaning does your chosen name have for you in terms of identity? In what ways is it 

affirming your identity? 

3) How long has this name represented you? Have you previously experimented with other 

names? If so, which ones? Why did you ultimately choose to change them?  

Methods 

Participants and Recruitment 

The current study was conducted in Italy and in Italian language, and all the 

participants identified as Italian. The study consisted of an online survey with mixed 

questions (both open- and closed-ended). The total sample consisted of 124 individuals (46 

non-binary, 66 transmasculine, and 12 transfeminine). The participants’ ages ranged from 18 

to 54 years, with a mean age of 24.35 years (SD = 7.30). The sociodemographics are 

summarized in Table 1.  
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The inclusion criteria for the study were as follows: (1) 18 years or older and (2) 

identifying as a TGNB person. Recruitment flyers were posted on various online resources 

serving the TGNB and LGBTQ+ communities. These online resources included Facebook 

and Instagram pages dedicated to transgender research. All the data were collected in 2021. 

The Ethical approval for this study was obtained from University of Milano - Bicocca 

(protocol number: RM-2021-464). All participants had to give informed consent before 

proceeding to fill out the questionnaire. If they selected the option “I do not express my 

consent,” they were directly directed to the final screen of the survey. 

Researcher Positionality 

The research team included a postdoctoral researcher identifying as a White Italian 

queer cisgender woman, a doctoral student identifying as a White Italian cisgender gay man, 

a White Italian TGNB and queer person, and the fourth/senior author, who identified as a 

White Italian cisgender gay man. First and senior authors have clinical experience with 

TGNB clients. All the authors share a non-religious background, although some of them had 

a Catholic upbringing. The diversity of the authors’ experiences regarding gender and 

sexuality allowed us to approach our analysis discussions from different perspectives. During 

the meetings, we reflected on our personal reactions to the data to process our personal 

biases, and discussed how our biases could impact the data analysis. This allowed us to 

increase the rigor of our process and ensure the trustworthiness of the study’s results 

(Morrow, 2005; Tufford & Newman, 2012). 

Measures 

After providing informed consent, the participants were asked to answer some 

sociodemographic questions. Gender identity was asked in a two-question format to capture 

the nuances and multitude of identities within transgender communities (Harrison et al., 

2012). We first asked the participants about the labels that they used to describe their gender 
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identities, and then we asked them if they used any other labels to describe themselves. Then, 

through a closed-ended question, we asked the participants which gender identity (trans 

feminine, trans masculine, or non-binary) was most representative of them. We then invited 

the participants to answer three open-ended questions about their experiences of choosing a 

name for themselves and integrating this into their identity. 

Analysis 

The participants’ narratives about their chosen names were analyzed via reflexive 

thematic analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Braun, Clarke, Terry, & Hayfield, 2018). 

RTA acknowledges the researcher's active participation in the creation and production of 

knowledge. In maintaining this assertion, this analytical exercise cannot ignore the 

biographies and values of those who collect and interpret the data (Singh, Richmond, & 

Burnes, 2013). RTA is a powerful and flexible research tool that can provide a rich and 

detailed, yet complex, account of data. Through RTA is possible to identify, analyse and 

report patterns (themes) within data. For this analysis the TA phases were followed (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). The first step was to familiarize with the data. All the authors read 

independently all the participants’ answers and took note of their insights. After this step,in 

the first meeting, the research team members discussed the initial codes that they found 

individually. On this occasion, the research group reflected also on their positionality and 

biases. In particular, all the authors were surprised to find several participants’ answers linked 

to religious beliefs, specifically Catholicism. As mentioned, the team members shared a queer 

and non-religious background, perceiving catholicity values as not inclusive of queer 

identities. Listening to the participants’ voices and learning from them, the researchers 

acknowledge the partiality of their positionality,  recognizing another possible way to 

experience queerness and faith. Moreover, the authors with a clinical background recognized 

that their expectations of this data were founded on their TGN young adult patients’ journey, 
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and that their hypothesis was to find more answers related to the choice of a foreign name, 

due to the fact of escaping the Italian binary language, overestimating the other strategies. In 

addition, the non-binary researcher reflected together with the team members on how their 

experiences could have put more emphasis on the strategies of non-binary identities despite 

the others. At the end of the first meeting, the authors identified two macro areas of strategies 

for choosing a new name, one referred to the practical strategies and one referred to the 

identity values behind the choice. Then the research group come back to the data, starting to 

generate the line by line initial code, for every answer. A code is a data feature that the 

analyst finds interesting, and it refers to the most basic segment that can be assessed in a 

significant way regarding the phenomenon (Boyatzis, 1998). The coding phase was 

performed manually, following both a semantic content and a latent approach. In the second 

meeting, the authors presented and discussed the list of codes they found, checking also if 

their initial biases had not negatively affected the data. In this phase, authors worked on 

transforming and linking together codes to create emergent themes, and agreed upon a 

thematic scheme including 27 candidate themes. The themes were not mutually exclusive. 

The participants might have endorsed several codes within the same theme across the three 

answers (i.e., one might have chosen a name with friends and maintained a link to the family 

of origin through the chosen name). The answers were blind-coded, with participant 

demographics, such as gender identity, hidden during the coding process. Then, the second 

and third author independently coded the dataset into the identified themes. The themes were 

coded as dummy variables. The first author served as an external auditor to ensure 

dependability in the coding. The research team then met again to discuss the themes fit and to 

ensure that the thematic structure accurately captured the participants’ experiences. In this 

phase the authors recognized that 6 themes had not enough data to support their existence, 

thus they were subdivided into other themes. Moreover, the team independently re-analysed 
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the data following the final 21 themes. As a result of this revision of the thematic structure, 

an inter-rater reliability analysis was conducted, which comprised Fleiss’ K values between 

0.79 (choosing a name on their own) and 0.96 (choosing diminutives and nicknames). The 

research team coded the data twice to ensure that the thematic structure fit the data before the 

themes were finalized. All discrepancies were resolved via consensus and acknowledging the 

researchers’ positionalities. Only those participant responses that were selected as good 

representations of the themes and then were subsequently included in the paper were 

translated into English. An early translation by the second and third authors was later 

amended by the first author.  

Results 

The participants were asked to describe in detail their processes of selecting their 

names, the meanings of their chosen names for their identities, and whether their names had 

changed over time. In response, the participants described their experiences of choosing a 

name and the significance of their chosen name in terms of both gender affirmation and 

identity. The content analysis revealed six overarching themes that could be divided into two 

main macro areas. The first macro area concerns the name selection process and includes the 

following overarching themes: (1) experimenting with names; (2) strategies for name 

selection; and (3) sharing the choice process. The second macro area concerns the identity 

values that the choice of name might have for the TGNB person and includes the following 

overarching themes: (4) keeping a connection with the past; (5) distancing from the past; (6) 

choosing a symbolic name and (7) the chosen name as a means of affirmation. Several codes 

were ascribed to each of the overarching themes mentioned (see Table 2). The results are 

presented in the following sections using direct quotes from the participants relevant to the 

code being discussed and are positioned with the participants’ gender identities and ages. 

Name Selection Process 
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The TGNB participants’ responses to the prompts could be divided into two macro 

areas. The first macro area describes the name selection process by citing its most practical 

aspects: the participants’ attempts to experiment with one or more different names, how the 

name selection process occurred, and whether there were any people who accompanied the 

choice process. 

Experimenting with names 

One of the questions posed to the participants was whether the name they chose had 

remained the same or had changed over time. The “experimenting with names” codes were 

“the chosen name has never changed” and “different names were experimented with.” Each 

participant fell under only one of these two codes; either the name was chosen and remained 

the same over the person’s lifetime so far, or there was a phase of experimenting with 

different names. Some participants said that they chose a name only once in their lifetime: 

Ever since I came out, it has always been the same. – Trans boy, 30 

In some cases, the name selection was driven by the desire to facilitate the transition 

process to the new name for the sake of the family members or loved ones: 

 I’m convinced that if I could, I would’ve wanted to further experiment with other 

names, such as Nicholas or Gabriel, but I didn’t want to make this transition more 

difficult for the people close to me. – Trans man, 19 

Other participants had different experiences with name selection, marked by more 

experimentation. The name had been modified only once in some cases for reasons such as 

that the person did not feel fully recognized in the initial chosen name or believed that the 

chosen name did not adequately express the person’s gender identity or its evolution: 

My current chosen name has been representing me for almost a year now, and yes, I 

experimented with another name, Purple, because I initially thought I was non-
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binary, so I thought of a neutral name.... But I decided to change it after a few weeks 

as I rediscovered myself as a Trans man. – Trans man, 18 

Some of those who had decided to change their names claimed that the reason for the 

change was to meet the needs of their families: 

Before my current name, which I have been using for about 2 years now, I had 

another one. Before I came out to my parents, I used to go by the name “Jughead.” 

But it was too complicated for them, so we chose another name together. – Trans 

man, 20 

A frequently mentioned reason for deciding to use a different name was the difficulty 

of pronouncing the former name, especially for names of foreign origin: 

Years ago, I used to go by my nickname “John,” like John Watson from Sherlock 

Holmes. Then, I wanted to choose an Italian name that was easy to spell and 

remember. – Trans man, 25 

In some cases, the name had changed several times. Often, attempts were made to 

find a name that would best represent the person’s identity: 

[...] All the names I previously chose stopped representing me after some time, which 

pushed me to look for new ones. Sometimes they were too masculine or feminine, or 

simply not “me.” – Non-binary woman, 18 

In some cases, the person felt that the name was not right and eventually developed 

dysphoria: 

[...] The only name I experienced before this was the male version of my deadname, 

which I had used for a few weeks. I liked it, but in Italian, it was pronounced exactly 
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like my deadname. It caused me so much dysphoria that I eventually looked for 

another name. – Trans man, 20 

Strategies for name selection 

The participants mentioned the many ways in which they chose their elective names. 

The different strategies could be the simplest, such as deciding to change only one letter of 

the birth name, or could be the result of much more elaborate research. The codes regarding 

the strategies used for name selection had the following overarching themes: “adopting 

diminutives and nicknames,” “transforming the assigned name,” “distancing from the 

assigned name,” “choosing a good-sounding name,” and “choosing two names.” 

 One name selection strategy that was used was adopting diminutives or nicknames 

perhaps already used in the past. This made it easy for the participants to make their birth 

names neutral and to facilitate communication with others, especially their family members 

or long-time friends. In the example that follows, the nickname shortened from one's birth 

name also helps protect one from always having to explain one's nonbinary identity.  

I’ve been called Fede [...] even before I realized that I’m a non-binary person, when I 

actually thought I was completely in the wrong body. It’s hard to change your name 

when what you’ve been called makes you feel better. But I didn’t want to explain my 

non-binary identity at each turn, so I truncated half of my full name [...] By being 

called Fede, as I had always been called, I didn’t have to explain things to too many 

people. – Non-binary, 25 

Some participants tried to maintain a connection to their assigned names by choosing 

names that had something in common with their previous ones. They managed to maintain 

the connection by just transforming their assigned names, such as by changing some of the 
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letters. Frequently in Italian, changing the final letter of a name changes its gender; this 

strategy was mentioned by several participants: 

I changed my birth name to masculine. I had always found it very charming, and 

when I was still a child, I often said that I would want to call myself that if I were “a 

boy,” so I chose that name. – Non-binary, 19 

In some cases, the elective name retained the first letter of the assigned name (“I 

wanted to keep the initial letter of my first name”). In other cases, an attempt was made to 

keep the new name as close to the assigned name as possible (“I’ve changed my birth name 

to the male name most similar to it: from Lara to Luca.”).  

Some participants described the exact opposite name choice strategy, trying to 

distance themselves as much as possible from their given name:  

I wanted to choose a name completely different from the one assigned to me at birth, 

even in its length, both to “close” my past and to make any attempt to discover my 

deadname as difficult as possible [...]. - Trans man, 23 

The above direct quote reflects that an attempt was made to have closure with the 

person’s past. As described in detail below, maintaining contact with one’s past or wanting 

closure had important meanings in terms of identity for many participants; all of these 

nuances were better captured by the codes of the second macro area.  

In other cases, the chosen name had nothing to do with the birth name, but the 

participant chose it nonetheless due to its pleasant sound: 

I’m comfortable with it [my chosen name]. I like the sound of it, and it’s a name you 

don’t hear that often. – Trans man, 19 
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In a few cases, the sound of the chosen name was also associated with the sonority of 

the Italian language (“I wanted something simple and Italian that complemented my last 

name, sounded “light and fragrant,” and didn’t have a masculine counterpart”). People 

sometimes use two names to symbolize diverse facets of themselves. One of the two names 

frequently symbolizes a reference to the past while the other represents a link to the present 

self and identity. The name connected to the past could be a memory not just of who the 

TGNB person was as a child (tied to the birth name) but also of the people who were 

important to the person in general: 

André Marcus was the name I had picked. I chose André because Andrea was the 

name of a dear childhood friend of mine. [...] I chose Marcus because it had always 

amazed and inspired me. Besides, both names “represent” a part of me. – Trans man, 

24 

Sharing the choice process 

The name selection could have been done personally by the TGNB person, but it 

could also have been shared, as mentioned by various participants. The “sharing of the choice 

process” codes were “choosing on their own,” “choosing with their partners,” “choosing with 

their friends,” and “choosing with their family.”  

The code labels were quite self-explanatory, and they indicated the agents involved in 

the name selection process. Some participants reported choosing their names on their own. 

The strategies were the most varied: some participants made lists of names that they liked or 

that they believed represented them the most while others chose to conduct an Internet search 

(I compiled a list of male names that I liked and thought would best represent me. – Trans 

queer man, 26). For others, the name selection process was shared with significant others. A 

couple of participants reported that they shared the selection process with a romantic partner:  
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I conducted extensive Internet research and compiled a list of names that I liked. I 

narrowed down the selection to three names with the help of my girlfriend. She then 

attempted to use them until I discovered that one particularly felt familiar.                  

– Trans boy, 25 

The participants’ partners offered a safe place where the participants could 

“experiment” with different names to determine which one best represented them. Unlike the 

decision made with a partner, the one made with friends appeared more spontaneous. The 

process could have been inspired by making up a few names as a joke, transforming a 

nickname used by one’s peers into a name, or receiving proposals from one’s friends. 

Letit, rather than Letizia, was suggested by a friend. It’s unique, meaningful, and 

enjoyable to listen to. – Non-binary, 23 

The persons most frequently mentioned as those with whom the decision of what 

name to adopt was shared were the family members, particularly the parents. This was partly 

due to our sample’s low average age, meaning that most of the participants were young. 

Parents were sometimes portrayed as sources of support for a decision that the participant 

already had in mind, in other circumstances, the parents chose their children’s names: 

My mother chose it [the name], and without knowing what my mother had chosen, my 

sister suggested the same name. It’s a family name, and it’s nothing like the name I 

was given when I was born. – Trans man, 28 

Identity Values of the Chosen Name 

Beyond the strategies that the participants used in choosing a name, with whom they 

shared the process, and whether the name was changed numerous times, the chosen name was 

recognized by the participants as being extremely important for their identity. The codes in 

the second macro area thus represent the identity values that the participants associated with 
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the names they had chosen. These include “desire to keep a connection to the past or to 

distance oneself from it,” “selection of a name with a symbolic meaning or that is inspired by 

certain characters or persons,” and “selection of a name as a means of self-affirmation.” 

Keeping a connection with the past  

Many TGNB participants used their chosen names to express their desire to keep a 

connection to the past. They described this connection to their past in relation to three factors, 

each of which was made a code: “maintaining a bond with the name assigned at birth,” 

“maintaining a bond with the family history and cultural values,” and “maintaining a bond 

with one’s life path.”  

The birth name was not seen as anything to hide, conceal, or be uncomfortable with 

by a portion of the sample. Some of the participants chose to preserve a link with their birth 

name by adopting various strategies. Some participants picked a name that was phonetically 

identical to the name assigned to them at birth, or they altered the ending of their assigned 

names to make these correspond to the opposite gender (i.e., Maria 🡪 Mario). The strategies 

that the participants used are illustrated by the code “transforming the assigned name” (see § 

Strategies for name selection). 

First, I tried several names before I came to the one I eventually chose: Adriano. [...] 

Second, it was important for me to keep the initial letter of my birth name. Third, 

Adriano is very similar to my birth name, whose sound I’ve always liked. For that 

reason, my parents liked it too. [...] – Trans man, 20  

A participant shared his discomfort over not being able to keep his female assigned 

name at birth as a middle name. His lawyer discouraged him from doing so because in court, 

the judge could have questioned his gender identity as a man. 
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[...] Before the hearing, I was quite determined to ask for a registry name change, 

with Tommaso as my first name and my female birth name as my second name 

because I really liked it and still felt represented by it. However, my attorneys 

strongly advised me against making this request as it would make it more difficult for 

them to get my sentence approved. In addition to questioning my willingness to 

undergo a gender affirmation or transition process, there would also have been a 

legal issue: If I had both a male and a female name, I could have committed scams 

and crimes more easily. However, that doesn’t stop parents from calling their 

children Roberto Maria or any other similar name1, and it makes me quite angry.      

– Trans man, 27 

Maintaining a connection to one’s assigned name at birth sometimes also represents a 

way of honoring the name that one’s parents have chosen for oneself. In many participant 

responses, the search for a name that maintains a special link with the TGNB participant’s 

family roots emerged. In particular, seeking a connection with one’s parents recurred in many 

responses. Some participants shared that they chose the name that their parents would have 

given them had they been assigned the opposite gender at birth, and the connection to the 

family was also maintained by using a name frequently used by the extended family 

members: 

When my mother got pregnant the first time, she and my father decided on two names: 

a male and a female one. I simply adopted the female one, Sara, so my chosen name 

was also given to me by my parents. – Trans woman, 20 

                                               
1 In the past, it was common in Italy, especially for people belonging to the Christian and Catholic communities, 

to give to their male children the middle name Maria, referring to the Virgin Mary, despite the fact that it is a 

typically female name. 



 

21 
 

Furthermore, the participants expressed a desire to maintain a connection with their 

cultural roots. For example, some claimed to have chosen an Italian name to enhance their 

national identity. Others decided to highlight other aspects of their identity, such as their 

religious identity. One participant said, for example, that it is important for him to choose a 

Biblical name because it represents a family tradition or because he feels the need to express 

through his name two sides of his identity that may seem “opposed” to each other: his being a 

transgender person and his Catholic identity: 

The name I chose, Giona, the name of a biblical prophet, feels like it belongs to me. 

For me, it was very important that my identity and my Christian faith not only did not 

cancel each other out but also found a way to coexist in me because my faith 

constitutes my identity. I therefore chose to reread my story as a trans boy in light of 

the story of Jonah [Giona, in Italian], a prophet called by God to announce to the 

Ninevites the imminent destruction of their city unless they became properly righteous 

and devout. Jonah, frightened by the magnitude of the task assigned to him, tried to 

change his course to escape, but God led him to be shipwrecked and swallowed by a 

whale. After three days and three nights, Jonah was spit out and had a second 

opportunity to face his fear and fulfill his task. He tried and was heard. Nineveh was 

saved, thanks to Jonah. I realized that God has always also called me toward this 

path, even though it is frightening, and I’ve often tried to escape. I, too, have been 

given a second chance to be who I am called to be: Giona. – Trans man, 20  

Maintaining ties with the past was achieved by some TGNB participants by selecting 

a name that had a meaning related to their personal history or life path. For some participants, 

their chosen name was one that they used in their childhood fantasy games or that evoked 

significant memories from their childhood. For other participants, it could also have been a 

way to honor the children that they used to be.  
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My chosen name is completely different from my registry name. It was the name by 

which I introduced myself to strangers as a child, or by which I asked to be addressed 

by both my playmates and my family members. It was a foregone conclusion that I 

should choose it because it accompanied me throughout my childhood and 

adolescence. It’s the name I have sewn on myself forever. – Trans man, 26 

Distancing from the past 

Sometimes, the name choice was driven by a need to move away from the deadname 

for several reasons. We identified two codes: “distancing oneself from one’s family history” 

and “distancing oneself from the name assigned to one at birth.” 

With regard to the “distancing oneself from one’s family history” code, the 

fundamental reason for the discomfort with one’s deadname may be linked to a desire to 

distance oneself from harmful and hostile familial conditions: 

I chose a Japanese name. Even if it’s an entirely feminine name, it ends with the 

syllable -ko, which sounds masculine in Italian. I picked this name because I 

identified with it and fully rejected my deadname (two names given to me by my 

parents ). […] It allowed me to get rid of those two names, which I had never 

associated with. I had the power to choose my own name, meaning, and identity. It 

also helped me break free from my toxic family by marking the end of my unhealthy 

relationships with them. – Genderfluid, 18 

In another case, the participant rejected his deadname to separate himself from 

unshared political and moral principles rather than because he could not identify with it: 

[...][Choosing a different name] means having the opportunity to take control of my 

own identity. I no longer want to be linked with a communist, homophobic tyrant, and 

I don’t want to be a political pennant of my family. – Trans man, 26 
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Some participants claimed that distancing themselves from their deadnames was 

motivated by a desire to reclaim their identities as they believed that their deadnames did not 

reflect their identities in any sense. As a result, some participants developed a dislike of the 

names they were given at birth. 

[...] In the other [name], I had no sense of identity. I had spent a lot of time hating it 

because it was not linked to me in any way as a person. I see myself and believe that I 

exist when I hear my [chosen] name. – Non-binary, 19 

In other cases, the rejection of a given name signified a willingness or desire to 

distance oneself from an imposed and non-shared decision typically associated with religion 

and gender ideals that did not match one’s identity. The freedom to choose one’s own name 

was described as a free act that enabled one to “fearlessly wear” the new name: 

It doesn’t have the religious and gendered connotations of my birth name. It’s my 

choice and not something imposed on me. It feels good on me, like a tailored suit.       

– Non-binary, 26 

Furthermore, rejecting and distancing oneself from the name one was given at birth 

not only reduces gender dysphoria but also boosts gender euphoria. Indeed, hearing one’s 

chosen name and having oneself acknowledged as the person one is will inspire pride and 

joy:  

It doesn’t resemble my old name, and I chose it on my own. [...] My name is tightly 

connected to my identity, even beyond my gender identity. In particular, as a male, I 

picked a masculine name because it makes me feel euphoric calling myself such and 

being called by it. Those who refuse to use it to refer to me are disregarding a large 

part of who I am. – Trans man, 20 
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Choosing a symbolic name  

For some participants, their chosen names had nothing to do with their birth names 

but had other personal meanings. A significant number of participants chose a symbolic name 

with roots in the natural world, Greco-Latin history, Catholic tradition, or stories and their 

characters. The “choosing a symbolic name” codes were symbols from nature and fictional 

and real-life characters. A few participants, for example, were inspired by the symbolic value 

of natural elements, such as planets or satellites. The quote below shows that the Trans 

woman sees herself in the moon and attaches symbolic implications to her name expressed in 

her character and personality. 

[...] I eventually chose my current name because I was looking for a link between my 

name and the moon, which I had always considered a guide. [...] The name that I 

chose for myself has a profound meaning. The moon fluctuates but remains the same; 

it grows and shrinks, lights up and darkens, kind of like everyone, but especially me. 

The moon’s numerous portrayals as a person have also been significant, mainly 

because the moon is invariably represented as a woman. It’s alone sometimes and 

with other creatures at other times, but it’s rarely seen in its wholeness by humans 

who struggle to comprehend its full nature. – Trans woman, 19 

The next quote is unusual because it mirrors the reverse approach: picking a name that 

does not reflect a significant aspect of one’s personality and does not reflect oneself well. 

This is due to a desire to replicate the process by which one’s birth name almost chooses 

oneself rather than the other way around. 

[My chosen name] is Greek in origin and means “Sun.” I’m not a cheerful2 person, 

and the name doesn’t suit me, but that’s beside the point. [...] I was looking for a 

                                               
2 Adaptation from the Italian solar [solare]. In Italian, this adjective is used to describe a joyful and cheerful 

person. 
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name that happened to be mine. It’s almost as though the name chose me.” – Trans 

man, 25 

For others, the meaning of their name was that it became a representation of their 

story, which was also associated with their transition journey. The name is not only symbolic 

of the past but also represents a hopeful projection into the future:  

[...] It’s an old Greek name that means “strength and fortitude.” When I think of 

myself by that name, I’m reminded of the guts I needed to start my transition, and the 

courage I’ll need to live my choice throughout my life. It’s a reminder and a promise 

I’ve made to myself that, no matter what, I’ll be brave and try to live my truth without 

allowing anyone else to make me feel bad about it, because as long as I have 

confidence in myself and my own mental strength, I can walk tall and be proud of 

having invested my energy in finding myself through my transition. – Trans man, 19 

Other participants chose names referring to historical or fictional characters. These 

chosen names were the most varied and were inspired by school readings, as in the example 

below, where within a book the participant also sought out queer representations. 

In ninth grade, our Latin teacher assigned us to read “Memoirs of Hadrian.” Every 

morning, I listened to an episode from the audiobook on the bus. [...] I loved the 

chapter where he talked about Antinous, and at the time, I badly needed any kind of 

queer representation. – Female-to-male boy, 20  

 However, transgender or queer activists (“I was inspired by a famous activist for the 

transgender community on Instagram”), literary protagonists (“My Italian teacher was so 

enthusiastic about Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s Il Gattopardo that I also fell in love with 

the character of Tancredi Falconeri”), comic book or movie characters (“My name was 

inspired by a character from the anime/manga ‘Death Note’”), or artist names (“I was 
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inspired by the name of an artist”) had been used as inspiration for the names. In this sense, a 

name inspired by a real-life or fictitious character symbolically reflects the traits of such a 

character, with whom one identifies. 

Chosen name as a means of affirmation 

The names chosen by the participants were means by which they could ultimately feel 

at ease, “like a custom-made suit,” a chance to finally identify the name as their “own name” 

and so view their identity as visible and authentic. Within this theme, we identified two 

separate codes: “the participants felt affirmed in their gender” and “the participants felt 

affirmed in their social identity.” In terms of gender identity affirmation, we have already 

mentioned how the Italian language can be strongly binary in terms of gender, and how 

names can easily be modified to correspond to a specific gender. This implies that those with 

a binary identity, such as trans men and trans women, have no difficulty choosing a name. 

Instead, a gendered name may encourage others to use proper pronouns. Non-binary people 

face challenges with Italian names because these force them to choose between feminine or 

masculine names. To affirm their gender, some non-binary participants attempted to find 

ways to overcome this linguistic duality. Some of them adopted non-Italian names, most 

commonly English, or created their own names: 

 The first name that I chose for myself was Oliver. I chose it by playing a game of 

changes, starting from my original name: Elisa → Ellie → Ollie → Oliver. I chose my 

second name––Timothy, Tim for short––by watching a web series and adopting the 

name of my favorite character there, Tim/Timothy Wright from Marble Hornets.       – 

Genderqueer person, 18 

The chosen name also acts as an important strategy for the participants’ social identity 

affirmation. Although closely related, this dimension of affirmation is primarily about 
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recognition by others, which goes beyond knowing oneself by one’s chosen name in a 

specific experienced gender. Social factors might sometimes compel a name change. The 

TGNB participants may be challenged by society’s binarism, especially if their transition is 

medicalized. Having a name that is incongruous with an external appearance, as reported by 

the participant below, would be too distressful. 

In terms of identity, it’s beneficial for both internal satisfaction with one’s gender and 

social recognition. I’d say that, given how I feel, I wouldn’t have had a hard time 

keeping my registry name even if I had started hormone therapy; nevertheless, 

changing it is more in line with how I feel and with the society I interact with.” – Non-

binary, 30  

Furthermore, some participants emphasized how their chosen name allowed them to 

fit in and engage with new social circumstances in a more peaceful and sociable manner. 

It has made my insertion into new social contexts (especially at the university) much 

easier; my chosen name did cause me a gender dysphoria crisis, and now, being able 

to introduce myself with an appropriate name of my own free choice, I feel more 

sociable and ready to meet new people and better face social situations, even new 

ones, whereas before, I would have avoided them, isolating myself completely.           

– Trans man, 23  

In some cases, the chosen name also represents the participant’s evolution as a person 

with the personality traits he or she aspired to have:  

For me, the name “Leonardo” embodies a masculine identity with an honest, 

intelligent, introverted, nonconformist character, and I wouldn’t know exactly how to 

unpack the rest of it. It is affirming of my identity not only by simply being a 
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masculine name but for the type of person it describes in my head, which is the person 

I’d like to be. – Trans man, 26 

The gender and social identity affirmation of TGNB people may make them feel more 

self-confident and may therefore allow the most genuine aspects of their “authentic” selves to 

emerge, which until that moment had remained latent or hidden. 

Discussion 

The current study investigated Italian TGNB people’s process of choosing an elective 

name. A qualitative investigation of the decision-making strategies employed and the 

meanings involved in choosing a name was conducted. The Italian sociocultural context is 

peculiar when it comes to language as the Italian language has solid gender connotations. The 

participants’ responses showed that the gendered structure of the Italian language was often 

an issue when choosing a name, especially for non-binary people. In particular, the 

participants reported that they often had to find a compromise between what they wanted to 

express through their chosen name, the linguistic characteristics of the Italian language, and 

their own well-being. As a result, some TGNB people who participated in this study reported 

considering one or more names to express their gender identities. Especially for the Italian 

non-binary community, using two or more names would represent a strategy or political act 

of breaking free from the binary nature of the Italian language (Hochdorn et al., 2016). Some 

participants clearly stated that they picked a foreign name to avoid adopting a binary and 

hegemonic concept of masculinity/femininity, despite the fact that they identified as men or 

women. Given our sample’s young age, it is possible that this choice is linked to the spread of 

a less stereotyped perspective on gender among the younger generations (Kinney & Muzzey, 

2021). Thus, the selection of foreign/non-Italian names has been used as a strategy to elude 

the binarism of the Italian language and the Italian laws establishing the name change process 

(Law 164/1982, Court of Appeal No. 15138/2015). Moreover, Italian law limits TGNB 
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people who want to keep their assigned birth name as a middle name. In fact, during the legal 

process of name change, TGNB people are discouraged from requesting that they be allowed 

to use a name that is not aligned with their gender assigned at birth. As the Italian law on 

gender reassignment still supports a binary conception of gender, this choice could be 

interpreted by the court as a contradiction (Voli, 2018). Dias et al. (2021) pointed out that the 

urgency of compelling people to choose a clearly gender-recognizable name responds to 

society’s need to bring TGNB people’s bodies and experiences back to a binary, cisnormative 

view. In accordance with this interpretation of gender identity, to earn the right to be 

integrated into society, TGNB people need to make their gender identities adhere to binary 

normative models of gender (i.e., man/woman). In fact, passing as much as possible as 

cisgender would mean that TGNB people would have to self-determine their experiences and 

names in the same way as cisgender people (Billard, 2019; Pfeffer, 2014). While for some 

TGNB people, passing as cisgender is truly a need and a goal to be achieved (To et al., 2020), 

for others, it is an obstacle to self-determination and affirmation (Anderson et al., 2020; 

Bockting et al., 2013). The responses of the Italian TGNB participants in the present study 

clearly showed that being able to present themselves to society with their chosen names and 

with pronouns adherent to their gender identities in most cases had positive implications for 

their well-being, such as protecting them from being misgendered. Misgendering has been 

shown in the literature to create distress in the TGNB population, with negative consequences 

for their mental health (McLemore, 2018). 

Furthermore, the Italian TGNB participants manifested how being able to choose and 

use their elective names was also an act of empowerment. Self-determination provides a 

valuable chance to integrate many components of one’s identity, such as one’s gender and 

social identities and personal qualities. Moreover, the use of the chosen name would allow for 

a reduction in dysphoria, have a protective effect on TGNB people’s mental health and 
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gender identities, and allow for the development of positive feelings that can be interpreted as 

gender euphoria, such as joy and pride (Dale, 2021). 

Our analysis of the participants’ responses also allowed us to explore the identity 

value of the chosen name. From a clinical point of view, the process of choosing a name is an 

area undervalued by research. However, it can have interesting implications because it 

provides information about the person’s path of self-exploration, the quality of the person’s 

relationships, the support the person has or has not received from their families of origin, and 

how people integrate the transition process into their individual histories (Obasi et al., 2019). 

An examination of these issues showed that the participants’ responses emphasized the 

concept of belonging. The notion of belonging in this study was split into two opposites: 

choosing a name that preserves a connection and choosing a name that permits one to walk 

away and disconnect from one’s life/family history (Goffnett & Paceley, 2020). As Aldrin 

(2016) stated, in human societies, one of the main functions of names is to assign a specific 

identity to individuals and groups belonging to the same families. Therefore, it is interesting 

to explore not only how a name may affect one’s identity formation but also the role it may 

play in one’s relationships with one’s family and life history (Pilcher, 2016). Thus, it is 

legitimate to wonder about what happens when people change their names and how a self-

assigned name can contribute to one’s affirmation. The strategies used by the TGNB 

participants to choose a name for themselves exhibited peculiarities but also patterns similar 

to when others assign names at birth, such as the names of older family members (Pilcher, 

2017; Whissell, 2015). Specifically, in both situations, choosing a name often requires the 

support and involvement of the family of origin, a family of choice, or partners. In addition, 

as names are part of specific cultures and social contexts, the meanings and roles of names in 

identity construction may vary (Blount, 2015). The use of meanings and icons from Italian 

culture is common among TGNB people who choose their own names, as shown in this 
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study. This could indicate that Italian TGNB people want to use their names to convey their 

attachment to their cultural heritage. Moreover, it must be considered that not only names but 

also nicknames and surnames can express personal or social identities. In particular, 

surnames are important parts of people’s social identities as they allow an almost immediate 

external recognition of the groups people belong to and allow people to develop connections 

with their families and histories (Finch, 2008). In this regard, it has been observed that some 

Italian TGNB people’s denial of their family histories has led them to change their names or 

surnames to get away from their families of origin. The use of a nickname as an elective 

name is also interesting. In fact, nicknames represent people’s social identities shared within 

the group in which such names are given. In this study, several examples of TGNB people 

deciding to adopt nicknames given by their friends, partners, or families are reported. In fact, 

this shared social identity within a group would help provide group cohesion and strengthen 

the sense of belonging to the group. Family support during transition has been seen to have a 

protective effect on TGNB people (Fuller & Riggs, 2018; Seibel et al., 2018), such as 

decreasing the risk of suicidal behavior on their part (Jin et al., 2020). In this regard, 

Andrzejewski et al. (2021) investigated the various types of parental support existing and 

found that transgender youth reported receiving instrumental support (i.e., “tangible aid and 

services”) and appraisal support (i.e., “constructive feedback and affirmation”) during their 

process of selecting a name for themselves. In line with Andrzejewski’s observations, some 

participants in this research stated that they chose their names with their families’ approval, 

even to the extent that they chose their names together with their families. The two opposite 

positions identified in the notion of belonging derived in this study should not be surprising, 

given the strong family-based nature of the Italian social system. In fact, because the family 

is a “social container” in which the members have frequent and close interaction, attachment 

or disdain dynamics may emerge depending on how sensitively the family handles specific 
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information (e.g., the children’s gender identities) (Rucco et al., 2022). In addition to 

examining the importance of maintaining a bond with or distance from one’s personal life 

and/or family history, it is interesting to analyze the messages that Italian TGNB people 

transmit with their chosen names. In fact, the interpretation of the themes highlighted in the 

results of the current study showed that Italian TGNB people also give their chosen names 

connotations of self-affirmation and self-determination, which are manifested in different 

ways. Some examples are the choice of a name that breaks the barriers of binarism, a name 

with a symbolic meaning (e.g., strength, courage, tenacity), or a name reflecting one’s 

personological characteristics, obviously including gender identity. Therefore, the chosen 

names and their meanings are tools that Italian TGNB people can use to make who they are 

visible and thus experience a general sense of well-being. In this regard, the use of the chosen 

name and preferred pronouns has a protective function for TGNB people (Russell et al., 

2018). Using TGNB people’s chosen names and pronouns to refer to them is an important 

form of respect. This gender affirmation can strongly reduce negative psychological 

outcomes, such as depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (A. Pollitt et al., 2019). 

Specifically, the chosen name not only has a protective factor in itself, allowing one to 

present and affirm oneself for who one is, but is also associated with other protective factors 

(e.g., social support). In fact, the use of TGNB people’s chosen names by their families, 

friends, and partners and being respected within the community (e.g., at school or work) are 

crucial to TGNB people’s well-being (Johns et al., 2018). 

In conclusion, the identities and symbolic values expressed by the names chosen by 

Italian TGNB people for themselves are very important factors in their well-being. Although 

the legal process for name change is still complex in Italy, the Italian TGNB participants in 

the current study testified to how necessary it still is to spread a sense of respect for TGNB 
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people. For Italian TGNB people, not suffering from misgendering but being understood and 

supported is crucial for their psychological and physical well-being. 

Disclosure statement: The authors report there are no competing interests to declare. 
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