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Abstract 

 

Languages influence how gender is perceived in a specific culture. Italian, for instance, 

consistently marks gender-binary distinctions, thus contributing to the underrepresentation of 

nonbinary gender identities. The present study explored how nonbinary Italian speakers 

define themselves and their gender identity and expression through language. Forty 

nonbinary participants were administered a semi-structured interview exploring how the 

semantic space of their gender identities is constructed. Specifically, we assessed linguistic 

strategies employed by participants to express their gender identities, along with the use of 

pronouns and identity labels combining text mining and thematic analysis of transcripts. The 

most frequent identity labels were "nonbinary" and "trans". Furthermore, results evidenced 

participants’ need to overcome gender-binary linguistic distinctions through the use of 

gender-neutral or gender-inclusive desinences like the schwa (ə), modifications of Italian 

feminine and masculine pronouns (loi, lai), use of English pronouns, and Italian plural 

forms. Linguistic associations retrieved through text mining techniques further underlined 

the dynamical character of participants’ identity narratives, along with the performative 

component of language. Finally, the thematic analysis highlighted differences among 

subgroups of participants (e.g., between participants identifying as “transgender”, 

“genderqueer”, and “agender”) in their experience and conceptualization of gender identity. 

In a society rooted in a binary gender system, nonbinary people face complex challenges in 

expressing their identity. Here we showed that inclusive language significantly impacts self-

definition through the transmission of meanings and experiences—thus fostering visibility 

and understanding of gender minority groups. 

Keywords: nonbinary; inclusive language; identity labels; pronouns 
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1. Introduction 

“Nonbinary” is an umbrella term used to refer to people who perceive their gender 

identity as falling outside the binary construct of male and female (Barker & Richards, 2015; 

Monro, 2019). Within this umbrella, there are various expressions that nonbinary individuals 

may use to label their gender identities. Some nonbinary individuals identify themselves 

with neither exclusively masculine nor feminine gender (e.g., agender, nogender, 

genderless). Others identify their gender identity beyond the gender binary (e.g., other 

gender, third gender). Still, others may partially identify with one gender (e.g., demi 

boy/girl) or fluctuate between genders (e.g., bigender, genderfluid, pangender). Finally, 

some individuals adopt a disrupting identity to openly challenge or reject the binary gender 

system (e.g., genderfuck, genderqueer).  

Nonbinary gender identities have gained significant recognition in recent years due 

to the increasing number of people currently identifying under this umbrella term (Richards 

et al., 2016). Several studies (e.g., Chew et al., 2020) evidenced the prevalence of nonbinary 

identities among the general population, reporting rates between 2% and 9% with a higher 

prevalence among individuals assigned female at birth (AFAB). In addition, recently there 

has been a significant increase in the number of people who openly identify as nonbinary 

within the younger population (Scandurra et al., 2021). Nonbinary identities also prevail in 

the transgender population, with rates ranging from 20% to 52% (e.g., Government 

Equalities Office, 2018) and among transgender people referring to gender specialised 

services, with rates ranging from 11% to 15% (Thorne et al., 2018; Twist & de Graaf, 2019). 

Notably, however, not all nonbinary individuals identify as transgender, as some consider 

the prefixes cis- and trans- as an additional dichotomous allusion (Rosati et al., 2022).  
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Recent literature evidenced how nonbinary individuals experience unique challenges 

concerning their gender identity (Mirabella et al., 2022; Rosati et al., 2022; Scandurra et al., 

2023). For instance, they may have to manage social pressure to conform to traditional 

gender-labelling processes more than trans binary people, deal with feelings of invalidation 

and erasure of their gender identity, face stigma, prejudices, challenging emotions, and 

search linguistic categories and new narratives to describe and make their experiences 

meaningful to themselves and others (Liotti et al., 2021; Mirabella et al., 2023; Scandurra et 

al., 2019). Moreover, they may face the impact of cisheteronormativity, consisting of a set of 

social beliefs that operate to the disadvantage of people with a gender identity and/or sexual 

orientation that differs from the cisgender and heterosexual norm. Cisnormative beliefs are 

sustained at the structural level and enacted at the individual level, resulting in inequality in 

terms of access to social and health resources (Ansara & Berger, 2016; Tan et al., 2019). 

Additionally, nonbinary people must “negotiate nonbinary gender in a binary world” (Barker 

& Richards, 2015; chapter 10, p. 10), often “not feeling trans enough” in diverse contexts 

(Konnelly, 2021; Vincent, 2019) due to the existence of historically traditional gender-

binary trans narratives (Bradford et al., 2018). In this regard, referring to mental healthcare 

settings (Konnelly, 2022; Rosati et al., 2022), and accessing gender-affirming healthcare 

(e.g., hormone therapy or gender-affirming surgeries) may be challenging for nonbinary 

individuals, due to stigma, prejudices, and lack of knowledge of healthcare providers that 

can prevent the recognition of their gender identity (Kearns et al., 2021). Furthermore, 

nonbinary individuals may experience adverse mental health outcomes compared to 

cisgender individuals and binary transgender people (Fiani & Han, 2019; Lefevor et al., 

2019; Thorne et al., 2019). 

For nonbinary people, the issue of affirmation and recognition runs deeply in the use 

of language. Using gender-affirming language, i.e., gender-neutral labels, pronouns, and 
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grammatical forms (Bergman & Barker, 2017) in contexts such as school, workplace, family, 

and healthcare settings is crucial for identity recognition and acceptance (Hord, 2016; Vincent, 

2019). In English, many nonbinary individuals use gender-neutral pronouns like 

they/them/their as a singular pronoun or zie/hir/hirs, xe/xem/xyr, and ey/em/eir. Some 

nonbinary individuals use a combination of pronouns or no pronouns at all—for example, 

using a name instead of pronouns. Some may also use pronouns most fitting with their gender 

identity at the current moment. Others may feel more comfortable using pronouns aligned with 

their assigned gender at birth. Nevertheless, the use of gender-neutral forms varies according 

to each language’s specific characteristics (e.g., grammatical forms, morphological properties, 

and desinences). 

 

1.1. Expressing nonbinary identities through language: Challenges and new linguistic 

avenues  

Languages across the world can be distinguished based on their relation to gender 

(Stahlberg et al., 2007; Corbett, 1991). There are grammatical gender—or gendered—

languages (e.g., Italian, French) in which nouns referring to people, objects, and personal 

pronouns have grammatical gender, and the gender of personal nouns typically expresses the 

referent’s gender. There are “natural” or “conceptual” gender languages (e.g., English, 

Swedish; see Samuel et al., 2019) in which gender is marked only in personal pronouns (i.e., 

“he” or “she”), but most nouns do not have a grammatical gender marker (e.g., “friend” or 

“partner” do not give information about the gender of the referent); and finally, there are 

genderless languages (e.g., Finnish) in which neither personal nouns nor pronouns signal 

gender (Gygax et al., 2019; see also Prewitt-Freilino et al., 2012 for details on this tripartite 

classification). Thus, whereas “natural” gender languages allow the use of gender-neutral 

pronouns and labels more easily, grammatical gender languages like Italian lack the neuter 
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gender, and names tend to be either masculine (typically ending in -o) or feminine (typically 

ending in -a) with gender concordance expressed by articles or adjectives. These grammatical 

and morphological distinctions also have social consequences. For instance, a study by 

Hausmann et al. (2009) evidenced that in countries with grammatical gender languages, 

gender equality levels are lower compared to countries with natural gender languages or 

genderless languages. Similar results were reported by Prewitt-Freilino et al. (2012) who 

compared gender equality patterns across 111 countries. Therefore, there is evidence that 

linguistic gender asymmetries are much more visible in gendered language societies. In these 

societies, there is rarely enough linguistic space left for those who identify outside the gender 

binary system (Hord, 2016).  

Additionally, in most gendered languages like Italian, the masculine gender is often 

used as “false neuter”. Specifically, masculine forms not only designate men, but also mixed 

gender groups or referents whose gender is unknown or unspecified (Sczesny et al., 2016). 

Manera (2021) suggests that, although there is a grammatically correct declension for the 

feminine, the masculine is often used with a universal value due to familiarity with the sound. 

Others proposed that masculine generics—and the related androcentrism—are rooted in social 

categorization processes that see men as “chronically perceived as being more typical of 

humanity than women” (Bailey et al., 2019, p. 309) for multiple factors, including power 

dynamics, media representations, and other historical and socio-cultural tendencies. This has 

consequences not only for how different groups are cognitively represented but also for their 

social recognition. For instance, medical research has long focused on male participants, over-

generalising findings to humankind and leading to poorer and potentially harmful medical 

outcomes for women (Criado-Pérez, 2019). Similarly, in workplaces, advertising jobs with 

androcentric language leads to judging women as less suitable for the position than men, 
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compared to when jobs are advertised with gender-inclusive language (Horvath & Sczesny, 

2016; Marinucci et al., 2022).  

Linguistic strategies to cope with discrimination phenomena faced by the LGBTQIA+ 

community have already been adopted in some countries. For instance, in Sweden, the neuter 

pronoun hen is used both as a generic pronoun when the gender is irrelevant and to refer to 

nonbinary gender identities (Renström et al., 2022). This not only allows nonbinary 

individuals to feel recognised, but using gender-inclusive or gender-neutral pronouns 

decreases patterns of androcentrism and increases tolerance for marginalised groups such as 

LGBTQIA+ participants (Tavits & Pérez, 2019). So, while introducing novelties in language 

might be perceived by majoritarian sex/gender groups as redundant, it profoundly impacts the 

lives of marginalized groups.  

 

1.2. Gender-inclusive language in Italy  

In Italy, it is challenging for nonbinary people to find words to describe themselves. 

Nouns, articles, adjectives, and verbs in the past simple, participle, and present perfect trace 

the impossibility of defining oneself beyond the male-female binarism. In Italian, each 

utterance might be perceived as a potential outing of one’s gender identity. This is even more 

explicit in written texts. While in spoken language it is easier to use alternative strategies that 

can perhaps pass unnoticed—for instance, the use of schwa (ə) as desinence that phonetically 

lies in the middle between feminine and masculine desinences—in written texts the mismatch 

between grammatically correct forms and alternative forms is more apparent. This makes 

investigating linguistic strategies employed by Italian nonbinary participants crucial. 

Furthermore, socio-cultural reasons motivate a thorough inquiry into Italian nonbinary 

participants’ conceptual and semantic representation of their gender identities. Indeed, as 

numerous studies evidenced, nonbinary people in Italy are exposed to several discriminations 
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and have limited social, medical, legal, and linguistic visibility (Baiocco et al., 2023; Lorusso 

et al., 2023; Mirabella et al., 2021). For instance, regarding gender affirmation pathways, there 

is a predominant tendency to adopt a transnormative and stereotypically binary view that 

marginalizes nonbinary identities and alternative perspectives. Moreover, unlike other 

countries (e.g., Canada, Australia, and some US states), currently, in Italy third genders are 

not formally recognised on legal documents; to legally change one’s gender and name, it is 

necessary to present an official identification document showing that one has undertaken a 

medical gender affirmation pathway (e.g., hormone therapy, surgery; Law 164/1982 “rules 

concerning the ratification of sex-attribution”).  In addition to that, Italy has a long history of 

backlash towards the LGBTQIA+ community overall, mainly fuelled by pro-life and catholic 

organisations fighting against what they call gender ideology (Garbagnoli, 2017; Bernini, 

2016). These attitudes might negatively impact nonbinary individuals' lives by preventing 

their public and social recognition. 

Several strategies have been devised to reduce linguistic gender-binarism in Italian, 

and consequently decrease discomfort, protect nonbinary people’s health, and support the 

development of positive attitudes toward them (Anzani et al., 2023; Baiocco et al. 2023; 

Gheno, 2022; Knutson et al., 2019; Scotto di Carlo, 2020). Such strategies concern the use of 

the asterisk (*) or the indistinct vowel schwa (ə) instead of the gendered desinences -a and -o, 

as Italian gender-neutral or gender-inclusive desinences. These strategies aim to make 

language more inclusive, moving away from gender-stereotype-laden expressions and 

stigmatising forms of communication, allowing identities to self-affirm (Baiocco et al., 2023). 

Some, like Gheno (2022), prefer to speak of “broad” rather than “inclusive” language because 

often the reference to inclusivity implies an endpoint of an anti-discriminatory process, 

whereas it should be a starting point for the adoption of different strategies of openness to 

multiple subjectivities. 
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Summarising, Italian nonbinary individuals represent an interesting sample for 

multiple reasons. First, Italian is a gendered language; hence nonbinary individuals face 

difficulties not only when they are required to use pronouns—like in most “natural” gender 

languages such as English—but each time they talk about themselves. For instance, while in 

English one can simply say: “I went” without marking gender, in Italian, this is impossible as 

the correspondent translation always features one of the two alternative gendered desinences 

(fem.: “Sono andat-a”; masc.: “Sono andat-o”). Second, studying Italian nonbinary 

individuals’ conceptualisation of their identity is remarkably important for socio-cultural 

reasons, such as the relevance of so-called “anti-gender” movements (Kuhar & Paternotte, 

2017) in Italy, more or less explicitly endorsed by the recently established right-wing 

government1. Finally, while different “nonbinary” gender identity labels have been 

documented in other countries (e.g., Netherlands: Kuper et al., 2012), the Italian linguistic 

framework expressing nonbinary gender identities has largely been overlooked.  

 

1.3. The Current Study 

Against this backdrop, our aim in this study is twofold. First, we sought to identify and 

describe explicit linguistic strategies adopted by nonbinary Italian individuals related to their 

gender identities and expression (i.e., the use of pronouns). We pursue this aim by leveraging 

both questionnaires asking for gender identity definitions and pronouns (GDQ, Twist & de 

Graaf, 2019) and information retrieved from textual data coming from participants' interviews. 

Second, we explored how the semantic space of nonbinary participants' gender identities is 

constructed through an in-depth analysis of interviews.  

In the literature on concepts representation, semantic memory is defined as our 

knowledge of things in the world stored in our memory systems. This knowledge is thought 

 
1 For further information see: https://tg24.sky.it/politica/2023/03/01/giorgia-meloni-gender-ideologia 

https://tg24.sky.it/politica/2023/03/01/giorgia-meloni-gender-ideologia
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to be influenced by multiple factors, among which specific life experiences (Wulff et al., 

2022), cultural and linguistic aspects (Mazzuca & Majid, 2023; van Putten et al., 2020; 

Wnuk & Majid, 2014), and linguistic associations (Lupyan & Lewis, 2019). Researchers in 

cognitive psychology, linguistics, and anthropology employ a multitude of methods to 

access semantic memory, among which some of the most common are the so-called 

“semantic fluency tasks”. In this kind of tasks, participants are asked to produce properties 

of target concepts (i.e., property generation task; e.g., “is yellow” for “banana”), or to simply 

list things that come to their mind when thinking about the target concept (i.e., free-listing 

task). Previous research addressing the conceptualisation of the lexicalised category 

“gender” convincingly applied these methods. To illustrate, in a free-listing study targeting 

Italian cisgender and gender-diverse participants, Mazzuca and colleagues (2020) showed 

that the two groups represented this concept differently. Specifically, cisgender participants 

mostly relied in their associations on binary distinctions, with a focus on biological and 

perceptual aspects (e.g., “female” and “male” were among the most frequently produced 

terms). Gender-diverse participants, on the other hand, also displayed more sociocultural 

aspects in their conceptual organisation of “gender” (e.g., “discrimination”, “queer”). 

Similarly, in a free-listing study comparing Italian, English-speaking, and Dutch 

participants’ conceptualisation of gender, Mazzuca et al. (2023) found that the three cultural 

groups also differed in their conceptual representations—with Dutch participants focusing 

on essentialistic components of the concept (e.g., “vagina”; “penis”; “hormones”), Italians 

focusing more on sociocultural aspects (e.g., “patriarchy”; “discrimination”; “fluidity”), and 

English-speaking participants lying in between.   

Semantic fluency data can be analysed through differing techniques, aimed at 

uncovering conceptual relations among words (Chaigneau et al., 2018; Wu & Barsalou, 

2009; Vivas et al., 2020). Within these methods, semantic networks provide a compelling 
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alternative to other multivariate techniques (review in Siew et al., 2019), as they capture 

relations between words through different criteria like frequency, co-occurrence, or 

correlations. In semantic networks, words are represented as nodes, and their relations are 

represented as edges connecting nodes. Leveraging on these approaches, scholars have been 

able to describe differences in the semantic structure of various concepts across age cohorts 

(e.g., Krethlow et al., 2020), cultural groups (e.g., Mazzuca & Majid, 2023; van Putten et al., 

2020; Da Rold et al., 2023), as well as distinctive conceptual patterns emerging from the 

spread of new concepts such as Covid-19 (e.g., Mazzuca et al., 2021; Davis, 2023).  

Here, we will take advantage of these methods to deepen our understanding of the 

conceptual organisation of the semantic space of “gender identity” of nonbinary Italian 

participants, broadening their scope to transcripts of interviews and pairing them with a more 

qualitative analysis.  

 

2. Methods  

2.1. Participants 

The present study included 40 nonbinary Italian participants. The inclusion criteria 

for this study was to be a nonbinary person aged 18 years or older. Recruitment was carried 

out through online announcements on social media and through snowball recruitment. All 

participants were Italian native speakers living in Italy, ranging from 19 to 36 years of age 

(M = 26.81; SD = 4.9). The majority of participants (75%, n = 30) were assigned female at 

birth, whereas 25% (n =10) were assigned male at birth. The possibility to not share the 

gender assigned at birth was also included in the questionnaire, nevertheless all participants 

disclosed such information. Regarding educational level, 45% (n = 18) participants reported 

having a high school diploma, 32.5% (n = 13) a bachelor's degree, 12.5% (n =5) a master's 

degree, and 7.5% (n = 3) a doctorate. Finally, one participant did not report educational 
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level. With regard to socio socio-economic status, most of the sample (n = 30) indicated an 

average status, followed by a few (n = 5) indicating a low status, and a high (n = 2) status, 

with only one participant describing an extremely low socio-economic status. Across the 

entire sample, only three participants indicated they were undergoing gender-affirming 

hormone therapy, while only one participant reported having undergone chest surgery.    

 

2.2. Measures 

The study involved the administration of a questionnaire to collect demographic 

information such as age, nationality, educational level, occupation, relationship status, and 

gender assigned at birth (optional). Subsequently, the Gender Diversity Questionnaire 

(GDQ; Twist & de Graaf, 2019) in its Italian translation (Mirabella et al., 2022) was 

administered. The GDQ consists of open-ended, categorical, and multidimensional questions 

investigating gender identity and gender expression as multidimensional constructs, as well 

as current treatment stage (i.e., physical interventions, hormone blockers, and cross-sex 

hormones), and eventual social transition. For this research, we used responses to the GDQ’s 

section related to the use of pronouns. The question was formulated—in its Italian version—

as follows: “Which pronouns do you use?”; participants had four options (he/she/they/other), 

one of which included the possibility to describe the pronoun freely. Participants could also 

flag more than one pronoun at the same time. 

In addition, a semi-structured interview created for previous studies (Di 

Giannantonio et al., 2024; Rosati et al., 2022) was used to explore different aspects of 

individuals’ gender identity construction. The interview was composed of 35 questions, 

covering multiple topics from the construction of identity, experiences with family and 

relatives, the relation with the transgender community, and experiences with psychotherapy 

and healthcare contexts. The present study focuses on three areas from the semi-structured 
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interview, specifically tackling gender identity construction: (1) “Can you tell me what 

pronouns and adjectives you use to define your gender identity?”, “Can you tell me in your 

own words the relationship you have with your gender or gender identity?”, “How would 

you define your gender identity”? “Do you use one or more labels to define yourself?” ; (2) 

“When did you start using this label(s)?”, “Has the definition you use to identify yourself 

changed over time?” ; (3) “Can you tell me about when you first became aware that you 

identified yourself as you said?”, “What was your journey of awareness and affirmation of 

your gender identity like?”. Materials, data, and scripts used for analyses are available at 

https://osf.io/63dsw/. 

 

3. Procedure 

Participants were informed in advance about the procedure and confidential data 

treatment and signed informed consent. Participants were interviewed in person at the 

Department of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology, and Health Studies in a dimly lit room. 

The interviews were conducted in Italian and lasted about an hour and a half. They were 

audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim, and sensitive data were encrypted during the 

process. The study was approved by the Ethical Committee of the Department of Dynamic 

and Clinical Psychology, and Health Studies, Sapienza University of Rome.  

 

3.1. Data analysis 

Here we focus on the first three questions of the interviews, to gather information 

about participants’ relationship with their gender identity through the words they use to refer 

to their gender identity and the pronouns they prefer.  

To prepare for data analysis of the first part of the study, two independent coders 

manually checked the interviews and extrapolated all the labels participants indicated to 
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refer to their gender identity and the pronouns they used to refer to themselves. This resulted 

in a list of identity labels and pronouns. In a subsequent pre-processing phase, instances of 

the same concept (e.g., “nonbinary” and “non-binary”) were standardised, and the text was 

cleaned of typos. All the analyses were performed in R (R Core Team) and RStudio (version 

4.2.2).  

To investigate the construction of nonbinary gendered identities more in-depth, in the 

second part of the study, we analysed interviews more broadly, using simple text mining 

techniques (Silge & Robinson, 2019). Specifically, we pre-processed the above-mentioned 

three questions of the original interviews, cleaning the texts from speech interjections. After 

this cleaning phase, we removed most common Italian stopwords (i.e., common words that 

are used in a language but have little significance for meaning detection, like English “that”, 

“the”) using the “stopwords” R’s package (Benoit et al., 2021), filtering words from 

“snowball” and “nltk” Italian libraries. This is a common pre-processing practice in text-

mining (Silge & Robinson, 2019; Vijayarani et al., 2015) that allows a better interpretability 

of textual data. In addition, we manually removed words that we considered stopwords for 

our analysis (e.g., “semplicemente”, en: “simply”), belonging to the grammatical class of 

adverbs, articles, and adjectives since they were not critical to our research question.  

With the aim of investigating the relationships between different words in our data, 

we used correlations to find pairs of words that co-occurred within interviews from different 

participants, even if they did not occur next to each other. To this end, we used the function 

pairwise_cor() in the “widyr” R’s package (Silge & Robinson, 2019), which computes the 

phi coefficient.  The phi coefficient is a chi-square based measure of association, estimated 

for two binary variables, and its interpretation is similar to Pearson’s correlation coefficient 

(Agresti, 2013). It measures whether it is more likely that both words X and Y appear, or 
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neither do, than that one appears without the other (Silge & Robinson, 2019) and it is 

commonly used in NLP to measure the association between words.   

To further deepen the construction of nonbinary gendered identities, the interview's 

open-ended questions were then analysed using codebook thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 

2022). First, one author read and inspected the open-ended questions identifying points of 

interest, and created a set of codes. Each code was shortened, refined, and organised into 

common themes to analyse all the transcripts. For instance, several participants distinctively 

pointed out their view and consideration of identity. So, such aspects were gathered in the 

theme “Personal meaning attributed to identity”. Then, since participants expressed 

heterogeneous perspectives towards thematic areas, sub-themes were also developed (e.g., 

“Desire to break traditional gender roles”; “Cultural and social choice related to the 

deconstruction of gender categories”). Finally, two different authors read, discussed, and 

revised the codes to ensure the themes and sub-themes were correctly developed. Following 

Braun and Clark (2023) the goal of the thematic analysis was to develop themes as 

interpretative stories built around unified meanings, to describe the diversity of participants’ 

experiences.  

4. Results 

To tackle participants’ representation of their own identities, we first describe the 

labels more frequently used to describe their gender identity, as well as their preferred 

pronouns to refer to themselves. Then, we expand our analysis to the broader set of 

questions we identified in the interviews in which participants specifically addressed aspects 

related to their identities.  

 

4.1. Explicit definitions of nonbinary identities and pronouns 

4.1.1. Identity labels  
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Overall, participants produced on average 1.78 identity labels (SD = 0.96). To assess 

which labels participants considered as most representatives of their gender identity, we first 

computed the overall frequencies of each identity label as listed by participants. We found 

that 92.3 % of participants (n = 36) produced the label “nonbinary” to describe their identity; 

this was followed in terms of frequency by “trans”, produced by 43.6% of the sample (n = 

17). Table 1 (see also Figure 1) reports the complete list of identity labels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Identity labels extracted from the interviews, along with their English translations, 

raw frequencies, and percentages. 
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Italian label Translation into 

English 

Raw Frequency Percentage (%) 

nonbinary nonbinary 36 92.31 

trans trans 17 43.59 

transgender transgender 4 10.26 

agender agender 4 10.26 

genderqueer gender-queer 3 7.69 

queer queer 3 7.69 

genderfluid genderfluid 3 7.69 

"come una X" "like an X" 1 2.56 

"incerto" "uncertain" 1 2.56 

bigender bigender 1 2.56 

demigirl demigirl 1 2.56 

drag drag 1 2.56 

femmina female 1 2.56 

fluid fluid 1 2.56 

Fluida [female form] fluid 1 2.56 

genderless genderless 1 2.56 
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maschio male 1 2.56 

non conforme non-conforming 1 2.56 

ragazza transgender transgender girl 1 2.56 

trans mascolina transmasculine 1 2.56 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Wordcloud of identity labels produced by nonbinary participants. The dimension 

of the words represents the frequency. 

 

It is interesting to note that many of the identity labels produced by participants are 

English terms (e.g., “nonbinary”; “genderqueer”; “queer”; “genderfluid”). While this could 

bolster anti-gender arguments concerning the Anglophone cultural hegemony underlying the 

spread of the “gender ideology” in Italy (Garbagnoli, 2017; Spallaccia, 2020), on the other 

hand it points to the need of Italian nonbinary participants to find a linguistic space that 
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allows the expression of their identity—which is underrepresented in Italian when compared 

to English. However, as participants could list multiple identity labels, it is interesting to 

explore which labels were more salient in this sample. So, we also identified identity labels 

that were listed first. Once again, we found “nonbinary” was the most salient label, listed as 

the first choice by 53.8% of the sample (n = 21), followed by “trans” (17.9% of participants, 

n = 7).  

 

4.1.2. Pronouns  

Overall, participants produced on average 1.79 distinct pronouns (SD = 0.86), 

suggesting a change in progress towards multiple pronouns usage in Italy. To assess which 

pronouns participants considered most suitable when referring to themselves, we first 

computed the overall frequencies of each type of pronoun participants listed. The 64.1% of 

participants (n = 25) referred to themselves with masculine pronouns; this was followed in 

terms of frequency by feminine pronouns, produced by 33.3% of the sample (n = 13) as well 

as gender-neutral (33.3% of the sample, n = 13). Table 2 (see also Figure 2) reports the 

complete list of pronouns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Type of pronouns extracted from the interviews, along with their English 

translations, raw frequencies, and percentages. 
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Italian label  Translation into English Raw 

Frequency 

Percentage (%) 

maschile masculine 25 64.10 

femminile feminine 14 35.89 

neutro neuter 13 33.33 

lui him 6 15.38 

lei her 5 12.82 

they/them they/them 4 10.25 

loro they 3 7.69 

"indifferente" "indifferent" 1 2.56 

eie spagnolo spanish eie 1 2.56 

loi loi 1 2.56 

she she 1 2.56 

them them 1 2.56 

they they 1 2.56 

tutti i pronomi all pronouns 1 2.56 

voi you 1 2.56 
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Figure 2. Wordcloud of pronouns produced by nonbinary participants. The dimension of the 

words represents the frequency. 

 

As was the case for identity labels, participants could list multiple pronouns, so we 

also identified types of pronouns that were listed first. Once again, we found “masculine” 

pronouns were the most salient, listed as first choice by 48.7% of the sample (n = 19), 

followed by “feminine” pronouns (17.9% of participants, n = 7).  

Finally, we also report data from the open question of the GDQ questionnaire (see 

¶2.2 Measures), in which participants could freely describe which pronouns they prefer to 

use. This further consolidates the complexity of linguistic experiences nonbinary participants 

purport. Indeed, while they could select from the GDQ questionnaire different standard 

options for describing their preferred pronouns (he, she, they, other, see ¶2.2), we also found 

rather heterogeneous choices when they were allowed to choose “other”. Table 3 presents an 

overview of alternative pronouns as well as linguistic preferences overall.  
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Table 3. Participants’ choices and descriptions in the “other” option of the GDQ 

questionnaire, along with their English translations and raw frequencies. 

 Italian label Translation into English Raw 

Frequency 

 schwa (ə) schwa (ə) 2 

 lai lai 2 

 alterno lui, lei, l∃i 
I use him, she, l∃i2 

interchangeably 
1 

 neutri in inglese  english neuter 1 

 voi you (plural) 1 

 loi loi 1 

 

As reported in Table 3, participants expressed their need to overcome binary 

linguistic distinctions through the use of gender-neutral or gender-inclusive desinences like 

the schwa (ə), modifications of Italian feminine and masculine pronouns (loi, lai), using 

English pronouns, and Italian plural forms—which are gender neutral. This pattern 

evidences how essential it is for nonbinary individuals living in a cultural and linguistic 

community where binary gendered distinctions are encoded in language to find alternative 

linguistic—and therefore social—inclusion strategies.     

 

4.2. The semantics of nonbinary gender identities  

 
2 This is a modification of the Italian equivalent for "she" (lei), using an alternative alphabetical character that 

underlines the flexibility of this form. Note that the Italian masculine pronoun only differs from the feminine 

form for its intermediate vowel (lui). 
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To address how gender identity is expressed and constructed through language, we 

deepened the investigation of the interviews by leveraging simple text-mining techniques.  

To this end, we computed pairwise correlations between words in our dataset (see 

¶3.1 Data Analysis) to identify meaningful relations among words. So, as a first step, we 

filtered the resulting pairwise correlations selecting only the most frequent gender identity 

labels, i.e., “nonbinary” and “trans” and pinned down words most frequently associated with 

this pair. Figure 3 shows correlations between the two identity labels and their top ten most 

frequently associated words.    

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. English equivalents of the top ten words most significantly correlated with “nonbinary” 

and “trans” gender identity labels.  
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The correlations shed a different light on semantic associations for the most common 

identity labels used by our participants. The two panels show both similarities and 

differences in the conceptual associations elicited by these two identity labels. They both 

seem to rely on a feeling of “being part”, indicating that these two labels are representative 

of participants’ gender identity, and have a strong relation with usage, perhaps indicating 

discourses related to identity labels and pronouns. Finally, both identity labels are correlated 

with the sense of “being” overall, once again underlining the identity aspect implied in the 

definition of participants' gendered identities.  

However, interesting differences emerged too. For instance, associations with 

“nonbinary” featured words like “pronouns”, “quotation marks”, and “expression”, whereas 

associations to “trans'' featured words like “agender”, “word”, “relation”, and “discovered”. 

The association between the identity label “nonbinary” and the word “pronoun” may be 

related to the fact that, for individuals identifying as nonbinary, the process of understanding 

their identity takes place through questioning the canonical use of certain pronouns in 

reference to themselves. Interestingly, the identity label nonbinary was also associated with 

the word “expression”. This may highlight the importance of self-expression for people who 

identify as nonbinary, as they may have faced experiences of invisibility and invalidation.  

Conversely, the label trans was associated with the word “discovered”, evidencing 

how recognising one’s trans identity may be the result of a path of discovery and 

understanding of oneself. The label trans was also related to the word “relation”, 

highlighting how the path toward the acquisition of a trans identity may involve exploring 

the relationship with one's gender, one’s interpersonal world, and the social context. 

To get a more exhaustive picture of nonbinary participants’ discourses related to their 

gender identities, we used semantic networks to visualize how the most correlated pairs of 

words in the interviews related with each other (Mazzuca et al., 2021; Mazzuca & Majid, 
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2023; Wulff et al., 2022). Due to the dataset size, we only show correlations higher than 

0.45. Figure 4 shows the network of associations resulting from correlations between words 

in the dataset. In semantic networks, nodes represent individual words and edges their 

connections. The strength of the correlations is indicated by the thickness of the edges.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Semantic network of the correlations between pairs of words in the interviews.  

 

Interestingly, a strong correlation emerged between “sexual” (sessuale) and 

“orientation” (orientamento) and between “sexual” and “issue” (questione). Such 

correlations may highlight that nonbinary individuals may have reasoned that their sexual 

orientation is an issue when defining their gender identity. For some nonbinary individuals, 

identification may have led to questioning previously used categories related to their sexual 

orientation (e.g., "gay"/"lesbian"). For others, the sexual orientation label may be retained 

and used with the nonbinary definition without becoming mutually exclusive.  
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Moreover, “male” (maschio) and “female” (femmina) emerged as strongly correlated. 

This result highlights that nonbinary people, across the interviews’ three questions, may 

have specified that they may perceive themselves both as male and female, or as falling 

completely outside the gender binary. In addition, a strong association between “male” and 

“quotation marks” (virgolette) as well as between “female” and “quotation marks” emerged, 

suggesting that when speaking of gender/sex categories, nonbinary individuals may consider 

them within quotation marks—to emphasise that they do not feel a strict adherence to 

gender-binary categories. Specifically, gender/sex categories such as male and female set 

parameters around roles, expressions, orientation, and nonbinary individuals might feel that 

they do not fit all of them. Finally, we also found “gender” (genere) and “I think” (penso) 

were highly correlated. This might allude to the fact that nonbinary participants have thought 

about their relationship with their gender, questioning their adherence to a predefined 

gender. On that note, it is also worth noting the presence of both the Italian word for 

“gender” (genere) and its English equivalent gender. These two words have different 

relations with the other words composing the semantic space: the Italian word is linked to 

the word “I think” (penso), whereas its English equivalent is directly connected to the word 

“social” (sociale).   

 

4.3. Differences within nonbinary participants: trans, genderqueer, and agender 

specific experiences 

To better focus on the meaning of identity labels for all the participants, we divided 

the sample based on how they defined their gender identity in the first question of the 

interview (i.e., “How would you define your gender identity?”, see ¶2.2). This resulted in 

three groups of participants. The first group comprises participants who defined themselves 

as trans nonbinary maintaining the label “trans” (n = 20). The second group includes those 
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who defined themselves using the label “genderqueer” (n = 15). Finally, the third group 

comprises those who defined themselves using the label “a-gender” (n = 4). Each participant 

belonged exclusively to one of the three groups. We applied the thematic analysis procedure 

(Braun & Clark, 2022) to the three main questions of the interviews. Two main 

themes/topics that represent key aspects of participants' gender identity emerged (see Table 

4): (1) Personal meaning attributed to identity; (2) Fluidity related to gender identity. The 

qualitative comparisons among the groups aimed to establish whether themes were present 

in all groups and to define the similarities or differences between groups. Quotes from the 

interviews presented in the following sections were first translated into English and then 

back-translated to Italian to ensure accuracy by two of the authors, who are competent 

Italian and English speakers. Given the limited number of individuals we will focus on the 

qualitative analysis of the interviews, refraining from discussing more quantitative aspects 

(e.g., correlations-based networks).   
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Table 4. Thematic analysis 

 Trans Genderqueer Agender 

Theme Sub-theme 

Personal 

meaning  

attributed to 

identity 

Desire to break 

traditional gender 

roles 

Sense of mismatch related 

to male and female 

categories 

Not recognizing the concept of 

gender 

Cultural and social 

choice related to the 

deconstruction of 

gender categories 

Deconstruct the concept 

of gender 

Logical/philosophical views 

related to the concept of gender 

Binarism not 

completely totally 

rejected 

Binarism rejected due to 

lack of recognition in 

gender categories 

Binarism rejected and 

experienced as a society 

imposition 

Fluidity related 

to gender 

identity 

Elasticity within 

identity experiences 

rather than fluidity 

Prevalent fluidity across 

the gender spectrum 

Little fluidity related to gender 

  

4.3.1 Trans group  

Trans participants outlined a feeling of freedom in breaking traditional gender roles, 

describing their cultural and social choice to deconstruct the concepts of male and female 

(see also Table 4): 

 

“As far as I'm concerned, in this choice there is a big part of culture, a big part precisely of 

courage to get out of preconstituted patterns, so in my opinion a person is a bit like a small 

building, brick by brick you build it as you want.”  (Trans nonbinary, 25 years old) 
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Trans participants also defined their gender identity as a journey, as something constantly 

changing and not defined, emphasising that the choice to use a trans label does not imply a 

total rejection of binarism and the gender assigned at birth: 

 

“I use the word trans as a journey. My relationship with my gender is precisely something 

that is not always stable, definitely, there are times when I also feel let's say okay with part 

of the gender identity that I have been assigned; there are some things[...] that I like and 

that I would keep with me. [...] A whole other set no.” (Trans nonbinary, 31 years old) 

 

Regarding gender fluidity, trans subjects insisted more on elasticity than on fluidity, talking 

about a mismatch regarding social representations and roles related to gender which do not 

fully describe or represent them. 

 

“I never perceived my gender as [...] stable, as something stationary, as something 

preordained. My identity is not fluid, maybe it is multifaceted, and[...] it simply does not 

match any of the social and cultural representations[...]” (Transgender, nonbinary 31 years 

old) 

 

4.3.2 Genderqueer group  

The genderqueer sub-group described a feeling of mismatch concerning male and female 

categories in defining their identity (see also Table 4). 

 

“There are times when I feel male and I feel female I don't feel in between or somewhere 

else so I can't even say I never feel one thing or the other or I always feel the union.” 

(Genderqueer, 19 years old) 
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Furthermore, genderqueer participants express the desire to deconstruct the concept of 

gender, evidencing that it is not something we are but something we do, referring implicitly 

to the social performativity of gender in a queer theory framework (Butler, 2006).   

     

“I think it's important to play with gender, deconstruct what is taken for granted. I would 

say that I have a very[...] theoretical relationship, very much influenced just by[...] almost to 

say by an abstract view, which is the need to[...] deconstruct, not only my gender but in a 

way that is perhaps also[...]. a little too ambitious and almost arrogant: the gender.” 

(Genderqueer, 30 years old) 

 

Genderqueer participants reported living a long-standing, complicated relationship with their 

gender and a lack of recognition in gender categories and in labels, as well as a refusal to 

“pass” as male or female in describing their gender identity—questioning the idea that 

gender assigned at birth has to match with gender identity. 

 

 “It means not belonging to gender binarism, not reflecting myself completely in either box, I 

don't know how to say. But actually it doesn't [--] as I was saying, the label for me doesn't 

really matter, I mean all the different labels mean more or less the same thing, it's just an 

affective connection with the term because that's how I came to understand myself.” 

(Genderqueer, 24 years old) 

 

Concerning fluidity, genderqueer participants tend to perceive their gender identity as fluid 

across the gender spectrum, describing how they experience their gender as 

“both/neither/between/either male and female.  
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“Being nonbinary is about embracing my fluidity, I would also say queer [--] that is, I like 

generic labels, which leave room for fluidity, for freedom, for change; I like to express 

precisely this [--] this nonbinary canon, I try not to box myself in” (Genderqueer, 24 years 

old) 

 

“I think the word "fluid" reflects my identity at this time when I needed to experiment. In 

fact, starting to experiment also helped me to understand, to reason about so many things”. 

(Genderqueer, 22 years old) 

 

4.3.3 Agender group  

Individuals composing the agender sub-group specify that they feel constrained within 

gender categories. They questioned the concept of gender, clarifying that defining oneself by 

gender is reductive (see also Table 4).  

 

“Right now I identify as an agender now genderless, in the sense that I don't feel that being 

female or male, man or woman, can affect my identity, [..] it's not a factor that I consider 

when I conceptualise myself, because in my opinion it's absolutely irrelevant” (Genderless, 

24 years old) 

 

Additionally, agender individuals included logical theorizations concerning gender, 

challenging gender stereotypes and roles. 

 

"Things exist as such, they don't have a related gender and I don't have a related gender 

either [...] that is, you don't have to put yourself in one box to avoid being in another, then 
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take yourself out, you can take yourself out of all the boxes." (Agender, genderless 25 years 

old) 

 

In defining their identity, they also rejected binarism and male and female categories as a 

social imposition. 

 

“Seeing how many people had been [...] negatively impacted by growing up in societies or 

families that forced them into certain roles because of their gender, made me reject this 

more and more.” (Agender, 24 years old) 

 

Regarding fluidity, agender individuals manifested little fluidity within their gender identity, 

specifying that they are rather always questioning the concept of gender. 

 

5. Discussion  

 

The present article focuses on the experiences of nonbinary people as they navigate, 

negotiate, and develop their gender identity and expression in Italian. With its performative 

character and everyday use, language represents an important vehicle influencing the 

individual’s well-being, leading to social identification—thus supporting roles, ideologies, 

expectations, and gender recognition. We chose to capture how nonbinary individuals 

represent themselves by combining data mining techniques and thematic analyses. The 

implicit assumption is that participants’ linguistic production can help us capture the 

underlying conceptual representation, i.e., through the labels, we can detect how different 

groups think of themselves and choose to convey their identity.  
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In Italy, nonbinary people face significant challenges in social and linguistic 

visibility and experience a lack of recognition within the current legislation (Baiocco et al., 

2023). In addition, Italian is a gendered language, and the difficulty in conveying the 

adequate representation of gender identities lies, first of all, in its morphological properties. 

Specifically, the use of binary gendered desinences (fem: -a; masc: -o, Gygax et al., 2019; 

Corbett, 1991) represents a fundamental challenge that Italian nonbinary individuals face in 

everyday linguistic exchanges, along with the difficulty of dealing with personal pronouns 

that they share with nonbinary speakers of different languages (e.g., English). To cope with 

that, nonbinary Italian speakers have gradually started to deploy different linguistic 

strategies allowing them to linguistically—and therefore socially—mark their existence 

(Bergman & Barker, 2017).  

Our results resonate with similar previous findings (Anzani et al., 2023; Galupo et 

al., 2017), evidencing the heterogeneity of linguistic practices established by nonbinary 

individuals and underlining the complexity of their lived experiences and needs. In addition, 

our findings complement existing literature targeting other “grammatical gender” languages 

(e.g., for Brazilian Portuguese and Hebrew see Bershtling & Orit, 2014; Borba & Osterman, 

2007) and exploring linguistic strategies of gender-diverse individuals. We found that 

participants endorsed several labels to define themselves, showing that the experience of 

being nonbinary needs various definitions. Thus, for nonbinary individuals, labels are a tool 

for self-determination, and their usage can be contextual and fluid rather than static and 

fixed. Similarly, participants reported using a great variety of pronouns. Some used 

feminine-gendered and masculine-gendered pronouns alternatively, while others completely 

overcame the gender binary by employing new linguistic forms like the schwa or asterisks. 

Others reverted to neutral forms, such as English borrowings (i.e., pl. “they”) or creative 
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Italian alterations (e.g., loi). These results testify that the choice of pronouns for nonbinary 

people is a fundamental part of the process of accepting and affirming their identity.  

Furthermore, these findings point to the recent urgency of Italian nonbinary 

individuals to feel seen and recognised within the social and linguistic community. Indeed, 

language is constantly evolving and is subject to continuous modifications to adapt to better 

usability by speakers. While these modifications might be perceived as artificial by 

gender/sex majority groups, this does not limit the functionality of language: at most, it 

expands it. Indeed, although the linguistic modifications that such proposals bring are 

considered inconvenient by those who do not need them, as Vera Gheno (2022) points out 

they can make a significant difference for those who have always been on the social and 

linguistic margins of the world, far from the centre of the power/ privilege wheel. For 

instance, this is particularly relevant for health care and clinical settings where negotiating 

language choices—such as adopting gender neutrality—can be challenging for some 

nonbinary individuals. In fact, a significant percentage of healthcare workers may have 

limited knowledge of nonbinary identities and may not be accustomed to using gender-

affirming language—hence involuntarily acting out microaggressions. It is therefore critical 

to promote the use of gender-inclusive language among mental health professionals and 

clinicians, creating a more informed and responsive support network.  

Additionally, our results showed that participants frequently defined themselves 

using the identity labels “nonbinary” and “trans”, testifying the need to feel represented by 

labels that provide a space where meaningful experiences gain linguistic legitimacy. 

Participants’ interviews show that the identity label “nonbinary” was strongly associated 

with words like pronouns and expression, highlighting that for nonbinary people finding 

linguistic categories and new narratives to describe and make their experiences meaningful 

to themselves and others is crucial (see also Matsuno & Budge, 2017; Bradford et al., 2018; 
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Goldberg et al., 2019; Scandurra et al., 2019). Indeed, previous findings have shown that 

linguistic misgendering increases the sense of exclusion of gender-diverse people (e.g., 

Ansara & Hegarty, 2014). The identity label “trans” was instead associated with discovered, 

being, and relationship, suggesting that for some nonbinary people, the label trans may be 

related to the need to give resonance to one’s path of identity construction.  

The linguistic associations retrieved across the entire set of participants’ narratives of 

interest revealed further key aspects of nonbinary participants’ gender identity. First, the 

correlation between sexual and orientation suggests intimate, personal experiences, and 

reflections related to sexual orientation coincide with the questioning of gender identity, an 

essential component of nonbinary participants' experiences with gender. This result aligns 

with previous studies (e.g., Diamond & Butterworth, 2008) showing how gender identity is 

experienced—or can be meaningfully understood—inevitably including questions about 

sexual and/or romantic attraction. Moreover, the link with sexual orientation could also be 

related to the challenge nonbinary individuals could have in finding an orientation label 

which does not reiterate gender binarism via sexual orientation, such as gay, lesbian, 

bisexual.  

Additionally, the strong association between the words male and female suggests that 

such terms may be considered together in the gender identity narrative of nonbinary people, 

underlining that dichotomous models of gender fail to capture the complexity, diversity, and 

fluidity of their experience. Along these lines, several gender theorists (Bornstein, 1994; 

Fausto-Sterling, 1993, 2000; Feinberg, 1996), have posited that dichotomous and essentialist 

models, which consider a single gender identity as the “true” identity, invalidate the 

experiences of individuals who claim multiple gender identifications (Diamond & 

Butterworth, 2008).  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-008-9425-3#ref-CR5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-008-9425-3#ref-CR20
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-008-9425-3#ref-CR21
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-008-9425-3#ref-CR22
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The in-depth thematic analysis of participants’ personal meaning of gender identity 

added layers to the understanding of nonbinary experiences with gender. Looking at the 

differences between groups that used and did not use the word "trans" in defining their 

identity, and groups who identified as “agender”, we saw that, indeed, gender words matter. 

All groups expressed identities that deconstruct traditional binary gender categories. 

Participants reported that their experiences are irreducible to a singular, unified gender 

identification/presentation. In addition, participants described having to resist the 

universalised social narrative that pushes towards gender-binary “boxes”, as well as enacting 

an ongoing process of accepting their identity internally, rather than being influenced by 

external factors. However, those who used the word “trans” seemed to have a more elastic 

relationship with binary identifications. In this group, participants did not completely reject 

the possibility of gendering their identity without refusing masculinity and femininity. In 

contrast, the other two groups seemed to reject it more categorically. “Genderqueer” people 

(who do not use the category “trans” to define their identity) perceived that they may 

oscillate within the gender spectrum without ever identifying with either male or female 

polarity. “Agender” participants, on the other hand, rejected not only gender binarism but the 

concept of gender itself on logical and philosophical grounds (“things exist as such”). These 

differences are clearly based on a few interviews. However, future studies may expound 

further on larger samples to investigate differences across nonbinary people who maintain 

the definition “trans”, those who do not use it, and those who call themselves “agender” in 

the context of the debate on the belonging of nonbinary identities to the “transgender” 

categories (McNamara, 2017; Rosati et al., 2022; Weiss, 2022).  

Exploring the use of gender-inclusive strategies in Italian permits a more in-depth 

and future-oriented thinking of how nonbinary individuals navigate their gender identity. In 

a world dominated by interactive processes, language has great value for the self-definition 
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of identity. Our results add exciting implications to the literature on the role of language and 

its impact on cognition and the self and, in line with previous studies conducted in other 

countries (Borba & Ostermann, 2007), identify language as a resource for the definition and 

expression of gender identity (Bershtling & Orit, 2014).  

In this study, language revealed itself both as an instrument to convey meaning and 

as a tool to create it (Borghi, 2023; Lupyan, 2016). First, our results show how the flexibility 

of choices language grants (Mazzuca et al., 2021) can contribute to conveying the sense of a 

variable identity. The absence of convergence on a single definition and the usage of 

multiple labels and various pronouns for self-definition allow individuals to express their 

sense of multiple belongings, the flexible ways of conceiving themselves, and their identity. 

Second, our findings indicate that language plays a crucial role in self-determination. 

Specifically, it is a tool through which transgender and nonbinary people assert their 

authority in defining their gender identity. Indeed, as highlighted by Zimman (2017), 

language revolves around individuals' preferences for how others refer to them, including 

aspects related to their bodies and anatomy. 

Using new self-definition labels helps create a new self. Intriguingly, the content of 

the most frequent labels used for self-definition, such as “nonbinary” and “trans”, conveys a 

sense of transience and dynamicity. Therefore, for those who find it hard to define 

themselves and feel recognised, inclusive linguistic strategies encompassing the use of 

chosen labels, pronouns, and desinences prove to be a fundamental solution. Their adoption 

would foster greater freedom of expression by virtue of everyone's right to define themselves 

and, thus, to be. 

 

6. Limitations of the study and future directions 
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Although exploratory, this study has some methodological and generalisability 

limitations. For instance, due to the limited number of participants, more detailed statistical 

analyses in specific cases (see ¶4.3.3) were not advisable, and it is not possible to generalise 

the findings to the entire nonbinary population. Furthermore, although text mining 

techniques such as the one we used provide a powerful tool to investigate semantics, these 

analyses are limited since they do not take into account contextual nuances expressed in the 

text. We sought to overcome this potential limit by backing up our findings with a more 

thorough investigation of texts using thematic analysis. So, future studies might expand the 

scope of the investigation to other areas widening the sample and targeting, for instance, the 

emotional experiences related to the use of language in different social contexts.   

 

7. Conclusions 

To date, a very limited amount of research has focused on the ways nonbinary people 

deal with language to articulate their identity. This study explores the multiple ways in 

which language can be used to represent gender identity and enhance the lived experience of 

nonbinary individuals by talking openly about how one identifies. In a strongly gendered 

language like Italian, nonbinary individuals face unique challenges, such as feelings of 

invalidation and erasure of their gender identity. This study sheds light on how the linguistic 

construction and expression of gender experiences of Italian nonbinary individuals comprise 

a multifaceted set of associations, related to different experiential, cognitive, and social 

aspects. Deepening the use of gender-affirming language and the choice of labels and 

pronouns for nonbinary people allows the understanding of the personal meanings and inner 

feelings related to their gender identity, fostering an environment of social inclusion and 

acceptance.  
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