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Abstract: To comprehend nonbinary identity, it is necessary to incorporate new and more inclusive social representations
(SRs). Transnormativity, cisnormativity, and genderism may characterize lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer,
intersex, and asexual (LGBTQIA+) people so that nonbinary people risk being invalidated and excluded by the
community. A sense of community, social justice, and interpersonal contact may represent protective factors. This study
aimed to provide empirical data on the SRs of nonbinary gender identities within the LGBTQIA+Italian population,
utilizing free word association and quantitative data. A total of 1,486 LGBTQIA+ people aged between 18 and 65 years
old (M= 25.8, SD= 7.1) took part in an online survey. The sample included monosexual (leshian, gay, heterosexual),
polysexual (e.g., bisexual, pansexual, queer), asexual, cisgender (men and women), trans (men and women), and
nonbinary individuals. Participants’ responses were categorized into five main SRs, from affirmative to dissonant.
Participants with a high sense of community and social justice showed more affirmative SRs; those with affirmative
beliefs regarding gender/sex diversity and low levels of transphobia shared more affirmative and less dissonant SRs.
Youth, plurisexual individuals, and nonbinary individuals exhibited higher levels of affirmative SRs compared to
monosexual individuals, cisgender men, and trans women. Cisgender women and trans men did not show significant
differences in representations from other groups. Participants with close contact with nonbinary individuals exhibited
more affirmative and less descriptive SRs than their counterparts. Research is essential in understanding how the
LGBTQIA+ communities perceive and support nonbinary individuals to promote affirmative SRs and reduce stigma.+

communities perceive and support nonbinary individuals to promote affirmative SRs and reduce stigma.
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Introduction

In recent years, in Western societies, there has been an increase in people defining and expressing
their gender beyond the male/female binary categories (Chew et al., 2020; Scandurra et al., 2021).
Nonbinary people’s experience of gender is highly variegated, with some identifying with both male
and female genders (e.g., bigender), more genders (e.g., polygender), another or third gender, moving
between genders (e.g., genderfluid), or having no gender (e.g., agender; American Psychological
Association, 2015; Galupo et al., 2017). Nonbinary gender experiences may be characterized by deep
gender euphoria, especially when an individual perceives recognition and affirmation of their gender
within a specific cultural and societal context (Austin et al., 2022). Social awareness of the existence
of nonbinary identities represents an opportunity to deconstruct the stereotypical elements associated
with traditional male and female genders, including hegemonic masculinity. In this sense,
acknowledging the existence of nonbinary people can also be read as a process that elicits open-
mindedness and liberation in many Western societies, allowing for the deconstruction of gender
hierarchies.

Conceptually, nonbinary people fall within the transgender (or trans) category, as their gender identity
differs, at least in part, from their assigned sex at birth. However, not all nonbinary people identify as
trans since the experiences of nonbinary gender are highly varied (Rosati et al., 2022; Wilson &
Meyer, 2021) and this might depend on several reasons: for example, the fact that some may perceive
the distinction between cis and trans as yet another rigid dichotomy that is not representative of their
experience (Jourian & Nicolazzo, 2019); the fact that nonbinary people may feel “not trans enough”
(Garrison, 2018) because of transnormativity—an ideology that hierarchically evaluates and
legitimizes certain trans experiences over others (Johnson, 2016). Specifically, transnormativity
reinforces the legitimacy of the trans experiences only if they incorporate or negotiate their
experiences to fit within a stereotypical binary medical view of the trans experiences.
Transnormativity simultaneously marginalizes and renders invisible experiences that diverge from

the traditional gender-affirmative pathway, such as those incorporated by nonbinary people (Vipond,
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2015). A traditional approach to gender-affirmative pathways is often adopted by centers and
practitioners in Italy (Lorusso et al., 2023). These pathways involve a structured progression from a
starting point to an ending point, comprising several sequentially ordered steps. First, individuals are
required to undergo an indefinite period of (a) mandatory psychological interviews, followed by the
potential authorization from a psychologist to proceed to (b) hormone therapy; subsequently,
individuals may proceed to apply for (c) surgical interventions and (d) legal gender marker changes,
both of which necessitate navigating a judicial pathway overseen by a judge?.

A psychological evaluation is necessary to obtain the diagnosis of gender dysphoria that is required
to access the medical and legal part of the gender-affirming pathway. The diagnosis should be
conducted by a multidisciplinary team, preferably within a public center, comprising professionals
such as psychologists and endocrinologists. This allows access to cost-free medication through the
national health system. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that judicial authorities frequently discredit
evaluations conducted by private psychologists and psychiatrists. Nevertheless, the scarcity of public
facilities in Italy exacerbates the already protracted waiting periods endured by trans individuals,
potentially extending them by several years (Lorusso et al., 2024).

Transnormativity depends on medicalized regulatory standards that become pervasive in the
experience of trans and nonbinary people beyond their willingness to engage in medical pathways.
Transnormative expectations push people, including those within the transgender community, to
consider more valuable the gender-affirming paths that include medical practices (e.g., hormones and
surgeries), as opposed to those that do not involve them. These expectations are linked to a binary
view that privileges the experience of passing for the “opposite gender” to the one assigned at birth.
Moreover, mental health professionals often tend to evaluate nonbinary individuals less favorably
and encounter challenges in diagnosing gender dysphoria among this population due to perceptions
that they may not conform adequately to conventional transgender identities. Therefore,
transnormativity can be internalized by nonbinary individuals as a consequence of the standard

medical pathways and due to the narrative of not feeling “trans enough” (Lorusso et al., 2023), which
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can also be internalized and reinforced by trans men and trans women? they have had experiences
with (Darwin, 2020; Valentine, 2021; Vincent, 2020).

In addition to transnormativity, nonbinary people are impacted by cisnormativity—an ideology that
invalidates, stigmatizes, and pathologizes people whose gender identity does not match their assigned
sex (Serano, 2016; Tan et al., 2020) and genderism—that is, the conception of gender as binary,
immutable, and determined by biological characteristics (Nicholas, 2019). The combination of these
ideologies impacts various social groups, spanning from the general population to sexual and gender
minority communities, creating the conditions for the unthinkability of nonbinary genders.
Consequently, nonbinary people are often accused of undergoing a temporary phase (presumed to
culminate in a man or woman identity), merely following a trend, or seeking attention (Rosati et al.,
2022).

Cisnormativity and genderism can be encountered by individuals identifying as nonbinary as well as
those identifying as trans men and women; they are different but interrelated concepts, entailing
institutional invisibility, healthcare discrimination (Goldberg et al., 2019; Rosati et al., 2022),
economic, employment, and housing precarity, street violence and assaults (Harrison et al., 2012),
and minority stress (Matsuno et al., 2022). Cisnormative ideology and genderism depend on the
traditional social representations (SRs) of the gender system as binary, which permeates Western
culture and regulates socialization and interpersonal relationships (Ferrari & Mancini, 2020).
Genderism is particularly difficult to deconstruct as it enables the maintenance of ancestral power
dynamics related to gender hierarchy and other privileged identity axes in patriarchal capitalist
societies. In other words, it sustains the privilege of White, able-bodied, heterosexual, cisgender men
at the expense of those who lack these privileges (Parmenter et al., 2021). The existence and increased
visibility of nonbinary people inevitably open new imaginaries that undermine gender hierarchies and
the Western tendency toward dichotomous thinking. Interpersonal contact and closeness with

nonbinary people may lead to developing affirmative representations of nonbinary gender identities,
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as suggested by research conducted on other sexual minorities (Salvati et al., 2019) that was based
on Allport’s (1954) intergroup contact theory.

One should not presume a homogenous sense of belonging among individuals with minority gender
or sexual identities based solely on their shared experiences of gender or sexual marginalization.
Notably, the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, and asexual (LGBTQIA+)
population must not be considered a singular, monolithic community governed by rigid norms and
guidelines; rather, it encompasses a lot of different possibilities of subjectivities and experiences
(Caruso, 2022). Moreover, within the LGBTQIA+ population, there have been documented instances
of internal discrimination, including biphobia, genderism, cisnormativity, and acephobia (Parmenter
et al., 2021). The term “community” is an insufficient descriptor, as it not only understates the
diversity among distinct identities but also overlooks this internal discrimination. Hence, our article
will utilize the terminology of LGBTQIA+ communities, populations, or identities to facilitate a more
nuanced idea of the experiences.

The contemporary societal landscape is transforming, exemplified by the growing visibility and
affirmation of multiple gender identities and expressions. Nonbinary individuals increasingly claim
social legitimacy, legal recognition, and cultural inclusivity. In response to this societal shift, there is
a pressing need for new and more inclusive SRs of gender that recognize nonbinary gender identities.
These representations should be able to integrate the complexity of multiple experiences of
subjectivation (Ansara & Hegarty, 2014; Barker & Richards, 2015).

SRs have been defined as systems of values, ideas, and practices that establish social order and
facilitate communication (Sammut et al., 2015), focusing on “the interdependencies between social
and psychological phenomena, the variability and relativity of everyday knowledge, and the
significance of the interaction between individuals and groups” (Rochira et al., 2020, p. 19).
According to social representation theory (Moscovici, 1988), SRs are derived from processes of
collective meaning-making formulated during social interactions to establish a sense of stability and

predictability, making unfamiliar things more familiar. The theory emphasizes phenomena subject to
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debate, strong feelings, conflicts, and ideological struggle (Hoijer, 2011). SRs can reinforce and
legitimize existing social hierarchies and hegemonic norms, but they can also change collective
thinking in society through discursive practices. Within this framework, nonbinary genders could
represent the unfamiliar, the otherness not immediately understood within the dominant gender
categories (Lahlou, 2001; Prati et al., 2021).

Indeed, nonbinary genders are still highly unknown and misunderstood among the general population
(Commone et al., 2024; Richards et al., 2017). Most people’s SRs of gender commonly reflect the
male/female dichotomy, while nonbinary genders are not even thinkable, as they represent a
“transgression” of still hegemonic rigid cisgenderist norms. Even if identificatory and performative
practices have contested those norms (Butler, 2004), they remain highly powerful in framing SRs.
The representation of gender as binary may impact a person’s beliefs about gender, which, in turn,
influence their attitude toward people embodying different gender identities and expressions.
Specifically, affirmative beliefs about gender diversity promote acknowledging and validating
nonbinary gender identities and reduce transphobia (Di Giannantonio et al., 2024; Schudson & van
Anders, 2022). Given the common matrix arising from cisnormativity, attitudes toward trans men and
women and attitudes toward nonbinary people are strongly correlated (Schudson & Morgenroth,
2022).

Dominant beliefs about genderism may also characterize the LGBTQIA+ mainstream community.
Therefore, nonbinary people risk being invalidated and excluded by other gender and sexual
minorities. Furthermore, nonbinary individuals face potential invalidation from trans women and men
due to the pervasive influence of transnormativity standards. The LGBTQIA+ communities, as we
stated, are not exempt from power dynamics that reproduce disparities among members, giving
privilege to those who adhere to normative standards of relationships and gender roles (Parmenter et
al., 2021).

Previous research found that LGBTQIA+ people’s attitudes toward other sexual and gender minority

subgroups may differ depending on the identity and demographic variables. For instance, recent
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research highlighted that youth are more likely to self-identify beyond the male/female dichotomy
and show more positive attitudes toward trans and nonbinary identities than adults and older adults
(Duffy et al., 2018; Ipsos, 2021). Such a generational gap likely depends on the growing availability
of cultural references (e.g., film, TV series, literature) that young people can access and on social
media, which promotes connection and sharing experiences among queer and nonbinary folks
overcoming physical territorial barriers.

Other studies found that monosexual (e.g., gay and lesbian) people may be reluctant to understand
and accept plurisexuality (e.g., bisexual and pansexual; Roberts et al., 2015). Nevertheless, scientific
literature lacks data concerning the attitudes of both monosexual and plurisexual individuals toward
gender diversity. We can suppose that plurisexual people are more affirmative toward nonbinary
people because they share with the latter the experience of falling outside the normative
understanding of binary sexuality and gender (Barker & lantaffi, 2017). Other studies identified gay
men as having higher levels of homophobia and transphobia than leshians (Warriner et al., 2013).
Finally, previous studies found that cisgender men, trans men, and trans women may report less
positive attitudes toward nonbinary people when compared, for instance, to cisgender women
(Worthen, 2021).

While it is true that LGBTQIA+ individuals may, at times, harbor negative attitudes stemming from
transnormativity, cisnormativity, and genderism, it has been extensively established that the feeling
of belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community is a crucial source of protection and resilience for sexual
and gender minority people (Meyer, 2015). A community for LGBTQIA+ people represents a
fundamental protective factor for its members as it provides resources to gender and sexual minorities
to cope with stigma, reinforce empowerment, and develop resilience (Parmenter et al., 2020).
However, access to such resources is possible only when the person experiences feelings of
connection and belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community (Lin & Israel, 2012; Meyer, 2015; Pflum et
al.,, 2015). Previous research found that LGBTQIA+ activism, community belonging, and

commitment to social justice promote positive aspects of the self and reduce negative attitudes toward
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a sexual/gender minority identity (Breslow et al., 2015; Pistella et al., 2023; Riggle & Mohr, 2015;
Riggle et al., 2014). To provide belonging and affiliation, the LGBTQIA+ communities must be able
to offer positive representations to the diverse subjectivities that comprise it, including nonbinary

people.

The Current study

The present study was conducted in Italy, a country where nonbinary people suffer a lack of legal and
social recognition that results in the inability to self-determine their gender (Kohler, 2022). Notably,
Italian law currently does not permit the legal recognition of genders outside the binary male or female
categorizations (Voli, 2018). Moreover, nonbinary people in Italy often encounter invalidation and
barriers when seeking access to gender-affirming medical procedures due to the nonrecognition of
nonbinary gender identities as valid (Mirabella et al., 2023).

Italian is a strongly gendered language. Since there are no neutral gender pronouns, proper names
generally only include a clear masculine or feminine connotation and most of the terms used that are
associated with a person have gendered suffixes. Therefore, nonbinary people often experience
microaggressions and invisibilization at an interpersonal and institutional level (Baiocco et al., 2023)
and may use different strategies in the language to avoid language binarism, such as neopronouns or
the “singular they” deriving from English language (Anzani et al., 2023). In addressing this challenge,
queer and transfeminist movements and scholars advocate for the adoption of gender-neutral
language as a means to foster recognition of nonbinary identities and mitigate discrimination (Baiocco
et al., 2023). The proposal with the highest feasibility for implementation involves incorporating the
neutral schwa (o) suffix in both written and spoken communication (Gheno, 2022).

During the last year, the country has been under the governance of a far-right party that promoted
campaigns against what is referred to as “gender theory,” leading to a tightening of institutional and
educational policies that disproportionately affect trans and nonbinary individuals. Specifically, one

of the most important centers for gender-affirming pathways in Italy—and the only one that addresses
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preadolescents from a medical perspective—is currently under investigation, with a high likelihood
of being restricted in its operations. Recent news reports the emergence of a new service presenting
itself as a center for managing “problems related to gender identity or gender dysphoria,” which
appears to be a service aimed at conversion therapies effectively. Media, in collaboration with the
government, perpetuate highly transphobic narratives on various topics, including the pregnancy
(deemed unacceptable) of trans individuals.

Additionally, attacks against the broader LGBTQIA+ community are occurring, such as the denial of
parenthood recognition for leshian or gay couples that are already parents, significantly impeding the
legal protection and well-being of these families. These attacks are unfolding with remarkable speed
and intensity. Recently, in parliament, the proposal to add hate crimes based on sexual orientation,
gender identity, and disability, known as the Zan Bill, was rejected (Rucco et al., 2024).

The LGBTQIA+ community itself in Italy is somewhat internally fragmented. For example, a faction
within the historical association for the rights of lesbian self-proclaimed feminists opposes the
concept of gender identity and gender self-determination (Pagarini, 2017). This movement, known as
transexclusionary radical feminism, is based on an essentialist view of sex assigned at birth as
inextricably linked to gender and unchanging over time (Caruso, 2020). Transexclusionary radical
feminisms, in collaboration with the current government, exacerbate hatred and discrimination
against nonbinary individuals through violent and disabling actions within both interpersonal and
institutional contexts (Gusmeroli, 2023).

Furthermore, in Italy, the activist associations and individuals with greater financial resources and
more legitimacy within institutions are generally those who are more privileged in terms of race and
gender (e.g., White cis gay men). Trans individuals, and particularly nonbinary individuals,
frequently encounter a distressing lack of visibility and recognition within the community. Only
recently, thanks to the presence of local organizations created by and for trans and nonbinary people,
there has been increasing attention on addressing issues pertaining to the inclusivity of gender

minority individuals.
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The data collection of the present study was conducted through a quantitative content analysis of free
word associations during the Italian national debate concerning the lack of approval of the Zan bill,
which aimed at extending the current antidiscrimination law on ethnic and religious minorities to
gender and sexual minorities. The Zan bill debate increased awareness of various LGBTQIA+ issues,
including nonbinary identities.

The overall aim of the present study was to provide empirical data on the language used to refer to
SRs of nonbinary gender identities within the Italian LGBTQIA+ population, given its protective role
for sexual and gender minorities, exploring differences among individuals based on their gender and
sexual orientation. To our knowledge, no previous studies investigated the SRs of nonbinary gender
identities within the LGBTQIA+ community (Ferrari & Mancini, 2020).

Drawing from the previously reported literature, we formulated the following hypotheses: we
expected more positive SRs of nonbinary genders to be positively correlated with younger age
(Hypothesis 1; Duffy et al., 2018; Ipsos, 2021), higher levels of sense of community (Hypothesis 2)
and social justice (Hypothesis 3; Pistella et al., 2023; Riggle & Mohr, 2015; Riggle et al., 2014),
higher levels of affirmative beliefs about gender diversity (Hypothesis 4) and lower levels of
transphobia (Hypothesis 5; Hill & Willoughby, 2005; Schudson & Morgenroth, 2022; Schudson &
van Anders, 2022). Moreover, we expect to find more negative SRs of nonbinary genders among
subgroups of the LGBTQIA+ population, such as cisgender gay men and trans men and women
(Hypothesis 6; Schudson & van Anders, 2022; Warriner et al., 2013; Worthen, 2021), monosexual
people (Hypothesis 7; Roberts et al., 2015), and activists (Hypothesis 8; Breslow et al., 2015). Finally,
we might expect to find more positive SRs among people reporting higher interpersonal contact with

nonbinary people (Hypothesis 9; Salvati et al., 2019).

Methods

Positionality and Procedure
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The research group members embody different positionalities in terms of academic role (e.g., PhD
student, researcher, and professor), gender identity (e.g., cisgender and nonbinary), and sexual
orientation (e.g., lesbian, bisexual, queer, and heterosexual). All team members are White and Italian,
and some are committed to trans and nonbinary activism. The methodology of the present study
followed a rigorous process with several meetings among the research team. Specifically, one queer
and two nonbinary research members lead the study design, survey construction, and data analysis
steps. To minimize potential triggers for participants, we tried to adopt for the survey a language as
representative as possible of the multimarginalized identities among the LGBTQIA+ population (e.g.,
in terms of race, ethnicity, gender identity, and disability). In addition, we modified some language
S0 as not to expose participants to overly stigmatizing content. In addition to promoting more
tremendous respect for research participants, we believe this approach facilitated increased
participation and reduced dropout rates during the questionnaire completion process. Finally, we
included a last open-ended question to provide a space for sharing thoughts, feelings, and feedback
with the research team.

The data for this study were collected through an online survey between October and November 2021
using the Qualtrics platform. Both convenience and virtual snowball sampling methods were
employed for data collection through email, social networks, and other online channels. The survey
link was shared with territorial LGBTQIA+ associations and collectives via email, along with a brief
explanation of the study’s rationale and a request for them to share it with their associates and
members. The authors also created posts on their private social network accounts. Participants were
encouraged to share the survey with their contacts.

Inclusion criteria were to self-identify as LGBTQIA+ members and be 18 or older. The research
received ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee of the University of Bologna (Protocol number
201494, 26/08/2021), and participation was entirely voluntary. Informed consent was obtained from
participants at the start of the survey, which outlined the purpose, the rights of participants, and the

approximate duration of 15 min. We could not compute the response rate because of an online link.
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However, we calculated the completion rate (the ratio between the number of completed surveys and

the number of respondents who entered the survey), which was 62%.

Participants

Two thousand six hundred people responded to the online survey distributed in the Italian territory.
We followed the guidelines of Goodrich et al. (2023) to exclude fraudulent responses, scrutinizing
parameters like completion progress (i.e., how much survey was completed), respondents’ IP address,
and completion time (i.e., in how much time the survey was completed). Therefore, respondents with
less than 97% completed progress were excluded. The percentage benchmark was identified
considering the completion of all survey sections except the elective open-ended last question to share
feedback. Underage individuals (n = 38) and hetero-cisgender respondents (n = 33) were also
excluded.

Moreover, seven respondents who completed the survey from the same IP address were excluded.
Finally, the completion time was considered. No respondent was excluded based on this criterion, as
the lower completion time, at this final stage of exclusion, was around 8 min, and the mean duration
of the survey was 12 min. As a result, the final participants of this study were 1,486 LGBTQIA+
people living in Italy, aged between 18 and 65 years old (Mage = 25.8, SD = 7.1). Participants’
genders were distributed as follows: cisgender women (43.2%, n = 642), cisgender men (13.5%, n =
200), trans men (4.6%, n = 68), trans women (1.5%, n = 22), and nonbinary people (37.3%, n = 554).
Participants’ sexual orientation was mainly plurisexual (e.g., bisexual, pansexual, queer; 72.1%, n =
1,071), followed by monosexual (i.e., gay, lesbian or heterosexual; 23.4%, n = 347) and asexual
(4.6%, n = 68). Most participants were White (96.9%, n = 1,440) and LGBTQIA+ activists (56%, n
= 832). In terms of proximity, more than half of the participants reported having close contact with
nonbinary people (58.8%, n = 874), while the rest had limited or no contact (41.2%, n = 612). The

vast majority reported to be White (96.9%, n = 1,440), with a minority of participants reporting to be
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multiracial (1.4%, n = 21), Latinx (1.1%, n = 16), and African Italian (0.6%, n = 9). Additional

participants’ characteristics have been reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Participants’ characteristics.

Characteristics Percentage Characteristics Percentage
Student 52.5% Metropolitan area 30.6%
Emplovment Employed 36.3% Residing City 38.2%
ploy Unemployed 10.4% area Town 25.7%
Retired 0.7% Rural Area 5.5%
Middle school 4.1% 0
. High school/professional  50% LOW. 47.8%
Education A Income Medium 39.3%
University degree 35.1% Hiah 12 9%
Master’s/doctoral 10.8% g >0

Measures

In the survey, we utilized the word association tasks for collecting the content of SRs, since it has
emerged as one of the preeminent methods for investigating the content and the language of SRs
(Dany et al., 2015; Piermattéo et al., 2018). Specifically, the free associations’ method was adopted
in this study, asking participants to associate three words that come to mind when hearing the
expression “nonbinary gender identities.” The number of words was set building on other research
employing free word association tasks (e.g., Laurino et al., 2023; Prati et al., 2021). Participants were
asked to report sociodemographic details, including age, gender identity, whether they consider
themselves activists for the LGBTQIA+ community, and proximity to nonbinary people. Finally,
participants were asked to fill out the following psychometric scales.

Gender/sex diversity beliefs were measured with the affirmation subscale of the Gender/Sex Diversity
Belief Scale (Schudson & van Anders, 2022). The scale consists of 14 items (e.g., “Nonbinary gender
identities have always existed”). Answers were scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 =
completely disagree to 5 = completely agree (o = .78), with higher scores indicating affirming

perspectives on gender/sex diversity and nonbinary genders.
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Genderism and transphobia were measured with the genderism and transphobia subscale of the
Genderism and Transphobia Scale-Revised-Short Form (Tebbe et al., 2014). The scale consists of 20
items (e.g., “People are either men or women”). The items’ wording was updated by our team using
less triggering expressions, replacing terms such as “changing sex” with “gender-affirming pathway,”
or using the term ““assigned female at birth” instead of “woman” when referring to trans men or
nonbinary subjectivities. Answers were scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = completely
disagree to 5 = completely agree (o = .74). A higher score indicates greater genderism and antitrans
prejudice,

Sense of community was evaluated with an adapted version of the Brief Sense of Community Scale
(Compare et al., 2021; Griffin et al., 2022; Peterson et al., 2008). The scale consists of eight items
(e.g., “I belong to the LGBTQIA+ community”). The items’ wording was adapted, replacing the
original term “neighborhood” with “LGBTQIA+ community.” Answers were scored on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5 = completely agree (o = .85), where higher
scores represent a greater sense of belonging and emotional connection to the LGBTQIA+
community.

Social justice was assessed with the social justice subscale of the Multifactor Lesbian, Gay, and
Bisexual Positive Identity Measure (Baiocco et al., 2018; Riggle et al., 2014). The scale consists of
five items (e.g., “My experience with my LGBTQIA+ identity leads me to fight for the rights of
others”). Answers were scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = completely disagree to 5
= completely agree (o = .81). A higher score indicates increased concern concerning social

oppressions and commitment against inequalities.

Data analysis
The questionnaire and responses to open-ended questions were originally in Italian and were
subsequently translated into English by the study authors. Subsequently, a back-translation into

Italian was conducted to ensure the preservation of meaning. Moreover, each word entered by the
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participants had a corresponding English-language equivalent. Hence, the translation process
maintained the integrity of the word content.

To analyze responses, we used a qualitative content analysis procedure to identify the
categorization of concepts (Elo & Kyngés, 2008; Forman & Damschroder, 2008). We adopted a
conventional approach, where coding categories are derived directly from the text data (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). During the qualitative data analysis process, we tried to keep a level of awareness
concerning the impact of our identities, in terms of privilege and oppression, on the interpretation of
the data so that we could reduce potential bias.

The data were approached by reading the first 500 entries, looking for inductive common
patterns. These patterns guided our team members in developing a detailed codebook. Two raters
independently categorized all participants’ responses using the codebook to test the applicability of
codes. Subsequently, the raters’ agreement to independently apply codes to the responses (i.e.,
interrater reliability) was checked for using Cohen’s kappa coefficient, k = .72, indicating substantial
agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977). Interrater disagreements were scrutinized and reconciled through
discussion and consensus among all article authors to reach a perfect agreement (k = 1.00). The final
coding procedure resulted in 15 categories (see Table 2), then grouped into six main themes (see
Table 3).

To interpret potential relationships between the sociodemographic and psychosocial variables and
how participants responded to the free word association task, we quantified the qualitative variables
of the six themes into dummy-coded variables, representing the absence (0) and the presence (1) of
the use of words connected to a specific theme. We used Kendall’s Tau-B correlation to measure the
relationship between the dummy-coded categorical variables and the continuous variables of age,
gender/sex diversity belief, genderism and transphobia, sense of community, and social justice.
Moreover, we conducted a chi-squared analysis to examine the relationship between gender identities,

sexual orientations, activism, and proximity to nonbinary people and the dummy-coded variables.
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Table 2. Categories’ descriptions and examples

Category

Description

Example

Identity affirmation

Gender Expression

Affirmative language

Binarism

Trans and nonbinary
labels

Diagnostic and
psychological language

Spectrum

Diversity as an added
value

Positive feelings

Overcoming gender
labels

LGBTQIA+
Community and
Culture

Socio-politics

Diversity as a barrier

Stigma and negative
experiences

Rejection

Empowering/affirmative words related to the nonbinary
experience

Terms related to physical expression, performativity, and
social manifestation of gender

Words connected to the use of graphic signs and
Pronouns

Binary terms and concepts

references to trans identities and sub-labels of non-
binarism

Diagnostic labels and psychological language

References to the gender continuum concept

Terms conveying the idea of diversity as an added value

Words connected to positive emotions

Terms connected to the idea of overcoming existing
categories

Terms related to the LGBTQIA+ community, including
symbols, manifestations, and people/persona of the showbiz

References to claims and the fight against the status quo

Words referring to non-offensive stereotypical terms or lack
of the metacognition of the nonbinarism concept (e.g., use of
concrete words)

Words related to negative emotional experiences and stigma

Discriminatory and rejective language

Freedom; self-
determination; self-
recognition; worthy

Androgynous; binder;
skirt; dyed hair

Schwa; they/them;
asterisk; Neutral
pronouns

Man; dichotomy;
dualism; binarism

Trans; genderfluid;
trigender; agender

Non-conformity;
gender dysphoria;
gender identity;
sexuality

Fluid; spectrum;
umbrella term;
continuum

Openness;
uniqueness; new;
normal

Courage; joy; pride;
relief

Beyond gender;
unlabeled;
unstandardized;
untethered

Rainbow; Elliot Page;
LGBTQ+; Cal [sex
education tv serie]

Revolution;
patriarchy;
intersectional; gender
deconstruction

Ambiguous; train;
unknown; diverse

Invisibility;
discrimination;
oppression; exclusion
Stupid; invention;
Meaningless;
problematic
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Table 3. Themes’ descriptions, original categories, examples, and percentages

Theme Description Category Examples %
Affirmative SR Language connected to the idea Identity affirmation; Self-determination; 68.0%
of nonbinary gender identity as an Gender expression,; Binder; Schwa
affirmation of the self Affirmative language
Descriptive SR Language characterizes by terms  Binarism; Trans and Man; Trans; Genderflux 56.3%
and labels related to the gender nonbinary labels;
identity spectrum Diagnostic and
psychological language;
Spectrum
Positive SR Language connected to positive Diversity as an added Openness; Joy; Unlabeled  40.1%
feelings and images of openness  value; Positive feelings;
related to nonbinary identities Overcoming gender labels
Political SR Language connected to the fight ~ LGBTQIA+ Community Elliot Page; Revolution; 27.5%
against oppressive systems and and Culture; Socio-politics  Patriarchy
the reference to queer culture
Dissonant SR Language referred to negative Diversity as a barrier; Ambiguous; 26.6%
feelings and conditions caused by  Stigma and negative Discrimination; Invisibility
stigma experiences
Rejective SR Language connected to rejection  Rejection Stupid; Invention; 01.7%

and denial of nonbinary gender
identities

Unnatural

Note. the rejective theme was excluded from the quantitative analyses due to the limited number of cases.

Results

As a result of the inductive qualitative content analysis (Forman & Damschroder, 2008) we organized
participants’ answers to the free words association task into 15 categories (Table 2).

Based on meaning convergence (e.g., identity affirmation and affirmative grammar), the 15 categories
were first organized into six main themes (see Table 3) characterized by coherent and distinct
languages used by participants when referring to nonbinary identities: (a) affirmative SR, where the
language used conveys the idea of nonbinary gender identity as an empowering aspect of self-
affirmation; (b) descriptive SR, where nonbinary gender identities are referred to with an objective
or scientific language, with emotionally detached terms; (c) positive SR, where language evokes
positive feelings, images of openness, and the overcoming of gender labels; (d) political SR, recalling

the fights against oppressive social system and the references to the LGBTQIA+ community and
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culture; (e) dissonant SR, referring to negative feelings and conditions related to stigma; and (f)
rejective SR, which is related to the use of offensive or explicitly rejecting expressions.

Since the rejective SR presented a coherent and distinct language compared with the other SR
categories, we intentionally kept it separate from other themes. However, due to the low frequency
(1.7%) of this category among respondents, it was subsequently excluded from the quantitative
analysis. As the rejective theme was not utilized for the quantitative analyses, we will refer to five
themes moving forward.

Table 4 displays the estimates of the correlations between each theme and the variables age,
gender/sex diversity belief, genderism and transphobia, sense of community, and social justice. The
results indicate significant correlations between many variables and the themes of affirmative SR,
positive SR, and dissonant SR. Regarding age, a significant negative association was observed with
the affirmative SR, confirming that being younger correlates with more positive SRs of nonbinary

genders, consistent with the first hypothesis.

Table 4. Kendall’s Tau-B correlations’ estimates between themes and variables

Themes
Variable Affirsn;aative Descsrgo tive Positive SR Political SR DisgoF?ant
Age -.09** -.01 -.03 -.01 .01
Gender/sex diversity belief .09** .02 .02 .02 -.08**
Genderism and transphobia -.10** -.01 -.02 -.02 .06*
Sense of community 2% .006 -.02 .001 -.06**
Social justice .06* .03 .05* -.02 -.05%*

*p<.05 **p<.01

The variables of sense of community, social justice, and gender/sex diversity beliefs shared similar
patterns. Higher levels of a sense of community and social justice and higher levels of affirmative
beliefs about gender diversity positively correlated with the affirmative SR and negatively with the

dissonant, thus confirming the second, third, and fourth hypotheses, respectively. Additionally,
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genderism and transphobia were significantly negatively associated with the affirmative SR and
positively associated with the dissonant SR, confirming the fifth hypothesis.

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between gender
identities and the five themes. The relation with the affirmative SR variable was significant, y2(4, N
= 1,486) = 26.5, p <.001, V = 0.14. As the adjusted residuals show, the nonbinary cell presented
positive adjusted residuals of 2.7, suggesting a higher-than-expected association with the use of
affirmative SR. Conversely, the cisgender men and trans women cells presented negative adjusted
residuals of —3.4 and —2.7, indicating a lower-than-expected association. Thus, nonbinary people
were more likely than cisgender men and trans women to use affirmative SR, consistent with the sixth
hypothesis.

The relation with the descriptive SR variable was significant, y2(4, N = 1,486) = 10.2, p < .05, V =
0.08. As the adjusted residuals show, the trans women cell presented positive adjusted residuals of
2.0, suggesting a higher-than-expected association with the use of descriptive SR. Conversely, the
nonbinary cell presented negative adjusted residuals of —2.6, indicating a lower-than-expected
association. Thus, trans women were more likely than nonbinary people to use descriptive SR. The
chi-squared test on the relationships between gender identities and the other themes showed no
statistical significance.

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between sexual
orientations and the five themes. The relation with the affirmative SR variable was significant, y2(2,
N =1,486) = 10.0, p < .01, V = 0.08. As the adjusted residuals show, the plurisexual cell presented
positive adjusted residuals of 3.0, suggesting a higher-than-expected association with the use of
affirmative SR. Conversely, the monosexual cell presented negative adjusted residuals of —2.2,
indicating a lower-than-expected association. Thus, plurisexuals were more likely than monsexuals
to use affirmative SR.

The relation with the descriptive SR variable was significant, ¥2(2, N = 1,486) = 6.5, p < .05, V =

0.07. As the adjusted residuals show, the monosexual cell presented positive adjusted residuals of
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2.5, suggesting a higher-than-expected association with the use of descriptive SR. Conversely, the
plurisexual cell presented negative adjusted residuals of —2.1, indicating a lower-than-expected
association. Thus, monosexual were more likely than plurisexual people to use descriptive SR,
confirming the seventh hypothesis. The chi-squared test on the relationship between sexual
orientations and the other themes showed no statistical significance.

The chi-squared test on the relationship between activism and the five themes showed no statistical
significance. Such a result is contrary to our eighth hypothesis.

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between the proximity
to nonbinary individuals and the five themes. The relation with the affirmative SR variable was
significant, y2(1, N = 1,486) = 4.3, p < .05, ¢ = .05, showing that people reporting proximity to
nonbinary individuals were more likely to use affirmative SR than those who did not report proximity,
as expected by our ninth hypothesis.

The relation with the descriptive SR variable was significant, y2(1, N=1,486)=4.2, p <.05, ¢ = .05,
showing that people reporting proximity to nonbinary individuals were less likely to use descriptive
SR than those who did not report proximity. The chi-squared test on the relationship between

nonbinary proximity and the other themes showed no statistical significance.

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the SRs of nonbinary gender identities within the Italian
LGBTQIA+ population. We intended to understand the overall attitude of LGBTQIA+ people toward
nonbinary gender identities as an unfamiliar social phenomenon in Western societies, which,
therefore, may be barely understood and accepted even by other sexual and gender minorities (Ferrari
& Mancini, 2020; Moscovici, 1988). Since the sense of belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community
may represent an important protective factor for gender and sexual minorities (Lin & lIsrael, 2012,
Riggle et al., 2014), it is crucial to examine its degree of understanding, validation, and inclusion of

the different subjectivities that comprise it.
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Previous studies showed that, among LGBTQIA+ identities, the members more at risk of being
negatively evaluated by others are those who disconfirm normative expectations concerning binary
sexuality (Matsick & Rubin, 2018) and gender (Salvati et al., 2018). Moreover, a recent study showed
that gender minorities might be discriminated against and less included because of the cisnormative
narrative that permeates the LGBTQIA+ communities (Closson & Comeau, 2021). Little research
has explicitly focused on attitudes and representations of nonbinary gender identities inside and
outside the LGBTQIA+ population.

Overall, our study frames a positive picture of the SRs of nonbinary genders among the Italian
LGBTQIA+ population. Participants mainly described nonbinary gender identity through affirmative
language (68%), followed by descriptive (56.3%), positive (40.1%), political (27.5%), and dissonant
(26.6%) language. As hypothesized, SRs of nonbinary genders varied according to specific
demographic characteristics. The younger the participants were, the more likely they were to adopt
affirmative SR; this finding is in line with the research showing that new generations, especially the
so-called Generation Z, are more open toward sexual/gender diversity (Ipsos, 2021). This shift can
be attributed, in part, to increased exposure to cultural references and greater opportunities to connect
with a broader online community of diverse people and experiences (Duffy et al., 2018). Younger
people in Western societies are more likely to describe themselves as trans or nonbinary and/or to
have trans or nonbinary friends or acquaintances (Duffy et al., 2018; Ipsos, 2021).

Participants with high levels of social justice, compared to those with low levels, showed less
dissonant and more affirmative SR of nonbinary identities. Having high levels of social justice means
believing that one’s LGBTQIA+ identity increases one’s concern with other oppressed social groups.
Therefore, LGBTQIA+ people with high social justice may represent good allies for nonbinary
people, offering support and advocating for their rights (Rostosky et al., 2015). In addition,
participants who scored higher in the sense of community dimension were more likely to report
affirmative SRs and less likely to report dissonant SRs than those with a lower sense of community.

Consistent with previous studies, social justice (Lardier et al., 2023) and a sense of community
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emerged as protective factors in reducing negative feelings associated with one’s own or others’
minority identity status (Pistella et al., 2023; Riggle & Mohr, 2015; Riggle et al., 2014).

Our results confirm a robust link between SRs, beliefs, and attitudes toward nonbinary gender
identities, extending the international literature on this topic. Specifically, we found that participants
with stronger beliefs regarding gender/sex diversity were more likely to share affirmative SRs and
less likely to report dissonant SRs, whereas those with higher levels of genderism and transphobia
were less likely to report affirmative SRs and more likely to adopt dissonant SRs (Hill & Willoughby,
2005; Schudson & van Anders, 2022). We can assert that SRs of nonbinary genders, normative beliefs
about gender (i.e., genderism), and negative attitudes toward trans people (i.e., transphobia) are
different yet related constructs deriving from a common form of stigma—that depends directly from
cisnormativity (Ansara & Berger, 2016; Riggs et al., 2012).

Nonbinary people reported more affirmative SRs than cisgender men and trans women, whereas trans
men did not significantly differ from other groups. These results align with previous literature that
posits—both gay and heterosexual—cisgender men as more transphobic than other groups (Hill &
Willoughby, 2005; Konopka et al., 2020; Warriner et al., 2013; Willoughby et al., 2010; Worthen,
2016). As the most privileged identity on the axes of gender hierarchy, cisgender men may be more
inclined to maintain the male/female dichotomy and the related power unbalance. They may feel more
threatened by those identities that deconstruct cisnormative and binary expectations of gender as they
represent a risk for the status quo.

The fact that trans women share less affirmative SRs than other groups is in line with previous
research (Worthen, 2021). In a patriarchal country like Italy, trans women face significant challenges
in avoiding discrimination and victimization due to transmisogyny—a particularly debilitating stigma
that combines transphobia and misogyny (Serano, 2016). This heightened the importance of
“passing” as a survival strategy, reinforcing the internalization of transnormative ideals while
potentially diminishing their understanding of trans subjectivities that diverge from the traditional

model, such as nonbinary identities (Johnson, 2016; Vipond, 2015). However, the limited number of
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trans women participants in our sample prevents us from advancing significant interpretations. As we
supposed, plurisexual individuals expressed more affirmative and less descriptive SRs than
monosexual participants. This is likely due to their shared experience with nonbinary individuals
outside conventional norms of binary sexuality and gender (Barker & lantaffi, 2017).

Finally, participants with close contact with nonbinary individuals showed more affirmative SRs,
whereas those with none or poor connections to nonbinary people reported more descriptive views.
As previous research showed, proximity to a marginalized social group enhances knowledge,
awareness, and empathy toward the members of that group (Allport, 1954; Salvati et al., 2019).
Hence, it can be argued that individuals who possess knowledge about and direct contact with
nonbinary individuals are more inclined to hold positive representations of them. They are already
engaged in challenging existing hegemonic representations, being potential catalysts for social

change.

Implications of the study

The study’s findings hold significant practical implications. The fact that participants with more
contact with nonbinary people present affirmative SRs suggests the importance of fostering
understanding and empathy toward this population. LGBTQIA+ groups should consider organizing
training sessions on gender and nonbinary spectrum and on nonbinary identities’ needs, ideally led
by nonbinary individuals who can share their situated knowledge and reduce discrimination through
direct engagement with lived experiences (Allport, 1954; Salvati et al., 2019).

Individuals who feel a strong sense of belonging with the LGBTQIA+ community and those actively
involved in advocacy for social justice tend to exhibit strong support for nonbinary gender identities
(Lardier et al., 2023; Pistella et al., 2023; Riggle & Mohr, 2015; Riggle et al., 2014). The LGBTQIA+
communities should increase the sense of belonging among its diverse subjectivities, offering
visibility and recognition to marginalized subgroups. Campaigns conducted by the most widely

recognized local and national associations (e.g., campaigns on sexuality, affectivity, harm reduction)
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often portray White, cisgender people in relationships that are referred to as “same-sex.” These
representations exclude trans and nonbinary people, Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC),
and disabled people, whose bodies are perceived as not aligning with societal norms and thus become
marginalized in both mainstream and LGBTQIA+ public discussions. Community representations
must take proactive steps toward greater inclusivity and recognition of these underrepresented groups.
In conclusion, the results show that the most aftfirmative individuals toward nonbinary genders in our
sample were cisgender women and plurisexual people, probably because they are more involved in
the deconstruction of sexual and gender binarism throughout their life experiences (Barker & lantaffi,
2017). We suppose that trans men and women were less affirmative because of the higher likelihood
of internalizing transnormative expectations, which are highly prevalent in our country, to access
medical procedures. Therefore, we believe the transnormativity that permeates the trans experience
at various ecological levels can account for this result.

Giving voices and representations of these individuals is crucial to ensure their perspectives become
more prominent within and beyond the LGBTQIA+ community. Specifically, plurisexual and
nonbinary individuals could collaborate in creating informative materials to be disseminated across
various contexts, including LGBTQIA+ gathering spaces, healthcare services, and online platforms
through social media. This collaborative effort can increase awareness and understanding of diverse

identities and experiences among the LGBTQIA+ communities.

Strengths and Limitations

The data presented are innovative in that, to our knowledge, this is the first study to investigate SRs,
beliefs, and attitudes toward nonbinary gender identities among the LGBTQIA+ population. The
positionalities of the team members—nonbinary and queer researchers engaged in the LGBTQIA+
community—allowed critical reflections on the use of specific wording and methodologies,
resulting in enhanced methodological rigor in various stages of the research. During the survey

construction, particular attention was given to adopting items and measures that were less triggering
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as possible for sexual and gender minority participants. Moreover, some research members’ active
presence within the online and offline LGBTQIA+ communities provided access to a large pool of
participants.

At the same time, relying on LGBTQIA+ associations and collectives might have created a biased
sample characterized by LGBTQIA+ members with activist backgrounds, higher levels of sense of
community, and more engagement in advocacy activities. Moreover, the use of digital platforms
and a high representativity of nonbinary participants might have biased the results, delineating a
more optimistic picture than the actual one. Furthermore, a good proportion (35.1%) of participants
were college graduates, and more than half (52.5%) were students when the survey was completed.
This demographic profile indicates a notable presence of highly educated individuals within our
sample, which may have influenced their heightened knowledge, understanding, and acceptance of
nonbinary identities.

A substantial limitation of the study is the overrepresentation of White Italian people in the sample
investigated. The almost total absence of LGBTQIA+ BIPOC imposes constraints on the
generalizability of the findings and risks offering a restricted perspective that primarily pertains to a
segment of the community characterized by both skin color and nationality privilege. However, it is
imperative to acknowledge that this demographic characteristic mirrors the prevailing composition
of the Italian LGBTQIA+ people visible and active in the public scene, where a substantial
preponderance of White individuals prevails. This demographic profile is further shaped by Italy’s
specific immigration history, which, in contrast to other European nations or the United States, has
witnessed a relatively recent influx of migrants, primarily originating from Eastern European
regions, thereby predominantly comprising White individuals (Istat, 2022).

Future research should consider investigating SRs in specific subgroups of the LGBTQIA+
population and among the cisgender and heterosexual general population. Additionally, the
methodology of our study could be used for future research aimed at investigating the SRs of other

gender and sexual identities perceived as emerging within communities (e.g., asexual or pansexual)
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or multimarginalized groups of the community adopting an intersectional perspective (e.g., BIPOC
and/or people with disabilities). Future research must give voice to these groups, also considering

qualitative methods with populations that are difficult to reach with larger samples.

Conclusion

This study provides empirical information about the SRs, beliefs, and attitudes of Italian LGBTQIA+
people toward nonbinary genders. Previous research mainly focused on attitudes and beliefs toward
a “generic” trans population without considering the distinctiveness of those whose genders move
beyond the male/female dichotomy (Nicholas, 2019). Nonbinary people represent a relatively
unknown phenomenon for mainstream and LGBTQIA+ culture in Italy and most Western countries.
As a result, they risk being misunderstood and barely recognized by the community that is supposed
to offer them support.

Findings suggest that SRs of nonbinary genders vary among the LGBTQIA+ population, moving
from affirmative/positive to neutral and negative ones. The SRs may be influenced by demographic
characteristics (e.g., age, gender identity, and sexual orientation), psychological variables related to
the LGBTQIA+ identity (e.g., sense of belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community, social justice), and
beliefs and attitudes toward trans and nonbinary identities (e.g., gender/sex diversity beliefs,
genderism, and transphobia). There is a need for research that focuses on stigma reduction and

identifying factors that promote affirmative SRs of nonbinary gender identities and expressions.

Footnotes
L For detailed information on facilities specializing in gender-affirmative pathways within the Italian territory, refer to the Infotrans

project: https://www.infotrans.it.

2 We choose to avoid using the term “trans binary and nonbinary” to prevent further reinforcing an additional dichotomy that
oversimplifies the intricate experiences of gender affirmation pathways. Instead, we employ the terms “trans men” and “trans women”

to describe individuals who are navigating a gender identity journey toward masculinity and femininity (Jourian & Nicolazzo, 2019).
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