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Abstract

The acronym LGBT puts lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people under the same label. It
was created in the 1980s in Anglo-Saxon circles to give recognition and visibility to the needs of
all people with a sexual identity different from the dominant heteronormative model. Evidently,
the acronym LGBT refers to a group of people with heterogeneous experiences, specificities, and
social claims. These differences are even more evident when the focus shifts to LGBT parents.
Parenting involving lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender people can take place in dissimilar
forms, conditioned by people’s sexual identity but also by other socio-demographic factors.
Within the paradigm of intersectionality theory, this paper aims to highlight the challenges LGBT
parents face in contemporary Italy, emphasizing the effects of the intersection of different
variables on parenting beyond traditional heteronormative conceptions of family life.

The paper is based on an analysis of a part of the data collected within the project of national
interest (PRIN) “Constructions of parenting on insecure grounds (CoPInG),” aimed at
understanding how parents living under uncertainty practice family life and their ways of coping
with the challenges associated with parenting.

Funding: The information used for this paper originated from the project “Constructions of
Parenting on Insecure Grounds: What Role for Social Work? (CoPInG).” Grant Program: PRIN
2017—Funding from the Italian Ministry of Universities and Research for research projects of
national interest (Grant number: 2017ZKSESN).

Keywords: coping; Italy; LGBT parenting

Introduction

In recent decades the structure of the Italian family has undergone a series of
profound changes, making it even more evident that the family is a changing
institution, which takes on different forms and configurations depending on the
territorial, cultural, and temporal context within which it is embedded (Kertzer &
Saller, 1991; Therborn, 2004). Indeed, the social and economic transformations that
have affected the peninsula have contributed to a significant reconfiguration of
family structure and life. The most recent statistics paint a picture of an Italy in
which nuclear families, composed of married partners with children—a sort of
social standard toward which people once strived—are increasingly giving way to
other family types (such as unipersonal, single-parent, unmarried, reconstituted,
and extended), with the average number of members dropping from 3.35 in 1971
t02.29 in 2019 (ISTAT, 2022).
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In Italy as elsewhere, the year 1968 represents a point of rupture with the past. This
year of great turmoil was animated globally, especially by feminist movements and
collectives moved by the desire to subvert traditional gender models and claiming new
spaces in women’s public and private lives (Barbagli & Saraceno, 1997; Passerini,
1996). Subsequent divorce and abortion laws further contributed to unhinging the
static and opaque vision of the family in Italy, effectively sanctioning its dissolvable
character, in light of the unprecedented self-determining power of women with respect
to the possibilities of procreation (Bettarini & D’Andrea, 1996; De Giorgio &
Klapisch-Zuber, 1996). In 1975, the reform of Italian family law not only established
equality between parents, but also abolished legal discrimination against children born
out of wedlock, giving parenthood yet another meaning (Bernini, 2008; Caldwell,
1991). The gradual increase in women’s educational level, together with new laws
against discrimination in employment, boosted women’s presence in the labor market
in the 1980s, producing further changes. More specifically, women began to trend
toward professional fulfillment, sometimes postponing or forgoing motherhood (Boca
& Saraceno, 2005; Morlicchio & Pirone, 2015; Naldini & Saraceno, 2011). Moreover,
medical breakthroughs and the spread of reproductive technologies have enabled
people previously excluded from procreation—such as infertile individuals, the
elderly, and same-sex couples—to gain access to parenthood (Cristofari, 2007; Di
Martino, 2020; Inhorn & Birenbaum-Carmeli, 2008; Parisi, 2018; Zanatta, 2008).

Thus, although it is clear that nothing is less natural than family, in every age and
in every society there exists what Saraceno (2017) has called the “normative paradox”
of the family, which ascribes to family certain crystallized characteristics, on the basis
of which a model of good parenting is developed and assumed as an ideal. This
situation depends largely on the fact that all cultures take the existence of the family
for granted, so much so that it assumes (in each of them) the traits of a “social fact” (a
la Durkheim, 1895) so “natural” and obvious that it makes families with characteristics
different from the dominant model—assumed for a period of time as the norm—almost
socially incomprehensible, if not unacceptable.

More specifically, to this day, the stereotype of the “cereal packet family,” which
proposes an idealized image of a “happy family” composed of bourgeois partners of
different sexes, married with children (Leach, 1968; Oakley, 1982), is still very much
rooted in the Italian context. This is a conventional family model that, although far
removed from families that inhabit contemporary society, continues to occupy an
important space in the collective imagination (Morgan, 2011). Its distinctive traits are
considered essential for being deemed a “good family,” without considering many
other factors, such as the quality of intra-family relationships, the weight of other
formal and informal networks, or the role of communities (Ansell, 2016; Ennew,
2002).

In contemporary Italy, the model of the conjugal and intimate family as a
prerequisite for good parenting is reinforced by mass media communication, which
uses this prototype even in the most current representations (Boero, 2018), but also by
the most populist and conservative political propaganda, which continues to defend
the so-called “traditional family” (Baiocco et al., 2018; Ben-Porat et al., 2021;
Corbisiero & Monaco, 2021; Ioverno et al., 2019; Lazaridis & Campani, 2016).
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Conceptualized in this way, the stereotype of good parenting does not consider
various family constellations, which, conversely, do not enjoy social consideration or
credibility, in spite of a large body of literature that has repeatedly pointed out that
parenting is an autonomous and processual function of human beings that cannot and
should not be considered the result of a necessary coincidence with other dimensions
that a normative (or normalizing) culture assumes (Eve et al., 2014; Fargion, 2021;
Steinberg, 2004).

Among the different groups of socially unexpected parents are members of the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community (Ferrari, 2020; Gilley
& Masullo, 2022; Monaco, 2022a; Monaco & Nothdurfter, 2021b). These are
sexual and gender minority individuals who are often in a vulnerable position, since
they construct their family lives in (apparent) opposition to conventionally
recognized processes (Allen, 2007; Fruggeri, 1998; Moore & Stambolis-
Ruhstorfer, 2013). As Butler (2004) argues, LGBT parents are the subject of
distorted representations, based on an arbitrary overlap between the concept of
family and other aspects ideologically associated with the construct of good
parenting, such as generativity, conjugality, cohabitation, the parents’ heterosexual
orientation, and the continuity of their biological sex (Bastianoni, 2009). This is a
view that derivers from heteronormativity, an ideological apparatus that assumes
heterosexuality as a social norm and a prerequisite for the exclusive legitimization
of identities and relationships (Allen & Mendez, 2018; Berkowitz, 2009; Franchi
& Selmi, 2020a; Hayman et al., 2013; Kurdek, 2006; Lasio et al., 2019).

As has been highlighted within the international literature (Choo & Ferree,
2010; Few-Demo, 2014; Oswald, 2000), heteronormativity affects all families, but
it particularly impacts LGBT parents, since they deal with significant and pervasive
levels of prejudice and discrimination.

Drawing on data collected as part of a national research project on parenting,
this paper aims to critically highlight some of the main challenges LGBT parents
face in contemporary Italy, with a specific focus on stercotypes resulting from the
intersection of their sexual identity and their other identity characteristics.

LGBT Parenting: An Intersectional Reading

The acronym LGBT was created in the 1980s in Anglo-Saxon circles to give
recognition and visibility to the needs of all people with a sexual identity different
from the dominant heteronormative model. This acronym refers to a group of
people with heterogeneous backgrounds, specificities, and social claims. The
differences are even more striking if the focus shifts to LGBT parents. In fact,
parenting involving lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender people can take place in
very different forms, with paths, obstacles and resources that can vary greatly
according to specific contingencies. Such variations can be found both in the
pathways that lead LGBT people to become parents and in the ways in which they
care for and raise their children (Gates, 2013; Ross & Dobinson, 2013).

The increasing visibility and variance within the group of families with LGBT
parents has highlighted the need to conduct rigorous analyses of families of people
belonging to sexual minorities within the family studies field (Allen, 2015; Lewis
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& Grzanka, 2016). Against this background, various contributions have emphasized
the need to pay attention to how the diverse combinations of different variables are
able to produce parenting beyond the generic LGBT acronym, to better understand the
multiple consequences of identity intersections on people’s lives (Allen, 2015; April
et al., 2016; Biblarz & Savci, 2010; Goldberg & Gartrell, 2014; Reczek, 2020). In
agreement with Goldberg and Allen (2020), there are still too few studies focusing on
LGBT parents that highlight not only the common challenges, but also the specific
situations resulting from the intersection between their membership in the LGBT
community and other socio-demographic factors, such as gender, socio-economic
conditions, ethnicity, or territorial location.

As reported elsewhere (Monaco & Nothdurfter, 2021a), even in Italy, most
sociological research on LGBT parenting has focused primarily on parents’ individual
attributes, such as their sexual orientation or the type of relationship in which they
were involved. More specifically, early studies focused on lesbian mothers and gay
fathers who became parents during a previous heterosexual relationship (Barbagli &
Colombo, 2001; Bonaccorso, 1994; Bottino & Danna, 2005; Danna, 1998). At a later
stage, Italian social research focused increasingly on the parenting choices of LGBT
singles and same-sex couples with children born using assisted reproduction (Bertone,
2015; Bosisio & Ronfani, 2015; Franchi & Selmi, 2020b; Lelleri, Prati & Pietrantoni,
2008; Trappolin, 2016; Trappolin & Tiano, 2019), looking mainly at advantaged
families and contexts.

As argued by many feminist scholars (Crenshaw, 1993; Hancock, 2007; Hurtado,
2018), in the analysis of social phenomena, it is important to adopt an intersectional
perspective, which takes due account of intersecting categories in order to avoid partial
or even simplistic readings. Under this critical angle, intersectionality theory finds its
raison d’€tre in the possibility of arriving at more comprehensive accounts of the
experiences of social groups. More specifically, every combination of attributes gives
rise to distinctive experiences that are not reducible to the original individual identities
in relation to each other. On the contrary, it is precisely in their interconnectedness
that categories structure the social and material lives of social actors (Cole, 2009). In
line with these assumptions, the present study offers a snapshot of the experiences of
Italian LGBT parents by simultaneously considering other elements besides their
sexual identity.

The Present Study

The data used in this paper were collected as part of the larger project of national
interest “Constructions of parenting on insecure grounds (CoPInG).” This qualitative
study, launched in 2019, aimed at giving a voice and visibility to the demands of Italian
parents living in conditions of vulnerability due to one or more of their characteristics.
The overall objective of the research was to compare parents’ views on childcare and
education and their reaction to dominant ideologies with both the discourse on
parenting that emerges in family policies and the discourse expressed by social
workers. The pool of subjects involved in the study included parents experiencing
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major conflict, economic hardship, or situations of forced migration, and people
belonging to sexual or gender minorities.

More specifically, the analysis presented in this paper is based on 54 individual
interviews collected between 2020 and 2022 with 54 LGBT parents.

In line with the key principles of intersectionality, in order to fully understand
the different forms of social inequality that Italian LGBT parents experience, the
research used a methodology aimed at accommodating the views of the subjects,
dialoguing with people who have experienced firsthand the more or less
pronounced forms of social injustice (Corbisiero & Nocenzi, 2022; Tavory &
Timmermans, 2014).

Another characteristic of intersectional research is its use of a critical
methodology to pursue change and social justice through research work (Collins et
al., 2021).

Against this background, intersectional research should be based on the co-
construction of knowledge, overcoming the traditional role differences between
those conducting the research and the subjects of the research. In addition, the
critical approach is geared toward producing social change in order to offer a clear
and comprehensible reading of the systems of power and privilege that characterize
everyday experiences and processes (Oswald et al., 2009).

In line with these assumptions, the research used a grounded approach, so that
it was not conditioned by theoretical speculation. Participants were recruited based
on theoretical sampling, examining different contexts and dividing them into socio-
cultural and geographic macro areas (Tarozzi, 2008). The working group decided
to target LGBT people who had become parents through various means (current or
former relationships, coparenting, adoption, foster care, donor insemination,
reciprocal IVF, and surrogacy). In light of the distinct characteristics of territories
in terms of local policies and the involvement of associations, further attention was
also paid to the geographical distribution of families, balancing the participation of
individuals residing in the four main Italian macro-areas (South and Islands, Central
Italy, Northeast Italy, and Northwest Italy) and between urban centers and
peripheral contexts.

Study participants were recruited with the support of the associations, but also
through an online recruitment campaign, followed by snowball sampling.

The average age of the LGBT parents involved in the study was 44, with the
youngest parent being 28 years old and the oldest parent being 70 years old. At the
time of the interview, seven people reported that they were not engaged in any work
activity. All other parents were employed.

The interviews lasted an average of one hour and were recorded, transcribed,
and anonymized with the consent of each participant. The interviews began with an
open-ended question about family history in order to encourage storytelling
(Riessman, 2008), followed by questions from the researchers about the parents’
relationships with institutions, difficulties encountered in their daily lives, and their
networks of formal and informal relationships.

The categories considered for the analysis and their intersections emerged
spontaneously from the stories told by the sampled parents.
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According to Hancock (2007), intersectional research must focus on main
categories that above all produce forms of social injustice. This means that in each
specific analysis, it is necessary to select a certain number of categories or to
establish anchor points as a strategic choice (Ludvig, 2006; McCall, 2005; Phoenix,
2006; Yuval-Davis, 2011). This operation is necessary both to make the analysis
manageable and to gain a better understanding of the categories deemed most
important for a specific research question at a particular time.

In this paper, the intersections among sexual identity, gender, socio-economic
conditions, and area of residence will be considered. This does not mean that other
categories are irrelevant (such as age or disability), but only that these categories did
not emerge as central from the parents’ narratives.

Gender makes a Difference

As anticipated, the Italian literature on LGBT parenting devotes the largest space
to so-called “rainbow families,” in which the parents are same-sex couples using
assisted reproductive technologies. In an attempt to highlight the experiences that
characterize the lives of same-sex parent families, several contributions have offered
analyses seemingly based on an assumption of homogeneity among rainbow families
that is not always found in empirical reality. In fact, interviews conducted within
“CoPInG” have shown that the intertwining of parents’ (homo)sexual orientation and
their gender produces differential risks of intersectional discrimination. In other words,
although Italian male and female couples legally experience the same condition of
partial recognition, in their daily lives mothers and fathers encounter different
challenges:

Unfortunately, there is a form of machismo according to which the
mother is the parent who must take care of the child. This is the real
problem in Italy, particularly in Italy. So, it’s clear that seeing two dads
changing a diaper or taking care of a child... dressing him, giving him
attention, bathing him... it may seem strange. (Interview n. 21,
cisgender gay man, Southern Italy)

I noticed that practitioners are often better predisposed toward
women, toward female parenting, because the lack of a mother is still
seen as a form of deprivation for the child. (Interview n. 29, cisgender
lesbian woman, Central Italy)

Parenting is a very difficult job, but probably it is more difficult for
a couple of fathers, because, unfortunately, society, at least Italian
society, thinks that it is almost a mothers’ duty to be a parent, so the
male, the typical white cisgender patriarch, acts as the master father...
(Interview n. 30, transgender bisexual woman, Northwest Italy)

According to some scholars (Ioverno et al., 2019), the idea—still widespread in
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Italy—that a female figure is necessary for the raising of a child is based on a
cultural assumption that motherhood and fatherhood are different constructs,
despite the fact that the scientific literature, through comparative studies, has
repeatedly documented that parenting is carried out irrespective of the sexual
identity of the subjects (Few-Demo, 2016; Gates, 2015; Kurdek, 2004). Research
on this topic (Pistella et al., 2018) has also highlighted that in Italy, negative
attitudes toward two-father parenting are more common in individuals with
stronger sexist beliefs, since these people tend to have a rigid and stereotypical view
of gender roles.

Such a view of social reality forms the basis for what Park (2013) called
“monomaternalism,” which can be defined as an ideological view that results from
the intersection of patriarchy (according to which women are responsible for social
and biological reproduction), heteronormativity (which only considers intimate
relationships between a man and a woman socially acceptable), capitalism (which
deems children the property of their parents), and Eurocentrism (which denies the
possibility that multiple parenting models can exist).

In line with other studies on LGBT parenting (Coppola & Masullo, 2022;
Downing, 2013; Lev, 2010; Ryan, 2009), research has revealed that transgender
parents also challenge gendered practices that view certain parenting behaviors as
inherently masculine or feminine, experiencing transphobia, social disapproval,
and a lack of informal support from the general community as a result:

It seems that we are second-class parents only because of our sexual
identity. (Interview n. 9, transgender heterosexual man, Northwest
Italy)

As a transgender parent, for sure | was judged a heartlessmother by
my neighbors. (Interview n. 20, transgender bisexual man, Northwest
Italy)

Through interviews, transgender participants not only expressed stories and
reflections on the meaning of living as transgender people in contemporary Italy,
but also presented a nuanced narrative that highlights the additional difficulties they
experience as parents. Most participants repeatedly stated their belief that, in Italian
public opinion, the transition of a parent (particularly from female to male) would
inevitably change the nature and the quality of their relationship with their children.
This situation is in part reflected in current legislation. In fact, according to the law,
a change in gender is considered a limitation to the exercise of parenting, as the
transition is deemed detrimental to the psychophysical integrity of minors (Ruspini
& Inghilleri, 2008). Therefore, in accordance with the provisions of Article 61 of
the Code of Civil Procedure, judges can request a verification of the ability of
transgender parents to perform the functions of caring for and protecting their child
(De Leo & Malagoli Togliatti, 1990).
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The Weight of Socio-Economic Conditions

Another variable that can generate additional differences among LGBT parents is
found in the economic sphere. For example, an Italian parent must consider a number
of expenses that will be incurred if they proceed with the transition. In addition to the
expenses that people usually incur when they decide to undertake a transitional path—
such as psychological support, hormone therapy, and (potential) surgeries—parents
must also have the financial means to obtain authorization from the court. Indeed,
beyond the administrative costs, parents who intend to request authorization from the
court to formalize their transition path will also have to consider the possible payment
of one or more court-appointed technical consultants (CTUs):

Until the 1990s, systematically, and in every case, under Law 164,
the judge, not being satisfied with the medical report, would ask for a
CTU, which could be another psychologist, sometimes a psychiatrist,
or often people fished out of the court’s list of CTUs. [...] The dramatic
thing is that this CTU is being paid by the person asking for the
transition... So, I had to pay him. I had to pay 1400€ to a psychiatrist
who I had to see three times and who also demanded to see my children.
I don’t understand why the judge needed to involve another expert.
(Interview n. 23, transgender bisexual woman, Southern Italy)

This situation is a burden that can exacerbate the often already precarious economic
conditions of transgender people, due in some circumstances to the difficulties—
described in some interviews—that they encounter to obtain a job (Kenagy & Hsieh,
2005; Magalhaes et al., 2020):

I couldn’t find a job because the answer was, “We don’t know how
to allocate a woman with men’s documents.” (Interview n. 30,
transgender bisexual woman, Northwest Italy)

I never told the boy I tutor that I am a transgender person [...]. I’'m
afraid of losing my job and I need to work.... (Interview n. 20,
transgender heterosexual man, Northwest Italy)

Some of the research participants also emphasized their awareness that stereotypes
related to gender identity carry increased weight for individuals who belong to other
ethnicities, especially if they are transgender:

If a parent is transgender and is also a migrant, undocumented, or
poor, clearly life is more complicated... (Interview n. 10, transgender
heterosexual man, Central Italy)

I report on the case of a Mexican trans woman. I can say with
certainty that although she was an established professional... the fact
that she was South American, with a Spanish cadence, had a strong
influence on the hostility that social services showed toward her. [...]
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Feeling embarrassed, she told me, “I had to paradoxically prove that |
was a Mexican woman, I was an established professional; otherwise, 1
was a prostitute to them...” (Interview n. 23, transgender bisexual
woman, Southern Italy)

With regard to same-sex parenting, to date, Law No. 40/2004, paragraph 3,
excludes same-sex couples from having access to medically assisted procreation.
More specifically, the Civil Code regarding filiation limits access to fertilization to
couples consisting of partners of different genders who are married or cohabiting,
of potentially fertile age, and both living, in cases of infertility or sterility.
Surrogacy, on the other hand, is inaccessible to all. As a result, many same-sex
couples who wish to become parents have no option than to travel abroad to
countries where such techniques are permitted. The phenomenon of so-called
“reproductive exile” (Matorras, 2005) makes the transition to parenthood for same-
sex couples “exclusive” since it requires economic, relational, and even
psychological resources that leave out many individuals who do not possess them:

Setting aside the money was not easy, because everything is
expensive... the travel, the insemination itself... it’s challenging.
(Interview n. 3, cisgender bisexual woman, Central Italy)

We spent $140,000 and I am not afraid to tell the whole world.
However, people should know that I gave this money to the clinic for
the pregnant woman’s psychological tests, to the clinic for all the
genetic tests, to the clinic for the administration of the hormones
needed for oocyte separation, to the clinic for the IVF of the embryos,
for the implantation of the embryos. I gave money to four lawyers, four!
Because you have to pay the donor’s lawyer, the pregnant woman’s
lawyer, your lawyer, and a fourth lawyer [...]. We also had to pay for
the pregnant woman’s babysitter, for all the months of her pregnancy...
(Interview n. 26, cisgender bisexual man, Southern Italy)

Becoming a father for two men involves a procedure that is certainly
longer and certainly a lot more expensive. We must not deny that it is
something elitist. (Interview n. 33, cisgender gay man, Northwest Italy)

You have to be financially well-off because it is not a walk in the
park today to decide to go to America to have a child. (Interview n. 13,
cisgender gay man, Southern Italy)

In addition, in Italy there is no law regulating and protecting parenthood for a
same-sex couple. In fact, the Italian legal system only recognizes the responsibility
of the biological parent, while the social parent, despite having shared in the
procreative project and exercising their parental functions on a daily basis, legally
does not exist. Social parents can be legally recognized by resorting to the adoption
of their partner’s child under Article 44(b). This practice was described by some
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participants as high-priced, so much so that some parents declared they were unable to
bear the costs:

From a legal point of view, we are a little bit behind, because I went
to the lawyer to inquire about doing the adoption [...]. Now I’m on
standby because economically I can’t get there, because the lawyer
takes €1,500 for the divorce, plus another thousand euros for supporting
me with the adoption... and I don’t have all this money at the moment.
(Interview n. 3, cisgender bisexual woman, Central Italy)

These testimonies support the argument that in Italy the recognition of parenthood
for many LGBT people often comes with economic costs, which create fractures
between those who have the economic means to proceed and those who live a situation
of increased vulnerability due to their socio-economic status.

Placing LGBT Parenting

In some Italian cities, same-sex couples can apply to their municipality for the
transcription of both parents on the child’s birth certificate. Thus, despite the fact that
registering two same-sex parents is contrary to the principles of the Italian legal
system, in recent years some “rainbow” mayors have decided to proceed with
registering both partners as parents in the civil registry (Corbisiero & Monaco, 2017).
The first local transcriptions took place in the cities of Naples and Bologna, prompting
other cities to do the same. In other cases, in Pistoia and Trento, for example,
administrations have been obliged by the courts to recognize both parents in same-sex
couples. In some situations, municipalities’ decisions in favor of rainbow families have
been challenged by the Public Prosecutor’s Office. More recently, the municipal
administration of Turin was forced to stop the civil registration of children of same-
sex couples following judiciary rulings and communications from the Prefecture of
Turin.

On this subject, some of the parents in same-sex couples stated:

We are lucky because our city is very advanced, thanks to the
presence of the mayor. Contrary to national guidelines, he decided to
take responsibility and recognize our daughter’s American documents
and to validate them in our city as well [...] (Interview n. 13, cisgender
gay man, Southern Italy)

I live my family life with tranquility because I live in the most
modern city in Italy. (Interview n. 15, cisgender lesbian woman,
Northwest Italy)

We turned to the various mayors who succeeded one another in our
city for the recognition of our dual parenting, but no one helped us.
They made promises to us, but in the end, we got nothing [...].
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(Interview 28, cisgender woman, lesbian, Southern Italy and
Islands)

It should be noted, however, that a particular territory may be inclusive in some
situations and not others, depending on the specificities of the parents. Regarding
gender, for example, in the city of Milan, the administration headed by Mayor Sala
agreed to recognize the parenthood of couples with two mothers, but it took a
completely different attitude toward male couples because of the ethical issues
around the practice of surrogacy.

Regarding transgender people, the city of Milan recently established a municipal
registry to allow them to use their current names on municipal documents, in place
of their deadnames. This solution allows transgender people living in Milan to
bypass the court or to live their identity freely at the local level pending legal
recognition at the national level.

The fragmented scenario that emerged from the data analysis makes it clear that
city of residence is another element capable of significantly affecting the well-being
and lives of families with LGBT parents (Monaco, 2022b).

Discussion

The research data show that the partial recognition of LGBT parenthood—
together with the persistence of common misconceptions due to a lack of
knowledge about sexual minorities—is based on certain heterosexist biases still
present in the Italian collective imagination. More specifically, for many of the
parents interviewed, the still widespread gender binarism and heteronormativity
represent the main factors that relegate LGBT parenting to a social position
subordinate to dominant family models. Depending on the context, relationship
network, and circumstances, the (re)production of privilege and marginalization are
further amplified by social institutions.

As highlighted in psychosocial research on these issues, LGBT people—Ilike
others belonging to minorities—are exposed to a specific vulnerability factor,
defined in the literature as “minority stress” (Meyer, 2003). This condition is not
only related to directly lived experiences of discrimination but is also connected to
the constant fear that they may experience differential forms of treatment or social
inclusion.

This discourse can be further complexified by referring to Crenshaw’s theories
(1989), according to which all identity components are salient in determining life
experiences. In this sense, the study of inequality cannot be accomplished through
a one-dimensional reading of subjects. Sharing these assumptions, the study
highlighted that the impact of minority stress on Italian LGBT parents is mediated
by other personal and environmental factors capable of making some subjects more
vulnerable than others. Through the narration of their daily experiences, the LGBT
parents who took part in the study also highlighted how certain social categories
illuminate their family conditions, in some cases increasing their feelings of
vulnerability and uncertainty.
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In more detail, the analysis of the interviews highlighted that stigmatizing
situational and environmental conditions related to one’s minority social status are
accompanied by additional cultural and institutional barriers affecting specific
groups of parents. So, despite the fact that LGBT people share the experience of
defying social expectations related to the stereotype of good parenting—which is
linked to a heteronormative view of intimate relationships—a kind of hierarchy among
family units is detectable in everyday experiences, with individuals encountering
differential levels of acceptance depending on their specific characteristics. Being in a
male couple, having limited economic possibilities, facing a transition from female to
male gender, or having a different ethnic background are just some of the identity traits
that interviewees identified as adding to the general stressors experienced by all LGBT
parents living in contemporary Italy.

These different social positions give rise to what could be conceptualized as a
“parental disparity,” defined as a differentiation among families, which not only
affects family visions, expectations, and practices, but in turn also significantly
influences how different subgroups of LGBT parents can cope with everyday obstacles
and construct their parenting (Greenwood, 2008; Moore, 2012).

The theoretical framework of intersectionality allows to argue that individual social
identities are affected differently by power structures over time and are maintained by
social and institutional means “oppressing and marginalizing certain bodies based on
certain identity categories” (Battle & Ashley, 2008, p. 5).

Several studies (Belsky, 1984; Bradshaw & Donohue, 2014; Jones & Prinz, 2005;
Nunes & Ayala-Nunes, 2017; Nunes et al., 2016) agree that parenting can be viewed
as the outcome of the interconnection between personal factors (such as parents’
psychological and character resources) and contextual elements that are external to the
individual (such as sources of stress and support). Therefore, in order to foster better
parenting, it is important not only to identify suitable strategies to improve parental
resilience through parenting skills training, but more importantly to increase the
protective factors and decrease the risk factors present at the cultural and normative
levels.

Conclusions and Implications

Adopting an intersectional perspective has allowed for a more rigorous
understanding of the various forms of discrimination experienced by Italian LGBT
parents. This analysis can be considered a starting point for imagining targeted and,
consequently, more effective law enforcement actions.

Indeed, in order to alleviate the effects of intersectional discrimination and mitigate
the stigma associated with the multiplication of inequalities, it is necessary to primarily
recognize the transversality of the processes of exclusion, oppression, and social
segregation.

Such an operation may actually enable a paradigm shift in the direction of
deconstructing stereotypes in favor of valuing diversity, thereby ensuring equal
solidarity, exchange, sharing, and mutual knowledge between the heterosexual and
cisgender majority and the LGBT minority (Flood & Howlson, 2017).
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The absence of awareness of these issues currently represents a major critical
issue. For example, social services or professionals supporting families may be
wholly or partially inadequate if, when they encounter LGBT parents, they are
unable to recognize the real difficulties these parents experience and, as a result,
fail to respond adequately to their specific needs (Burt et al., 2010; Fitzgerald, 2010;
Madonia, 2018; McPhail, 2004; Nealy, 2019; Nothdurfter & Nagy, 2016; O’Neill
et al., 2015; Schaub et al., 2017). The lack of or partial knowledge on these issues
also makes the interventions less organized, devoid of real effectiveness and
usefulness. The research data have also shown that many LGBT parents are aware
of various professionals’ poor preparation in terms of dealing with intersectional
discrimination. This awareness distances many parents from social services, which
are seen as additional stressors rather than potential resources. In this sense,
operationally, the research data presented here represents a useful tool for
professionals in the service of LGBT parents and their families to identify suitable
strategies and targeted solutions.
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