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Introduction

For a long time much of our understanding of LGBTIQ issues and the lived 
experiences of LGBTIQ persons was dependent on studies conducted in other 
countries. What we learnt from this research may have contributed towards 
driving legal and policy change in Malta in the field of LGBTIQ equality. 
However, as we move forward with our mainstreaming efforts, a more targeted 
approach, that specifically focuses on what it means to be an LGBTIQ person in 
Malta today is essential. 

Knowing the challenges LGBTIQ youth face; finding ways of supporting 
Rainbow Families; ensuring we continue to develop a robust legal and policy 
framework; expanding our work to incorporate new fields such as those relating 
to LGBTIQ elderly persons or LGBTIQ athletes; and exploring the interplay 
between LGBTIQ identities and religion are some of the themes addressed in 
this publication.

All are relevant. I commend all the authors for their contributions to building 
a body of knowledge that can provide insight on specific issues and highlight 
gaps in policy and service provision that may still need to be addressed. It 
augurs well for the intersectional approach that we have taken in respect to the 
development of equality strategies which requires engagement with a range of 
disciplines.

I also commend the collaborative effort that has given rise to this second 
publication in the Mapping the Rainbow series, a project which I hope will 
continue well into the future as the number of those choosing to focus on this 
area of study, across a range of faculties, continues to grow.

Hon. Dr Owen Bonnici
Minister for Equality, 

Research & Innovation





Foreword

This project represents the proceedings of the second symposium for LGBTIQ 
research organised at the University of Malta.  As with the first research 
symposium held in 2019, the second symposium, held in April 2021, was the 
result of a collaboration between the University of Malta’s Department of Gender 
and Sexualities, the Europe Direct Information Centre (University of Malta), 
the Human Rights Directorate and the Malta LGBTIQ Rights Movement.

Malta’s track record on LGBTIQ rights has seen significant advances over the last 
decade and this seems to have been reflected in the number of students focusing 
on LGBTIQ issues at the University of Malta. While the first symposium had 
seen nine papers being presented, the second symposium, following a call for 
abstracts made in early 2021, saw sixteen papers being accepted.

The Second LGBTIQ Research Symposium was held online on the 21st and 
22nd April 2021. The research papers are grouped under five thematic areas 
which cover Gender Identity; Social Care & Public Policy; Education; Religion 
and The Lived Experience. Of the 16 presentations by Undergrad, Post-grad 
Diploma, Masters, Doctoral candidates as well as academics, 15 are represented 
in this publication.

Our thanks and appreciation go to Colette Farrugia Bennett from MGRM and 
the HRD’s SOGIGESC Unit who partnered with the University of Malta in the 
organisation of the research symposium and to all the researchers for being 
willing to present their work and contribute to the ensuing publication.

Dr Claire Azzopardi Lane, 
Dr Marceline Naudi & 

Dr Mark Harwood (Eds.)
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“TRANSPARENCY”- A Professional Viewpoint on the 
Holistic Metamorphosis of a Transgender Individual

Brenda Fenech
Bachelor of Psychology, University of Malta

Brenda Fenech attends the University of Malta, where she previously graduated 
with a Bachelor’s degree in Psychology and is currently reading for a Master’s 
in Gender Studies. Through her allyship, Brenda embraces diversity and the 
freedom of gender expression. She strives to bring more awareness to social and 
cultural acceptance, providing an enabling society for all individuals.
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Introduction 
Since the introduction of the Gender Identity, Gender Expression and Sex 
Characteristics (GIGESC) Act in 2015, the Maltese Islands are considered 
pioneers of progress (Kohler, 2017), exemplary to other European countries and 
the rest of the world.  The GIGESC Act acknowledges each individual’s right to 
their gender identity.  Described as quick, transparent and accessible to minors 
and adults alike, the process is based on the value of self-determination, which 
helps decrease the perception of the transgender identity as a diagnosis.  Despite 
this change in legislation, transgender individuals in Malta still face some 
difficulties in accessing society (Costa, 2020).  Malta, as described by Bradford 
and Clark (2011), is a close-knit society, resting on the bedrock of family values 
(Azzopardi Lane et al., 2019) and catholic faith.  These predominant values 
tend to slow down societal acceptance of LGBTIQ identities.  Thus, LGBTIQ 
individuals experience stigma in different settings (Herek & Garnets, 2007) 
such as family, school, the workplace and peer groups (Bradford & Clark, 2011).  
As Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs suggested, for one to achieve the best 
state of well-being, referred to as self-actualisation, one needs to satisfy their 
basic needs.  Accordingly, a transgender individual has to satisfy basic needs in 
order to reach wellbeing.  However, I argue that this may be affected by stigma 
and access to resources.  Thus, in light of this evidence, this research seeks to 
explore stigmatisation and the propensity of it while looking at the services 
available to transgender individuals in Malta. 

Brief Methodology

Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the effects that transitioning has on 
the life of a transgender person from a professional perspective. 

1. Which emotions do professionals encounter when working with  
 transgender persons before and after transitioning?
2. How do professionals help in keeping the transgender person healthy  
 during the transitioning phase?
3. What are the professionals’ and organisations’ roles in supporting the  
 Trans person after transitioning (psychologically)?

Research Design

Prior to recruiting research participants, a key informant interview was 
held.  In this research study, the key informant, also a researcher in the field, 
provided me with a detailed background of the transgender community 
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in Malta as well as sharing his research findings. The key informant along 
with three participants from different professions were recruited using 
purposive sampling. Professionals were recruited from different professional 
fields  including psychology (Participant 1), social work (Participant 2) and      
activism (Participant 3).  Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews (Smith & Osborn, 2015) and was later analysed through thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Holloway & Todres, 2003).

Limitations

This research was conducted in fulfilment of an undergraduate degree thus was 
tied to a specific time frame and word count.  These two variables constrained 
the research process.  Despite different strategies used to facilitate recruitment 
of participants, only three were in a position to take part.  My initial goal was 
to collect the viewpoint of an endocrinologist and another professional from 
the field of psychology, in order to emphasise a more holistic transition.  The 
participants recruited provided me with sufficient narrative data to proceed 
with the study.  The participants provided their own professional perspective 
on the transition process.  As Haraway (1991) had suggested, every individual’s 
interpretation of a particular situation is partial since it is influenced by their 
situated knowledge (Harding, 1991). Thus, while participants provided me with 
valid data, this cannot be generalised to all transgender individuals. 

Key Findings and Discussion
In answering the research questions, the participants provided data which will 
be presented in the below discussion.  The data gathered is not only relevant to 
the research question regarding the transition process, but also further situates 
where the experiences of transgender individuals stand within the local context.

Being Transgender in all Spheres of Life

This first theme which has emerged, has been of central importance to the 
findings presented in this paper.  The pathologisation of the transgender 
identity was sustained long enough to have created a hefty stigma towards 
transgender individuals, who to this day are still often viewed as having a 
condition requiring a diagnosis, even in wider society.  For this reason amongst 
others, it is often difficult for society to disassociate the transgender individual 
from the stigma associated with the Trans identity.  The reproduction of this 
stigma stems from society’s discomfort with non-conformity.  The transgender 
identity, which goes beyond the gender binary, forces the cisnormative society 
out of its comfort zone, dismantling commonly reproduced beliefs that gender 
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is biologically determined.  This preoccupation with gender identity makes us 
forget that underneath one’s identity lies a human being (Bornstein, 1994). We 
tend to forget that the individual is part of a family, a peer group, a workplace 
etc.  In his bioecological model, Bronfenbrenner (1992) refers to these groups as 
systems, represented in Figure 1.

In Bronfenbrenner’s model, the individual is central and is surrounded by 
various systems.  The individual and their surroundings are connected through 
bidirectional interactions and influences. Participant 1 emphasised the need to 
view the Trans individual as a human being and a member of society first.  As 
previously mentioned, the concept of identifying as human beings first rather 
than our gender identity category was emphasised by Kate Bornstein (1994).

“Let’s not forget those different aspects, not just psychological but also social, 
that affect the person.  Let’s not forget that we do not live in a vacuum.  We are 
first and foremost social animals and social interactions affect us.” 

Participant 1

Moreover, the importance of social interactions is highlighted in Participant 1’s 
comment. Corroborating Henri Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory (2004), Participant 
1 stated that humans are “social animals” thus, transgender individuals also 
depend on society for the development of their identity. With regards to the 
aforementioned systems, the participants of this research have identified 
three systems in particular, which Trans individuals partake in.  Participant 1 
commented on the LGBTIQ community and how transgender individuals often 

Figure 1
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feel “at the periphery of the LGBTIQ community”.  Furthermore, Participant 1 
added that many transgender individuals share that they feel “like the misfits 
of the LGBTIQ community.”  Being a part of a “minority within a minority” 
may lead to the needs of transgender individuals being disregarded (Hyde 
et al., 2014) or assumed to be like those of the rest of the LGBIQ community. 
Participant 3 stated that even though awareness has increased, people still 
remain less informed about the Trans identity.

“In terms of transgender, I think people understand a bit less [...] Still I think 
the transphobia isn’t to an extent as it was.”

 Participant 3

Participant 3’s remark about the decrease in transphobia attests to the progress 
which Malta has made over the past years.  Since the adoption of the GIGESC 
Act, Participant 1 and Participant 2 stated that transgender individuals are more 
visible to the public eye.  This visibility-turned-into-recognition empowered 
Trans individuals and enabled them to identify with role models. 

“Today transgender people can identify themselves with people out there.  
Today, a young transgender person can have a role model, which wasn’t the 
case years ago.”

Participant 1

“I’ve seen a big shift in terms of empowerment.  Ever since the GIGESC Act.  
People know more about who they are, or rather what position they have in 
society, I’m no longer a second-class citizen, but I’m recognised.” 

Participant 2

Participants also commented on transgender individuals’ intimate 
relationships as well as transgender individuals at the workplace.  When dating 
and maintaining relationships, transgender individuals still face dangerous 
situations, particularly due to non-disclosure.  When it comes to marriage, 
transgender individuals experience obstacles, particularly by the Catholic 
Church.

“For trans people particularly, the church still refuses to marry them, even if 
it is a marriage of a transwoman and a cisgender male, the church will still 
refuse...  So that’s a bit of a barrier for trans people in particular.” 

Participant 3
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Similarly, at the place of work, transgender individuals still face discrimination 
and as a result, more than 50% never come out at the place of work.  Participant 
3 mentioned:

“Over 50% never come out at the place of work.  Many people feel unsafe to 
come out at work...If there are people who are out, other people tend to feel 
safer to disclose.” 

Participant 3

Coming Out : A subjective experience

Participants reflected on the process of coming out and transitioning.  Building 
on the aforementioned theme, the participants’ comments have highlighted 
the subjectivity of these experiences.  Corroborating Gagne et al.’s work (1997), 
Participant 1 and Participant 2 have highlighted the unique ways, in which 
different individuals experience such processes. 

“Depends on the individual: how old, what kind of support they have, whether 
their families are accepting of them, level of education, access to sources of 
information etc.”  

Participant 1

“Everyone has their own pathway- the process of coming out is personal, 
subjective and every individual comes out at a different stage in their life. [...]  
It is different because of the distinct levels of autonomy.”  

Participant 2     

These experiences are also subject to various factors within the transgender 
individual’s previously mentioned systems.  Age was identified as one of these 
variables.  Participant 2 stated that:

“Young people are coming out earlier; they are more comfortable bringing up 
the subject with their parents.”

Despite this observed shift in coming out ages, Participant 3 argued that gender 
non-conforming children still face stigma and bullying from their peers and 
their superiors (Jones & Hillier, 2013; Grossman et al., 2005).

“Doesn’t mean that schoolchildren who challenge gender stereotypes do not 
encounter bullying or that the word ‘pufta’ is not thrown around in school as 
an insult.” 

Participant 3
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Related to age is the variable of autonomy, mentioned previously by Participant 
1. Autonomy is assumed to increase as the individual grows older.  While 
autonomy may grant reprieve for some individuals, other stressors, such as 
non-accepting families are still experienced.  Other variables, which affect 
these experiences, are the resources available to the person, including puberty 
blockers as well as access to knowledge in regards to the identity. 

Participants suggested the fostering of a better understanding of the 
transgender identity as well as staying away from discourse which focuses 
solely on hormones and gender reassignment surgeries.

“We need to be open to all Trans people rather than having our dominant 
discourse surround surgery.  Some are not interested in hormone therapy and 
surgeries.”

Participant 2

Participant 2 observed that this discourse is most common in medical fields, 
where diagnosis supersedes the individual’s self-determination.  Furthermore, 
Participant 2 comments that despite the depathologisation of the transgender 
identity, the recurring “pathology automatically stigmatises the user to [a] 
position that there is something wrong with them”. 

Coping with different emotions 

Participants outlined the emotions which transgender individuals experience 
throughout these processes, as well as the coping strategies adopted.  Various 
emotions and stressors reported by transgender individuals throughout the 
processes of coming out and transitioning are highlighted in Table 1 below. 

Recognised Minority Stress Invisible

Accepted Discrimination Isolated

Empowered Social Hostility Ashamed

Enabled Feeling Different Burdening

Loved Confused Unloved

Visible Fear Violence
Table 1

The emotions represented above display a variety of positive and negative 
emotions as well as stressors which transgender individuals’ experience.  While 
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recognising that representation of negative emotions is higher, one must keep 
in mind that not all transgender individuals experience distress; however, it 
is important to acknowledge that transgender individuals are at a higher risk 
of experiencing stressors due to gender non-conformity (Dispenza et al. 2012).  
Thus, as Participant 2 mentioned, “I don’t believe all people need support.  I do 
believe all people should have access”. 

The overrepresentation of negative emotions above is in line with Hyde et al., 
(2014) and Smith et al. (2014, as cited in Lee, 2016), who report poorer mental 
health in transgender individuals.  Similarly, Participant 1 noted that such 
stressors have a negative impact on transgender individuals’ mental health.  
Participant 1 added that in practice, he meets a lot of Trans people experiencing 
anxiety, depression and personality disorders.  The risk of experiencing such 
stressors, as Participant 2 added, pressures transgender individuals into “a lot 
of fear and hiding”.  This hiding causes disturbances in an individual’s life 
due to the constant need to act as someone who they are not (Devor, 2004).  
Hiding and non-disclosure spares transgender individuals discrimination 
or maltreatment (Hyde et al., 2014). Nonetheless, as explained by Pachankis 
(2007), the preoccupying thought of being discovered may also cause stress and 
may impact one’s self esteem. 

Similarly to Levitt and Ippolito (2014) participants identified minority stress 
as one stressor experienced by transgender individuals.  As Participant 1 had 
previously suggested, transgender individuals often “feel in the periphery of 
the LGBTIQ community”.  Participant 1 adds that if transgender individuals 
“feel like misfits in the LGBTIQ community, imagine how they feel in society.”  
Minority stress is experienced across most systems which the individual partakes 
in, particularly through a narrow window of opportunity in the employment 
world, challenges accessing healthcare and other state services, finding social 
support and maintaining romantic relationships.  Participant 2 explained that 
minority stress is also experienced when transgender individuals need to access 
“non-specialist services” which “are mostly marketed for cis-gender people”.  
Thus, “transgender people feel unwelcome to use the service or feel afraid of 
what the procedures would be like, had they to become a service user with their 
identity”.

To cope with such stressors transgender individuals must have a strong support 
system.  Coping depends on the relationship between an individual and their 
environment (Folkman & Lazarus, 1986), hence viewing the transgender 
individual as part of different systems is important when understanding how 
one experiences different emotions and which coping strategies are available to 
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them.  Having the right support system helps the individual feel more open and 
comfortable with talking about their identity.  Those having supportive friends 
and family reportedly feel more empowered, understood, loved, recognised and 
enabled.  (Hyde et al., 2014).  These individuals can be described as having a 
good relationship with their environment.  However, not every transgender 
individual finds support within their immediate environment.  Individuals, 
who do not have this immediate support tend to feel more ashamed, rejected, 
and unloved.  Transgender individuals who are shunned by friends and 
families may turn to other coping mechanisms, which are not always healthy, 
such as illicit substances and alcohol (Kulis et al., 2004; Kus, 1988).  Schrock et 
al. (2005) suggest that when having the family’s support, Trans individuals feel 
free to explore their identity.  In its absence, individuals seek professional help, 
not because they lack coping skills but because they lack a safe and accepting 
environment to open up and grow.

“Some seek private psychologists to gain a space to explore and understand 
and have support.”  

Participant 1

Participant 2 suggested that when transgender individuals turn to helping 
professionals, it is important that professionals refrain from diagnosing the 
person but provide support and assistance.  

“Not a matter of capabilities but a matter of whether they need further 
support.”  

Participant 2

Participant 2 emphasised the need for empowering the individual and 
nourishing their strengths, which might have been challenged during their 
past experiences.  

“Not just accompanying, but also empowering [...] being present and 
supporting the emotional turbulence that one is facing while seeing that 
service users don’t just focus on their weaknesses but also their strengths.”  

Participant 2

Participants also noted that service users also reach out for help when dealing 
with the lack of acceptance experienced within the family.

“I’ve seen a number of Trans people coming into RSS1, [...] asking for help 
1 Rainbow Support Services – a social work support service aimed toward LGBTIQ+ individuals, 
their families and friends. 
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because of challenges they were facing [...] they want the support of their 
parents.” 

Participant 2

In addition, Participant 1 observed that family dynamics are subject to change 
when a member comes out as transgender.  Participant 1 commented on the 
relationship between the reaction towards one’s coming out and the individual’s 
psychological wellbeing. 

“The family’s process is not always plain sailing.  Feelings of doubt, guilt, 
and shame arise [...] Families that experience the therapeutic process achieve 
healing and openness.  They start accepting and loving the person for who they 
are.  I witness families that accept this identity as if nothing changed.  These 
people are less susceptible to mental distress [...] many times when a family 
embraces the change, the children are more at ease and feel more accepted.” 

Participant 1

In order to give this community space to grow, apart from above mentioned 
services, various support groups and group experiences for transgender and 
gender variant individuals are organised. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
This research has looked at the emotional experiences of transgender 
individuals when coming out and transitioning from a professional perspective.  
According to the participants, Trans individuals reportedly feel like they do 
not fit in society based on recurring feelings of difference, confusion, and fear 
of what might happen.  The transition period can be difficult for transgender 
individuals who do not have a support system to lean on, often leaving them 
with feelings of rejection and burden.  Others who have the right support 
system reportedly feel open and comfortable to talk about their identity.  
The transition period is identified as a period of growth and development in 
transgender individuals’ lives, however, despite the positive feelings that the 
transition period elicits, it is of great importance to note that some feelings 
persist throughout a transgender individual’s life, especially those of prejudice 
and discrimination.  The research also addressed the roles of professionals in a 
transgender individual’s life and the holistic support offered to the transgender 
individual.  The participants’  professions allowed for establishing an overview 
of the support available for Trans individuals locally.  Throughout transition, 
psychologists provide systemic support to the individual and their family, 
while the social worker assists and accompanies the individual through tasks 
that prove difficult for the individual, such as accessing non-specialist services, 



1 2

healthcare and employment.  The activist also provides a strong framework 
ensuring that services provided are up to standard and that all individuals have 
access to such services.  The activist’s role is also very important for introducing 
and changing policy, enabling the movement towards a more accepting society.

During the interviews, participants recommended the promotion of acceptance 
through education.  Education should preferably start from a young age so as 
to stimulate a culture change.  Participants also recommended the importance 
of continuous training for professionals particularly in schools, workplaces 
and health services.  Apart from education, the participants recommended the 
enforcement of anti-discrimination laws in order to safeguard the wellbeing of 
transgender individuals in society. 
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Introduction
This study aims to better understand how parents of gender variant youth 
experience and understand their child’s identity, as research focusing on the 
parental experience is limited (Wren, 2002; Riggs, 2019). It aspires to continue 
to address this gap and shed light amongst professionals in supporting them to 
gain insight and be better equipped to work with such families.

It also seeks to document and extend the parents’ voice in making their 
experiences known and better understood, from a systemic understanding 
(Riggs, 2019). This study aspires to understand the strengths and needs of the 
parents, as well as the social constructs that influence how they cope with this 
reality.

Methodology
The study was designed to explore the understanding and meaning-making 
process of the parents whose adolescents identify as gender variant or 
transgender.

A Phenomenological Approach

A qualitative method of inquiry was utilised since the primary focus is the 
experience of the participants, as well as gaining a deeper understanding of 
how the participants understood their subjective experiences and the meanings 
they attached to them (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). An 
Interpretative Phenomenological Approach (IPA) was adopted in order to focus 
on the particular experiences of the participants (Smith, et al., 2012). 

Participants

In order to avoid any bias due to my activist and supportive role within the 
LGBTIQ community, the target population chosen for this research involved 
six parents of gender variant adolescents aged between 14 and 19 years living 
in the United Kingdom. The criteria for the participants were that they were 
parents to a gender diverse or trans adolescent aged between 14 and 19 years 
and were in contact with a psycho-social professional or a support group. 
Out of the six participants, five were trained in the psycho-social field, 
and two of the participants also self-identified as gender diverse or trans. 
Reference to their professional training and supervision, and their own gender 
diverse identification, was made throughout the interview and this further 
complemented the data collected. Recruitment of participants was sought 
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through various professional organisations working with the gender and sexual 
diverse population and their parents in the UK. The interviews were video 
recorded through Skype and transcribed with the consent of the participants. 
All participants in this study were given pseudonyms and a representation of 
their main characteristics is found in the below table.

Parent 
Pseudonym

Gender of 
Parent

Age of 
Parent

Adolescent 
Pseudonym

Age of 
Adolescent

Gender of 
Adolescent

Catherine
Cisgender 

female,  
she/her

41 - 50 Blake 19 Non-binary,
they/them

Albert
Transgender 

male, 
he/him

51 - 60 JC 19 Non-binary,
they/them

Elaine
Cisgender 

female, 
she/her

31 - 40 Miles 15
Transgender 

male,
he/him

Jess
Cisgender 

female, 
she/her

31 - 40

Jules

Kim

17

14

Non-binary,
she/her

Gender 
fluid,

he/him

Kara Non-binary,
she/her 41 - 50 Esme 19 Demi-girl,

she/her

Benjamin
Cisgender 

male,
 he/him

61 - 70 Blake 19 Non-binary,
they/them

 

Data Collection

This research was carried out by conducting in-depth semi-structured 
interviews as recommended by Smith et al. (2012), since it invited participants 
to share their experiences in detail. Due to geographical distance, online 
interviews were carried out and video-recorded via Skype. Deakin and Wakefield 
(2014) suggest that Skype is internationally recognised as a communication 
platform suitable for research and is downloadable for free. An interview guide 
was developed with the aim to engage in an interactive dialogue with the 
participants (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008). The questions focused on several 
aspects of the parents’ experience in relation to their family composition, the 
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context in which they lived, and how they understood their adolescent’s gender 
variance. 

Following email contact with the participants, the research information sheet 
and consent form were forwarded to them to familiarise themselves with the 
study. Once they confirmed their participation and forwarded me the signed 
consent form by email, a time and date for the Skype interview was set at their 
convenience. The interviews were conducted at an appropriate time chosen by 
the participant, and they generally lasted around 60 to 90 minutes. Throughout 
every interview, I noticed how the researcher role and the therapeutic role 
became intertwined (Sammut Scerri, Abela, & Vetere, 2012). The research guide 
generated responses from the parents, while empathic responses to the parents’ 
concerns for their children’s wellbeing due to the transphobia in society, 
continued to generate a richer conversation.

Data Analysis

IPA views the analytical process as “an iterative process of fluid description 
and engagement with the transcript” (Smith, et al. 2012, p. 81), however IPA 
offers a step-by-step guide to support the researcher in identifying the major 
themes within the collected data (Storey, 2007). In the analysis, I strived to 
capture the core experience of each of the participants, by remaining attentive 
to their context, their choice of words and how they presented their narratives. 
As I analysed each transcript individually, I extracted the main themes of 
each interview, as well as the overarching themes across the six interviews 
(Langdridge & Hagger-Johnson, 2013). A final table of superordinate themes 
and subordinate themes was built from one of the richer interviews and was 
further expanded through the analysis of the remaining interviews.

Results
The below table depicts the Superordinate and Subordinate Themes that 
emerged from the analysis of transcripts of the six interviews. Pseudonyms are 
used for all participants, their children and other family members to protect 
confidentiality. The names chosen for the gender variant adolescents were 
carefully chosen according to their gender identity. Gender neutral names 
were sought for those identifying as non-binary, and gendered names were 
chosen for those identifying with either of the gender binary.
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Master List

Superordinate themes Subordinate themes

Anticipating the gender diversity Child’s apparent diverse identity

Parental outlook towards their child

Approaching their child

The moment of truth

Reactions and aftermath First reactions

Experience of loss and grief

Understanding gender variance

Ongoing struggles Remembering to use the preferred 
name and pronouns

Living the new reality in the context of 
the old 

Fear of judgement

Challenges for extended family

Lack of community support

Supportive elements Support from extended family and 
friends

Therapeutic interactions with clients

Reflective spaces

Relationship with adolescent

Online parents’ groups/forums

Parent’s love and respect for the adolescent Concern for the adolescent’s wellbeing

Being a gender diversity affirmative 
parent

Making meaning of their experience Surprised it was so hard

Trying to understand the adolescent’s 
process

Anticipating the Gender Diversity

Most of the parents expressed their anticipation of what they perceived to be 
apparent in their children’s diverse gender identity and how they confirmed 
this. One parent explained that her outlook was always gender affirmative, 
yet she approached her son out of concern. Benjamin, (cisgender male, 61-
70), a parent of a 19-year-old non-binary adolescent, explained how he “was 
expecting them to come out, I could see them going in that direction, especially 
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after they became more involved with the LGBT community through school 
activities” (L. 169-170).

Distinct from the other five participants, Elaine took a different path to confirm 
Miles’ gender identity, since she had become concerned for him as she had 
observed him unhappy at school. Her concern led her to approach Miles on the 
subjects of both his school experience and his gender identity. 

Albert’s personal experience as a trans person helped him identify a parallel 
process he had lived, years before, and recalled that, “I was pretty sure that there 
was some gender diversity of some description going on” (L. 166-167). Albert 
explained that, “it wasn’t really until, you know, they actually came and sat 
down, and said I need to talk with you and I kind of knew what they were going 
to say, and that’s when I found out” (L. 168-170).

Reactions and Aftermath

The parents’ reactions to their children’s disclosure are presented in the 
superordinate theme of their initial response, experiences of loss following 
the news, and their learning curve regarding gender variance. Every parent 
reacted in an affirmative manner, and were supportive from the start, however 
internal reactions differ. As a trans man, Albert is the biological parent to JC, 
and his partners are both gender variant and the adolescent was brought up by 
the three parents together. To Albert’s surprise, JC found it difficult to disclose 
their non-binary identity to his male ‘mum’, as Albert put it, and attributes this 
challenge to the transphobic social narratives that JC has been exposed to.

Some participants spoke about their experience of loss following their child’s 
disclosure of their gender variance. The loss and grief presented by the three 
participants was somewhat different from each other, and while Catherine 
expressed how the change in their child was difficult, her co-parent Benjamin 
stated that, “You know it’s almost to say that I did feel some form of loss. But 
I wouldn’t put it that hard but I’d say yes, it was a fleeting feeling of ‘that is 
different, that has changed’” (L. 399-401). On the other hand, Catherine 
associated the loss and grief with the transition process in relation to Blake’s 
given name and the pronouns originally associated with them.

Ongoing Struggles

Ongoing challenges experienced by the parents were varied, depending mostly 
on their social context, but also on how long they had known, and with whom 
else their child disclosed their gender variant identity. For those parents who 
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had recently gotten to know, they sometimes misgendered them as they were 
still adjusting.

Another challenge experienced by some of the parents was feeling confused 
due to some family members and friends knowing and others not, about the 
gender variance. Catherine referred to this struggle as an aspect that has not 
helped her to fully adjust to Blake’s preferred name and pronoun. On the other 
hand, Kara’s experience was more related to the confusion she experienced 
when other extended family members, such as grandparents, used the child’s 
dead name.

The two parents who self-identify as gender variant expressed their fear for 
their adolescents when coming into contact with professionals, as they may be 
judged as copying or being influenced by their parents. Both parents referred 
to professional assessments carried out by the Gender Identity Clinic (GIC) 
of the NHS, whereby their children can access hormone treatment and other 
specialised health and psycho-social services. Both parents reflected on their 
own experiences of social judgement and transphobia, and how they wished 
for their children to have a more affirmative experience.

Supportive Elements

The supportive elements identified were experienced as the ray of hope that 
encouraged the parents in their journey into parenting their gender variant 
adolescents across the gender spectrum. Most of the supportive elements are 
located outside of the parent’s self and within their network of family and 
friends, social networks, and professional lives. 

Albert identified his diverse and sizeable chosen family as his source of 
support, which extends support to his non-binary adolescent. Likewise, 
Kara recognised her LGBT friends as those who have supported her the most 
throughout this journey with Esme. Differently, Benjamin identified cisgender 
and heterosexual acquaintances and friends he meets regularly at social clubs 
who have given him strength and a listening ear. Benjamin said, “I appreciated 
the other people’s openness in sharing about their families, as it was their way 
of saying that they are supportive of my Blake” (L. 401-402).

From a systemic perspective, the relationship between the parent and the 
adolescent is the fulcrum of how they experience and make meaning of the 
gender diversity of the adolescent. This relationship was presented by all the 
participants, and while some claimed that they have always had a healthy 
and close connection with their adolescent, other parents identified how 
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the adolescent’s gender journey was an opportunity for their relationship to 
improve. Some parents also identified parents’ support groups/forums as an 
encouraging element that was beneficial to them and the relationship with 
their adolescent.

Parent’s Love and Respect for the Adolescent

The love between a parent and their child is a unique kind of love, and 
Benjamin declared several times during the interview that he loves his 
children unconditionally, including Blake. Some participants showed their 
love and respect through sharing their concerns for the adolescent’s wellbeing 
and responding to them by affirming their gender diversity. Albert spoke 
extensively regarding his concerns about JC’s wellbeing. He expressed that, “It 
is horrifying to me that the socialisation externally was so strong that even 
though they actually knew we would be supportive, at the time they were 
terrified we wouldn’t be” (L. 97-98).

To counter the social pressures and challenges their children may encounter, 
every parent spoke about how they affirm their adolescent’s gender variance. 
Jess referred to the London Pride as a yearly family outing. 

Benjamin’s affirmative stance came through his statement that, “every child is 
gifted. They just unwrap their packages at different times. Blake has unwrapped 
their package and they’re beautiful as they are” (L. 252-253).  The journey 
shared by Albert, Catherine, Jess, Elaine, Benjamin and Kara led them to make 
meaning of their experience of getting to know, understand and embrace their 
child’s gender variance.

Making Meaning of Their Experience

In understanding their adolescents, each parent searched for and made meaning 
of this journey. For some it was harder than expected, while others engaged in 
a process of understanding their child’s journey and how this interacted with 
their own and those around them. Despite having identified several supportive 
elements in their life to assist them in their interaction with their adolescent’s 
gender variance, some still experienced challenges. Notably, Catherine shared 
that as she was trying to make meaning of Blake’s experience, she experienced 
distress. “I didn’t expect it, but honestly, I didn’t expect it to be so hard, even 
though I kind of saw it coming” said Catherine (L. 134-135).

Kara’s own non-binary identity may have broadened her outlook towards 
gender, however she claimed that despite having worked on herself in therapy, 
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she “hadn’t considered being open to someone coming along…and I suppose 
in some ways that’s no different to a cisgender parent being challenged and 
discovering that trans people exist for the first time” (L. 243-245).

In finding their own meaning, the parents have sought an understanding 
of their adolescent’s process. The journey for each parent was different, as is 
unique the adolescent’s journey.

Discussion

Parents in Transition

The journey that the parents embarked on, as presented above, somewhat 
corroborates the work of the Social Worker and Family Therapist, Arlene Lev 
(2004) who proposed the ‘Transgender Emergence in Families Model’. This 
theory suggests that the concept of transition is relevant to the parental process, 
as much as to the gender variant adolescent. As expressed by the participants, 
the transition process for them is not a linear one, and thus, it suggests that 
stages may be ongoing and revisited depending on the emotional predicament 
the parents find themselves in, their social context and their support networks. 
Similar to Lev’s model, the themes presented suggest a process of adjustment, 
from reactions to struggles, to finding supportive elements that allow the 
parent to find meaning in their experience and the gender variant identity of 
their adolescent.

Support and knowledge during transition.

Without diminishing the struggles the participants have been through when 
their adolescent’s gender variance was confirmed, neither of them described 
any unwillingness to acknowledge their child’s gender identity or rejection 
towards their children or the identity. The fact that five out of six parents were 
therapists themselves, suggests that their reflective spaces such as supervision, 
as well as access to knowledge, may have been an asset to them. This might 
suggest that parents who have a greater level of support, fare better in their 
support towards their children, and the transition may be smoother when 
compared to those who do not have knowledge and a support network in place 
(Coolhart, 2012). 

Inter-intra personal processes during transition.

Lev’s (2004) ‘Transgender Emergence in Families Model’ was developed in 
response to the theory around grief and loss of Kubler-Ross (1969) which was 
often referred to when describing the parents’ responses and process of grief 
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they experienced after learning that their child is gender variant. It was often 
described as the parents losing their child, until they realise that they have 
gained a more fulfilled child who affirms their gender. None of the participants 
expressed that they were grieving their child, and in fact, their experiences 
demonstrate the development of both the intrapersonal and interpersonal 
processes following the disclosure by their child. These parental transactions 
may attest to their reflective journey, accompanied by the challenges 
encountered, as well as the opportunities of support from those around them, 
including the children themselves. 

In practice, Lev and Gottlieb (2019), found that many parents often said, “When 
my child came out, I was faced with a decision: Do I want a happy daughter or a 
dead son?” (p. 64). This implies that trans youth who are not supported by their 
parents are more likely to engage in self-harming behaviour or attempt suicide 
(Lev & Gottlieb, 2019). This bargaining process was discussed by all participants 
who spoke about their concern for their child’s mental health and wellbeing, 
and the support given through validation, love and acceptance. To this effect, 
Coolhart (2012) suggests that the parents’ commitment towards their growth 
in understanding the children goes to show “how much they love their child 
and that they just want the best for their child” (p. 206). Notwithstanding this, 
it is essential to acknowledge that the social context that one lives in makes a 
difference in the parental responses. 

Parents’ Systemic Experience

Wren (2002) presented how some parents anticipated their adolescent’s 
disclosure regarding their gender variance, and this was a result of their 
observations of the children’s interactions and non-stereotypical gender 
expression. The six participants anticipated the diversity in their children, 
and the majority expected them to talk about their gender variance when 
they asked to speak to them. Wren’s (2002) research was also conducted in the 
United Kingdom, however one must note that differences in the social climate 
may impact the parents’ view of their child’s gender identity.

As the participants experiences documented in this study attest, the current 
legal and policy measures available in the UK suggest an improvement in the 
social climate, and thus, one can conclude that Wren’s research was set in a less 
trans-affirmative social environment than that which is found in the present. 
Thus, the reactions of the parents towards their children’s gender variance may 
have been influenced by the social climate present then (Wren, 2002). Riggs 
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(2019) suggests that parents’ reactions are directly influenced by the social 
environment they are living in. Their research highlights that the literature 
previously focused on the “narratives of loss, distress, challenges, and fear” (p. 
96), while recent research studies have documented “how some parents actively 
challenge cisgenderism and normative gender ideologies” (Riggs, 2019, p. 96) 
and affirm their child’s gender variance. This corroborates with the experiences 
of the research participants.

From a systemic perspective, there is no clear linear cause and effect between 
the different parts of the system, however there are complex interconnections 
between each part that together make up the whole (Coolhart, 2012). Thus, the 
effects between the institutions in society and the citizens go both ways, in 
a bi-directional manner. The current trans affirmative climate found in the 
UK and many other countries in Western Europe, including Malta, is a result 
of citizens’ advocacy. This affirmative stance has reached the families of the 
participants interviewed for this research and the effects of the supportive 
parents will be felt in the wellbeing of the trans and gender variant adolescents. 
Thus, from a bi-directional perspective, the worthy experiences of gender 
variant youth are connected to the affirmative and supportive parental 
responses, which is ultimately connected to the social climate present in their 
culture and environment. The intersectional identities of an individual add to 
the complexity of these interconnections. The intersectional identities of the 
six parents interviewed generally contributed towards a more positive outcome 
in their experience of their gender variant child.

One of the struggles identified by some of the participants was their concern 
for potential regress in social attitudes, as although their responses to their 
children’s gender variance challenged normative cisgender ideologies present 
in society, they were aware of the growing far right movement in Europe. Some 
regress has been seen in certain countries in the West where far right politics 
has gained momentum and influenced the removal of certain legal rights and 
protections for trans and gender variant persons, as well as the social climate 
within the country. Some parents in fact made reference to this concern and 
how this may affect them and their child, as, from a systemic and bi-directional 
perspective, a non-affirmative culture may pose a threat to their child’s 
wellbeing, mental health and access to health services, amongst others. This 
suggests that the parents’ perspective towards their children’s gender identity 
and how they make meaning of it, goes beyond the local social environment 
and culture, and that the global climate is another system that they are part of, 
and their outlook may be influenced by this too.
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Supporting the Parents’ Process

Lev and Gottlieb (2019) purport that the struggles of parents are less known, 
not only due to the limited research and literature about their experiences, but 
also “because their stories are intertwined with those of their children” (p. 52). 
The authors suggest that this overlap may be a barrier for the parents’ voices to 
be heard, and they may also fear judgement both if they are supportive of their 
child and if they are not. Coolhart (2012) explains how parents are often judged 
as too accepting and encouraging the gender variance if they were immediately 
supportive, and if they are sceptical or non-affirmative, they are labelled as 
transphobic. In fact, some participants explained that they still fear judgement 
by others around them.

Despite the affirmative outlook described by all participants, they all identified 
how they wished to have found specialist support throughout the process. This 
was common to all, irrespective of their professional training and their own 
gender identification. One must question how other parents who have less 
resources available to them cope with this reality, and what effects this has on 
their wellbeing, their child and the relationship between them.

In making meaning of their journey with their gender variant adolescent, 
some participants identified that it was difficult for them to cope at the start, 
although they had anticipated their child’s disclosure around their gender 
identity. The majority of the parents were therapeutically trained, which 
suggests that they have had some processing, as well as some knowledge and 
other resources around gender variance, at their disposal. Despite this, almost all 
parents expressed the importance of learning and gaining new understandings 
around gender diversity. This suggests that part of the parents’ engagement in 
this journey is to unlearn the cisnormative assumptions and the gender binary 
and explore new knowledge around diversity in gender (Coolhart, et al., 2013). 
The unlearning process is key to becoming a trans affirmative parent, since 
no parent or any other individual, are spared from the dominant discourse 
around the gender binary and cisnormative ideology. Naudi (2006) describes 
the influence of the dominant discourse in our lives as becoming the “implicit 
taken-for-granted background and rationalities” (p. 118), which affect both the 
parents and the adolescents. In fact, two of the participants explicitly referred to 
the dominant social discourse as being stronger than the values and openness 
that is embraced in their families.
Parents who are still struggling and rejecting their child’s gender variance, need 
to be supported in this process. Additionally, their engagement in processing 
this journey is a strength, and “their commitment to grow in the process 
demonstrates how much they love their child and that they just want the best 
for their child” (Coolhart, 2012, p. 206).
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Conclusion
This research documents an often unheard narrative of parents who struggle 
with their concerns and love for their gender variant child. The implications 
for Family Therapy are two-fold. It is essential for specialised knowledge 
to be included in the training for future professionals, including a focus on 
the experiences of parents, as they are often sidelined because affirming 
the adolescent’s gender may be seen as more pertinent. Secondly, like the 
six participants, Family Therapists need to critically evaluate their own 
cisnormative biases and bring this critical perspective into the therapy room 
with all service users as everyone is chained to the dominant discourse around 
gender stereotypes and expression. A systemic perspective is key to support 
parents and families whose children and adolescents identify as gender variant.
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Introduction
Malta’s vanguard progress in lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
rights needs no introduction. In less than half a decade, the Maltese parliament 
raised and ratified the Civil Unions Act (Legislation Malta, 2014) and Gender 
Identity, Gender Expression and Sex Characteristics Act (Legislation Malta, 
2015), while gay conversion practices became unlawful. As the 2010s decade 
drew to a close it seemed both surreal and unbelievable that less than ten years 
earlier Malta used to be known as a very conservative country, where social 
opinion - as reflected in politics and policies - was heavily influenced by the 
Roman Catholic Church to the extent that divorce only became legal in 2011. 
This dynamic shift in LGBT rights was also echoed on a European level. The 
ILGA-Europe Rainbow Index - an index representing the advancement in LGBT 
rights in terms of the legal, political and social systems amongst 49 Council of 
Europe Member States - gave Malta first ranking for the five successive years of 
2016-2020 (ILGA Europe, 2020). 

Despite such admirable and commendable progress, the older LGBT community 
was consistently overlooked in Maltese policy on ageing, older persons and 
later life. Although the past decade was highly significant as far as local ageing 
policy is concerned, as it witnessed the launch of the National Strategic Policy 
for Active Ageing, National Dementia Strategy, and the National Minimum 
Standards for Care Homes for Older Persons (Parliamentary Secretariat for 
Rights of Persons with Disability and Active Ageing, 2013, 2015a, 2015b), such 
treatises were all characterised by total silence on the needs and interests of 
LGBT older persons. This is problematic since mainstream understandings of 
active ageing that operate within a heteronormative framework only provide 
partial accounts of the ageing experience. As Vella and Hafford-Letchfield (2019: 
59) stated, “whilst the gay community seems to have gained greater visibility, 
nevertheless little is known about those LGBT persons entering later life, and 
much needed policy and practice developments to enable a sense of continuity 
in keeping with the concept of active ageing”. Just as feminism took some three 
decades to bring older women into its fold, the local LGBT community seems 
to have little space for older persons as most advocacy work focuses on issues 
relevant to young and middle-aged adults.

This article constitutes an attempt to locate key lacunae in Maltese active ageing 
and dementia care policies as far as LGBT lives are concerned, and to suggest 
recommendations for the inclusion of a non-heteronormative sensitivity in 
ageing-related strategic frameworks. While the subsequent part outlines the 
heterosexist attitudes inherent in Maltese active ageing and dementia care 
strategies, the third and fourth sections provide queer sensitive commendations 
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for both these policy areas. The final section highlights the salient parts of this 
article and proposals for further research.

The invisibility of LGBT older persons in active ageing 
and dementia policies
The launching of the National Strategic Policy for Active Ageing and National 
Dementia Strategy (Parliamentary Secretariat for Rights of Persons with 
Disability and Active Ageing, 2013, 2015) were equally important moments 
in Maltese ageing policy. Whilst acknowledging that individual aspirations 
alone are not enough to sustain participative lifestyles, the recommendations 
in the active ageing strategy were underpinned by three key values: a ‘society 
for all ages’, ‘intergenerational equity’, and finally, ‘empowerment’. Including 
a total of 75 policy recommendations, the 2014 - 2020 National Strategic Policy 
revolved around active participation in the labour market, social participation, 
and independent living. In 2013, local dementia policy development was 
strengthened by the appointment of a National Focal Point on Dementia 
with the remit of drafting a national dementia strategy document which, 
when published, made Malta the twenty-first country to have a dementia 
strategic plan worldwide. The National Dementia Strategy outlined a number 
of recommendations spread over six intervention streams that include: an 
increase in awareness and understanding of dementia; timely diagnosis 
and the provision of care pathways; the availability of a trained workforce; 
improving dementia management and care in the community and long-term 
facilities; promoting an ethical approach to care; and supporting medical and 
social research in the field. The significant impact of both strategies on Maltese 
ageing policy has been documented in various articles (Formosa, 2017; Formosa 
& Scerri, 2020). 

Suffice to say that they not only succeeded in putting active ageing and 
dementia care on the policy map but were also instrumental in implementing 
social and health care services that contributed to an improvement in the 
quality of life and wellbeing of older persons in Malta. As the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Europe & European Commission (2019, p. 12) 
concluded, even though Sweden is the country with the highest score in the 
Active Ageing Index, “Malta is the country undergoing the sharpest increase 
between 2010 and 2018, with the growth of 7.1 points”. However, this is not the 
same as saying that they incorporate no lacunae. One crucial limitation in 
both strategies constitutes an oversight of the unique needs and challenges of 
LGBT older persons. Since LGBT older adults experience marginalisation by 
virtue of their sexual and gender minority status, they face unique challenges 
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in achieving a healthy older age. Despite important generational cohort and 
subgroup similarities with heterosexual peers, as well as wide intra-cohort 
differences, LGBT older adults have a 

“…distinct experience of aging stemming from shared experiences in relation 
to the LGBT community, the lifelong process of coming out, the experience of 
sexual and gender minority stress, marginalization inside and outside the 
LGBT community, and LGBT pride and resilience.”

van Wagenen, Driskell & Bradford, 2013, p. 2 - emphasis added

For instance, there is much research evidence documenting how older gays and 
lesbians suffer from an unequal resource distribution, particularly in relation 
to advocacy, housing, health and social care provision, and informal support 
(Hughes & Robinson, 2019; Traies, 2019). Studies on bisexual and transgender 
older persons are even sparser, although recent years witnessed a healthy growth 
spurt in both research areas. On one hand, studies noted how older bisexual 
individuals are under-resourced, under-recognised and under-represented, 
both in comparison with older heterosexual people and older lesbian and 
gay people and proposed that increased visibility and voice are needed before 
improvements in resource distribution can be achieved (Westwood & Price, 
2018). For instance, Jen (2019) suggested that recognition is a central issue, in that 
bisexual erasure and bisexual-specific stigma inform a lack of representation in 
research, practice, and political spheres. Increasing recognition, she concludes, 
is essential to increasing resources and representation for bisexual older people. 
On the other hand, although available research on the health-care needs of older 
transgender adults remains sparse, and attention to mental health and social 
care provision even more limited (Willis et al., 2020), a survey of 2,560 LGBT 
adults aged 50+ in the United States of America found that such adults were at 
higher risk of poor physical health, disability, depressive symptomatology and 
perceived stress compared with individuals whose gender identity is similar to 
the sex assigned to them at birth (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2013). 

Research on LGBT older persons in Malta, which has been limited to solely 
lesbian and gay individuals, reported similar findings (Vella, 2013, 2019, 2020; 
Vella & Hafford-Letchfield, 2019). While such studies underlined how older 
lesbians were much harder to find and were more invisible than gay peers, they 
also reported a consensus among LG older persons on perceiving their past as a 
period of continuous life struggles, facing negative experiences when seeking 
health and social care services, feeling a lack of belonging within the Maltese 
LGBT community, and hoping that in the future they might have the option 
of moving into a gay-friendly care home, or at least, into gay-friendly premises 
within conventional care homes.
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LGBTising active ageing
General trends in active ageing policy tend to take on a heteronormative stance 
by assuming that all older persons are heterosexual, are partnered with a person 
of the opposite sex, and claim a number of children and grandchildren. Active 
ageing thus fails to address the merging of sexuality and ageing in a context 
where much of the existing debate on sexuality still overlooks ageing, and 
where both academic and practice-related considerations of old age have failed 
to consider sexuality as anything other than an ‘add-on’ to how we understand 
and make sense of the ageing process (Ward, 2012). This oversight has led to the 
social and cultural invisibility of older LGBT identities, and consequently, a 
failure in active ageing policy and practice (Teaster & Harley, 2016). While the 
lack of data on gender identity and sexual orientation in later life prevents a 
valid understanding of service needs and requirements of the LGBT population, 
it is also problematic that policy makers and service providers do not possess the 
required knowledge to plan and provide LGBT-friendly social and health care 
services. To compound matters, most LGBT older persons are unaware of the 
social and health care benefits available in later life as they tend to face other 
barriers to access information about and services for gerontological, geriatric 
and long-term care. This requires the three pillars of the active ageing policy in 
Malta to address the specific life worlds of LGBT older adults.

Active participation in the labour market 

LGBT older workers may face multiple sources of discrimination. This occurs 
notwithstanding the presence of laws that outlaw both sexuality- and age-
based discrimination, both of which continue to harm older workers. For older 
LGBT workers, the effects of age-based discrimination may be compounded 
by discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or gender identity. Suffice 
to state that in the United States between 8 and 17 per cent of lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual people report being discriminatorily fired or denied employment, 
and between 13 and 47 per cent of transgender people report being denied a 
job because of their gender identity (Movement Advancement Project, 2013). 
Moreover, LGBT workers also tend to report facing significant wage gaps, high 
rates of harassment, and difficult prospects for career advancement. While 
Malta has passed numerous laws and policies to protect the interests of workers 
and their families on one hand, and to prohibit discrimination on the other, 
there requires further and more robust protection of LGBT workers.
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Social participation 

For many LGBT elders, social inclusion continues to be aspirational, since 
limited authentic and sustained progress has been made in this area due to the 
manner in which society responds discriminately towards them. Movement 
Advancement Project and SAGE (2010) identified four major obstacles to social 
inclusion for LGBT elders - namely, (i) lack of support from and feeling unwanted 
in mainstream ageing services, (ii) lack of support from and feeling unwelcome 
in the broader LGBT group, (iii) lack of adequate openings to contribute and 
volunteer, and (iv) housing discrimination adding to the challenge LGBT older 
persons face in relating to their communities. Isolation is also intensified 
because of the limited number of gathering places for older LGBT persons to 
socialise, in contrast to the number of programmes and centres for LGBT youth 
and senior centres for older persons (Harley, Gassaway & Dunkley, 2016). In 
mitigation, possible recommendations include tackling cultural competency 
and discrimination issues among mainstream ageing service providers and 
programmes, ensuring that service providers welcome LGBT older persons 
and improve on-site LGBT-friendly programmes and services at mainstream 
facilities.

Independent living

LGBT older persons prefer to age-in-place since they are fearful of apathy, 
discrimination, and abuse by healthcare providers and other dwellers in 
residential long-term facilities (Boggs et al., 2017; Vella, 2020). However, Willis, 
Raithby and Maegusuku-Hewett (2018) identified a wide range of problems 
with the accessibility of social and scene spaces for older LGBT people, together 
with mixed feelings with respect to receiving health and social services at home. 
The sparse literature on that interface between LGBT persons and residential 
long-term care serves to highlight how care providers of older persons lack 
education and training on the specific needs of LGBT adults to the extent that 
many never consider that their older clients may be LGBT (Gendron et al., 2013). 
This tends to have the adverse effect of inducing LGBT residents not to reveal 
their sexual orientation and thus disabling them from a positive psychosocial 
adjustment to the residential setting (White & Gendron, 2016). It thus follows 
that programmes developed to educate healthcare professionals and care 
service providers on the needs and life course experiences of LGBT adults are 
warranted.
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LGBTising dementia care policy
An ageing population presents many challenges and among them is caring for 
people living with Alzheimer’s or other dementias. According to the Alzheimer’s 
Disease International (n.d.), someone in the world develops dementia every 
three seconds. There were over 50 million people worldwide living with 
dementia in 2020, a number that will rise to 152 million in 2050. Presently, the 
number of persons living with dementia in Malta is about 7,000, a number 
that is expected to reach 13,937 by 2040 (Grant Thorton, 2018). International 
research documents how LGBT older people who receive a dementia diagnosis 
face a unique and challenging set of circumstances (McParland & Camic, 2016; 
Westwood & Price, 2016). LGBT older adults tend to exhibit several health 
disparities, such as diabetes and high blood pressure, and are also more likely 
to exhibit particular vulnerabilities that can exacerbate the manifestations 
and impacts of Alzheimer’s disease, such as disproportionately high levels 
of social isolation and stigmatisation as they age, which makes it difficult to 
find support. Moreover, many LGBT older adults are aware of the possibility 
of encountering bias and prejudice in relation to their sexuality. Hence, when 
they do access social and health care services, their history of stigmatisation 
can negatively impact their willingness to ‘come out’ or disclose their LGBT 
identity - thereby, delaying appropriate care until their health deteriorates 
and crisis hits. For transgender elders, the reality is even more stark (Center 
for Transgender Equality, 2015). Transgender people face particular barriers as 
they access health services, and often cannot selectively hide or disclose their 
transgender status, especially when seeking medical care or assistance with 
tasks such as bathing and dressing. This leads many transgender people to 
avoid service providers or delay care. At the same time, one cannot overlook the 
unique challenges faced by LGBT caregivers:

“Adult children who are LGBT, who often do not have children of their own 
may be seen by siblings as the natural choice to care for a parent. However, 
LGBT people often have fewer financial resources and other support networks 
to help them when providing care. They may also be caring for a parent who 
does not accept their identity, relationship or gender expression, adding to the 
psychological burden of providing care.”

SAGE, 2018, p.2 

This points firmly to the urgent need for national policies on dementia care 
to warrant an inclusivity of LGBT people and caregivers. Following SAGE 
(2018), this article advocates the following recommendations (of course, these 
suggestions are also pertinent and applicable to active ageing policy). First, 
official statements and reports on dementia care should expand the definition of 
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family rather than simply implying the nuclear family (whether biological and 
legal relatives), even considering using terms like ‘network of support’, ‘chosen 
family’ or ‘loved ones’. Secondly, LGBT-affirming language in dementia care 
strategies must be used constantly and consistently. One should not shy away 
from using the term LGBT or the words lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
instersex or queer. Third, policy makers responsible for dementia care should 
reach out to and engage in LGBT-specific outreach such as by participating in 
Pride Parades. Fifth, and perhaps most importantly, staff need to be educated 
on LGBT cultural competency: 

“Professional development is essential to person-directed care, and it is 
important that you equip your staff with the information they need to provide 
culturally competent care to LGBT older adults and LGBT caregivers. Training 
content often includes key terminology, the history of the LGBT experience, 
and case studies or recommendations to help reinforce the content.”

SAGE, 2018, p. 14

Sixth, stakeholders must organise support services that are specifically for LGBT 
caregivers of persons with dementia and LGBT people living with dementia, 
while ensuring that LGBT people feel welcome at all support groups. Finally, 
it is imperative that authorities collect information on sexual orientation 
and gender identity as this enables professionals to know whether the LGBT 
older persons are being reached and can also assist them in understanding the 
specific needs of LGBT people.

Conclusion
This article highlighted the extent that older LGBT persons fly under the 
radar as far as active ageing and dementia policies are concerned. Although 
it is positive to note that research documenting the experience of non-
heteronormative ageing has gained increasing traction in recent times, such a 
footing did not spill over into national policy documents. This occurred despite 
a consensus in social policy communities that LGBT ageing occurs within a 
specific set of concerns - thus, requiring the availability of specific resources 
and care practices (McGovern, 2014). As Ward (2012 : 196-7) underlined, this 
omission “has led to the social and cultural invisibility of older LGBT identities 
and a failure in both policy and practice to take account of the needs of LGBT 
people as they age”. One thus advocates an exigent need to make space for non-
heterosexual lives in welfare strategies, and an urgency to move away from the 
idea that ageing and later life can be captured through a single narrative or that 
any uniform assumptions about sexuality can be applied uniformly to all older 
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people. Ageing is a heterogenous affair, marked by an assortment of diverse 
pathways, where different sexualities lead people to arrive at and experience 
later life in different ways. Sexually diverse lives are definitely something that 
active ageing and dementia care policies cannot overlook. Rather, efforts are 
due to embrace and facilitate the use of biographical approaches to “developing 
services and working cultures that are fair, inclusive and at least somewhat free 
of bias and the unwanted privileging of certain interests over others” (Ward, 
2012, p. 197).
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Introduction
The Gender Identity, Gender Expression, and Sex Characteristics (GIGESC) 
Act was enacted in Malta in 2015.  The law was hailed as ground-breaking 
by international commentators and Intersex advocacy groups, and indeed, it 
shed much needed light on the plight of Intersex people.  Besides giving them 
visibility in a society which, for many years, has attempted to eradicate them, 
it was the first law to actually criminalise unconsented genital ‘normalising’ 
surgeries.  Nevertheless, one major problem was highlighted – Mater Dei 
Hospital, Malta’s only State-run, general hospital, did not have an official 
medical protocol for the management of Intersex children.  The aim of this 
research was to create an ethical framework upon which such a protocol could 
be drafted.  

Background
Approximately 1 in 1000 to 4500 neonates are born with atypical genitalia every 
year (Houk, Baskin & Levitsky, 2019).  In 2019, out of the 4350 live births that were 
registered in Malta (NSO, 2019), one would expect that between 1 and 4 of these 
babies were born with atypical genitalia.  However, since intersexuality is not 
always evident at birth, that is, not all intersex children are born with atypical 
genitalia, accurate statistics are not available. In some cases, intersexuality is 
discovered at the time when puberty should kick in, during unrelated medical 
procedures, or when the individual is trying to conceive.  Medical doctors have 
no obligation to report such instances and besides, Intersexuality is almost 
always shrouded by a thick veil of secrecy.

Alice Domurat Dreger (1999, p.5) defines Intersex as a blanket term “used to 
denote a variety of congenital conditions in which a person has neither the 
standard male nor the standard female anatomy.” At full term, the male penis 
is considered ‘normal’ when its length is 2.5cm or more, while the diameter is 
0.9cm or more.2  Testes should be palpable within the scrotal sac.  In the case of 
cryptorchidism3 confirmed by ultrasonographic imaging, the child is monitored 
until the testes either descend spontaneously within a few months or surgery is 
carried out.  Anorchia,4 on the other hand, necessitates further testing in order 
to rule out the presence of potentially life-threatening conditions such as the 
salt-wasting form of Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH).  The width of the 
clitoris in a full-term female neonate is typically 2 to 6mm, while the mean 

2  Penile length is measured from the pubic ramus to the tip of the penis. The diameter is 
measured at the greatest width of the glans.
3  Undescended testes.
4  Absence of one or both testes.
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length is usually less than 9mm.  Androgen exposure may cause clitoromegaly5 
in a 46,XX child6 with virilizing Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH).

Congenital Adrenal Hyperplasia (CAH), Complete/Partial Androgen 
Insensitivity Syndrome (CAIS/PAIS), and Mixed Gonadal Dysgenesis are a 
few of the over 30 congenital conditions referred to in the medical sphere as 
‘Differences of Sex Development’ (DSD).  When infants are born with atypical 
genitalia, physicians consider a DSD diagnosis.  In order to confirm this, the 
new-born usually undergoes a series of physical, radiological, and laboratory 
investigations to determine which specific DSD is present and whether any 
immediate medical attention is needed.  

Medical and Surgical Intervention

Having atypical genitals is not in itself considered a medical emergency, 
but any co-existing adrenal insufficiency must be diagnosed and managed 
promptly.  Ultrasonography and karyotyping are considered first-line testing.  
The karyotype allows the doctor to determine whether karyotype-phenotype7 
discordance is present, thus paving the way for more specific testing.  Genetic 
testing on its own cannot, however, determine the sex of the child.  Assuming 
that the presence of a Y-chromosome makes a person male, and the lack of one, 
female, is an oversimplification.  Mosaicism,8 for instance, is not uncommon 
among intersex people.  The strict dichotomy created by the assumption that 
all those carrying a Y chromosome are boys while the rest are girls is nowadays 
being challenged.  While it is true that the SRY gene on the Y chromosome 
normally helps the embryo develop into a male, other characteristics apart 
from this are needed for sex development.  Women with CAIS, for example, 
may carry a Y chromosome but androgens do not have any effect on them due 
to a lack of androgen receptors.  In practice, these women may be described as 
karyotypically male but since they are not masculinised, they are phenotypically 
female. 

Medical management generally involves hormonal therapy.  CAH, for 
example, is treated with life-long glucocorticoid and mineralocorticoid 
replacement therapy which is ultimately meant to preserve life and reduce 

5  Enlarged clitoris.
6  46,XX is considered the typical female karyotype; 46,XY is considered the typical male 
karyotype.
7  Karyotype: Chromosomal profile within cells; Phenotype: Physical, observable characteristics 
of an organism
8  Mosaicism refers to instances where the same person has a particular karyotype in some 
cells, and a different karyotype in other cells.
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excessive androgen secretion.  In some instances, hormone-replacement 
therapy may be prescribed in order to induce and sustain puberty (Kim & 
Kim, 2012).  The Endocrinologist coordinates the investigations needed before 
and during treatment, and monitors it, since achieving the correct balance of 
hormones is of utmost importance to prevent developmental delay, intellectual 
impairment, stunted growth, decreased libido, a negative body image, or even 
death.   Considering the impact these therapies have on the very core of the 
person, some medical experts have spoken about the need for their justification 
to be considerably more stringent than it currently is (Deutscher Ethikrat, 
2013).  Since there appear to be few accepted medical standards in therapies of 
this kind, and there are as yet not enough studies to determine the long-term 
effects, a greater emphasis should be placed on giving detailed information, 
counselling and informed consent.

Surgeries on Intersex children are mainly carried out for two reasons, namely, 
to ‘normalise’ the appearance of genitalia, often for aesthetic purposes but 
sometimes to improve urinary, sexual, and/or menstrual function; and to 
manage health risks, especially the prevention of certain types of cancer.  
Genital ‘normalising’ surgeries are usually carried out very early in the 
child’s life, because they are thought to “relieve parental distress and improve 
attachment between the child with DSD and the family” (Kim & Kim, 2012, p.5). 
They are claimed to make “ambiguous” genitalia compatible with the assigned 
gender, prevent urinary obstructions and infections, and preserve sexual and 
reproductive potential, but in reality, they often result in scarring, insensate 
genitalia, osteoporosis, and sterilisation.  Many times, these surgeries require 
repeat modification which in turn leads to even more scarring.

Early gonadectomy is often recommended by Paediatric Urologists9  in 
order to remove the risk of neoplasia, and whenever the malformation of 
the urogenital system severely impairs vital functions or is causing repeated 
infections of the lower abdomen or the abdominal cavity, such as in the case 
of bladder exstrophy.10  Even though such cases may, at face value, not appear 

9  Personal communication by email with Prof. Imran Mushtaq, Consultant Paediatric 
Urologist at Great Ormond Street Hospital, United Kingdom.  GOSH is considered a centre of 
excellence for DSDs.  Approximately 40 to 50 neonates with atypical genitalia are referred to 
Prof. Mushtaq every year, half of whom are later diagnosed with a DSD.  While the number 
of ‘normalising’ surgeries have decreased in number in the last few years, Prof. Mushtaq still 
performs surgeries if the parents give their informed consent.  Many cases of DSD are, in his 
opinion, not controversial, however, some cases of CAH may prove to be somewhat problematic.  
The final decision on whether or not to operate lies with the parents. 
10  Bladder exstrophy is a congenital abnormality in which the bladder and related structures 
are turned inside out through an opening in the abdominal wall.
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to be controversial, one still encounters stories of individuals who feel they 
should not have been operated on when they were still too young to participate 
in the decision-making process.   The surgical removal of gonads at an early 
age also follows on the erroneous assumption that all Intersex people are born 
infertile.  In actual fact, those who are potentially fertile may be rendered sterile 
through these so-called ‘normalising’ procedures (Senate Community Affairs 
Committee, 2013).  Surgeries are meant to allow individuals to lead a ‘normal’ 
life, but with all the complications that tend to arise, and all the reconstructive 
procedures that are often required, they still end up not doing this.  The scars 
are a constant reminder that, even after all the surgeries and the pain endured, 
they still do not look ‘normal’. 

Intersex Ethics

Intersex people who share their life experience often speak about the way they 
were treated by medical professionals.  Hale Hawbecker (1999, p.113) recounts, “… 
the only real angst that I have suffered over my genitals has been at the hand of 
medical professionals.” Other intersex people have spoken out about how facts 
about their own identity were withheld, or how some medical professionals 
viewed their intersexuality as a problem which needed to be fixed.  According 
to Robert A. Crouch (1999, p.35), the medical community tends to view the 
intersex child as being “somehow deviant and in need of medical attention.”  
Cultural and aesthetic norms may have shaped this attitude, which ultimately 
only results in a hastiness to assign a male or female gender, as if failure to do 
this quickly may lead the child to become neither.  

The birth of a child with atypical genitalia gives rise to a number of complex 
issues but this does not give anyone the right to forgo the child’s rights and 
any ethical implications when decisions concerning the child need to be 
made.  In the past, Intersex ethics were based on the “optimal-gender policy” 
and an impetus towards creating genitalia which appear “normal”. The 
increased knowledge about the interaction of genotype and phenotype in sex 
determination, as well as a greater emphasis on the advocacy of patients’ and 
children’s rights, however, began to slowly shift the focus on bodily integrity 
and an improved quality of life. Nevertheless, decisions were often rushed 
and neither the parents, let alone the child, were properly educated about the 
Intersex variation or the medical interventions that would follow.  In modern 
medical ethics, this lack of informed consent would draw much criticism, and 
today, a number of ethical principles may be applied when a child is born with 
atypical genitalia.
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Informed Consent

Up to a few years ago, doctors made decisions about the surgical treatment of 
babies born with a variation of sex development often without even consulting 
the parents, let alone seeking their consent.  At times, the details of the 
diagnosis would be withheld from the parents.  With the growing emphasis 
on informed consent, most medical decisions are now made by the parents 
after consulting with the physicians.  Problems with this scenario still persist, 
mainly because not all physicians give information in the same manner, and 
not all have the same ability to simplify complex medical information so that 
it is easily understandable by people with different educational backgrounds.  
Additionally, most parents are capable of taking medical decisions in a life-
and-death situation, but making a decision about the future adult’s sexuality 
may prove to be much more problematic.

Parents are expected to make decisions for their nonautonomous children but 
even when applying best interests’ judgements, decisions may be unwittingly 
made on the basis of what the parents wish for their children rather than what 
the children would want for themselves.  While certain situations may require 
immediate intervention, decision-making should be postponed whenever it is 
medically possible to do so.  Medical decisions, however, are not the only ones 
which leave a long-term effect on the child.  Choosing a sex of rearing and the 
name borne on the birth certificate, and whether and up to what extent should 
the extended family, carers, and school teachers be informed about the child’s 
Intersexuality, are also important decisions which need to be taken early on in 
the child’s life.  In some cases, the authority of the parents may not be enough, 
and a careful interdisciplinary analysis of each individual case, giving due 
attention to the child’s specific background and family circumstances, may be 
the way to effectively give priority to the welfare of the child and the future adult.  
An Interdisciplinary Team created specifically to provide patient-centred care 
to Intersex children and adults would help parents and primary caregivers deal 
with immediate and long-term concerns related to their intersexuality while 
also promoting the concept that care must be individualised.  An integrated 
team of professionals, which should also include the parents while the intersex 
person is still a minor and possibly the family doctor, would ensure continuity 
of care not only where the medical aspects are concerned, but also in matters 
of law, ethics, and psychosocial guidance.  Whenever decisions must be made, 
the parents of an Intersex child, and indeed an Intersex adult, may benefit from 
the expertise of an Interdisciplinary team.  Besides, such a team would also be 
responsible to educate other health care professionals on issues pertaining to 
Intersex.  This is so as to prevent unnecessary trauma resulting from having 
untrained health professionals.
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Bodily Integrity and Quality of Life

In 2013, the Council of Europe adopted a resolution on the child’s right to 
physical integrity which, among other concerns, refers specifically to early 
medical interventions on Intersex children.  Describing them as “non-
medically justified violations of children’s physical integrity which may have 
a long-lasting impact on their lives” (Art. 6), the Resolution calls on Member 
States to not only further research on the situation of Intersex children, but also 
states that unnecessary medical and surgical treatment must be avoided.  The 
Council affirmed that bodily integrity must be guaranteed, and support must 
be given to the children and their parents.

The Principle of Bodily Integrity stems from the right of every human being 
to autonomy and self-determination, and it follows on the issue of lack of 
informed consent when children undergo medical and surgical procedures 
which are purely cosmetic and unnecessary for their immediate well-being.  
Maintaining bodily integrity and postponing non-urgent genito-urinary 
surgeries until the child can participate in medical decision-making, have far-
reaching implications since retaining gonads, for example, may in some cases 
preserve the future adult’s fertility.  It is not surprising that these procedures 
are often described as having a negative impact on the individual’s quality of 
life, both during childhood, and even more so in adulthood.

The quality-of-life ethic is nowadays being used by the European Union to 
measure the social and economic development of its citizens.  Among the 
indicators used, one finds measurements of health and overall experience of 
life (Eurostat Statistics Explained, 2015).  The World Health Organization also 
lists six domains for the measurement of patient outcomes with respect to 
quality of life, and these include the physical and psychological aspect as well 
as that involving the relationship with others (Schober, 2004).

In an assessment on quality of life of intersex people (Deutscher Ethikrat, 
2013), it was reported that most of the negative responses were attributed to 
psychological and physical consequences of medical interventions. These 
consequences included depression and trauma, and difficulties in building 
social relationships.  Indeed, 61% of respondents showed negative attitudes 
towards their own attractiveness, low self-esteem, uncertainty and sensitivity 
about their body, and consequently had difficulties engaging in sexual 
relations.  Those who had undergone genital surgery appeared to be more likely 
to experience problems such as fear of sexual contact, fear of injury during 
sexual intercourse, vaginismus, and so on (Deutscher Ethikrat, 2013). In order 
to ensure that the negative impact on the child’s (and future adult’s) quality of 
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life is minimised as much as possible, a person-centred approach should be 
adopted whenever medical decisions are to be made.  Decisions must therefore 
take into consideration both any physical and psychosocial risks, as well as the 
preservation of the potential for fertility and satisfying sexual relations.  While 
the parents’ wishes, and the family’s social and cultural background, must be 
respected, options should as far as possible be left open for the future adult.

Leaving options open, especially when the consequences of a decision are 
uncertain, is in line with the ‘Precautionary Principle.’

The Precautionary Principle

The European Parliament Think Tank (2005) defines the Precautionary 
Principle as one which, “enables decision-makers to adopt precautionary 
measures when scientific evidence about an environmental or human health 
hazard is uncertain and the stakes are high.” Even though this principle is 
often associated with environmental issues, it may also be applied in aspects of 
human health, particularly when the consequences of decisions are uncertain 
and could have serious negative effects on the life of vulnerable individuals.  
Among the controversial aspects of early medical and surgical intervention one 
finds the fact that their outcome is often unknown.  Data on the outcome of such 
interventions is very limited because accurate assessments are problematic.  
Comparative studies in the case of intersex people who have undergone surgery 
is difficult, since there is no standardisation in the measurement of cosmetic and 
functional outcomes (Lathrop & Cheney, 2015).  The Precautionary Principle is 
often criticised mainly because “uncertainty” is seldom defined and it does not 
have a clear application.  However, among the four possible scenarios described 
by Von Schomberg (2012) in which it can be applied, one finds his argument 
that when there is a plausible risk of harm from a specific activity and there 
is insufficient scientific evidence on the nature or scale of the harm, then the 
Precautionary Principle may be justified.  Nevertheless, applying this principle 
in the medical and surgical management of intersex children does not imply 
putting a definite stop on treatment.  On the other hand, it should encourage 
research to expand knowledge, increase insight on the long-term effects of 
treatment, and ultimately ensure that any medical protocols serve only to 
improve the quality of life of intersex individuals.

Double Effect and the Proportionality Principle

The European Commission’s Science for Environment Policy (2017) states 
that measures adopted on the basis of the Precautionary Principle should 
be proportionate, non-discriminatory and consistent, based on cost-benefit 
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analysis, and subject to review when new scientific data becomes available. 
Once the Precautionary Principle has been satisfied, any action or decision 
should then be assessed on the basis of Proportionality.  The Principle of 
Proportionality was proposed by consequentialists as a better approach to the 
Principle of Double Effect (Shimizu, 2007). Out of the four conditions that 
must be satisfied in the application of the Double Effect Principle, the fourth 
condition, namely that the reason for choosing the particular action must be 
proportionate to the gravity of the situation, is consistent with the Theory of 
Proportionality.

Proportionality, with the added caveat of choosing the least harmful alternative, 
may also be applied when an intersex child is born and medical decisions need 
to be taken. The different treatment types often suggested in this situation 
vary considerably in objective and urgency.  Hormone treatment, surgery to 
repair malformations of the genito-urinary system which are affecting vital 
function, surgical removal of gonads, castration, vaginoplasty, and other forms 
of medical and surgical interventions all have drastic effects on the very core of 
the individual.  This is why, whenever medical decisions for intersex neonates 
and children have to be made, the expected benefits must substantially 
outweigh the negative effects, and they must take into consideration the whole 
person, both as a child and as a future adult, in all aspects of being.

The Principle of Totality

In Thomistic Philosophy, the body and soul are both integral parts of one 
whole organism, and each part exists for the good of the whole (Cherry, 
2000). The Principle of Totality, which is derived from Aquinas’ philosophy, 
defends the person as a whole, and rejects the removal of organs unless they are 
diseased.  When interpreted to include the physical but also the psychological, 
the social, the emotional, the legal, the spiritual, and all the other facets of the 
human person, so that any decision made must consider the impact on all of 
them, Totality would, in the majority of cases, result in the postponement of 
surgical procedures.  Unless the organs, for example the enlarged clitoris or the 
apparently dysfunctional gonads, were causing immediate, grave harm to the 
child, then the surgery should be deferred.  Only when the child is old enough 
and has sufficient capacity to understand the implications, the consequences, 
and the side effects of any procedures, as well as be able to self-assess and be 
assessed on any effects, negative or otherwise, these organs are having on 
the whole person, may the removal of non-diseased organs be justified.  The 
same principle also applies to non-medical decisions, since all decisions will 
ultimately, on some level or another, have an effect on the whole of the person 
involved.
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Conclusion
When an intersex child is born, a number of decisions, both medical and 
non-medical, have to be taken.  Diagnosing the cause of variations in sex 
development requires a number of investigations, and in some cases, medical 
and surgical interventions may be warranted.  Right after birth, the parents, 
together with a dedicated multidisciplinary team, wherever such a team is in 
place, are entrusted with decisions which will undoubtedly affect the child and 
the future adult in one way or another.  The psychological and the emotional 
development of the child, as well as the legal, social, and cultural aspects must 
always be taken into consideration.  Having a medical protocol that safeguards 
the well-being of the child, predicts the wishes and needs of the future adult, 
preserves sexual function and fertility, and ensures that conditions for a 
harmonious physical and psychological gender identity are maintained, is not 
an easy feat. Applying ethical principles helps in the process, but every human 
being is born with a different life story and healthcare professionals must be 
able to discern the voice of the intersex child in the midst of the cacophony 
created by stress, anxiety, and fear of the unknown, all of which may at times 
engulf the people who are tasked with decision-making.  Thus, while an ethical 
framework helps, one must always keep in mind that no single ethical principle 
can serve a one-fits-all solution and every individual’s specific circumstances 
must be viewed on their own merits.  
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Introduction
In the last decade, some western governments have begun to plan and 
implement LGBTI inclusive policies. At the European level ILGA-Europe (the 
European arm of the International LGBTI Association) annually draws up 
the Rainbow Europe Index and Map11. This index ranks European countries 
based on indicators consisting of the presence or absence of laws relating to the 
recognition of the civil rights of LGBTI people. While starting at 35% in 2011, 
Malta now consistently occupies the first rank in the index, with a score of 90%, 
as shown in figure 1.

11 https://www.rainbow-europe.org/

Figure 1 Rainbow Europe 2011-2019 – Source: ILGA Europe
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To explore this rise in the rankings, this paper starts from the following research 
questions: 

1. What factors led Malta to the top of the Rainbow Europe rankings? 
2. What has happened in Malta in the last 10 years for such a sudden  
 increase in civil rights? 
3. What role did Strategic Planning play in this process? 
4. Is the presence/absence of quantitative variables sufficient to   
 measure the “rainbowness12”? 

To answer these questions, I adopted a qualitative methodology, with two 
months of field research, 20 in-depth interviews with privileged witnesses 
analysed by process tracing and a short online survey, of which I mainly 
analysed the open question through corpus analysis, with the support of the 
AntConc software. This research was carried out in 2019.

Ethnography of the Maltese LGBTIQ community 
When I chose to go to Malta for my Master’s research, I started my bibliographic 
and sitographic study by writing emails to the members of the LGBTIQ 
Consultative Council. To my surprise, I received quick replies from both the 
associations and the Government. When I landed on the island, I did not know 
anyone from the Maltese queer community, but I immediately established 
contacts with local associations. The first one I met was ARC - Allied Rainbow 
Communities, as a representative of them lived in the same city where I had 
found accommodation, Rabat, near the old capital Mdina. Soon after I got in 
touch with MGRM - Malta LGBTIQ Rights Movement and I took part in some of 
their meetings in Mosta. As a white, non-disabled young Euro-Mediterranean 
activist and queer person I had the opportunity to experience the Maltese 
community from a privileged point of view. Having planned my field research 
for summer, I was able to participate in many events and evenings. To find 
queer people, I initially downloaded a popular lesbian dating app in Italy, 
called Wapa, and I met some Italian sapphic people living in Malta, but no 
Maltese. To meet the community, in addition to the activists who frequented 
the spaces of MGRM, I took part in some evenings in Valletta, where I chatted 
with many queer people. Because Malta is accustomed to seasonal tourism, 
despite presenting myself as a researcher, I was not perceived as an outsider, 
indeed many people contacted me to go out together in the evening, to have a 
drink or dinner. In the first few weeks of my stay, I had some issues with the 
owners of the house where I was staying, so I was hosted by a couple of gay 
asylum seekers, whom I had met to interview. The analysis of the data that 

12  By rainbowness, I refer to LGBTI friendliness
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I collected took place in a helical way, while I was doing my interviews and 
my field research, I used the new elements collected for future interviews, 
so the interview outline was enriched step by step. Walking through Malta 
and Gozo, I saw some rainbow symbols, also present on official government 
communications; pedestrian crossings and benches and the @MaltaGov logo. 

Figure 2Rainbow Symbols - Source: Maltagov 2019

Returning to my research questions, below I report extracts of interviews 
analysed through the process tracing technique, trying to reconstruct whether, 
and how, a potential cause or causes influenced the change or set of changes in 
Maltese society. The interviews were conducted between mid-July and mid-
August 2019. The analysis unit consists of 20 individuals aged between 20 and 
60, with an average age of 31 years. To understand the origin of Malta’s change 
process in establishing itself as Europe’s most LGBTI inclusive country, it was 
useful to interview Ruth Baldacchino and Colette Farrugia, two people who 
started their activism when Malta was anything but friendly. 

“Many, many years ago – Colette says – It did not start with MGRM. I think 
it started before. Other groups were born, but they lasted a few months. It 
was 2001, I remember the Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights Movement. For the 
first time they spoke in the media, it was quite a statement. Finally, someone 
started doing something.”

Colette Farrugia

“I started with MGRM – Ruth recounts – it was 2002. Everything was very 
new. We were a small group of volunteers, really passionate, who wanted to do 
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something, but we didn’t know how to do it… Absolutely clueless. We knew we 
wanted to change some things, but we didn’t know how to do it strategically.”

Ruth Baldacchino

A crucial moment was represented by the entry into the European Union, that 
Ruth describes as a key moment. 

“The process of entering the EU was the key. Because one of the first decisions 
was to connect to ILGA-Europe, to try to say “Hey! We exist!”. We were few of 
us and I used to think that ILGA-Europe was the lifeline. Because you know 
when everyone is against you, you need some hope. So, our connection with 
activists abroad was what kept us going.”

Ruth Baldacchino

The queer community, however, did not take kindly to the fact that the 
movement had sided in favour of entry into the EU, because the political party 
campaigning for EU accession was the party in government and conservative. 
Nonetheless, MGRM decided it was too important and would represent a huge 
opportunity for them. 

“We had a big referendum to enter in the EU – Ruth continues – and MGRM 
had to take a position we had a big, big discussion how we should come out 
and we came out as pro-EU and it was a difficult conversation, because 
the Conservatives were in the Government and how could we support the 
Conservatives? It’s not kind of ideal, but hey! They’re pushing for the EU and 
we want to be in the EU, ‘cause they open the doors for us.” 

Ruth Baldacchino

The Maltese Gay Rights Movement (as it was named at the time) lost many 
activists, because by joining the EU, they could travel more easily. 

“Our organisation lost many activists, because out of 10 who were the most 
active, 7 or 8 of us left. I was one of them. I went to Dublin. So we migrated, we 
left. This is also why we wanted to enter the European Union, for the freedom 
of movement. A lot of queer people left and at that point they spoke about the 
gay dream… we went to the UK, Brussels, Luxembourg, Strasbourg. I went to 
Dublin ‘cause “Hey, I’m queer, I’m different!”. I needed to leave Malta for that, 
to be able to breathe, cause it was suffocating.”

Ruth Baldacchino
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With the accession to the EU it was necessary to transpose some European 
norms into the Maltese legal system and in the transposition of the 
employment legislation, sexual orientation was not included among the causes 
of discrimination. 

“They said they were against discrimination – Colette told me - but that it was 
not necessary to explicitly include sexual orientation. So we started to have a 
dialogue with the institutions. We went to a meeting with Prime Minister Gonzi 
in a very beautiful villa. We were ten/twelve and we were just sitting down 
on sofas and he was sitting down in front of us and we introduced ourselves 
and he also asked to say where we worked. We were like… “Yes, I work with 
Foundation for Educational Services”; “I work for the Foundation for Social 
Welfare Services”; “I work at Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology” 
and he was like: “Ah! You work for me!” [Laugh] And we said “Yes, a lot of us 
work for you. A lot of us are serving the country and you have to trust us, we 
are professionals.”

Colette Farrugia

They told me that they also went to the opposition leader with a paper with the 
objectives to be achieved: egalitarian marriage, adoption, gender recognition 
and his response was that the country was not yet ready.
 
By interviewing Angele Deguara and Christopher Vella, two activists and 
lecturers from the University of Malta it emerged that another fundamental 
step was represented by the approval of the divorce law. 

“In Malta divorce legislation was introduced in 2011. This is a very important 
thing that happened in Malta. Because until 2011 nobody even spoke about this 
thing, so gay rights - you couldn’t even dream about this when we don’t have 
divorce and abortion. Abortion is still illegal in Malta.”

Angele Deguara

“Socially the reality was hostile, the Government was conservative nationalist 
and was clearly not in favour of gay people and the Church was under 
Archbishop Paolo Cremona and he too was not in favour of gay people. So, 
until 2012, if someone asked me or some other person “do you think this will 
change?” we would have answered “No”. We wouldn’t have bet a cent on it. 
[…] the church was “Madonna mia what happened; the Maltese people, the 
most Catholic. Malta more Catholic than Rome, almost more Catholic than the 
Vatican, voted for divorce!” […] I met Bishop Scicluna. The fact that for the first 
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time he met gay, Catholic people who wanted to have a dialogue and who were 
not threatening was significant.”

Christopher Vella

In this process, according to Gabi Calleja of the Human Rights Directorate, 
the size of Malta also helped. I met Gabi in Paola, in the headquarters of the 
Directorate. 

“Malta is very small, so there is easy access of activists to politicians. It’s 
not difficult to set up a meeting and to meet with a Minister. The big change 
came in 2013 when we had a change in Government from Christian Democrat 
to a Socialist one and already in the run up to the election LGBTIQ issues 
were mentioned quite a bit. It was one of the sort of campaign messages of 
the opposition at the time. I don’t think we really believed that the Labour 
Party would do what they were saying, but almost immediately they dealt 
with the case of Joanne Cassar, the trans woman who was in court for her 
right to marry and in 3 months it happened and then they set up the LGBTIQ 
Consultative Council.. so they wrote to the other representatives of NGOs and 
the Consultative Council was asked to start working on Civil Union legislation. 
That was useful on different levels. One because there was a platform for all 
the NGOs to be together and that means all the discussion, all the disagreement 
was discussed there first and in public it was the same message, it was a united 
front. The other thing is that civil society was drafting legislation.”

Gabi Calleja

A series of laws were introduced one after the other. Civil unions and adoptions, 
law on gender identity and the rights of intersex people. In 2013, Silvan Agius 
was engaged in the secretariat of Helena Dalli, the Minister for Civil Liberties.  
In the past he had worked at ILGA-Europe as policy director. This international 
connection was useful for the country to reach high standards, as is also the fact 
that English is an official language of Malta. Together with Ruth Baldacchino 
he worked on the bill that included intersex rights. Strategic planning was 
fundamental to achieving the set objectives. 

“Civil society organisations already had their own strategic plan” - says Gabi, 
who was coordinator of MGRM before holding a public service role.

“MGRM had its first Strategic Plan in 2009, so there was already from Civil 
Society a sort of wish list. In the Consultative Council there was a discussion on 
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what else we needed to see happen. It was kind of.. to have a sort of Commitment 
by Government on what it wanted to achieve within a specific timeframe. The 
idea was to have a clear Commitment to ensure any initiatives, but it was 
also, for example, the fact that ILGA-Europe has the rainbow index. For Malta 
it was important to meet the requirements of that index. Silvan was in the 
Ministry, he advised in the compilation of the index so he knew exactly what 
it said and so his input was also very important. It was a combination of EU, 
civil society request and also Government wanting to do well in this sector in 
a strategic way.”

Gabi Calleja 

The introduction of courses on queer studies at the University was another 
significant step. I also tried to interview a group of LGBTIQ students, called We 
Are, but they are currently inactive. However, I caught up with some former 
students of the collective, including Mina Tolu.

“[…] Then we found out that there was gonna be a Queer Studies Course and 
we were like “wow! Introduction of queer studies! We need to go, we need to get 
in touch with these persons, this is so cool!”. We got very excited and it was an 
historical moment for the University also.”

Mina Tolu

Other interviews were administered to young activists, but below I will focus 
on the condition of trans people, disabled people and asylum seekers. If Malta is 
a safe place for white, upper-middle-class and educated queer people, the same 
cannot be said for non-white, poor and disabled people. 

“Even inside the community you can see a sort of stigma and discrimination. 
All events are for a  specific kind of group, white European is the target of 
all events in Malta. There is no diversity and it needs a financial and an 
educational level otherwise, one cannot find a place.”

Mohamed Alì Agrebi

“Malta is inclusive enough for young, able-bodied and white Maltese/Europeans 
but I think in general Malta has still an issue with other intersectionalities 
such as old, ethnic minority and non-European.”

Clayton Mercieca
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Figure 3 Support from Maltese organizations

“In Malta if you are a white trans guy you are ok, but if you are a person of 
colour or with a disability you have many problems. Me, for example, I cannot 
even go to meetings because they are inaccessible. It’s extremely hard if you 
haven’t an able body to integrate into the community. In Malta there are no 
disabled activists or spaces dedicated to LGBTI + disabled people. But Malta is 
not accessible for disabled people in general. If I, for example, would to go to 
Valletta by bus, the bus driver says that my chair is too big for the bus, even if I 
have the license to get on the bus. Having friends is also difficult. They have to 
come here. As a disabled trans person with limited financial resources, it was 
hard to start the medical transition. Luckily, testosterone is free from October 
2018, but for further surgery you have to go to the UK. If you have the money 
you can do everything.”

Alex Jo

In this last section, I illustrate the results of the short online survey that I 
launched at the same time as my ethnographic research and through which, 
thanks to the support of the associations, I was able to reach 100 participants. 
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The survey was anonymous, a copy is attached in the appendix, it consists of 
9 questions, of which 4 were general questions about the people participating 
and 5 were about socialisation and the perception of inclusion. In particular, 
the questionnaire investigated the main places of interaction with other LGBTI 
people, those perceived as safe spaces and those perceived as unsafe spaces. 
Finally, it explicitly asked whether or not Malta is considered an inclusive 
country and why. 

Graph 1. Participants by gender 

Graph 2. Where / How do you meet other LGBTI people? 

trans men

cis men

cis women

non binary persons

trans women
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The role played by dating apps in the homosexual and bisexual male population 
can be seen from the distribution of the absolute frequencies. In particular, 
Grindr is the most used for occasional relationships or often for the socialisation 
of people who have not yet come out and who sign up with profiles without 
personal images. The use of Her, the lesbian dating app used on the island 
appears more limited. Lesbian and bisexual women prefer public spaces to 
meet people physically, probably also due to the presence of many fake profiles 
managed by men on dating sites for women. LGBTIQ associations represent 
a safe space for the trans and queer component of the sample. The discussion 
spaces dedicated to the exploration of identity dynamics therefore appear to 
have an important role, in particular for non-binary people assigned female at 
birth and for trans men. 

Graph 3. What is the place where you feel most comfortable in relation to 
your sexual orientation and/or your gender identity?

The data relating to LGBTI associations as safe space is probably conditioned 
by the survey’s distribution channels (the facebook pages of two of the main 
Maltese LGBTI organizations).

30% of the sample who answered “Other” specified “with the group of friends”, 
“nowhere on the island”. 
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Graph. 4 Do you consider Malta as inclusive for LGBTIQ people?

To the question ‘In your opinion, is Malta an inclusive country?’ 66% of the 
sample answered Yes, while 34% answered No.

The last question asks respondents to add anything they consider important for 
the research. As this is an optional question, not all participants answered. Out of 
100 respondents, only 48 entered additional information. The 5 most common 
words are represented in the following word cloud. The frequency with which 
they occur, although low, offers further knowledge of the phenomenon under 
investigation.

Figure 4 Word Cloud
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The first most frequent word is inclusive, which has a frequency of thirteen. The 
adjective inclusive refers to laws and legislation in 5 cases. Respondents stated 
that Malta is an inclusive country from a legislative point of view. Mindset/
mentality appear as two items opposed to laws/legislation; simplifying: the 
rules are inclusive but the mentality is not. For 27% of respondents, therefore, 
the adjective inclusive refers to the laws, the mentality, the country.

Figure 5 Concordance “Inclusive”

Figure 6 Concordance “Discrimination”

As can be seen from figure 6, the lemma “discrimination” occurs six times. The 
participants speak of a “subtle” discrimination, difficult to recognise and to 
remove. 

Final remarks 
In this paper I explored the role of strategic planning in affirming the civil 
rights of LGBTIQ people and the process that, in the Malta case study, led to a 
sudden legislative advance. Thanks to the in-depth interviews it was possible 
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to reconstruct the historical passages that led to the current situation, and 
the importance of having activists with a high level of education and present 
in local institutions and international organisations (see the presence of 
Malta in ILGA with Ruth Baldacchino, Gabi Calleja and Silvan Agius or the 
presence of Mina Tolu in TGEU and IGLYO). The presence of laws, however, 
proved insufficient to guarantee the inclusion of all. Indeed, the experience 
of non-white, non-bourgeois and disabled people has revealed the need for an 
intersectional approach in the protection of all LGBTIQ people. 
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Introduction
This study focuses on equal rights in relation to lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, questioning, intersex, asexual, plus (LGBTQIA+) persons in Malta, 
following recent legislative developments in Malta in this regard. The research 
is comprised of a qualitative study on discourse employed in political speeches, 
manifestos, and parliamentary speeches used by the two main political parties, 
Partit Laburista (PL) and Partit Nazzjonalista (PN), in the elections of 2013 
and 2017. The inquiry adopts Foucault’s notion of discourse (Foucault, 1973a, 
1973b, 1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1978, 1991, 1994, 2008) to analyse the primary data 
under study. Discourse enables the ability to comprehend possible meanings of 
spoken and written text (McGregor, 2010). According to Foucault, discourses are 
understood as an instrument of language that are not just made up of words. 
These discourses affect how people reason and act. Besides including what is 
written, discourses also suggest social practices which make and form reality 
(Foucault, 1973a, 1973b, 1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1978, 1991, 1994, 2008).

Research Questions

1. What discourses were employed in the speeches of political leaders  
 and official political party manifestos about the rights of LGBTQIA+  
 persons during the election campaigns of 2013 and 2017?
2. What dominant discourses on equal rights of LGBTQIA+ persons  
 were employed in parliamentary speeches discussing LGBTQIA+  
 issues to safeguard community wellbeing?
3. What discourses were challenged?
4. What does political discourse on the rights of LGBTQIA+ persons  
 reveal about the needs of Maltese communities?

LGBTQIA+ Rights – The Local Context and Malta’s 
Position in the European Union
A survey on sexual orientation and gender identity discrimination against 
LGBTQIA+ Maltese individuals led by MGRM in 2008 illustrated a portrayal 
of the Maltese situation prior to the introduction of civil rights legislation 
concerning sexual minorities. Respondents were victims of physical violence, 
psychological harassment, and harassment in schools and at the workplace. 
People were refused employment and hid their relationship to avoid violence 
or harassment. Individuals who hid their sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity were discriminated when seeking health services (MGRM, 2011). The 
most alarming result was that 74.1% of LGBTQIA+ Maltese respondents said 
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that if it was possible for them, they would emigrate (MGRM, 2011). 63.8% stated 
that this was because of the discrimination they were facing (MGRM, 2011).

A survey conducted by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 
(2014) showed that LGBTQIA+ individuals face difficulties regarding their 
fundamental rights. Many individuals have been discriminated in different 
areas of their life, mainly in employment and education. Malta was one of the 
highest ranking countries in which respondents felt personally discriminated 
against because of their sexual orientation while shopping. The perceived 
level of discrimination on grounds of the individuals’ sexual orientation was 
above the European average. The same study showed how several LGBTQIA+ 
individuals have been victims of harassment and violence, mainly in public 
areas. The authorities were rarely informed of these violent incidents, as the 
victims hardly ever make a report. Results showed that many LGBTQIA+ 
individuals were not open about their sexual orientation with their relatives and 
avoided holding hands with their same-sex partner as they feared victimisation 
(European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014).

In May 2019 Malta ranked first in the EU standing at 91% in the legal and 
policy human rights situation of LGBTQIA+ persons in Europe. This result 
was outstanding especially in comparison to the second on the list which was 
Belgium at 73% (ILGA-Europe, 2019). Malta is ranked first in the world (ILGA-
World, 2019). ILGA-Europe describes Malta as a perfect example in the legal 
and policy human rights sector (ILGA-Europe, 2018).

Public Opinion on LGBTQIA+ Rights

A study conducted in 2012 found that 66.5% of Maltese young people did not 
consider gay and lesbian couples who live together to be a family (Inguanez, Gatt 
& Schembri, 2012). In the 2013 ILGA-Europe annual report, 41% of Maltese people 
agreed with marriage equality, while 51.2% were against the introduction of an 
equal marriage law. 9% of those in favour did not agree with same-sex couples 
adopting children. The report shows that the overall support between 2007 and 
2013 increased by 13% (ILGA-Europe, 2013). The European Commission in 2015 
reported that 77% of Maltese citizens believed that homosexual individuals 
should be given equal rights equivalent to heterosexual persons (European 
Commission, 2015). In 2017 ILGA-Europe published the results of an opinion 
poll carried out in Malta, where 61% of 600 respondents were in favour of equal 
marriage, while 25% said they were against marriage equality (ILGA-Europe, 
2017).
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Main Themes Derived from the Data
The data was organised to derive main themes through an examination of the 
texts. Repeated topics were identified and classified as themes through coding 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). The data set was gathered from a 
data corpus, comprised of mass meetings transcripts, parliamentary speeches, 
and political manifestos. The data set was identified by a particular analytic 
interest in the main topics of the study, surrounding LGBTQIA+ persons’ 
rights and community wellbeing (Clarke & Braun, 2017). The documents’ text 
was colour-coded according to these topics. Further coding showed that the 
subthemes that emerged regarding the rights of LGBTQIA+ persons were (i) 
civil union; (ii) civil liberties; (iii) adoption; (iv) constitutional amendment; 
(iv) transgender rights; (v) gender identity; (vi) gender expression and sex 
characteristics; and (vii) marriage equality. The themes about equal rights to 
safeguard community wellbeing were (i) society and religion; (ii) constitutional 
amendment; (iii) civil liberties; and (iv) adoption.

Equality Discourse

This discourse suggests that MPs wanted to influence and shape the Maltese 
community’s thoughts on LGBTQIA+ individuals, suggesting the need to be 
more accepting of LGBTQIA+ rights and the need to take the appropriate time 
to consider legislating in favour of these rights. Both parties used the equality 
discourse in their political manifestos as they promised more civil liberties 
supposedly aimed at creating equality. Equality discourse focuses on tolerance, 
respect, and love and is frequently employed to explain and to possibly try to 
influence and shape heterosexual people’s thoughts about the need for rights 
such as civil unions, transgender rights, constitutional protections, marriage 
equality, and adoption by same-sex couples. 

Community Wellbeing Discourse

This discourse suggests MPs are appealing to the Maltese people’s conscience to 
be a better population. MPs are possibly trying to influence people’s behaviour 
by criticising their lack of knowledge. This could instigate positive behaviours in 
the community to show that they are not uneducated, as seemingly suggested. 
This discourse came from both sides of Parliament. These discussions were 
mainly raised to show how legislating in favour of minority rights will affect 
the Maltese people as a completely united community. This could indicate 
that MPs wanted to deflect people to focus on these issues rather than on 
others. Therefore, it would benefit the government to legislate in favour of 
community wellbeing and possibly influence people’s thought that if someone 
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is happy, everyone will gain something. Nonetheless, this discourse was being 
simultaneously used to suggest that standardising certain elements, such as 
terminology, will create hegemony and the majority will feel oppressed, as 
something would have been taken away from them.

Religious Discourse

This religious discourse seems to have been used in parliamentary debates to 
appeal to the Catholic conscience, which was prevalent in the past, especially 
when the PN was in government. Religious discourse seems to help politicians 
sell their ideas to the public, be it from the demo-Christian side or from the 
socialist side of the Parliament (Frendo, 2009, p. 96). This view suggests that the 
religious discourse was employed to strengthen heteronormativity and the idea 
of the traditional family based on the sacramental union between a man and a 
woman, as dictated by the Catholic Church (Levada, 2006). On the other hand, 
religious discourse was employed to emphasise that nobody has the right to 
discriminate against LGBTQIA+ persons. It was stated that those who believe in 
the Catholic religion cannot commit prejudice, as they would be contradicting 
their beliefs (HOR, 2013f ). These two different streams of thoughts suggest that 
MPs could have used religious discourse to attack each other’s point of view. 
This is contradictory as Catholicism promotes tolerance and respect of each 
other’s ideas (Vatican, 1993).

Demeaning Discourse

The data indicates that MPs from both political parties employed a demeaning 
discourse to ridicule the opposing party and to show their audience that they 
are the best option in terms of governance. Both parties attacked each other on 
the basis that they are legislating or opposing the issue for political convenience, 
not on conviction (HOR, 2014; 2015a). Certain MPs seemed to employ this 
discourse to demean MPs from the other party. This was mainly done to oppose 
each other’s presented arguments when they do not agree, especially when 
Joanne Cassar’s case was mentioned. Both parties argued and attacked each 
other on the basis that they are legislating or opposing the issue for political 
convenience, not on conviction (HOR, 2014; 2015a). Their argument suggests 
that they are trying to put each other down to sell their ideas to the public.

Heteronormative Discourse

This discourse was possibly used to influence people’s thoughts and to 
undermine the need for equality for same-sex couples (Foucault, 1976). 
Heteronormative discourse was used in the same manner as religious discourse 
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to mainly oppose LGBTQIA+ rights. Some PN MPs appealed for studies before 
introducing the right for same-sex couples to adopt children and by doing so, 
instil fear of the unknown (HOR, 2013c; 2013f ).

Discussion of the Discourses
The data was categorised in five discourses. Equality discourse and community 
wellbeing discourse are mainly in favour of LGBTQIA+ rights and community 
wellbeing, while religious discourse and heteronormative discourse mostly 
oppose LGBTQIA+ rights. The other discourse, demeaning discourse, was 
employed to oppose and humiliate the opposing party’s argument.

Equality discourse and community discourse can be seen as competing with 
religious discourse and heteronormative discourse. This is because most of the 
time equality discourse and community discourse are employed to promote 
equality that will result in better community wellbeing as one affects the other. 
Equality discourse focuses on tolerance, respect, and love and is frequently 
employed to explain and to possibly try to influence and shape heterosexual 
people’s thoughts about the need for rights such as civil unions, transgender 
rights, constitution protections, marriage equality, and adoption by same-sex 
couples. Similarly, community wellbeing discourse is employed to explain the 
need to legislate to achieve everyone’s full potential in the Maltese community, 
irrelevant of their gender identity or sexual orientation. It was used to emphasise 
the need to change people’s mentality by focusing and implementing more 
educational programmes, rather than just having laws in place (HOR, 2013d).

Conversely, religious discourse was employed frequently to instil guilt and 
to hold on to Catholic morality as it assumes that the Maltese adhere to the 
teachings of the Catholic Church. This discourse was employed to help 
politicians sell their idea to the public. Vassallo (PN) employed religious 
discourse to explain and possibly try to justify that he could not vote in favour 
of marriage equality legislation because of his conscience and morality, as he 
considered this law morally unacceptable since he upholds marriage to be only 
between a man and a woman (HOR, 2017b). Heteronormative discourse was 
used in the same manner as religious discourse to mainly oppose LGBTQIA+ 
rights.  Puli (PN) made use of heteronormative discourse to appeal to protect 
the traditional family (HOR, 2015a; 2015b). Azzopardi’s (PN) and Debono’s 
(PN) discourse stated that for society’s wellbeing, marriage and family need to 
remain between a man and a woman (HOR, 2013e; 2017a), which competes with 
equality and community wellbeing discourses.
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During the elections of 2013 and 2017, the general position of PL was in favour 
of LGBTQIA+ rights, while PN’s position changed during the two elections. 
Although PN promised civil partnership in their manifesto (PN, 2013) and 
were in favour of civil union in 2013, during the last debate before voting, PN 
explained that they were going to abstain from voting since they did not want 
the introduction of adoption by same-sex couples incorporated in the same 
law (HOR, 2014). Busuttil (PL) accused PN of hindering this development and 
portraying the situation as if an apocalypse is coming (HOR, 2013c). Both parties 
confronted each other regarding adoption and its effects on the community’s 
wellbeing. Some PN MPs appealed for a social impact assessment so community 
wellbeing is not disrupted (HOR, 2013e). This argument can be seen as trying 
to instil fear (Foucault, 1976) and therefore trying to hinder sexual minority 
rights. Later on in 2017, PN changed its position, with the former leader Busuttil 
explaining the reasoning behind their votes taken in Parliament and how they 
eventually came around and changed their position (HOR, 2017c). Buttigieg 
(PN) was always in favour on issues regarding LGBTQIA+ rights, although she 
abstained from voting for the civil union law. Vassallo (PN) was always against 
these issues as he deemed them as morally unacceptable, and abstained from 
voting for equal marriage, even though all the other PN MPs voted in favour 
since the issue was an electoral promise.

When discussing marriage equality, a number of issues regarding the 
terminology used in the compilation of the law were raised from MPs of 
both parties. Buttigieg (PN) did not want terms like mother, father, husband, 
and wife to be abolished, however she deemed stupid whoever thought that 
something like Mother’s Day would stop being celebrated (HOR, 2017b). Bartolo 
(PL), Dalli (PL), Bonnici (PL), and Abela (PL) agreed with Buttigieg on the latter, 
and appealed not to be ridiculous, as fathers will be called fathers, no matter 
what is written in the law (HOR, 2017a; 2017b; 2017c). Agius (PN) and Comodini 
Cachia (PN) agreed with Buttigieg in keeping the same terminology instead 
of gender-neutral terms. This discourse can be seen as trying to hinder sexual 
minority rights, and on the other hand can be seen as favouring community 
wellbeing by fighting the resistance of hegemony (Freire, 2017). PL MPs used 
community wellbeing discourse to appeal for a change in mentality and to 
get rid of prejudice (HOR, 2013d; 2013f ). This discourse favours community 
wellbeing as it tries to influence people to be better.

Both parties were in favour of the constitutional amendment. PN proposed the 
changes, and PL added to the PN’s proposal (HOR, 2013b). Both parties wanted 
to send the message that LGBTQIA+ individuals need to be protected by the 
Constitution (HOR, 2014). Concerning transgender rights, PL during both 
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elections wanted to introduce rights for transgender persons (PL 2013; 2017). PN 
promised rights in their 2017 manifesto (PN 2017). Even though both parties 
were and voted in favour of these rights, Puli (PN) and Busuttil (PL) raised 
some questions regarding the matter of changing one’s gender just by going 
to a public notary; they questioned what will happen in sports competitions; 
what will happen if someone changes their gender while married, since at that 
moment same-sex marriage was not allowed (HOR, 2015a).

The data suggests that PN accused PL of employing equality discourse for 
political gain since they introduced same-sex adoptions with civil union law 
(HOR, 2013e). This accusation by PN can be deemed as hindering sexual minority 
rights by attacking the government. Said (PN) employed equality discourse to 
hinder the idea of adoption by same-sex couples by proposing a social impact 
assessment before introducing the law (HOR, 2013e). This discourse could 
affect the way people think and could not accept, or make it more difficult to 
accept, same-sex parents. PL employed equality discourse to attack PN every 
time Joanne Cassar’s case was mentioned (HOR, 2013a). Equality discourse was 
employed when discussing the importance of education to avoid conflict and 
to invest in the community (HOR, 2015a). Vassallo (PN) employed equality 
discourse when discussing marriage equality to scare heterosexual people that 
marriage equality will create uniformity (HOR, 2017b).

Conclusion 
Although there is legislation in place, the Maltese community still needs to be 
educated about the need for these laws and the rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals. 
Minorities like the LGBTQIA+ communities need to be respected and treated 
with dignity by all Maltese society, starting from politicians, as they need to 
lead by example. Literature shows that, although Malta is the most advanced 
country in Europe with regards to LGBTQIA+ civil rights (ILGA-Europe, 2018), 
there is still room for improvement and more legislation to be enacted in 
Parliament.

Recommendations 

It is recommended that politicians are more careful in how they express their 
personal opinion, especially in relation to their party’s ideology, as it can affect 
the population’s ideology on sensitive matters like LGBTQIA+ rights. People 
need to analyse and evaluate all political discourse, and try to read between the 
lines, as there is more to political speeches than surface and literal meaning. 
Politicians are advised to lead more by example and avoid certain discourse 
in parliament to avoid such discourse being repeated and misinterpreted in 
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the Maltese community. The laws that were passed in parliament need to 
be enforced and harsher penalties need to be awarded. Many government 
departments in collaboration with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
like MGRM, Allied Rainbow Communities (ARC), and Drachma can launch 
educational programmes which can target government employees and 
members of different communities and families.

As stated in Parliament several times, education can be the key to succeed in 
achieving the desired equality and change in mentality. Laws cannot achieve 
this alone without the education of the entire Maltese community.
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Introduction
“Schools are duty bound to provide a safe and accepting environment for all”. 
This is the opening sentence of the section entitled ‘Sexual Bullying’ in the 
document Addressing Bullying Behaviour in Schools Policy, which is part of 
the Respect for All Framework (Ministry for Education and Employment, 2014). 
This statement was behind my desire to research the experiences of gay and 
lesbian educators whose life as professionals in a tiny island where “everyone 
knows everyone” (Vassallo 2016 p. 418) does not stop when the school day is 
over. 

The research questions that I intend answering in this study are: 
	• What are the experiences of gay and lesbian educators?
	• How do gay and lesbian educators perceive their contribution to their 

students’ educational experience?
	• How does their professional experience impinge on their private and 

social lives?

Intersectional Theory 
As the gist of this research study does not propose a hypothesis as a starting 
point, a theoretical framework based on Intersectionality Theory was adopted. 
According to MacKinnon (2013) ‘intersectionality focuses on people and 
experiences – hence, on social force and dynamics – that, in monocular vision, 
are overlooked’ (pg.1020). May (2015) explains that there are no set rules to 
engage in intersectional research. What is required is rather a dynamic and 
collective justice approach whereby in focusing on entangled identities and the 
multi realm of power, norms are challenged. 

Openness, Pride and Professionalism 
“In contrast to most researchers’ and lay people’s intuitions, authenticity does 
not seem to necessarily predict good teaching, nor inauthenticity bad teaching” 
(Bialystok, 2015 p 322). However, most educators interviewed by Gray (2013) and 
Ferfolja & Hopkins (2013) declared that sound teaching and good relationships 
with students could not be achieved unless teachers present their authentic self 
with honesty. Meanwhile, Connell (2015) acknowledges that “tension between 
pride and professionalism shapes the pathways available for teachers” (p.60).

Connell (op cit) distinguishes gay and lesbian educators according to how they 
deal with their sexual and professional distinct identities. She calls educators 
who set rigorous boundaries between the two to safeguard themselves and 
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their profession, as ‘splitters’ (ibid pg.75). However, “remaining closeted is 
seen as an act that perpetuates the collective shame of identifying as gay, 
lesbian, or bisexual — a way of contributing to the continued invisibility and 
discrimination LGBTs face” (Connell, 2012 p.169). Above all, it may “result in 
many teachers living double lives professionally” (Ferfolja, 2009 p.385) and 
leave an undesirable effect on their mental health.

Gay and lesbian educators who feel that they have failed to adapt may end up 
either quitting the job, seeking a promotion within the school in a way that they 
have less contact with students or if possible, change schools. These are referred 
to by Connell (2015) as quitters. Those who are eager to incorporate their ‘sexual 
identity into a teacher’s pedagogical mission and teaching strategies’ (ibid p.82) 
and who believe ‘that doing so was their responsibility as gay and lesbian role 
models’ (ibid), are described by Connell as knitters.

Amongst other issues, the lack of gay and lesbian role models complicates the 
process of coming out (Greene & Herek, 1994). Moreover, homosexual role 
modelling will elucidate the meaning of being gay to straight students and 
avoids sending the wrong message that there is something wrong with one’s 
sexual orientation (Connell, 2015). Although certain teachers do not directly 
come out in the classroom, they avoid holding back their natural personality to 
fit any gender stereotype. Nevertheless, ‘sexual identity isn’t easy to discuss in a 
profession scarred by conservative bureaucracy’ (France, 2016).

Educators in Borg Castillo’s (2011) study ‘view themselves as role-models for 
their gay students’ (p.104) by being influential on their students through 
the support that they provided them with, without being open about their 
sexuality. This interpretation contrasts with educators who come out in order 
to be ‘a visible ally and potential resource’ (de Sa e Silva 2015 p. 11). This situation 
carries anxiety and often ensues when the educators find themselves in the 
right circumstances (ibid; Jiménez, 2015; Connell, 2015).  After coming out in the 
classroom, some teachers are ‘impressed by how open and respectful students - 
many of whom are only fifteen years old - are able to have these discussions’ (de 
Sa e Silva, 2015 p.12) and how they succeeded in managing the classroom better 
while bullying and homophobic remarks ceased (Machado, 2014). 

Performing in a Heterosexual Domain 
Gay and lesbian teachers have to cope with the ‘fundamental incompatibility 
between the professional demands of teaching and the political demands of 
contemporary gay and lesbian citizenships’ (Connell 2015, p17). Some argue 
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that teachers should not share their private life with students while others 
think that coming out as gay would ‘needlessly politicise your classroom’ 
(Gerard, 2015 p.127). They negotiate their private life (the life outside work and 
their professional life) very sensibly (Gray, 2013). Gray (2013) acknowledges that 
‘LGB teacher identities are silenced within schools thorough heteronormative 
discursive, pedagogical, teleological and professional practice that dominates 
schools’ (p.703). ‘Unsurprisingly, supportive and respectful ‘straight’ colleagues’ 
create a positive working atmosphere (Ferfolja & Hopkins, 2013, p.317). Ferfolja 
(2014) explains how being open with colleagues challenges the assumption 
that everyone is heterosexual. Being a parent and being with a long-term 
partner help other co-workers relate (ibid). Yet, in a different study by Ferfolja 
& Hopkins (2013), a gay unmarried teacher disclosed how he felt more excluded 
than his female unmarried colleagues. Furthermore, the ‘micro-culture’ within 
the school which is affected by the way the socio-cultural diversity is addressed, 
the school’s leadership, the type of laws by which the school abides depending 
whether it is a religious or state-run school and the sort of welfare and pastoral 
programmes adopted, affects the whole school (Ferfolja and Hopkins, 2013).

Gay and lesbian educators often elucidate their concern on how they are 
viewed by their students’ parents. (Neely, 2015; Endo et al., 2010; Ferfolja, 2009). 
They deem that teachers are constantly under the watchful eye of the parents, 
including a need to please them. Locally, Borg (2015) highlights how one can 
fear expulsion from a Church school: ‘It was only through ultra-dedication 
that I could safeguard my career from any accusations that people could falsely 
relate to my sexuality’ (p.155).

Gay and Lesbian Educators have Come Far, yet they 
Continue to Struggle 
In addition to the classroom challenges, gay and lesbian educators are constantly 
challenging homophobia, stereotypes and misconceptions related to the LGBT 
community. This can make them “feel like a villain or a hero, an enemy or a 
saviour, sometimes even both in the same moment” (Connell, 2015 p.60) and 
unsurprisingly inhibits them in amalgamating their sexual and professional 
identities. 

“Schools have been viewed as key strategic sites by both advocates and opponents 
of the social acceptance of homosexuality” (Vanderbeck & Paul Johnson, 2015 
p.162). As Ferfolja (2014, p.39) claims, the way “queer teachers construct[ed] and 
perform[ed] their identities serve[d] to resist the hegemony of heterosexuality 
and blur[red] and unhinge[d] the straight/queer teacher binarism”. They 
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should go through the required scrutiny before being employed, however their 
orientation should never be a criterion that sets boundaries for them (Borg 
2015).  Non-heterosexuals should be considered as an asset, as they can help 
“others find their voices – voices we would have never known were silent” 
(Waters & Waters, 2015 p.57).

Research Design 
A qualitative research approach was deemed most appropriate for the kind of 
research questions. Furthermore, to delve into the life of educators who identify 
as gay and lesbian and gain an insight into their lived realties, I opted to use 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). IPA aims ‘to explore in detail 
how participants are making sense of their personal and social worlds’ (Smith 
and Osborn, 2008 p.53). ‘Information rich’ (Patton, 2002 p.46) data was collected 
through six semi-structured, in-depth, one-to-one interviews which allowed 
a sense of dialogue and rapport between the researcher and interviewees. 
The participants  had to be employed by the State or Church as teacher, LSE 
or SMT and identify as gay and lesbian and working in Middle or Secondary 
Schools. Some participants learnt about my study through a number of LGBT 
organisations which acted as gatekeepers while others were referred to me by 
other participants. Thus, snowballing sampling was also used (Taylor et.al, 
2016). The educators’ age varied between early thirties and late forties and their 
teaching experience ranged between seven and twenty years. 

Data Analysis 
In the IPA analysis, I immersed myself ‘into the participants’ shoes (Pietkiewicz 
& Smith, 2012 p. 366). Close analysis of the data using IPA led to four super-
ordinate themes namely: sexual expression; the school environment; 
relationships with students and challenges to non-conforming. These narratives 
provide an account of how the interviewed educators perceive their sexual 
orientation as impacting their profession and the challenges and opportunities 
they encounter. The themes highlighted two main concepts, namely, power 
and safe spaces. 

Power and Safe Spaces 

As a result of a heteronormative society, someone who identifies as gay or 
lesbian would either allow other people to know about one’s sexual orientation 
or else hide it. Most often this depends on whether the setting they are in is 
considered safe. For gay and lesbian educators, the people who eventually 



9 3

are influential in their school environment and culture are their colleagues, 
members of the SMT, the students’ parents, school authorities and the students 
themselves. These people have the power to influence the dynamics which 
affect both students and staff by either creating an accepting environment or 
one which is hostile with the consequence that people who do not identify as 
heterosexual feel excluded and unsafe.

In the present study, the knitters, as described by Connell (2015) are five 
participants who described themselves as being open about their sexual 
orientation at school while one participant falls into the category Connell 
(ibid) defines as a ‘splitter’, as she makes a clear distinct separation between her 
private and professional life. When the knitters stated that they are open, they 
were referring to their life in the staffroom where they only interacted with 
adults. The IPA analysis showed that the educators were uncomfortable and 
fearful when it came to outing themselves with their students. Consequently, 
it became evident that despite their authority in the classroom these educators 
felt that this was not a safe space for themselves. This hints at an internal 
conflict in those educators who asserted that they felt they were role models to 
their students, and as such were ready to combat homophobia, creating a safe 
space for LGBT students or students questioning their sexual orientation.

Through the IPA analysis, it became evident that participants wanted to avoid 
the fear and apprehension that may arise as a result of allowing students 
learning about their sexual orientation. Some participants justified not coming 
out to their students because one’s sexual orientation is to some extent private 
and as heterosexual teachers do not declare their sexual orientation to their 
students, comparatively, neither should they.  The dominance of another 
identity over the identity of an educator which gay and lesbian educators can 
potentially experience, can be compared to educators who belong to other 
minority groups. 

Nevertheless, the professionalism and integrity of the educators in this study 
became evident when they all declared that although they would try to divert 
the students’ focus away from their sexual orientation, they would never lie 
about it. This is because they know the negative connotations for students who 
are questioning their own sexual orientation and who witness a gay or lesbian 
educator denying his/her sexual orientation. 

Despite not broadcasting their own sexual orientation, the SMT participants 
in this study, feel that they should always tackle any homophobic remarks 
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immediately, believing that part of their job is making their school as much of 
a safe space as possible. Their high position in the school which enables them 
to police the dynamics of the school as a whole, therefore carries weight in the 
power relations therein.

The two interviewed LSAs felt that certain remarks by students are not in 
themselves homophobic, but rather part and parcel of how most students 
express themselves. Thus, the term ‘pufta’ is not necessarily derogatory as used 
by students. Nevertheless, associating the term ‘gay’ with anything deemed 
uncool is in itself a negative connotation. Educators often must seek a balance 
between addressing comments that are derogatory while ignoring others that 
if challenged might throw further negative attention on those to whom the 
remarks are addressed.

Despite the intersection between their professional and their gay or lesbian 
identity, educators might feel inhibited from sharing the experiences related 
to their own sexual orientation with a student who shares his or her personal 
intimate life. Many feel that such behaviour would diminish their professional 
standing. Once the student is no longer at the school, many educators feel that 
there is no longer a need for them to hide their sexual orientation should they 
meet students in public. This shows that educators are well aware that their 
sexual orientation should not be part of their relationship with students who are 
minors, whose lives are rightfully governed by the power plays of their parents, 
school administrators and laws of the land in general. Such external forces exert 
power over the life of gay and lesbian educators despite their wish to lead an 
open life. Public manifestations where they present themselves openly to the 
world could be a means by which gay and lesbian educators reach out to LGBT 
students. However, many educators avoid such manifestations fearing reprisals 
at school.

One participant, part of the SMT, acknowledging the ‘gaydar’ between herself 
and students, used this impression to create a much-needed safe space, 
affectionately nicknamed, ‘il-Każin ta’ Ċikku’. A safe space for LGBT students 
does not necessarily translate into a safe space for gay and lesbian educators, 
because educators feel that the need to protect their privacy is paramount. 

There are instances where the message portrayed is clearly one where the 
public at large, especially parents, assert their power over the lives of gay and 
lesbian educators. One such instance occurred when the MGRM offered to 
provide books which display various types of families, sexual orientations and 
gender identities where parents’ concerns resulted in the books being refused 
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by the Ministry of Education (Micallef, 2015). The logical conclusion would be 
that if parents found objection to such books, they would also find objection to 
an openly gay or lesbian educator for their children.

Four of the participants admitted that the actual concern which hinders them 
from exposing their sexual orientation to their students was the watchful eye 
of the parents and their perception rather than that of their students’. This 
indicates an interrelation between the space and the power dynamics of the 
profession and the context itself. Thus, despite knowing that they are covered 
by anti-discriminatory laws (Equal Treatment in Employment Regulation, S.L. 
452.95, 2004), in order to prevent additional challenges that go beyond what is 
expected in the profession, they prefer to suppress their sexual orientation at 
school and hence put themselves in an invisible position which counteracts the 
ambition of being a role model to the students. 

This phenomenon is probably more associated with gay men rather than with 
lesbians. This point brings out the intersectionality between the way lesbian and 
gay men are treated by society along gender lines. Traditionally, lesbianism is 
invisible while gay men attract attention, often through exaggerated effeminate 
mannerisms. Burn (2000) claims that the heterosexual’s distinct views of 
the gay and lesbian sexual orientation lead us to observe the intersection of 
gender and sexual orientation.  In findings such as Jewell & Morrison’s (2012), 
the participants ‘described gay men behaving effeminately as violating a 
traditional role’ (p.364).  One gay participant, despite society’s prejudices, acts 
authentically in his classroom by not making any attempt to disguise his 
effeminate characteristics. He feels that his integrity and authenticity play a 
large role in his excellent relationship with his students. Perhaps the best lesson 
that an educator can pass on to a student is that authenticity and honesty is the 
basis for all good things in life. 

Perhaps a major difference between society’s views on gay men and lesbians 
is the iniquitous link often made between paedophilia and gay men. 
Paedophilia and sexual abuse or molestation of children, are two distinct issues 
in themselves. Herek (2013) defines paedophilia as a ‘psychological disorder 
characterized by a preference for prepubescent children as sexual partners; 
this preference may or may not be acted upon’, while he defines sexual abuse 
as ‘sexual contact between an adult and someone who has not reached the 
legal age of consent’. However, for a long time, gay rights opponents have 
wrongly equated homosexuality to paedophilia and argued that homosexuals 
intend to molest children (Niedwiecki, 2013). This has influenced society’s 
view of homosexuality and as Herek (2013) elucidates, in case of male-on-male 
molestation, society immediately assumes that the perpetrator was homosexual. 
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Furthermore, paedophiliac scandals by men in authority, including priests 
and men associated with Church institutions who have a history working 
with children continue to add fuel to this wrong assumption (Frawley-O’Dea, 
2007). These wrong assumptions between paedophilia and homosexuality lead 
to fear amongst homosexual educators as they know that society’s perception 
puts them in a very vulnerable position, further narrowing their available 
safe space, making it a perfect example of how powerful societal assumptions 
can be. Such assumptions are widespread and generally accepted so that very 
often, the students themselves are fully aware of the power they hold over gay 
educators. It is perhaps for this reason that Borg (2015) asserts that the confusion 
of paedophilia with homosexuality is keeping both ‘straight’ and gay men from 
the teaching profession. 

Conclusion 
As a result of their intersecting identities, gay and lesbian educators tend to 
create safe spaces for LGBT students even when at times they lack these safe 
spaces themselves. The exertion of power and safe spaces which gay and 
lesbian educators tend to create in their school has dominated the experience 
of the participants in this study. Although recent legislation protects all LGBT 
individuals including those who work in the teaching profession, school 
practices remain discriminatory, often based on hetero-normative ideologies. 
Nevertheless, gay and lesbian educators manage to create safe spaces for LGBT 
students. The ‘Każin ta’ Ċikku’ is one such example. 

Through greater efforts on all sides, dedicated gay and lesbian educators who 
choose to work in this field knowing well what a minefield it can be, will be 
able to truly show their true colours, making the educational setting more safe, 
diverse and welcoming.



9 7

References 
Bialystok, L. (2015). Should teachers be authentic? Ethics and Education, 10:3, 

212-326. DOI: 10.1080/17449642.2015.1099801

Borg Castillo, J. (2011). From the Playground to the Platforms: The Narrative 
of gay teachers. Unpublished M.Ed. dissertation, University of Malta, Malta.

Borg, J. (2015).  The Narratives of Gay Male Teachers in Contemporary Catholic 
Malta. Doctoral thesis, University of Sheffield, Sheffield

Burn, S. M. (2000). Heterosexuals’ use of “fag’ and “queer” to deride one another, 
Journal of Homosexuality, 40:2, 1-11, DOI: 10.1300/J082v40n02_01

Connell, C. (2012). Dangerous disclosures. Sex Res Soc Policy 9, 168-177. 
DOI:10.1007/s13178-011-0076-8

Connell, C. (2015). School’s Out: Gay and Lesbian Teachers in the Classroom. 
Oakland, CA: University of California Press 

de Sa e Silva, P. (2015). Back to school.  In K. Jennings (Ed.), One Teacher in Ten 
in the New Millennium: LGBT Educators Speak Out About What’s Gotten 
Better… and What Hasn’t. USA: Beacon Press books. 

Endo, H., Reece-Miller, P.C & Santavicca, N. (2010). Surviving in the trenches: a 
narrative inquiry into queer teachers’ experience and identity. Teaching and 
Teacher Education, 26, 1203-1030. DOI: 10.1016/j.tate.2009.10.045 

Equal Treatment in Employment Regulations, S.L. 425.95 (2014). 
retrieved from http://www.justiceservices.gov.mt/DownloadDocument 
aspx?app=lom&itemid=11229

Ferfolja, T. (2009). Stories so far: an overview of the research on lesbian teachers. 
Sexualities, 12(3), 378-396. DOI: 10.1177/1363460708099116

Ferfolja, T. (2014). Reframing queer teacher subject: Neither in nor out but present. 
In A. Harris & E. M. Gray (Eds.), Queer Teachers Identity and Performativity. 
UK & US: Palgrave Macmillan. DOI: 10.1057/9781137441928.0009

Ferfolja, T. & Hopkins, L. (2013). The complexities of workplace experience for 
lesbian and gay teachers. Critical Studies in Education, 64:3, 311-324 .DOI: 
10.1080/17508487.2013.794743

France, P. E. (2016, February 2). Coming out to the classroom, A teacher’s 
Story. Huffpost. Retrieved April 30, 2016 from https://www.huffingtonpost.
com/paul-emerich-france/coming-out-to-the-classroom-a-teachers-
story_b_7464324.html



9 8

Frawley-O’Dea, M. G (2007) Perversion of Power – Sexual Abuse in the Catholic 
Church. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press 

Gerard, D. (2015). How far “out’ do you have to be? In K. Jennings (Ed.), One 
Teacher in Ten in the New Millennium: LGBT Educators Speak Out About 
What’s Gotten Better… and What Hasn’t. USA: Beacon Press books.

Gray, E. M. (2013). Coming out as a lesbian, gay or bisexual teacher: negotiating 
private and professional worlds. Sex Education, 13:6, 702-714. DOI: 
10.1080/14681811.2013.807789 

Greene, B. (1994) Lesbian and gay sexual orientations implications for clinical 
training, practice and research. In B. Green & G. M. Herek (Eds.), Psychological 
Perspective on Lesbian and Gay Issues: Vol. 1 Lesbian and Gay Psychology: 
Theory, Research and Clinical Applications. Thousands Oaks, CA: Sage 

Herek, G (2013). Facts About Homosexuality and Child Molestation. Retrieved 
on April 19, 2018, from http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/html/facts_
molestation.html#note1 

Jewell, L. M. & Morrison, M. A (2012) Making sense of homonegativity: 
heterosexual men and women’s understanding of their own prejudice and 
discrimination toward gay men. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 9:4 351-
370. DOI:10.1080/14780887.586098 

Jiménez, I. (2015). Finding a way or making on: coming out brown, feminist, 
and queer. In K. Jennings (Ed.), One Teacher in Ten in the New Millennium: 
LGBT Educators Speak Out About What’s Gotten Better… and What Hasn’t. 
USA: Beacon Press books.

Machado, A. (2014, December 16). The plight of being a gay teacher. The Atlantic. 
Retrieved from http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2014/12/the-
plight-of-being-a-lgbt-teacher/383619/ 

MacKinnon, C. A (2013) Intersectionality as Method: A Note. Intersectionality: 
Theorizing Power, Empowering Theory, 38:4 1019-1030

May, M. V. (2015) Pursuing Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries. 
New York: Routledge. 

Micallef, K (2015, October 16). ‘Gay books’ will not be distributed in schools. 
Times of Malta. Retrieved from https://www.timesofmalta.com/articles/
view/20151016/local/gay-books-will-not-be-distributed-in-schools.588391



9 9

Ministry of Education and Employment (2014). Respect for all framework 
– Addressing Bullying Behavior in Schools Policy. Retrieved from 
https://education.gov.mt/en/Documents/Addressing%20Bullying%20
Behaviour%20in%20Schools.pdf

Neely, C. (2015). Everyone knows now. In K. Jennings (Ed.), One Teacher in Ten 
in the New Millennium: LGBT Educators Speak Out About What’s Gotten 
Better… and What Hasn’t. USA: Beacon Press books.

Niedwiecki, A. (2013). Save our children: overcoming the narrative that gays and 
lesbians are harmful to children. Duke Journal of Gender Law & Policy 21:125

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods (3rd ed.) 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.

Pietkiewicz, I. & Smith, J. A. (2012). A practical guide to using interpretative 
phenomenological analysis in qualitative research psychology. Psychological 
Journal, 18(2) 361-369.

Smith, J. A & Osborn, M (2008). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. In 
Smith, J. A (Edt.), Qualitative Psychology – a Practical Guide to Research 
Methods (2nd ed.). London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Taylor, S. J., Bogdan, R & DeVault, M. L. (2016). Introduction to Qualitative 
Research Methods. A Guidebook and Resources (4th ed.) Hoboken, NJ: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Vanderbeck, R. M & Johnson, P (2015). Homosexuality, Religion and the contested 
legal framework governing sex education in England. Journal of Social 
Welfare and Family Law, 37:2, 161-179. DOI: 10.1080/09649069.2015.1028152

Vassallo, M. (2016). Religion. In M. Briguglio & M. Brown (Eds.), Sociology of 
the Maltese Islands. Malta: Miller Publishing 

Waters, E. & Waters, J. (2015). Two teachers in twenty. In K. Jennings (Ed.), One 
Teacher in Ten in the New Millennium: LGBT Educators Speak Out About 
What’s Gotten Better… and What Hasn’t. USA: Beacon Press books.



1 0 0

Exploring the Perspectives of Social Workers in Relation 
to Transgender Children in the Maltese Education System

Michaela Mallia
Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in Social Work, University of Malta

Michaela Mallia graduated in Social Work from the University of Malta in 2019. 
She is currently reading for a Master’s in Human Resource Management and 
Training with the University of Leicester. Her interests in research are related 
to gender and LGBTIQ related issues. The dissertation explores the day-to-day 
experiences of Transgender children within the educational context. 



1 0 1

Introduction
The Gender Identity, Gender Expression and Sex Characteristics (GIGESC) Act 
was enacted by Parliament in 2015. According to the Times of Malta, “Malta 
became the first country in which a law affirms the right to gender-identity 
recognition and self-determination, promoting policies of anti-discrimination 
and equality, as well as bodily integrity and physical autonomy” (Caruana, 
2017, Para 10). Such legislation enabled policies on how to include transgender 
children in the educational system and to provide the support they need 
(Payton, 2015). According to Transgender Europe, which chose to launch its 
Human Rights and Gender Identity-Best Practice Catalogue (2017) in Malta, 
Europe is recognising Malta’s progress as regards to LGBTIQ rights and as a 
result, other countries are using Malta as an example. 

My research question is “what do transgender children deal with at school on a 
daily basis, taken from the social worker’s perspective?”

The reason for choosing this area is that I would like to explore in greater detail 
the reality of the challenges that a transgender child has to go through, especially 
since they spend a large amount of their time at school.  Unfortunately, there 
is not enough focus on transgender children, and I would like to increase 
awareness through this research. This can be seen as “research and support 
programmes often focus on issues facing LGBQ students, or LGBTQ students 
generally, without consideration of the needs, strengths, and contexts that trans 
students face… A recent review of research on the health of LGBTQQ young 
people indicated that less than 10% of studies included transgender respondents” 
(Wernick, Kulick, & Inglehart, 2014, p. 928). Thus, this qualitative study explores 
this area in relation to social workers’ perspectives by highlighting the main 
points which include the positive and negative experiences of transgender 
children at school; whether the needs of transgender children are being met 
or not; whether policies and legislation are being implemented or not; and the 
awareness and knowledge that school staff, professionals and students possess 
about transgender students.

Overview of the Literature  
The Yogyakarta Principles emphasise the importance of human beings being 
born free and equal and to enjoy equal rights, which also applies for individuals 
born with a different sexual orientation or with a gender identity that differs 
from the sex assigned at birth (The Yogyakarta Principles- Principles on the 
Application of international human rights law in relation to sexual orientation 
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and gender identity, 2007). As a result, these have led to the improvement of 
the lives of LGBTIQ people, including those of transgender people.

Transgender persons can be defined as those individuals whose gender identity 
differs from the sex they were assigned at birth (The National Centre for 
Transgender Equality, 2017). Lament (2014) also defines transgender persons 
as “individuals who demonstrate cross-gender identifications, whether or not 
they have initiated hormonal treatment that induces transition to the opposite 
sex…unyielding discomfort in the biological sex and a profound identification 
with the gender of the opposite sex” (p 16). 

There are two main approaches related to gender ideologies that are related 
to transgender identities, which are the medical approach and the affirmative 
approach. The medical approach focuses on the imbalance that there would 
be between the gender that one identifies with and the sex assigned at birth 
(Castaneda, 2015). As a result, they believe in fixing and treating the incongruence 
as a medical condition through therapies and surgery (Castaneda, 2015). On 
the other hand, the affirmative approach differs as it rejects the necessity of 
medical treatment during childhood, but instead focuses on affirming gender 
identity and dealing with challenges and barriers that the person might face 
from society (Ehrenscaft, 2014). 

Education and inclusivity is one of the most important areas to develop for 
transgender children. In fact, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and the Council of Europe Committee of Ministers Recommendation 
state the importance of protecting the child’s sexual orientation and gender 
identity in order to ensure the same quality of educational experience without 
being discriminated in any way (High Level Ministerial Conference on LGBTIQ 
Equality Mainstreaming, 2017). Furthermore, the Trans, Gender Variant and 
Intersex Students in School Policy, published in Malta in 2015, aims to create 
a safe school environment for Gender Variant students, including transgender 
children, protecting them from any kind of harassment (Ministry for education 
and employment, 2015).

Whilst there have been various policies and legislations put into place, this does 
not necessarily mean that such policies are being enforced in the educational 
system. One of the main problems that transgender children face at school 
is not being allowed to use the toilet of the opposite sex (Wernick, Kulick & 
Inglehart, 2014). Schools also tend to impose gender stereotypes and take up 
a heteronormative approach during lessons as they are too focused on binary 
genders (Rands, 2009). This, as a result, leaves other diverse forms of families 
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and gender identities excluded which enforces homophobic or transphobic 
behaviour towards transgender students (Jackson, 2010). Furthermore, school 
staff such as teachers feel shocked and unprepared on how to handle transgender 
students as they lack the knowledge and skills required to do so (Payne & 
Smith, 2014). Several studies have shown that transgender children are more 
likely to experience bullying, harassment, and several other consequences such 
as negative mental health issues (Payne & Smith, 2014). Moreover, families may 
end up changing schools due to the negative treatment faced by transgender 
students at school (Payne & Smith, 2014).
 
Nonetheless, transgender students also receive support from at least one 
member of staff (Kosciw et al, 2018). For example, school counsellors play 
an important role in the school experiences of transgender students as they 
provide a positive and safe school environment for the trans child and making 
sure they felt included (Fisher, 2008). Also, it has been noted that there are 
teachers in school who are gender nonconforming, and this helps transgender 
students feel more understood and supported (Kosciw et al, 2018). 

Social workers play an important role when supporting transgender children 
and adults in their lives. One of the important tasks which they carry out are 
risk assessments in order to look out for any possible harmful behaviour that 
the transgender person might have, such as self-harm, as well as to assess the 
support system and environment (Morrow, 2004). The social worker’s role is to 
help the client develop several strategies to defend and stand up for themselves 
when faced with discriminatory behaviour or stigmatisations (Mallon & 
DeCrescenzo, 2006). The social worker must not only work with the individual, 
but also with the significant others of the transgender person including family 
members, school staff, other students, and the community in which the person 
lives and functions (Mallon, 2009).  This is to help them understand Transgender 
identities, accept the person or child as they are without convincing them to 
revert to the sex assigned at birth (Mallon & DeCrescenzo, 2006).

Moreover, social workers should also support transgender children at school 
by advocating for the inclusion of sexual orientation and gender identity in 
school curriculums and for the provision of materials such as books which 
are accessible to all students to raise further sensitivity and awareness about 
the subject (Morrow, 2004). When supporting transgender students, the social 
workers must also engage with school staff, students, and their parents to be 
able to support the transgender child’s adjustment at school without them 
feeling stressed or anxious about going to school (Morrow, 2004). 
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Methodology
A qualitative approach has been used for the study to explore the subject as 
well as to gain a better understanding of the social workers’ perspectives on 
the topic. Face-to-face interviews have been employed with the use of a semi-
structured interview guide to create structure whilst allowing freedom for the 
participants to express what they wish throughout the interview. 

The interview guide consisted of eight open-ended questions, allowing 
participants to elaborate on what they wished to talk about as long as they did 
not deviate from the original question asked. 

I made use of purposive sampling since the participants chosen were social 
workers who worked at a particular agency or school since the research question 
emphasises the perspectives of social workers. 

Findings
Thematic analysis was used in order to analyse the qualitative results found 
from the interviews. Four major themes have been identified which are: policies 
and implementation of policies; the Maltese Educational System; awareness 
and knowledge about transgender issues; and Inclusion and support received/
not received. 

The participants interviewed were a total of seven social workers. These include 
one social worker from the Rainbow Support Service, and the other six social 
workers were school social workers, three being state school social workers, two 
being church school social workers, and one social worker of an independent 
school.

Policies and Implementation of Policies

There were participants who pointed out that the policies are trying to meet 
the needs of transgender students at school. One of the social workers said that 
this is done by organising talks and seminars in schools to help raise awareness 
about transgender people. Another social worker said that since the policies are 
written and implemented, they feel more reassured on how to handle certain 
situations when there is a transgender child in the classroom as well as making 
sure that transgender students are accepted and included by their peers and 
will seek help if they need it. Another participant said that there is a particular 
school where the school introduced the choice of either trousers or skirts as 
part of the girls’ uniform where one would have the option to choose whether 
one would prefer trousers or skirts.
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However, there were participants who pointed out that polices are not always 
implemented. This, as a result, may lead to transgender children dropping out 
of school since not all schools are co-ed. It should also be noted that not all 
schools have gender neutral toilets, which may leave a negative impact on the 
child particularly if schools do not allow children to use toilets in accordance 
with their gender identity.

Furthermore, most schools do not provide any kind of material for children 
to learn more about transgender issues as well as about non-heterosexual 
orientations to help raise awareness about transgender identities. 

The Maltese Educational System

Since Maltese society is becoming more diverse, transgender children are more 
likely to be accepted at school. However, there are those children and families 
who do not accept or understand transgender identities. This is either due to 
children coming from cultures where talking about gender identity and sexual 
orientation is still taboo; or coming from families and backgrounds where 
discussing gender variance is not accepted. As a result, transgender children 
will not always be accepted by their peers and their families.

Co-education was another theme that emerged in a number of the interviews, 
where it was said that this has positive effects on the transgender child as this 
helps them to integrate. However, there are still schools which are not co-
educational, which may lead to the child, having to change school and readjust 
to a new environment.

One main problem found with the Maltese educational system is that it is very 
heteronormative, where it describes the family in a very traditional way, leaving 
out other diverse forms of families and children, which makes it difficult for 
transgender children to feel accepted and wanted at school.

Inclusion and Support Received/not Received

There are instances where transgender children are included and supported 
at school. One of the participants said that the school is very supportive, and 
the school staff look at transgender children in a positive way. Also, the head 
of school would leave the decisions that need to be taken in the hands of the 
school staff without any hesitation. There are also teachers who are gay, who 
provide further support to students who are experiencing gender identity 
related issues. The role of guidance counsellors was mentioned a lot by the 
participants, where they help to create a safe environment for transgender 
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students so that they would be able to open up when they face any difficulties 
and be included without feeling discriminated. 

Apart from teachers, classmates also show support in many ways. One of 
the participants said that when children know of a significant other who is 
transgender or is non-binary, they find it easier to accept the transgender child 
at school. Also, most participants pointed out that transgender children do have 
friends with whom they can open up and find support from to integrate better 
at school.

Whilst the participants highlight the positive moments where transgender 
children feel included, there are also moments where this is not the case. For 
instance, where school staff and students lack awareness and knowledge about 
transgender issues they would take a step back rather than try and handle the 
situation effectively by themselves. A participant spoke about a transgender 
client who ended up feeling left out or bullied by her peers, including not 
being invited to go out or being the last one to be chosen for a group exercise. 

Participants spoke about the family of transgender children since transgender 
children rely on their family in order to support them throughout their lives, 
and to accept the self-worth and autonomy of the transgender child. There were 
participants that said that parents would be resistant and lacked understanding 
about transgender issues, either due to the lack of knowledge or due to the taboo 
that surrounds sexual orientation and gender identity in Malta. However, with 
time parents became more sensitive and accepting towards their child’s needs 
by buying clothes and toys associated with the opposite sex. Nonetheless, there 
were still families who would not accept their transgender child to the point 
where they would say that their child has passed away rather than accepting 
their transgender child. In fact, a participant highlighted that even though 
their main role is to support transgender children at school, if there is still 
resistance from the families, it is hard for the transgender child to feel content 
and at peace within themselves or at school.

Awareness and Knowledge about Transgender Issues

All participants said that there is a lack of knowledge and the need for further 
awareness and knowledge amongst school staff, professionals, and students. 
In fact, several social workers said that there is the need for more openness 
about the subject, being that they are a minority group, which as a result 
leaves schools with not having enough measures in place. There is also lack 
of knowledge about the difference between sex and gender since people tend 
to confuse their meaning and also the proper use of pronouns as this tends to 
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create embarrassment and discomfort for the child when used wrongly. This 
can mainly be seen when the person does not use the preferred pronoun of the 
child.

The participants have highlighted several ways in how to increase knowledge 
and awareness for students, professionals, and staff as well as what kind of 
knowledge is to be provided. The different kinds of knowledge included how 
to handle transgender children in the classroom without the need to move 
away from the classroom in order to seek help. Also, schools need to be taught 
the importance of acceptance in the classroom in order to promote inclusion 
towards both students as well as school staff. Moreover, the knowledge 
provided should also promote the importance of removing and discouraging 
gender stereotypes, and to encourage children to express their preferred gender 
identity as well as to respect confidentiality of transgender children without 
exposing the child with the rest of the staff or class as this would otherwise 
break the trusting relationship that one would have with the school staff.

The importance of talks and seminars have been mentioned by the social 
workers as they would be beneficial for students to listen to what it is like to be 
transgender and also have the chance to ask any questions, and to learn more 
how to be accepting towards transgender students at school. Furthermore, 
this would also help children know where to seek help when they experience 
problems with their gender identity. Such topics should also be discussed 
during religion lessons or PSD lessons, where students are encouraged to open 
up about their experiences and how they feel in a safe environment. This 
would also encourage and teach other students the importance of acceptance 
and respect for one another. Other initiatives that were discussed included 
dedicating a week to exploring Transgender Issues and LGBTIQ issues; working 
on a school project related to transgender issues; and even the importance of 
introducing Gender as a credit in certain courses at university such as those for 
teachers and social workers in order to become more educated in the subject as 
well as trained on how to tackle certain situations.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Whilst progress has been made in schools, transgender children still face issues 
which need to be improved in order to enhance the learning experience to 
the maximum. It has also been highlighted that not all schools abide by and 
implement the polices and legislation. In addition, whilst there are families 
who accept their child unconditionally, there are still those families who 
struggle to understand and accept their child. 
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Recommendations for future research include the need to explore further the 
role of social workers with transgender children and the work that they do 
with them. Another research area could be to carry out further research with 
teachers and school counsellors who work with transgender children. Also, to 
explore further the realities of transgender children and what they face on a 
daily basis.

Recommendations for schools and social services include more gender-neutral 
toilets in schools across Malta and the introduction of more flexible choices of 
uniforms for both genders. Furthermore, the need for further education for 
students, school staff, social workers and other helping professionals in order 
to raise awareness. Finally, to provide further support to families of transgender 
children provided both by schools and also through various social services.
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Introduction 
Spiritual beliefs about the concept of God may influence certain people on 
how to conduct their life. For a number of LGBTQI+ persons the integration of 
beliefs about God with their sexual identity and sexual orientation is considered 
important, especially when they attempt to make sense of their “incongruent 
identities”, as they strive to reach self-acceptance (Deguara, 2018). For other 
LGBTQI+ persons the rejection of God may liberate them from the burden of guilt 
and shame that is inflicted on them by religious views (Bradford & Clark, 2011). 
This chapter explores the notion of God, as presented in Franco Buffoni’s book 
Più Luce, Padre: Dialogo su Dio, la Guerra e l’Omosessualita (More Light Father: 
Dialogue on God, War and Homosexuality) to discuss possible connections 
between knowing God and knowing the self. In this work, the search for God is 
conceptualised through human experiences that relate to homosexuality. This 
book is written in the form of a dialogue between Buffoni and his nephew, 
who had Marxist leanings (Gezzi, 2007). Through their dialogue, concepts on 
God and homosexuality are shared, explored and constructed through their 
reflections. The book’s format is similar to the structure of Tahar ben Jelloun’s 
novel Racism Explained to My Daughter (2006). In Più Luce, Padre notions of 
homosexuality and of God are constructed through thought and dialogue via 
a social interactionist approach. This refers to “a way of building knowledge 
about self, school, everyday experience, and society through reflection and 
meaning making” (Hirtle 1996, p. 91). Social constructivism holds that meaning 
and knowledge are not pre-fabricated or produced by an individual in isolation; 
rather, knowledge is constructed by individuals who come together in discussion 
(Hirtle, 1996). The semi-autobiographical book Più Luce, Padre is divided in 
two parts. The first, entitled “Father”, deals with Buffoni’s relationship with his 
father, while the second part, “Light”, deals with Buffoni’s conceptualisation of 
social justice, God, religion, homosexuality and atheism. The idea of this book 
came about after Buffoni found a number of hand-written documents that 
belonged to his father. These date back to the mid-30s and the Second World 
War, when his father languished “in three German concentration camps, from 
1943 to 1945” (Buffoni, 2006, p. 11). 

This chapter presents our version of Più Luce, Padre that is shaped by our 
subjectivities. We have kept in mind Richardson’s warning that “desires to 
speak ‘for’ others are suspect” (cited by Clough 2002, p. 9). The phrase in the 
book title “Più Luce, Padre” resonates with a plea that Buffoni seems to make 
when asking God to receive “more light”. It derives from a saying attributed to 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. In his biography, we read that when Goethe was 
about to die, a priest came to him to ask him if he wished to confess. Goethe 
replied: “Open the shutters to let in more light.” The search for ‘light’ has 
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become symbolic of Goethe’s quest for truth. His life was marked by “a fight 
between the obscure forces of chaos and the need for clarification” (Zamboni, 
1950,  p. 267).

The Author 
Buffoni was born in Italy in 1948 and is considered a renowned author in 
contemporary Italian literature (Gnerre, 2012, p. 42). He undertook post-
doctoral research on English and French literature in Scotland, France, England 
and Germany. In England, Buffoni got to know the Italian author Mario Mieli, 
who is considered a key advocator of sexual minority rights in Italy (Buffoni, 
2018, 63). They remained friends for life; their personal relationship remained 
“always beautiful” (Buffoni, 2018, p. 66). Mieli’s ideas on sexuality left an 
indelible mark on Buffoni and continued to be present in his writings. Both 
Buffoni and Mieli had fathers who could never accept their offspring’s sexual 
orientation. Mieli committed suicide partly because of his father’s belligerence 
(Buffoni & Corsi, 2018). Più Luce, Padre was specifically written because Buffoni 
wanted to free himself from his father’s bad influences and be reconciled with 
his past (Casadei, 2007).

Buffoni has repeatedly declared that the situation in relation to gay rights 
in Italy is wholly shameful (Gnerre, 2012, p. 42) and unjust (Russo, 2009). 
Influenced by the Italian poet Vittorio Sereni, Buffoni claims that literature is 
an effective medium of social justice (Buffoni, 2012, pp. 25-26). One of Buffoni’s 
critics, Massimo Gezzi, says that Buffoni made the battle for civil rights in 
Italy the main subject of his writings (cited by Buffoni, 2012, p. xxiv). In 2016 
Italy introduced legislation on same-sex civil unions that granted same-sex 
couples most of the legal rights provided to married couples. The legislation 
also recognises gender-neutral registered partnerships. Support for populist 
movements and far right politics in Italy, however, continue to clash with 
progressive forces that demand greater equality for minorities (Trolani, 2018, 
p. 107). Italy occupied the 35th place in Europe with respect to LGBTQI+ rights 
(ILGA-Europe, 2021).  

The Human Father
Buffoni claims that he had a difficult childhood, mainly due to his strained 
relationship with his father, whom he describes as “very aggressive” (Buffoni, 
2006, p. 23) His father used to pick fights with him for the pettiest reasons, 
rendering his life miserable. Buffoni claims that when his father “got angry, he 
would do it strongly, and in a scary way” (2006, p. 20) and these moments would 
drive him to hitting his son because he believed that this would make him 
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obey (2006, p.  21). His father could never accept his son’s homosexuality even 
though he never confronted him directly about it. Buffoni says that, according 
to his father, having a homosexual son would have implied that he produced 
“an abnormal child” (Buffoni, 2006, p. 25). Buffoni states that his father opposed 
“in all possible ways his organically homosexual nature, waging a merciless 
war against it” (2006, p. 18) and hated anything that “the homosexual loved and 
cultivated” (2006, p. 91).

Buffoni’s father adhered to the doctrinal teachings of Pope Pius XII and had a 
“pre-conciliar Catholic mentality” (Buffoni, 2006, p. 24). His rigidity in observing 
the rules of the Church (2006, p. 58) led him to reject homosexuality (Buffoni, 
2006, p. 24). Buffoni explains that his father, who was a war-time soldier, was so 
much obsessed with rules that when he had the opportunity to run away from a 
concentration camp during the Second World War, he refused to escape, because 
that would have meant that he was disobedient to the law: “Better a prisoner in 
Germany than suffering illegality “(2006, p. 72)” Growing up, Buffoni reacted 
by rebelling against his father’s ideas (Buffoni, 2006, p. 25). Buffoni rejects his 
father but sometimes wishes he could somehow reconcile himself with him 
and all their past recriminations (Casadei, 2007, p. 21). Contrastingly Buffoni 
speaks with great affection about his mother, who was widowed for thirty 
years and lived for her son, eagerly waiting for his visits while they phoned 
each other everyday (Buffoni, 2018, p. 12). Buffoni never wished to have been 
different (Buffoni, 2006, p. 25). He firmly believes in Horatio’s Latin axiom that 
“Naturam expellas furca, tamen usque recurret,” meaning that “you can drive 
nature out with a pitchfork, but it will keep coming back” (Buffoni, 2006, p. 26). 

The Divine Father 
Buffoni asserts that humanity has always believed in God, because it was always 
confronted by realities that could not be explained or understood through 
reason. In Più Luce, Padre he quotes Hume, who affirmed that “the mind 
submerged in distrust, in fear and in sadness, resorts to all possible means to 
obtain those secretive powers, which it believes our fortunes depend on” (2006, 
p. 146). With the Enlightenment reason took centre stage and Buffoni claims 
that from the Copernican revolution onwards, reason has been the foundation 
on which the existence of the “finite” world could be understood (2006, p. 140).
 
Buffoni believes that we should put on an armour and rely on ourselves instead 
of trusting in a God.  Belief in God is just “a profound declaration of mistrust in 
the abilities of man” (2006, p. 139). Buffoni emphasises the point that humanity 
believes in God because of the strong need to fear something: “if man (sic.) 



1 1 8

does not consciously fear God, then it is his unconscious that seeks something 
for him to be afraid of, and this something can be an airplane or the secret 
police” (2006, p. 139). Buffoni claimed that as a species we have to renounce the 
idea of God “for ourselves” (Buffoni, 2006, p. 146). Buffoni rejects belief in God 
because it is not derived from reason but it is based on imposed dogmas and 
myths (2006, p. 173), and fabricated through “magic” (2006, p. 156). According 
to Buffoni the human race has been abandoned: “we are alone: no one has ever 
wanted us; no one has ever loved us” (2006, p. 165). The idea of an absent God is 
linked with the notion of an inhumane Church, which discredits the sexuality 
of gay persons. He perceives the Church as a “totalitarian machine of control 
and repression of consciences” (2006, p. 113). He mentions the Index librorum 
prohibitorum as an example — the infamous list of books which according 
to the Church were not allowed to be read. In Più Luce, Padre he refers to the 
claim by the Catechism of the Catholic Church that all homosexual persons 
should be “accepted with respect” (Roman Catholic Church, 1992, para 2358). 
Buffoni claims that this phrase gives the impression that homosexual persons 
are “some sort of pitiful human cases, some sort of old relatives suffering from 
loneliness” (2006, p. 101). Buffoni distinguishes between the Christian message, 
coming from Christ, constructed on peace and forgiveness (2006, p. 99) and “the 
history of Christianity as a story of violence and criminality of the Church” that 
according to him insists “on dogmas and on sacraments […] rather than on the 
message of love” (2006, p. 99).

According to Buffoni, belief in God is “irresponsible” as it leads to a false sense 
of superiority (2006, p. 146). Those who do not believe in the same God are 
considered the “not-chosen” (2006, p. 147). This leads to exclusion and also 
to the dehumanisation of the other. For Buffoni “the greater the conviction 
that one is chosen by God, the greater the level of acrimony waged between 
religions, the greater the exclusion, the greater the racisms, the greater the 
foreclosures” (2006, p. 147). Buffoni declares that “atheism is the best way to 
spread the values of tolerance, freedom, pluralism, equality and intelligence” 
(2006, p. 162). According to him, social justice is achieved through atheism, 
because without the concept of God, reason prevails and superstitions abate. He 
berates Dante for condemning atheists, such as Farinata, Cavalcanti, Ubaldini, 
Federico II and others. These were cast in the tenth circle of hell, according to 
The Divine Comedy. Buffoni emphasises that we should reject these ideas and 
concentrate more on what reason dictates (2006, p. 161). Buffoni’s rejection of 
the idea of God is however shaken at times. He admits that when he feels weak 
and tired, a part of him would want to believe in God so much (2006, p. 116).
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Implications of the Work  
Underlying Buffoni’s thinking about what it means to be homosexual, there is 
a search for meaning and purpose in life. By stating where he is coming from 
and by drawing on his understanding of the social constructs of sexuality, 
Buffoni links the personal with the political and the religious, in order to make 
sense of the complex links that bind them. Richardson claims that “knowing 
the self and knowing about the subject are intertwined, partial, historical, 
local knowledges” (2000, p. 929). Più Luce, Padre suggests that Buffoni makes a 
connection between the human (biological) and the divine father — both seem 
to have let him down. Buffoni’s dysfunctional relationship with his human 
father seems to have shaped his idea of God.

Buffoni creates his own alternative God, which is reason, but it seems that even 
reason is not enough when he feels tired of life. Buffoni’s statement on his 
vulnerability that led him to contemplate belief in a God implies that reason is 
also rendered flawed and limited in the face of life’s harsh realties. Underlying 
this theme there is an expressed yearning and a plea to God for “more light”. 
This might mean that Buffoni contemplates a partial knowing of God. This 
belief may lead to the readiness to open up spaces for getting to know aspects 
of the self that were previously ignored. Buffoni’s desire to believe in a God “in 
moments of tiredness” (2006, p. 116) perhaps arose from his need to derive some 
understanding, compassion and support. Even when he was young, he wished 
to find solace and comfort in his father. While there appears to have been 
some form of reconciliation with his biological father (Casadei, 2007), Buffoni’s 
conflict with the idea of a God seems to have intensified in his subsequent 
writings (see for example Buffoni, 2018).    

Being homosexual has made Buffoni confront himself and grapple with 
existential questions. Più Luce,, Padre implies that being homosexual leads one 
to examine the relationship with self, family, friends, colleagues and even God. 
Concepts of God are often enmeshed with religious views on homosexuality. 
In Più Luce, Padre God is presented as the unknown other who seems to be ac-
cused of abandoning humanity. The concept of God intertwines with mediated 
practices of sociality that castigate sexual minorities. Più Luce, Padre argues 
that belief in God, as transmitted through the doctrine of the Catholic Church, 
has led to injustice and mistreatment of homosexual persons. Yet, within 
the Church, there are forces that work to destabilise the marginalisation of 
LGBTQI+ persons by the same institution. There is however, an “ambivalent 
relationship” between a number of LGBT Catholics and the Church (Deguara, 
2021). Religious doctrine is considered a source of conflict and distress to them 
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and to their parents, but in other aspects also a source of comfort and solace 
(Cassar & Grima Sultana, 2016, 2018). Contradictions run through Più Luce, 
Padre. These reveal the same contradictions inherent in human nature and 
resonate with the contradictory experiences of lived homosexuality within 
homophobic cultures. We may argue that contradictions in conceptualising 
God are a tool in themselves that might be employed to better understand the 
self, as they reflect the dilemmas and struggles present within the paradoxes 
and ironies inherent in the ways homosexuality is understood and lived out. 
Più Luce, Padre claims that atheism is more effective in spreading the values 
of tolerance, freedom, pluralism, equality and intelligence. Atheist communist 
countries have, however, trampled upon fundamental freedoms and even used 
systematic violence and persecution to silence a number of dissenting authors. 
One might also argue that countries that promote violence and persecution, 
and attempt to dehumanise whole populations are not acting reasonably. 
Persecution and injustice also stem from lack of reason.  
 

Conclusion
The writing space that Buffoni allocates to discuss God in Più Luce, Padre may 
suggest that notions of a God are embedded in parts of his psyche, despite 
his insistence on the banality of belief in a God.  Più Luce, Padre presents 
homosexuality as a valuable means that may contribute to increased self-
awareness. Reflections on one’s sexuality may lead to a deeper knowing of the 
self.  Although reason is a useful and essential tool for human survival and 
advancement, it has its limitations, as by itself it cannot resolve all the mysteries 
of human existence. The mysteries of human existence and the cosmos cannot 
be solely understood by reason. Although Buffoni seems to denounce ‘magic’, 
we argue that belief in a better world that is yet to come, may be useful to affect 
agency aimed at the transformation of the world into a more just, more joyful, 
more peaceful and loving place for LGBTQI+ persons, that is grounded in hope.
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Introduction
This paper describes the experiences of LGBT Catholics having to reveal 
their secret to others, especially family members, the trepidation prior to 
the revelation, the tactics used to minimise the conflict and to negotiate the 
blessing of their significant others. It also explores the conflict that may arise 
within religious communities.

Methodology
The study is based on two years of doctoral fieldwork with LGBT Catholics in 
Malta and, to a lesser extent, in Palermo conducted during 2014 and 2015. Most 
of my participants were well-educated, adult men and women who frequented 
either Drachma LGBTI in Malta or Ali d’Aquila in Palermo, both organisations 
aimed at facilitating the reconciliation of spirituality and sexuality of members 
of the LGBTIQ community. Twenty-five in-depth interviews were also 
conducted with LGBT Catholic informants in Malta and Palermo, a few of 
whom did not form part of either group. 

Dilemmas prior to disclosure
Disclosing one’s sexual orientation or incongruent gender identity to others is 
often an ordeal one would rather avoid. The imagined reactions of others are 
often a cause of shame or embarrassment to individuals who find it difficult 
to reveal their secret to their family members, friends and other communities 
such as parish groups, neighbours or colleagues. ‘Coming out’ is not done in 
a vacuum but is embedded in everyday experiences of how homosexuality is 
constructed in one’s social context (Plummer, 1995). My informants grew up 
in a social milieu where challenging the heterosexual imaginary (Ingraham, 
1994) and disregarding the morality of the Church had their consequences. 
Notions of sin and guilt emanating from social and religious conceptions of 
homosexuality made them feel disempowered (Dillon, 1999).

Fearing rejection and hostility, they delayed revealing their secret, suffering 
in silence, praying that they would change and dreading the consequences 
if they did not. Dilemmas start presenting themselves before the point of 
disclosure, with informants experiencing anxiety not only about when to find 
the right moment to speak to their significant others but also how to tell them, 
whom to tell first and more importantly, that they do not hear about it from 
someone else. This anxiety among homosexual adolescents may have various 
repercussions including isolation, depression and suicide (Harrison, 2003). In 
a small-scale study with Maltese parents of gay sons (Cassar & Grima Sultana, 
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2017), the parents noted that prior to their ‘coming out’, their sons showed signs 
of anxiety, unease and nervousness. ‘Coming out’ is a tough decision that LGBT 
individuals have to make as they struggle with their faith and their sexuality and 
with the knowledge that once they are ‘out’, they may be subjected to ridicule, 
discrimination or rejection by their loved ones (Yip, 1997). It is however also 
an opportunity for LGBT Catholics to reflect on two supposedly irreconcilable 
elements of their identity (Wilcox, 2003).

Jadwin-Cakmak et al (2015) quote research which reports that the parents of gay 
and bisexual young men can be a source of stress as much as a source of support 
and that the predicted reactions of parents are emotionally traumatic. When 
Steve left religious life after three years, his mother was very disappointed. 
Therefore, his main concern with ‘coming out’ as gay was that he will disappoint 
his family once again. He himself had to get used to living a completely different 
life. Having to tell his family further complicated matters. The first time he 
went to a gay bar, he stayed behind the door “just in case someone saw me 
and went to tell my mother”. When Giovanni from Ali d’Aquila was studying 
away from home, he used to live in a community managed by Jesuits. Since his 
parents were also involved in a Jesuit community in Palermo, he feared that 
the director would tell his parents if he found out about his sexual escapades. 
He went through “a long period of suffering”, worrying about how his parents 
would react if they knew. 

Revealing the secret
Conflict is worse in the early stages of ‘coming out’. Telling ‘sexual stories’ is 
often accompanied by strong emotions such as shame, anger or fear (Plummer, 
1995). It is worse for individuals whose parents are quite religious (Subhi et al, 
2011) as with most of my informants. However, eventually they had to pluck 
up the courage and reveal their secret. One way of mitigating the conflict is to 
resort to selective disclosure or controlled information (Kaufman & Johnson, 
2004), not to ‘come out’ to everyone in the family, assessing the circumstances 
and the risks involved. Kaufman & Johnson (2004) borrow the ‘revolving 
door’ concept to explain how individuals choose when, where, to whom and 
to what degree they should disclose their secret, depending on the context. 
Furthermore, once members of the immediate family ‘know’, they may decide 
not to tell the extended family for fear that their children will be the subject 
of gossip or ridicule (Cassar & Grima Sultana, 2017). Therefore, the news 
remains contained. Selective disclosure may be about practicality rather than 
about identity issues (Kaufman & Johnson, 2004). Theresa did not tell her 
elderly mother that after separating from her husband she started a lesbian 



1 2 6

relationship because she did not want to worry her. She was also selective with 
her colleagues: “At work not with everyone, only to those I feel I can. I never 
introduced her to my colleagues, but I would go to a wedding with her and I 
would not have difficulty presenting her as my partner”. Therefore, there are 
degrees of ‘outness’ to different people in different contexts (Yip, 1997). 

When one is mulling over how to tell others about one’s sexual orientation, 
being in a relationship complicates matters. Relationships reinforce one’s LGBT 
identity.  It makes one’s moral transgressions more visible and more likely to 
be the target of social judgement. One’s stigmatised status is reinforced because 
despite being aware of challenging stereotypes and religious morality, the 
reality hits one harder when faced with the reactions of others (Kaufman & 
Johnson, 2004). Steve’s mother did not take the news that he was gay as badly 
as he had predicted, “but she did take the fact that I was in a relationship badly 
because of what the people would say”. In Palermo, every time Giovanni’s 
parents learned that he had a relationship, “they became crazy”, despite their 
initial concern that he will not find love or stability due to his homosexuality. 

‘Coming out’ online
Some of my LGBT informants found websites, chat rooms and other social 
media platforms such as Facebook a helpful tool in their ‘coming out’ process. 
O’Riordan & White (2010) analysed the use of digital media by LGBTQI 
individuals in their search for guidance about ‘coming out’, transitioning or 
for building social and spiritual connections. They report that the anonymous 
virtual world often led to significant changes in their offline social experiences. 
Noah ‘came out’ earlier than he had planned upon being encouraged by 
someone he used to chat with online. Henry, whose life has been an ongoing 
struggle between his faith and his homosexuality, found the courage to ‘come 
out’ on Facebook when he was almost 40. He had been ‘out’ both within his 
religious community and within the secular gay scene. However, through 
Facebook, he ‘came out’ publicly. Michelle feels that being ‘out’ on Facebook 
has increased her security and has on more than one occasion helped to avoid 
embarrassing situations where she would have to explain that she is a lesbian 
or where people would regret that they had asked a question:

“Not that I’m not proud, but it’s uncomfortable having to say I’m married to a 
woman. For example they ask Mona whether Jones is her husband’s surname 
and she tells them it’s hers. Sometimes she stops there. But sometimes she tells 
them that she is married to a woman and you see the reaction...”



1 2 7

‘Coming out’ to a religious community
Individuals may choose not to reveal their secret within religious communities 
for fear of being pushed out such as when Gabriella said nothing about her 
lesbian relationship while active in a parish committee. She had only been 
‘out’ to some people and was not ready to give up her role in the parish as she 
inevitably had to do. ‘Coming out’ to a religious community is tough because of 
the homophobia that tends to characterise such communities (Etengoff, 2013). 
There were those who revealed their homosexuality within such contexts and 
had to bear the consequences. Some had to reluctantly relinquish their previous 
role. Others had to deny or repress their homosexuality.  Despite ‘coming out’ at 
sixteen, Nick still had to hide his homosexuality, upon joining the Charismatic 
Renewal Movement “because for them being gay is evil. I was not denying I’m 
gay. I just couldn’t act upon it”. 

Some decided to leave religious communities acknowledging that since they 
could not be open about their homosexuality, they no longer belonged. Adriana 
and Francesco both went through this experience after years in the Focolare 
Movement in Sicily. Worse still, a gay person may be ‘outed’ within a religious 
community, as happened to Mario when he was involved in the sixth-form 
Christian community in the mid-1990s. Still confused about his sexuality, he 
was unprepared to speak about it openly when a fellow student ‘outed’ him. 
Mario describes his experience back then as “very very scary, a blow and a 
betrayal”. They did not ask him to leave but “attitudes changed” and he was 
faced with “hostility from the leaders” who were also educators. 

Reactions then and now
The recent social and legal changes in Malta will certainly leave their positive 
mark on young members of the LGBT community. The existence of policies 
and legislation safeguarding their rights and a good relationship between the 
state and LGBT organisations were found to have a positive effect on public 
attitudes as well as on LGBT individuals’ decisions regarding their ‘coming 
out’ to significant others (Adamczyk, 2017). Nowadays, more young people are 
‘coming out’ to their parents and are generally younger when they do (Jadwin-
Cakmak et al, 2015). 

A number of studies have explored the relationship between the degree of 
parental acceptance and the ‘coming out’ process (Beaty, 1999; Cramer & Roach, 
1988; Jadwin-Cakmak et al, 2015, Newman & Muzzonigro, 1993). Initial reactions 
to ‘coming out’ are generally more negative than positive (Brown & Trevathan, 
2010) especially in a society where homosexuality carried much more stigma 
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than it does today. D’Augelli et al (1998) found that following disclosure, young 
LGB participants were subjected to different forms of abuse. When Nick ‘came 
out’ to his parents in 1986, “there was still a lot of ignorance”. Since Nick’s 
father was not Maltese, he thought he would be more accepting of the news 
but initially it was still a shock. He was “under house arrest for a month”.  His 
father had told him, “You either don’t go out or you’re out of here”. I did not 
encounter any cases of individuals being thrown out of the home except for 
the long-term partner of one of my Maltese gay informants, who experienced 
one year of forced homelessness. Lucia from Ali d’Aquila had decided to leave 
home herself because of her parents’ negative reactions. Nor were any of my 
LGBT informants forced to undergo conversion therapy which has since 
become illegal in Malta although some did consult priests or psychologists 
on the instigation of their parents. Yet they still felt judged, misunderstood or 
rejected by those closest to them. It is not uncommon for individuals to hear 
homophobic comments from those close to them, making it more difficult for 
them to approach them. Some family members may even resort to praying for 
them to become ‘normal’ (Kubicek et al, 2009). 

Friends and siblings tend to be more accepting than parents (Brown & 
Trevethan, 2010). Yet, Lucia found no support from her sister who had ‘outed’ 
her to their parents. Steve also had some problems with one of his sisters:

“For my younger liberal sister it was fine but with my older, more conservative 
sister, my homosexuality was taboo. So, I had to explain to her, to clarify what 
she didn’t understand, to try to understand what bothers her. There are still 
many limitations in her understanding even after all these years.”

Nowadays, in Malta it has become easier for family members to learn about 
LGBT issues, possibly leading to more acceptance. There are those who have had 
positive experiences as a result of this shift. When Chris started going out with 
Tyrone after having been a catechist for many years, his mother surprisingly 
asked him whether he had “a girlfriend or a boyfriend”. When he took Tyrone 
home for the first time, his family was casual about his being in a relationship 
with a man including his three elderly aunts who were catechists themselves. 
Similarly, Henry was surprised by the unexpectedly positive response he 
received after he ‘came out’ on Facebook.

Mothers and Fathers
There have been claims that the gender of both the parents and their children 
has a crucial impact on the ‘coming out’ process and the relationship dynamics 
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following disclosure (Savin-Williams, 2001).  However, there seems to be no 
conclusive evidence regarding whether it is mothers or fathers who are more 
accepting or more difficult to ‘persuade’. Acceptance is a multi-layered process 
involving considerable emotional, psychological and moral adjustment for 
both parents and their LGBT children. D’Augelli et al (1998) found that LGB 
young people were more likely to speak to their mother than to their father 
first. Cassar & Grima Sultana (2017) found that mothers were more accepting 
in how they spoke about and conceptualised same-sex relationships. Most gay 
men in Cramer & Roach’s (1988) study claimed to have a better relationship 
with their mother than with their father both before and after their ‘coming 
out’. Brown & Trevathan (2010) also report higher acceptance among mothers 
than among fathers. In their study of nineteen young gay and bisexual men’s 
narratives about ‘coming out’ to their fathers, Jadwin-Cakmak et al (2015) found 
that the father’s reaction was generally different from what the son expected. 
The influence of hegemonic masculinity was evident in many of the young 
men’s narratives. However, fathers’ initial reactions varied and in some cases 
changed with time.

My ethnographic research suggests that both parents can be difficult while in 
a few cases, both can be very accepting. However, mothers are generally more 
understanding and supportive. Gianluca from Ali d’Aquila claimed that his 
parents were completely accepting of his homosexuality as they had been of 
his brother before him and this helped him in no uncertain terms to accept 
himself. When Steve ‘came out’ he told all his family except his father. His 
mother kept the secret from his father for eight years because “she wanted to 
protect him”: 

“She said she would pray for me so I will not remain gay. She carried it by 
herself. My father is a bit macho and at first it was difficult.”

Godwin’s mother was “very understanding and open-minded” despite being 
“very religious”. His father had already died when he introduced his boyfriend 
for the first time but she used to tell him that had his father been alive it would 
have been different. 

Yet, Martin, a transman, had more problems with his mother than with his 
father. Whenever he had doubts or when he was angry at God his father 
supported him and tried to convince him that God loved him. His mother 
found it more difficult to accept the idea that she did not have a daughter any 
more, “We had many tantrums [xenati]. She used to tell me that this is a phase”. 
Adriana from Ali d’Aquila describes her mother as “very Catholic, very rigid, 
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orthodox. She sends me articles and shows me where I’m wrong. She tells me 
that the Church does not approve”. Adriana only sees her mother during the 
summer. They have grown apart due to the conflict: 

“My mother is my judge. I have conflict with my mother more than I have 
with God and with the Church. Every time I go to Lampedusa I go five steps 
back. I become a child again with feelings of sin and guilt. When I go home, my 
mother and the Church become one.”

Compromises
Some of my informants had to make compromises to mitigate the conflict with 
their parents. For some parents, especially on a small island where everyone 
knows everybody else, one of the biggest headaches is gossip. There is an 
element of shame and stigma which is also experienced by family members 
(LaSala, 2010). Michelle, whose parents refused to go to her wedding on the 
advice of a priest, still has unresolved issues with her parents especially because 
of their concern with what people would say. This affects her relationship with 
her wife since the latter does not have such problems with her own family and 
these compromises upset her. Michelle feels she had to give up on significant 
things to appease her parents such as refraining from holding her wife’s hand 
in public or hugging her in front of the family as her brother can freely do. She 
also had to remove a wedding photograph from the sitting room and put it in 
the bedroom instead. 

A Transitory Conflict
Despite the drama and the emotions that may be involved in family relations 
upon disclosure, this conflict tends to be less intense and long-lasting compared 
to other struggles experienced by informants. Despite their own religious 
conflicts, parents eventually tend to become more accepting, after getting 
over the initial shock (Cassar & Grima Sultana, 2017; Freedman, 2008; Cramer 
& Roach, 1988). Their primary concern is their children’s well-being. Their 
gradual acceptance of their children’s sexual orientation or gender identity 
may not dissolve other anxieties such as that their children will suffer due to 
stigma and prejudice (Conley, 2011). For my informants, ‘coming out’ is only 
one step in their spiritual journey towards an integrated identity embracing 
their being both LGBT and Catholic.
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Introduction
What do Christians think about same-sex relationships? How is it possible that 
divergent and contradictory views on this reality exist among the different 
Christian churches, denominations and communities? 

This brief article attempts, in two steps, to offer some insights on these questions. 
It will first outline four main positions on same-sex relationships that one 
might encounter within the contemporary Christian landscape. Second, it will 
explore why such a variety of standpoints exists, without attempting to resolve 
the tensions and contradictions within this plurality. 

As the title suggests, these observations will be limited to same-sex relationships 
and to the Christian landscape. Needless to say, a number of them may also 
apply to other issues and to other religious traditions.

Plurality of positions
The stances of Christians around the world about same-sex relationships 
range from an aggressive or punitive kind of rejection to total affirmation and 
celebration. The different standpoints can be grouped in different ways (see 
Jung & Smith, 1994; Sullivan, 1996; Holben, 1999; Johnson, 2012). This section 
follows a fourfold typology, similar to that proposed by Nelson (1977). 

Radical Prohibition

The first stance can be described as Radical Prohibition (see, e.g., Harvey, 1987, 
2007; Groeschel, 1988; Sullivan, 1996: 19–55; May 2004; Johnson 2012: 49–58; 
Stahle, 2015; Toroczkai, 2016). 

Christians upholding this position deem all same-sex relationships as 
essentially abominable and sinful experiences that can never be justified, 
tolerated or compared to heterosexual relationships. This viewpoint 
usually rests on premises such as: heterosexuality is intrinsic to all humans; 
homosexual behaviour is a violation of the will of God; the Bible condemns 
same-sex relationships; such partnerships lack meaning because they do not 
proceed from sexual complementarity and cannot fulfil the procreative finality 
of sexual intercourse; same-sex couples are in danger of eternal damnation. 

Hence, the homosexual orientation is judged very negatively. It is commonly 
considered as a distortion or corrupted manifestation of human sexuality, a 
disordered inclination that leads to perversion, a pathological disturbance, a 
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consequence of having been abused or of a flawed parent-child relationship, 
a promiscuous choice, an addiction, or even as an evil or diabolical tendency. 

Consequently, Christians embracing this worldview tend to express their 
convictions in these ways: they exhort gay and lesbian individuals to repent 
and to beseech God for forgiveness; promote spiritual efforts or exorcism 
rituals for healing and liberation from homosexuality; support or perform 
reparative practices; consider those in same-sex relationships as hedonists and 
promiscuous; blame them for natural and social calamities; exclude them from 
leadership posts within the community or from active ministry, especially 
with children and young people; at times, bar them even from the community. 

Christians in this group also feel upset and scandalised when other Christians or 
Church leaders affirm gay and lesbian persons. They denounce any discussion 
of LGBTIQ+ issues as propaganda and rally against support shown to same-sex 
couples. They call for clear teachings on this topic and also express concern 
that allowing same-sex relationships or changing the definition of marriage 
will have bad consequences on society and will lead to the legitimisation of 
polygamy or incest. Many believe that children raised by same-sex couples are 
at greater risk of becoming gay or lesbian themselves; hence, they argue that 
such couples should be legally prevented from raising children.

Moderate Prohibition

The second kind of reaction to same-sex relationships among Christians is 
Moderate Prohibition (see e.g., CDF, 1986; Harvey, 1987, 2007; CCC, 1992: 2357–
2359; USCCB, 2006; Holy & Great Council, 2016: 10; Vasilievich, 2016).

As in the first stance, Christians subscribing to this position believe that all same-
sex relationships are objectively wrong and sinful and that these relationships 
can never be justified or tolerated. Nevertheless, unlike those in the first group, 
Christians in this category call for respect toward gay and lesbian persons. They 
insist that homosexual persons are to be welcomed and valued for who they are 
as fellow human beings made in the image of God.

Christians embracing this worldview distinguish between an individual’s 
orientation and his or her choices and relationships. In fact, they do not consider 
the homosexual orientation as evil or sinful in itself and the majority in this 
group do not promote reparative practices or prayers for healing. At the same 
time, they do perceive the homosexual orientation as an unfortunate burden. 
For this reason, they accept same-sex friendships but never recognise a couple 
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as intimate partners. Indeed, they promote prayer and spiritual exercises – not 
for healing or liberation from the homosexual orientation, but for gay and 
lesbian persons to embrace the Cross, self-restraint and sexual abstinence (see 
Crowley, 2004).

Qualified Acceptance

Another type of response found among Christians falls under the category of 
Qualified Acceptance (see e.g., Thielicke, 1964: 269–292; Keane, 1977; Curran, 
1983; Jewett & Schuster, 1996: 342; Hunsinger, 2001–2; Francis, 2016: chap. 8; 
Martin, 2018; Ware, 2018). 

Those embracing this position tend to express a somewhat ambivalent 
attitude toward same-sex relationships. On one hand, they believe that such 
relationships are irregular and wrong and cannot be proposed as a valid option 
of Christian living. Having said that, however, they also maintain that in a fallen 
world, the Christian community needs to reach out to persons who are doing 
their best to live their sexual lives with integrity. In specific cases, same-sex 
relationships are open to traces of grace and may be tolerated or even justified 
as a permissible exception for different reasons: as a greater good or a lesser evil 
(e.g., exclusive same-sex partnerships are better than promiscuity; civil unions 
are less offensive than same-sex marriage); out of mercy and compassion (e.g., 
gay and lesbian persons suffer many injustices; one cannot demand heroism; 
there is a difference between the ideal and reality; everyone has sinned, see 
Rom 3:10-11, 23-24); in view of one’s subjective circumstances and intention; 
and on the basis of conscience, among other factors.

Christians in this group usually tend to: speak about themes like encounter, 
discernment, compassion and inclusion; call upon other Christians and 
people at large to be more welcoming and listening; prefer to speak ‘to’ gay 
and lesbian persons rather than ‘about’ them; walk alongside them, help them 
flourish and grow in grace; pray for and express solidarity with abused and 
persecuted homosexual persons around the world; reach out to all those who 
have abandoned the faith or the ecclesial community due to certain teachings 
on LGBTIQ+ issues. Christians on this point of the spectrum also tend to 
explore their church’s or denomination’s history and teachings more critically, 
and invite the Christian communities to take responsibility for their share 
in supporting or transmitting negative attitudes toward homosexuality. In 
fact, they feel upset and scandalised when other Christians or Church leaders 
condemn gay and lesbian persons.
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Since their acceptance is qualified, they also tend to struggle as they juggle 
between acceptance and inclusion of same-sex couples on one hand, and loyalty 
to the teachings of their church or community on the other hand, especially 
when confronted by other Christians. In fact, they may receive criticism from 
rejecting and affirming groups alike, and are likely to remain rather discreet as 
they seek and implement innovative pastoral approaches. It is often observed 
that Christians who in principle subscribe to the first two positions (Radical 
or Moderate Prohibition) find themselves operating from the standpoint of 
Qualified Acceptance when they are faced with gay and lesbian people in real-
life circumstances.

Full Acceptance

A fourth kind of reaction to same-sex relationships is Full Acceptance (see e.g., 
Farley, 1983, 2010; McNeill, 1988; Williams, 1989; McCarthy Matzko, 1997; Stuart, 
2003; Thatcher, 2011; Herbert, 2021).

Christians embracing this position express an affirmative attitude toward gay 
and lesbian persons and towards same-sex relationships. They perceive the 
homosexual orientation as a normal minority variant in the human condition 
which could be compared to left-handedness. For them, one’s orientation is not 
the result of a free choice, and gay and lesbian persons are no more responsible 
for their sexual orientation than heterosexual people are for theirs. 

For this reason, they believe that same-sex relationships are a valid option of 
Christian living and have, like their heterosexual counterparts, the potential for 
sin but also the potential to partake in the goodness God intends for all creation. 
They argue that same-sex relationships can be loving, life-giving and blessed 
and can fulfil human sexuality’s non-conceptive ends, such as companionship, 
comfort, celebration, pleasure and intimacy. Such relationships are judged as 
uniting the couple more closely with God and as mediating God’s presence in 
the Church and the world.

Christians on this end of the spectrum normally express their conviction in the 
following ways: they insist that all persons are to be treated equally; distinguish 
between love and lust, rather than between heterosexuality and homosexuality; 
affirm and support same-sex couples in their journey; celebrate and bless their 
love; insist that children raised by same-sex couples are just as likely to be well-
adjusted as children raised by heterosexual couples. 
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Christians in this category emphasise the developing nature of Church 
teachings and explore new ways of doing theology. They uphold that being 
affirming of same-sex couples is not a contradiction of the gospel but is a logical 
extension of everything the gospel teaches. They also make gay and lesbian 
persons feel that they are co-responsible for what is happening in their Church 
or community.

Factors leading to this plurality of positions 
Looking at this broad array of stances held by different Christians around 
the world one cannot help but ask how this is possible. The following section 
explores some factors which may lead to such a multi-faceted range of positions 
about same-sex relationships.

Polarised public debate

A major reason is that Christians do not live in a bubble but walk the Earth with 
their feet firmly implanted in the world – a world where the public debate over 
LGBTIQ+ related topics is polarised and divisive and differs from one country 
to another. Beyond the parameters of the Christian community, the reality of 
same-sex relationships remains a source of contention and one of the most 
intensely probed, politically volatile and personally troubling or liberating 
questions of our time (Farley, 1983: 93; see also Norbert, 2008: 15–16; Masci & 
Desilver, 2019; Connaughton, 2020; Poushter & Kent, 2020).

Some regions are witnessing a rapid evolution in public attitudes. One notes 
personal, collective and institutional awareness and affirmation of same-sex 
couples. In such contexts, homosexuality is regarded as an orientation with an 
equal right to public manifestation and respect as heterosexuality and gay and 
lesbian persons feel free to come out and voice their hopes and fears. Indeed, 
some argue that today the moral question of homosexuality is no longer about 
its acceptability, but about the opposition to it (Loughlin, 2018, see also Nelson, 
1977).

Conversely, this shift is resisted by movements that rally in favour of the 
free exercise rights of those who disagree (see Laycock et al., 2008; Hunter, 
2010). Furthermore, discrimination, harassment and rejection of homosexual 
persons exist in many places, in different formats and on various levels. In 
many contexts, the gay and lesbian individual experiences pejorative discourse 
or exclusion on a regular basis and is considered bizarre, sick and abnormal 
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(see Gramick, 1992: 23; Eribon 2004: 15–19). Many homosexual persons claim 
that there is nothing elegant about inhabiting a space which has historically, 
socially and theologically been regarded at best as risible and at worst as evil 
(Alison, 2001). 

Extensiveness of the Christian landscape

Another factor leading to this plurality of positions is the extensiveness and 
complexity of the global Christian landscape. Christians around the globe 
number 2.4 billion. In other words, they constitute close to 30% of the world 
population, divided in two major branches: Western and Eastern. Each branch 
comprises different traditions, namely, Roman and Eastern Catholicism; 
Eastern and Oriental Orthodoxy; and Protestantism. 

Furthermore, each of these traditions embraces a multitude of churches, 
denominational families and nondenominational movements or communities. 
Notwithstanding their common basis of the Christian faith, these all have their 
distinctive historical and cultural backgrounds, geopolitical settings, theological 
traditions, pastoral priorities and concerns. To complicate matters, some exhibit 
particular inclinations towards groups or ideologies from opposite sides of the 
political spectrum. In fact, one finds divergent, if not irreconcilable, positions 
on several topics both among and within these traditions and communities. 
Official teachings or statements by church leaders are at times questioned, 
resisted or contradicted both by pastors and at grassroots level. Even when a 
church or denomination reaches theological consensus, one might still find 
conflicting pastoral practices or disagreement on the sources and principles 
underlying these positions (see Toroczkai, 2016; Gallaher & Tucker, 2019; 
Sandstorm & Schwadel, 2019; Diamant, 2020). 

Personal journey of life

A third factor could be the different personal experiences among Christians 
about the human person, sexuality and relationships. Like everybody else, 
Christians are shaped by their personal life journey. The family and culture 
one grows in; the upbringing and education one receives; the dominant 
discourse and stereotypes that one absorbs; the people one encounters; the 
expectations and constraints one faces; and the happy and less happy memories 
one has, all shape a person’s perception and, possibly, determine one’s mind-
set. Furthermore, these dynamics influence one’s creed, how one understands 
and lives the faith and how one integrates these beliefs with the fast-changing 
realities, perspectives and attitudes in today’s world.



1 4 0

The positions of Christians on same-sex relationships are also impacted by how 
they experience sexuality and human relations in their own lives. Sexuality is 
an important part of the identity of every person. It shows who one is, whilst 
at the same time, allows one to relate and connect to others. Having said this 
however, sexuality and human relations are dynamic, complex realities that 
can lead to new, unfamiliar grounds. For some, human relations can be the 
source of deep friendship and life-giving intimacy, while for others they can 
result in traumatic or harmful experiences. 

One’s ideas and assumptions about sexuality and relationships are also formed 
by cultural and social developments, secular politics and by the fact that people, 
including gay and lesbian individuals, are more open to share their lives and 
stories openly with others (see Taylor & Barnes, 2015; Denk, 2019; S. Hagger-
Holt & R. Hagger-Holt, 2019; Surdovel, 2021). Moreover, one’s convictions and 
preoccupations are shaped by the tradition/s one belongs to or participates in. 
These traditions present broad standards by which particular beliefs and actions 
are judged to be good, right, desirable or worthy of respect. These standards and 
values may vary between groups or societies and there could be divergences in 
their interpretation (MacIntyre, 1985: 221-222). 

Interpretations of the Bible

Another factor concerns the hermeneutics of Scriptures, that is, how Christians 
receive, interpret and apply the Bible to different life situations. Even though 
all Christians uphold the Bible as a key point of reference in their life and faith, 
when it comes to certain issues – such as questions about sexual diversity and 
same-sex relationships – one finds conflicting readings and interpretation of 
the Scriptures (see Himbaza et al., 2012; House of Bishops, 2013, 2020; Sprinkle, 
2016; PBC, 2019; Wijngaards, 2021).

There are Christians who refer to a number of biblical texts (e.g., Gen 1:27-28, 
2:18-24, 19:1-29; Lev 18:22, 20:13; Judges 19; Rom 1:26-27; 1Cor 6:9-10; 1Tim 1:9-
10) to demonstrate that same-sex relationships are a sinful distortion of God’s 
plan for the human person and that marriage between male and female is a 
divinely ordained and unchangeable order of creation. They show that the 
Leviticus legal pronouncements and the Sodom and Gibeah stories denounce 
homosexual behaviour. The passages of the New Testament mention forms of 
homoeroticism that constitute a departure from a life of holiness. Some also 
take Paul’s comments in the Letter to the Romans as a universal condemnation 
of same-sex relationships in all times and all places (see e.g., CDF, 1986; Harvey, 
1987, 2007; Gagnon, 2001). 
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Yet, there are also Christians who insist that just as the Bible was in the past 
misused to support slavery or segregation, today it is equally being used to 
justify discrimination against LGBTIQ+ persons. They argue that the above-
mentioned passages are inconclusive and no longer relevant to the current 
discussion about same-sex relationships, mainly due to cultural, historical, 
and linguistic discrepancies between their setting and the contemporary 
experience. Certain contemporary ideas and ideals, at least of the Western 
world (e.g., romantic love; men and women are equal; sexual acts should be 
consensual and mutually pleasurable) are not found in the Bible. Scholars and 
theologians in this group maintain that nowhere in the Scriptures can one find 
a reference to homosexual orientation or to committed same-sex relationships 
as we know them today, particularly between lesbians. There is also the 
argument that the Bible has been mistranslated or misinterpreted from a very 
heteronormative lens. Christians on this side of the spectrum are convinced 
that verses from the Scriptures cannot be read in isolation but within the 
climate of the broader biblical passage. Furthermore, one must even look at 
how these passages function within the entire holistic biblical message of faith, 
service, justice and salvation, and with direct interaction with the expanding 
insights and knowledge of human rights, medicine, anthropology, psychology 
and other natural and social sciences (see e.g., Scroggs, 1993; Hays, 1996: 379–
406; Helminiak, 2000; Wright Knust, 2011; Renato Lings, 2013; Nissinen, 2014).

Anthropological, philosophical and theological approaches

Another cause of disagreement among Christians concerns different 
anthropological, philosophical and theological approaches. 

Christians who embrace a deontological approach to morality, that is, a duty-
based order also known as Kantian, argue that there are eternal moral truths 
which are always valid and that an act is morally right or wrong on the basis of 
set criteria. Then there are those who favour a teleological approach to ethics. 
These are concerned with the finality or end (telos), that is the flourishing of 
the individual and of the community. They acknowledge that every person 
can reach this end by cultivating specific virtues. Those who embrace this 
worldview are willing to enter the realms of moral complexity and personal 
struggle and understand the human person as a mystery who needs to be 
known or uncovered through encounter and accompaniment. 

Many Christians adhere to the natural law tradition. They uphold that the 
‘natural’ is in accordance with God’s plan for creation and hence it is good. Yet, 
even here, there exist different interpretations. For instance, those who adopt 
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a physiological interpretation of natural law regard biological sex, gender and 
gender roles as ‘natural’ and stable realities. People in this group presume 
heteronormativity and see the human race divided into males and females, with 
both groups being ontologically different from each other. They also uphold 
that the purpose of marriage is procreation. Thus, sexual relations outside of 
marriage are always wrong and any definition, identity or action which does not 
conform with one’s expected gender or orientation is an ‘unnatural’ aberration 
and a rejection of God’s plan in creation. Many believe that this interpretation 
of natural law is part of the ancient tradition of the Christian Churches (see e.g., 
Finnis, 1994; CDF, 1986; Harvey, 1987, 2007; Pakaluk, 1993; John Paul II, 1995: 90; 
Grenz, 1998: 107–109; George 2001).

Contrastingly, there are those who do not understand the word ‘nature’ in the 
sense of ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ but rather in terms of ‘human nature’. For 
them, human beings differ from other non-human beings in that humans are 
not concerned only with self-preservation and continuation of the species but 
are also endowed with reason. Christians in this group argue that sexuality 
should not be perceived in a narrow physicalistic and merely generative sense 
but in a wider, more comprehensive one. In fact, they assess what is ‘natural’ 
from a historical, anthropological, psychological and experiential perspective 
and conclude that the homosexual orientation is a natural minority variant of 
human sexuality. They point out numerous similarities between heterosexual 
and same-sex relationships and also speak of love’s fecundity in terms that 
go beyond biological reproduction, to include adoption and service to the 
common good (see e.g., Rowse, 1977; Häring, 1979; Curran, 1983; McNeill, 1988; 
McCormick, 1989; Pope, 2007: 148–167; CSTF, 2017).

One also finds Christians who go beyond these traditional approaches and 
follow the paths of liberation theology and social justice. These argue how God’s 
concerns are best understood through the eyes of the outcast and oppressed. 
They examine how Christianity has been constructed throughout history and 
ask questions about what voices and experiences have been excluded. They 
also question whether the issue of same-sex relationships is primarily about 
social justice or about sexual ethics. Should one treat gay and lesbian people as 
essentially the same as everyone else because of their common humanity, or 
should one treat them differently because of their sexuality? Many Christians 
insist that one must always defend sexual teachings that proclaim the 
heterosexual standard. Others believe that social justice is more compelling 
than sexual ethics when one is dealing with people’s total lives (DeBernardo, 
2011: 6; see also Gutierrez, 1988; Rowland, 1999). 
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There are also Christians who follow the path of queer theory and queer 
theologies. Beside the general definitions of ‘queer’ as ‘odd’ and as ‘a collective 
grouping for non-normative identifications of gender/sexuality’, in the context 
of theory and theology, queer also means to ‘disturb’ or ‘disrupt’. Christians in 
this group tend to push boundaries by asking radical questions, challenging 
accepted ideas and allowing new theologies to emerge from queer contexts. 
They insist on engaging with the experiences of the people and the human 
sciences that reflect on them, and on reminding people of the radical love which 
must be central to Christianity (see Loughlin, 2007; Cheng, 2011; Greenough, 
2019).

The significance of contemporary science, anthropology and psychology is 
also debatable among Christians. Questions arising from these fields are not 
always integrated into sound theological and pastoral reasoning about human 
sexuality. Some Christians are sceptical of the reliability of these approaches, 
whilst others highlight sources of evidence from the various natural and social 
sciences and from practising professionals. There are also those who claim that 
the scientific research that we have today is still not enough to understand 
sexual orientations. To complicate matters, today’s digital culture presents us 
with overwhelming and instantly accessible amounts of studies, a number of 
which are hardly reliable. Yet, even solid and legitimate research is at times 
abused by Christians on different sides of the spectrum by manipulating, 
editing and selecting context and content with a view to sway people’s opinion.

Notions of Church, truth and authority

A final factor leading to this plurality of positions could be the differing notions 
of Church, truth and authority.

Many Christians perceive their church or community as a hierarchical pyramid 
and maintain that only pastors are authorised to declare or hand down what is 
true and morally acceptable. Voices within this group tend to argue against 
synodal processes since these can challenge official long-standing teachings 
and lead whole ecclesial communities into disunity. There are also those who 
believe that the teaching of the Christian community does not need to be 
contextualised historically since it has been consistent over the centuries. 

Others say that the teachings of the Christian churches and communities 
are open to historicity and progress. They show commitment to historical 
methodologies and hermeneutic sensitivity. They believe that the personal 
stories of Christians – including gay and lesbian persons, their families and 
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their friends – also constitute an experience of the Church that proclaims the 
truth about humanity. To them, the teaching and learning elements within the 
Christian communities should be viewed from a horizontal perspective. This 
process is dialogical, alongside people as opposed to above them. It happens 
sideways, not top-down.

To some, the most important question remains what the Christian community 
should say to gay and lesbian persons about God and about their life, whilst to 
others it is about what message the Holy Spirit is conveying to the Christian 
community and to the world through the stories of gay and lesbian persons. 
Obviously, these differences and dynamics raise more profound questions about 
ecclesiology: What does one understand by Church or Christian community? 
Who has the authority to teach in such contexts? What is the relationship 
between the centre and the periphery of the Christian communities and 
between Church leaders, theologians and the grassroots?

Conclusion
This article explored the plurality of positions among Christians about same-
sex relationships and the different factors that may lead to this variety; however, 
it is unwise to assume that it covers all the existing perspectives. The fact that 
Christians come from all the corners of the world conditions many judgements 
and ideas (Romero, 2015). There could be Christians whose viewpoint resonates 
with elements of more than one position, or does not fit in any of the outlined 
stances. Besides, the amount of literature on this reality is voluminous and 
the global landscape is continuously developing. For example, the blessing 
of same-sex relationships is an issue about which Christian churches are in 
ongoing disagreement.

In our digital culture, tensions between conflicting views are more accessible 
and reach a wider audience, but interlocutors often talk past one another 
resulting in little to no engagement between those advocating different 
positions. It is hoped that this brief study not only entices the reader to push 
beyond surface labels and reach a new awareness and understanding of the 
existing different perspectives, but also facilitates dialogue between Christians 
at various standpoints. Genuine dialogue presupposes encounter between 
people who are capable of admitting they are wrong, and yet take responsibility 
for what they say. One of the things about Christian dialogue is that, in addition 
to these two dimensions, it should be charitable and generous-spirited towards 
differing opinions within the discussion (Alison, 2007).
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Introduction

Men and masculinity

‘Hegemonic masculinity’ is a form of identity that affirms men’s dominant 
status in society and defends the subordination of women and the ordinary 
male population, and other stigmatised behaviours of being a man, like crying 
and showing intimacy (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).

Challenging Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) theory of Hegemonic 
Masculinity, in his research with 63 heterosexual men who used to play football 
but then became cheerleaders, Anderson (2011) found that there were two types 
of masculinities the participants expressed, the ‘orthodox masculinity’ and 
the ‘inclusive masculinity’. Men exhibiting orthodox masculinity revealed 
that they accepted people who are gay but not the expression of femininity; 
in contrast, men displaying inclusive masculinity subscribed to a culture that 
makes femininity available to heterosexual men and masculinity to gay men 
(Anderson, Inclusive Masculinity: The Changing Nature of Masculinities, 2011).

Friendships between heterosexual and gay men

Anderson (2011) found that his 26 participants, predominantly white and openly 
gay to their teammates, felt accepted by their heterosexual sport mates, stating 
that none experienced discomfort for being gay. However, Bridges (2014) found 
that gay people still experienced stigma, possibly because heterosexual men 
showed an increased negative attitude towards effeminate but not masculine 
gay men.

Whereas in the past men thought it imperative to publicly defend their 
heterosexuality through homophobia, research within a North American 
university context demonstrated that heterosexual men are today more 
willing to befriend and be seen with gay men publicly whilst maintaining 
an affectionate long-lasting friendship with them (Stotzer, 2009), indicating 
a shift in the socio-cultural attitudes of the participants towards homophobia 
and the expression of their heterosexuality (McCormack & Anderson, 2014).

How heterosexual men perceive gay men

Homophobia as a phenomenon was popularised in 1972 when the term was 
coined to describe a specific type of discrimination towards people who identify 
as a gay man or woman (Weinberg, 1972).
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Anderson (2014) conceptualised what he referred to as “homohysteria”, the fear 
of being thought of as a gay person by others (p. 7). According to Anderson 
(2014), a homohysteric society must be composed of 3 components: a negative 
attitude towards being gay, the belief that being gay is a fixed sexual orientation 
and that feminine traits in men are correlated with being gay. 

Male homosexuality is perceived pejoratively because of its connotations 
with the perceived absence of masculinity and the increased expression of 
feminine characteristics in men (Anderson, Adams, & Rivers, 2011). However, 
McCormack’s (2011) research indicated that heterosexual men sat in close 
proximity to their gay school mates. This showed a sense of ease and trust of 
heterosexual men towards gay men (McCormack & Anderson, 2014).

The Maltese Context

The year 1973 is considered as a major steppingstone towards the equality 
of gay people in Malta because of the decriminalisation of sodomy, a move 
which the Catholic Church heavily and publicly condemned (Baldacchino, 
Cutajar, Murphy, & Naudi, 2016). It was in 2001 that Malta officiated its first 
ever organisation that would cater for Maltese gay people, known as the Malta 
Gay Rights Movement (Baldacchino, Cutajar, Murphy, & Naudi, 2016). Over 
the years, other organisations started to emerge, notably Drachma (a Christian 
group for gay people and their parents), and Allied Rainbow Communities 
(an organisation responsible for Pride events in Malta) (Baldacchino, Cutajar, 
Murphy, & Naudi, 2016).

Due to its small size, Malta facilitates gossip amongst the Maltese people, giving 
easy access to the reproduction of homophobia and heteronormativity (Cassar 
& Grima Sultana, 2015). However, globalisation and migration have, in recent 
years, helped in the dismantling of archaic beliefs surrounding sexuality and 
gender roles, characterising a positive change towards acceptance and diversity 
(Cassar & Grima Sultana, 2015; Cassar & Grima Sultana, 2016). Moreover, as per 
the amendments to the Marriage Act (2017), gay and lesbian couples have their 
unions legally recognised when they get married, making them at par with 
heterosexual couples in different aspects of life, such as marital benefits and 
same-sex adoption. 

Method and Methodology
In order to capture how heterosexual men experience their friendships with 
gay men, a phenomenological qualitative methodology was adopted. Data was 
collected using face-to-face semi-structured interviews. The interview schedule 
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was composed of 6 open-ended questions that sought information about how 
heterosexual men experience their friendship with their male gay friends. 
Included in these 6 questions were also probes to use in case interviewees 
experienced issues recounting personal experiences.

Participants were asked about their interaction with each other, specifically 
when sharing intimate details of their lives and how they express emotions 
towards each other. Participants were also asked to describe what kind of 
support they offer to their male gay friends and how they provide this support 
to them. 

The participants were between the ages of 18 to 30 and voluntarily shared their 
experiences of having or having had at least one male friend who identified as 
gay. Moreover, the participants were required to identify as heterosexual and to 
be reading for any of the courses offered by the University of Malta. The men 
who took part in this study were recruited using purposive sampling.

Results

Evolving Friendships

Whilst initially the participants’ friendship lacked depth, it seems that over 
time some participants described a shift towards a deeper connection due to 
sharing of intimate details. The remaining participants explained how it was 
shared interests that helped them bond together.

Nicholas stated that he initially was not aware of his friend’s sexuality when 
they first befriended one another. According to Nicholas, after his friend’s 
coming out, his friend became “one of my biggest friends” in the group. 

Kristen pointed out that nowadays he spends around thirty hours a week with 
his friend. In fact, it was through encounters at work that Kristen saw in his 
friend someone to trust and build a relationship with. 

Similarly, Paul remarked instances when he got together with his friend, 
exemplifying instances of what helped Paul and his friend develop a strong 
bond between them, with “the thing that helps most is the trustworthiness”. 

Having known his friend for 14 years, Paul stated that he grew up with his 
friend, up to a point where he considers his friendship “to be quite a brotherly 
relationship”. Paul said that it was through the sharing of differences that their 
friendship grew stronger, stating that “when we meet we share our interests 
together”.
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Unlike Paul, Alfred has known his friend for 1 year. Despite this, Alfred said 
of his friendship that “it progresses very quickly”. Alfred suggested that their 
friendship has developed into something very mature, indicating that despite 
differing in sexualities, Alfred and his friend maintained shared interests as 
close friends. 

Mark met his friend in childhood, “when we used to play football together”. 
Eventually, after getting to know his friend more intimately, “we kept meeting 
together” and “stayed together”. 

Paul shared that he felt inspired by his friend’s passion and fearlessness, who 
“goes into something with heart”. About his friend, Paul explicitly illustrated 
how “anything goes”, referring to how the dynamics of the friendship were not 
rigid but rather flexible. 

About his friend’s qualities, like being “a really good listener”, Alfred said “I 
can say that we have become friends at the same level of people I have known 
for years.” Using these qualities, Alfred seemed to have a fraternal relationship 
with his friend; it seems as though a strong familial emotional attachment 
between Alfred and his friend has developed.

Although Mark did say that he was close to his friend, this statement felt as 
impression management due to overemphasis on the many times they met 
weekly. Moreover, at times it seemed that Mark overstressed that his friend 
being gay did not affect their friendship together, suggesting the need to point 
out how accepting he is of homosexuality. 

Kristen admitted that “we’re not close friends but we’re good friends”, which 
seemed to be related to only having the workplace as the major common 
interest. Although stating that he was happy to meet him for a chat, Kristen 
recited no other instances, other than the workplace, where they met.

In comparison to Kristen, Nicholas too admitted that “I’m not that close with 
him”, suggesting that his friendship with his friend was not of great depth. 
There was a disparity between the closeness Nicholas initially described, 
saying “I’m not that close with him”, and the closeness he later mentioned that 
seemed to imply the existence of an intimate relationship, saying “he’s one of 
my greatest friends”. 
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Depth of Support

All participants in this study were willing to offer support to their friends in 
times of need. However, the extent to which this was experienced varied. In 
friendships experienced as more casual, the depth of support was rather neutral. 
In contrast, high depth of support was found in friendships characterised by 
regular meetups that strengthened the relationship between the two friends, 
and so provided a sense of safety for the participants.

Alfred’s friend was alone on a student exchange programme; Alfred reflected 
that he would visit his friend abroad in order to spend some time together, 
as they missed each other. This support was reciprocated by Alfred’s friend’s 
quality of being “a good listener”, as Alfred’s friend supported Alfred and 
represented a safe space when he broke up with his girlfriend. 

Similarly, Paul reflected that his friend had the natural ability to create a safe 
and non-judgemental atmosphere. Paul felt like “I can be myself”, enabling 
him to share his experiences with his friend. 

About his friend, Kristen disclosed that “he gives me advice” on “how to act”. 
Kristen stated that his friend’s openness to share made him feel comfortable to 
“meet and chat about life events”.

Although Michael grew up with his friend, the participant nonetheless felt 
awkward at times. This was especially true during moments of sharing, where 
Michael felt his friend distanced himself from him by revealing too little about 
his personal life. Although speaking about this distance in a disappointing tone, 
Michael’s words at the beginning of the interview seemed to show a discrepancy 
between the amount of support shared and the distance mentioned. 

Nicholas’ experience with his gay friend also echoed that of Michael. Nicholas 
admittedly explained that despite being there for his friend, he cannot deny 
the distance between them. According to Nicholas, one reason for this may be 
because “he engages with a part of the group and I engage with another part of 
the other group”, suggesting that it was personality differences that set them 
apart rather than differing sexualities.

Discomfort/Comfort Being Open

Although all participants seemed to feel comfortable with sharing personal 
experiences, some maintained boundaries around which topics could be 
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discussed. Others, however, showed no discomfort in what they shared with 
their gay friend. Moreover, some expressed that their openness was not only 
high between them and their gay friend, but also beneficial.

Alfred affirmed that even though he has only known his friend for a year, their 
progression of intimacy was extremely high. Alfred noted that his connection 
with his gay friend “progresses very quickly”, asserting that his friend “is the 
first person that instantly comes to mind” when he needed help or advice.

Nicholas’ story was different to Alfred’s. Initially, Nicholas and his friend 
were only acquaintances, communicating for the mere reason to buy and sell 
party tickets. However, over the years, this rapport developed into an intimate 
friendship. Nicholas recounted that once, when vacationing in a farmhouse, “I 
was left sleeping in the double with him”. Using humour as a tool to establish 
implicit sexual boundaries between him and his friend, Nicholas spoke 
comically of how he avoided awkwardness between them, saying “I said it as 
a joke but there was some truth in it”. In this context, these boundaries should 
be explained in terms of how the friendship eliminated the rise of sexually-
related awkwardness, thus allowing physical intimacy to occur. The established 
boundaries eased sexually-related awkwardness, thus making Nicholas and his 
friend feel at ease with being in close physical proximity with one another.

Likewise, Paul also remarked how being physically near one another helped 
them feel more comfortable in communicating and relating better, saying “it 
makes it more easy to talk”.

Kristen viewed disagreements with his friends as opportunities to grow and 
develop communication skills. Kristen said that their arguments usually 
resulted in mature discussions in which both engage comfortably. 

Mark shared that he experienced tension due to his friend’s sexuality. According 
to Mark, his friend “keeps some things to himself” so as not to make Mark 
appear “gay”. Likewise, Mark was also convinced that bringing other gay 
friends with them would lead people to think that he too is gay, expressing 
that “even I would feel uncomfortable.” Mark observed that topics related to 
sex tended to remain at a superficial level and that whenever the topic came 
up, the friends tended to use humour as a way to make things less awkward. It 
is interesting to note that the use of humour in this friendship is different than 
the one Nicholas used, one which made Nicholas feel comfortable expressing 
physical intimacy. Whereas Nicholas joked about sex to improve the situation, 
Mark used humour to avoid speaking about it altogether “because of the fact 
that he is gay, and I am straight”. 
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Although Michael did initiate conversations about sexuality, his friend 
refrained from sharing such personal matters. According to Michael, his friend 
spoke with disappointment about his sexuality, suggesting that Michael’s 
friend felt that heterosexual people’s lives were privileged, saying “he tells me 
you’re lucky. You don’t have these problems”.

Discussion

Expression of Friendship

Participants described their friendship and how they experienced it by 
illustrating their friend’s qualities. The participants expressed their gratitude 
towards their friend’s ability to care for and understand them. Some participants 
expressed feeling safe and happy because they felt their friend was a trustworthy 
person, whereas others felt inspired and loved by their friend. 

All of the participants strongly expressed comfort with their friends’ sexuality 
and dismissed gossip when appearing in public together, suggesting a socio-
cultural shift in attitudes on homophobia, masculinity, and heterosexual-to-
gay male friendships. Moreover, participants indicated that they did not care 
about what assumptions people might make about their relationship.

Even though the participants were not related to their friend, the closeness 
described between them almost seemed familial in nature, suggesting a sense 
of unity. However, two of the participants shared that their friendship lacked 
depth. This was because they did not meet their friends regularly or share 
intimate disclosures compared to the other participants, thus leaving them 
with little time to connect.

Depth of Support

Although the extent of support offered by the participants differed, all of the 
participants reported that they helped their friends in times of need. Indeed, 
two of the participants reached out to their friends during life transitions. 

Some of the participants made time to listen to their friends by being present 
both physically and emotionally. By expressing tactile affection to their 
friends, participants showed that sexuality did not obstruct the development of 
a healthy friendship but rather strengthened it.

Some participants admitted that the shallow expression of self-disclosure by 
their friends led them to consider their friends as good rather than intimate. 
This could be because the participants’ friends were possibly not comfortable 
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to share intimate details about their sexuality or felt embarrassed as a man to 
be emotional.

Discomfort/Comfort with Being Open

Despite knowing their friends for a short while, some participants stated that 
their friendship grew close very quickly. Likewise, two of the participants saw 
their friendship as one which allowed them to feel comfortable discussing a 
wide range of topics unrestrictedly, including those pertaining to sexuality and 
sexual practices. 

Some of the friendships progressed gradually, initially showing little shared 
intimate experiences. Using humour to alleviate sexually related tension, 
boundaries about sexuality were established. It appears that by using humour, 
the participants were also vocalising their heterosexuality.

In contrast, other participants were unable to solve the issue of tension caused 
by their differing sexualities. In fact, humour was used to avoid speaking about 
sensitive subjects altogether rather than to establish healthy boundaries and 
improve communication. Moreover, it could also be that the gay friends were 
worried about how the heterosexual men would respond to disclosure of sexual 
practices. 

Limitations
The gay identity of the researcher may have been noticed by the participants; 
possibly, they might have been concerned about hurting his feelings or causing 
offence and hence might have modified what they shared and how they shared 
information, in order not to be perceived as potentially homophobic. Although 
all necessary precautions were taken to avoid researcher bias, interpretations 
were derived from the subjective lens of the researcher. Hence, the student-
researcher’s values and biases must be taken into consideration.

Since IPA attends to the verbatim accounts of the participants, some may have 
struggled to express certain details, evident in some participants’ hesitation to 
provide in-depth exploration.

The participants were all students at the University of Malta and in the age 
range of 18 to 30. It is possible that heterosexual men who are not in tertiary 
education and in a different age bracket might disclose different friendship 
experiences.
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Future Directions 
A theme of interest that emerged from the findings was the willingness of 
some participants to share emotional intimacy with their gay friends. Several 
of the participants in this study likened their friends to family. A qualitative 
study could be beneficial to understand if biological brothers add a different 
component and/or social expectation to friendship.

An area that could be further studied is the dynamics of men within 
male friendships. Several participants reported not requiring closeness to 
offer emotional support. A quantitative study could be conducted on the 
characteristics that impact how men experience male friendships in general. 
Moreover, another quantitative study could explore heterosexual Maltese men’s 
perceptions and attitudes towards gay men whilst a qualitative study could 
explore how gay men experience their friendships with heterosexual men.
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Understanding ‘Lesbians’ 
According to the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, a lesbian is a woman 
who is sexually attracted to other women. Simply put, lesbianism means female 
homosexuality. 

General Background
Throughout the last years, Malta experienced an impressive change in its 
inclusive sexual orientation laws. This does not mean that Maltese society 
has experienced a dramatic change in its perspective related to the LGBTIQ+ 
community. However, more exposure to this has made it less difficult.

In 2003, the Malta Gay Right Movements published a study that found that 
LGBTIQ+ individuals in Malta and Gozo face certain issues linked with their 
sexual orientation (Gray, June 2012). In fact, throughout the years this minority 
group experienced several discriminatory acts at their workplace, mainly 
Church schools (Debono, 2007), their own residences (Massa, 2009) and their 
communities (Gray, 7 & 13 February 2012). 

In 2012, a survey conducted by Malta Today reported that 41 percent supported 
equal marriage rights among gay couples, with 51 percent opposing. Support 
from the public reached as high as 60 percent among 18 to 35-year-olds (Gray, 
June 2012). This demonstrated that same-sex marriage was a key policy that 
future governments were going to find challenging to turn their back on (Vella, 
2012).

As a matter of fact, in 2016 Malta was ranked amongst the top five countries 
in the world in promoting equal rights for the LGBTIQ+ population (Times 
of Malta, 2016). In 2017, Malta introduced same-sex marriage becoming the 
15th European nation and 25th country around the world approving marriage 
equality (Pace, 2017).

These legislative changes gave the LGBTIQ+ community the basic legal rights 
and stability that the heterosexual community took for granted. Nonetheless, 
as a minority group, they still endured prejudice and intolerance on a daily 
basis. 

The coming out process

The coming out process is linked with an individual’s consciousness of his or her 
evolving sexual orientation (Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2004), in a society 
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where heterosexuality is the norm, and thus homosexuality is not (Rosario, et. 
al, 2001). Society presumes heterosexual status, system and attitudes to be the 
norm, therefore social structures and certain laws are coordinated according 
to these circumstances, excluding LGBTIQ+ individuals from fitting into this 
model (Harding, 2011).

The negative social attitudes towards homosexuality leads to insecurity and 
internal inquisition among gays and lesbians. Sometimes, they even hide 
their own orientation from themselves. Certain individuals engage in intimate 
relationships with persons of the opposite sex through enforcement by society 
or imposing it on themselves. The despair of being diverse and the humiliation 
of diverging from the norms of society are feelings homosexual individuals 
struggle with especially during their teens (Perrin-Wallqvist & Lindblom, 
2015). Foucault’s perspective on the disciplinary mechanisms of ‘power’ includes 
normalisation; compliance to the norm is requested whereas discrepancy must 
be reformed (Harding, 2011).

Before coming out, it is essential to accept oneself and be pleased with oneself 
and one’s sexual orientation. Individuals who are unsure about their sexual 
orientation, experiment with same-sex individuals to find out their sexual 
orientation or reject their homosexuality until they cannot do it any longer. 
They recognise sexual relationships with the opposite sex as unfulfilling, while 
a relationship with someone of the same gender provides a deeper sense of 
well-being (Perrin-Wallqvist & Lindblom, 2015).

Revealing a necessary part of one’s life while not being secretive (Jordan & 
Deluty, 1998) is linked with psychological improvement (Miranda & Storms, 
1989), and leads to the ability to improve self-esteem, ease anxiety and contribute 
to interpretation of the true self. In the same manner, negative prejudice, 
restricted involvement in homosexual activities and limited self-disclosure 
of sexual identity to others is related with acute distress and low self-esteem, 
redirecting energy away from one’s physical health. In fact, suicide attempts 
are more prevalent among youths who identify themselves as homosexual 
(Rosario et al., 2011).

Rural vs urban 

Homosexuals experience feelings of alienation, being unequal and unsettled 
among peers in schools, at work or at home. Individuals living in small 
communities struggle more with their sexual identification as little to no 
knowledge about homosexuality is available in rural settings. Shifting to 
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larger cities leads to more openness, allowing more acceptance. In fact, in 
urban settings, support and gay movements are more accessible, in addition 
to a number of bars and clubs, while liberal thinking is endorsed (Brown, 2011). 
Homosexual individuals living in rural areas have to travel long distances as 
the mentioned cultural opportunities and support organisations are practically 
non-existent in their localities (Wienke & Hill, 2013).

Wienke & Hill (2013), noted several viewpoints about rural-urban spaces. Rural 
life is not beneficial to gay people’s wellbeing, while urban life is better in that 
its population size and sustainability permit sexual subcultures to flourish. 
Contrary to this, rural outskirts are more challenging due to traditional cultures 
leading to isolation from other LGBTIQ+ individuals. Desperation, misery and 
self-loathing are the most common consequences. Fear of being identified as 
homosexual, restricts social and sexual relationships. Given that the general 
social climate is more averse towards gay individuals in a rural environment, 
gays and lesbians living in such settings are more emotionally hurt by stigma 
and discrimination. Due to negative stereotypes of homosexuality, same-sex 
attraction is also discovered at a later age than among individuals living in 
urban environments.

The participants 

This research was conducted through semi-structured interviews with seven 
Gozitan lesbians aged 22 to 30 years old. They all came out a minimum of two 
years prior to this study and most of them spent more time in Malta than in 
Gozo either to study, work, for leisure or to reside. 

Results and discussion 

Discovering one’s own sexual orientation

Attraction to other females started mostly at the age of 13 years. Denial was the 
first reaction to the mentioned feelings. The highly heterosexual society lead 
to an identity struggle. As Adam’s (2016) theory states, the first stage of coming 
out, entering the closet, includes obscuring one’s sexual desires (Winnie et al., 
2010).

Some of the participants tried building relationships with men, just to be 
like the mainstream. This affected them badly, leading to depression and 
discomfort.
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Exposure to homosexuality increased when Gozitan lesbians spent more time 
working or studying in Malta. In such an urban setting, being lesbian felt 
socially accepted and encouraged the participants to come out with several 
friends. This refers to the third stage of Adam’s theory (2016), that of leaving the 
closet and acknowledging that they had a non-heterosexual identity (Winnie 
et al., 2010).

Interpretation and importance of ‘coming out’

Coming out signifies acceptance of one’s true self and being able to live the 
life one choses. The coming out process is never easy, considering that 
heterosexuality is the norm (Rosario et al., 2001) and that coming out is not 
a once in a lifetime occurrence. Inner struggle and conflict between sexual 
behaviour and beliefs could lead to cognitive discrepancy (Cassar, 2015). 

Coming out has a positive effect on well-being, leads to a happier, fulfilled life 
and improves relationships with several friends, families and partners. On the 
other hand, being in the closet means hiding away a big part of one’s life from 
people one is close to, expending a lot of energy and effort, pretending to be 
someone else. According to Jordan & Deluty (2000), concealing one’s sexual 
identity especially while in a relationship, develops into ‘double lives’. 

The worst fears of coming out include abandonment by loved ones and 
trepidation about how they might be treated after. In reality, a lot of support 
is offered when coming out to different people. According to Jordan & Deluty 
(1998), when individuals affirm their own sexual orientation, this helps form 
reachable social support. The biggest step includes coming out to parents, 
while acceptance leads to relief, even though in particular cases this required a 
lot of time.

While 24 to 28-year-olds began harbouring feelings for people of the same sex 
at the age of 13. Coming out to family and friends came at a later stage, 5 to 6 
years later. Common factors impelling the coming out included their stint in 
Malta while studying or working, and the unhappy, undesirable relationships 
with men.

Since Gozo is a rural setting, being homosexual is tough, including fewer 
opportunities to run into people who were openly gay or lesbian. Nowadays 
there is more awareness and acceptance of different sexual orientations among 
Gozitans. This emerges from the fact that the youngest participant aged 22, 
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came out at the age of 17. The recent legislative changes where lesbians and gays 
are concerned might have facilitated this change in mentality.

The aftermath 

Workplaces in Malta, are considered as safer places where to come out, while 
having a profession in Gozo means colleagues being aware of one’s sexual 
orientation. 

Whilst all 7 participants came out to their mothers, two confirmed never 
having discussed their sexual orientation with their fathers, either because of 
strong religious beliefs or lack of communication between them. As Brown 
(2011) indicates, when a family member objects on the basis of religion, a critical 
situation develops. In this case, staying in the closet because of religious family 
members might be the best solution. As Corrigan & Matthews (2003) underline, 
in these circumstances homosexuality is equated with a sinful lifestyle. 

Young lesbians are not only being labelled by society at large but also by 
the people they love and trust, those at home (Goldfield & Goldfield, 2001). 
Coming out to family members was the hardest experience. Mothers’ reactions 
in particular were crucial. For most of the 7 participants, coming out to 
mothers led to a two-year period of constant fights, arguments and lack of 
communication. In fact, Goldfield & Goldfield (2001) compared the resultant 
behaviour of mothers especially throughout the first year, as that of mourning 
a dead person. Denial and self-blame were the mothers’ first reactions. 

Fathers accepted their daughter’s sexual orientation straight away, decided not 
to talk about it with their daughters or discussed this issue with their wives 
instead of their daughters. On the other hand, the oldest participant became 
closer to her father following her coming out. 

A lot of hard feelings were experienced when coming out to Gozitan straight 
friends, to the extent that long-term friendships were terminated. Coming 
out to Gozitan LGBTIQ+ friends and Maltese colleagues tended to be easier. 
Although the participants had both heterosexual and homosexual friends, 
the interviewees tended to hang out more with individuals from the gay 
community for the reason that heterosexual friends did not always understand 
their lifestyle. 

Gozo in particular 

Although Maltese society is open to people with diverse sexual orientations, 
it is harder to be a lesbian in rural communities. In such close communities, 
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people are aware of one’s sexual orientation before coming out to them. Lesbians 
are also less likely to be accepted in religious societies where homosexuality is 
considered as a sin (Rosario et al., 2011).

A particular individual took extra care with whom she came out because of 
her profession. Residing in the closet is a sort of protection from any type of 
discrimination (Brown, 2011). To escape high levels of prejudice, social seclusion 
and restricted social and institutional support, Gozitan lesbians sought social 
wellbeing in urban settings.

While in Malta homosexuality is slowly becoming more acceptable, in Gozo 
individuals who come out still endure some form of discrimination. A rural 
lifestyle does not cater for lesbianism, considering it is more difficult to 
encounter other individuals of the same orientation. It is not economically 
feasible to open a lesbian bar for this purpose since the number of lesbians 
in Gozo is low. This means that lesbians living in rural areas would have less 
opportunities to be exposed to lesbian culture and lifestyle, which might lead 
them to feel deviant (Brown, 2011).

Urban areas enable Gozitan lesbians to be themselves and encourage them 
to come out. Although certain parts of Malta allow lesbians to be themselves, 
there are still rural areas in Malta where lesbianism is still a taboo. Thus, this is 
not an issue of Gozo vs Malta.

Dating

Opportunities to meet other young lesbians are more frequent in Malta. 
This finding stated that urban cities enable sexual subcultures to grow, while 
rural environments lead to isolation from other homosexuals (Wienke & Hill, 
2013). The possibility of attending LGBTIQ+ communities also improves the 
probability of meeting other lesbians. In Gozo it is very hard to date other 
lesbians either because most of them are still in the closet or they spend most 
of their time in Malta. Only two out of the seven participants dated mostly 
Gozitan women. The fact remains that all participants spent more time in 
Malta than in Gozo.

Social attitude vs Maltese legislation 

The legislative development experienced in the last few years increased 
knowledge about homosexuality. These legislative changes pushed lesbians 
to come out in society and enabled them to experiment where their sexual 
orientation was concerned. Lesbians also feel freer to be themselves and are not 
afraid to attend the many LGBTIQ+ events which are organised in Malta. A rise 
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in acceptance from heterosexuals has been experienced due to more exposure 
to homosexuals. 

Although lesbians can now legally marry each other, society does not 
necessarily look at it and accept it on the same level as a heterosexual wedding. 
When it comes to adoption, on paper, Malta is one of the countries in Europe 
with the greatest improvement but when it comes to reality, there is still a lot of 
discrimination experienced by lesbians and gays. Harding (2011) points out that 
it is wrong to assume that changes in legislation abolish every discrimination 
from lesbians’ everyday lives. Therefore, the Maltese and Gozitan mentality 
needs to develop further to mirror the improvement in the legislation. 
Legislative changes do not necessarily lead to changes in attitudes even though 
it has the power to safeguard homosexuals from discrimination and prejudice 
(Harding, 2011).

Making life easier 

Additionally. coming out will pave the way for others to come out too and make 
it easier for the community to normalise the concept. A boost in acceptance 
and support are positive attitudes towards conceiving a better life. Furthermore, 
increasing LGBTIQ+ events such as Pride assist the public to better perceive the 
reality faced by lesbians.

Education from a young age is also one of the most important necessities. 
Addressing LGBTIQ+ concerns in formal education is a basic part of moral and 
social change (Mizzi, 2006). It was suggested that school textbooks presenting 
LGBTIQ+ situations are introduced in schools. 

Recommendations include more knowledge and awareness among parents, 
especially in Gozo including conferences, support groups, educational talks 
and programmes. Psychological services which can assist young lesbians in 
coming out should be more accessible. After all, as Adams (2016) maintains, 
establishing safe spaces where individuals can open up is our responsibility as 
social citizens.

Conclusion 
The focal point of this study was to delve into the barriers met by young Gozitan 
lesbians while coming out in various institutions in Gozo and its impact on 
their wellbeing. 
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These Gozitan lesbians survived a hard time when they finally came out, 
especially with their families. Living in urban areas in Malta helped them meet 
other lesbians and this exposure encouraged them to finally come out. The 
closed mentality of the strongly religious relatives and friends was a big issue to 
handle, while fear of being judged by other individuals within the community 
was also experienced. In fact, several participants remain closeted in the Gozitan 
community and place of work. The interviewees were very concerned about 
their mother’s negative reaction and that of their Gozitan peers. 

Living in the closet meant adapting to double lives. Hiding their true selves 
while trying to live like the mainstream led to depression, stress and frustration. 
Although coming out was not such an easy process, all participants felt more 
at ease after doing so, especially after coming out to their parents. Following 
their coming out, comfort was found while hanging out with the LGBTIQ+ 
community.

While residing in Gozo, it was hard to date other lesbians. It was also difficult 
to meet other individuals from the LGBTIQ+ community as there are no places 
catering specifically for this minority groups. For the mentioned reasons, 
almost all participants spent most of their time in Malta. In an urban context 
where few people knew them, they felt at ease and could be themselves, thus 
escaping constant scrutiny.

Although there has been an improvement in Maltese legislation, attitudes 
still lag behind. Even though it boosted LGBTIQ+ exposure, the social attitude 
is not yet parallel to the latest legislative changes. Despite the fact that since 
September 2017 same-sex couples can get married in Malta, society still 
differentiates between homosexual and heterosexual couples. The situation is 
worse in Gozo since the community is smaller, and the hold of the Roman 
Catholic Church is stronger.
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Introduction 
The civil union law came into effect in 2014; two years later “Ben” was the first 
toddler to be adopted by a homosexual couple in Malta (Times of Malta, Clarke, 
2018). The system favours heteronormative or blended families, therefore the 
issues with adoption agencies start when they are faced with a couple in a 
same-sex marriage (Averett, Nalavany, & Ryan, 2009). This study focuses on 
the growing need for understanding of these diverse family structures. In this 
study, the aim is to understand the experience of same-sex parents with the 
responsibility of care for an adopted child.  Same-sex couples are becoming 
parents and, hence it is crucial that they are also recognised in research as much 
as any heteronormative family (Lev, 2010). 

It was determined that the appropriate framework for this study needed to be 
authentic and executed in an elementary manner. Hence why I chose to make 
use of the family life cycle coined by Mattessich and Hill, (1987) and Duvall, 
(1988). The developmental stages of the family life cycle are related to same-sex 
couples and their children and is initiated from the commitment between the 
couple while the second stage factors co-parenting or parenting and its diverse 
challenges in the relationship. The third stage emphasises on the parenting 
skills and raising the child in a same-sex marriage. In the final stage, the 
children become the focal point of the research where they reflect on their 
upbringing. 

The Literature  
Homosexuality has been in discussion since the early 1900s. Studies have shown 
that stereotypes regarding homosexuality relate to the ideals of heterosexuality 
(Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Kite & Deaux, 1987). Many regarded homosexuality 
as an unhealthy neurotic distortion of the total personality (Bergler, 1971). 
Meanwhile Kite & Bryant-Less (2016) sustain that in the past few decades there 
has been a shift in social climates which have led to increases in legal rights and 
social acceptance for homosexual and transgender people.  

According to the American Psychological Association, (APA), there is significant 
empirical evidence which supports the supposition that homosexuality is a 
natural alternative of human sexual orientation as opposed to a mental disorder 
(Kinney, 2015). 
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“Same-sex sexual attractions, behaviour, and orientations per se are normal 
and positive variants of human sexuality—in other words, they do not indicate 
either mental or developmental disorders.” 

(Lee Beckstead et al., p.5, 2009) 

Adoption is a welfare and protection system that allows an orphaned or 
abandoned child to benefit from a permanent family (Ulla Jurviste, Giulio 
Sabbati, Rosamund Shreeves, & Anna Dimitrova-Stull, 2016). The intention 
of adoption is to provide permanence and stability and most of the adoptive 
placements achieve such goals (Festinger, 2014). In the field of adoption, it is 
important to provide ways to better prepare the family and offer your support 
so they would be able to handle the challenges, which will arise (Brodzinsky & 
Smith, 2019).

Research by Palacios, Rolock, Selwyn and Barbosa-Ducharne (2019) focused 
on reviewing literature regarding adoption and none of the issues that arise 
during the process of adoption or after, involve the parents’ sexuality or gender. 
This proves that it should not be our focal point in any discussions regarding 
adoption. Research till now has failed to provide any basis that lesbian and gay 
adults are not fit parents (Perrin E. C. et al., 2002). Ironically certain studies 
suggest that lesbian mothers’ and gay fathers’ parenting skills may be higher 
when compared to those of matched heterosexual parents (Short, Riggs, Perlesz, 
Brown, & Kane, 2007).  

Meanwhile Millbank (2003) noted in her review of family studies, that still, 

“the number of adults and the sex of the adults in a household has no 
significant bearing on children’s wellbeing – one adult or two, female or male, 
heterosexual or homosexual... the happiness of the relationship between adults 
in the household, and the openness of warmth and communication between 
the adult/s and the children do have a major impact on the child”  

(p. 571) 

Notwithstanding, there is still a considerable contrast in sexual prejudice and 
vulnerability towards the LGBTIQ+ community (Kite & Bryant-Lees, 2016). As 
Nelson - Jones, R. (2016) argues in his book, he acknowledges the benefits of 
cultivating the past of the gay rights movement in our educational system as 
this may provide insight into the lived experience and quality of life which has 
since improved. 
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Local Context 

The first movement towards same-sex couples took place in 1973 when sodomy 
was no longer considered illegal, allowing people to move on with their private 
lives without the constant worry of facing criminal charges (Meyer, 2013). 
However, the stigma of knowing or being a homosexual continued to permeate 
Maltese society (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2014). In June 2001 the Malta Gay Rights 
Movement (MGRM) was founded, a non-governmental organization (NGO) 
which is paving the way for equality through policies. 

A document which highlights the concerns of child and family scholars on the 
Embryo Protection (Amendment) Bill in Malta, (2018), also states that ultimately 
adoption and fostering must be encouraged. Scholars emphasise that too many 
children are sent into homes without any chance of going back to their actual 
parents.  Research has proven that children always benefit more if they are in 
a well nurtured home with foster carers or even adopted (Abela, Abdilla. Abela, 
Camilleri, Mercieca & Mercieca 2012). 

Global Context 

There are eight countries where homosexuality is punishable by death 
according to the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex 
Association’s (ILGA) latest State-Sponsored Homophobia report. There are 195 
countries in the world yet there are 73 countries where it is still illegal to take 
part in any type of homosexual activity (Equaldex, 2018). A study conducted 
by UCLA in 2016 focusing on LGBT rights and protections found that only 
five countries in the world do not allow discrimination against anyone in the 
LGBTIQ+ community: Bolivia, Ecuador, Fiji, Malta and the UK. Unfortunately 
to this day, there are few constitutional protections for non-discrimination in 
relation to gender and race globally. 

Research Design 
The study adopted a qualitative design. The main scope of using this design is 
to yield ample amount of data from the participant, as the researcher was after 
the profound journey and experience, which might provide insight to other 
couples interested in adopting. A qualitative approach enables the researcher to 
acquire the information needed without limiting the participant; this, in itself, 
allows researchers to gain a deeper understanding of the questions asked and 
allows the participants to better express themselves. 

Phenomenology is a qualitative analytical research traditionally rooted in the 
20th century philosophical traditions of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger 
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(Reiners, 2012). The research philosophy adopted for this study is Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al, 2009). IPA is valuable in topics 
concerning complex and ambiguous burdens. What makes IPA the best tool 
for this study is that it is both phenomenological and social constructionist 
(Nunn, 2009) as it concerns the interpretation of the participant and their own 
experience (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2013; Tuffour, 2017). According to Allan & 
Eatough, (2016) when studying experiences related to couples and families, we 
are trying to understand from an intersubjective perspective, which is central 
to understanding families. 

As mentioned above, a phenomenological approach involves a detailed 
examination of the participants world. Since it is an attempt to interpret the 
personal experience of the participant, it is concerned with the individual’s 
perception of an object or event, which in this case is the decision to adopt and 
live in a same-sex marriage and family dynamic (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 
2009). 

Eligibility and Recruitment 

The participants eligible for this research were homosexual males or females 
who have been raising an adopted child in a same-sex marriage for at least 
one year.  Purposive sampling was used as a means to gather participants; a 
sampling technique used in research for identification of information-rich 
cases with regards to the phenomenon of interest (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

To initiate the research, a recruitment letter, was sent to four NGOs which are 
based in Malta and offer support services to anyone in need in the LGBTIQ 
community. All agreed to relay the information letter and consent form by 
email to prospective participants. However, this attempt to engage participants 
proved laborious and took quite a while to receive a response. Three individuals 
came forward and based on the IPA guidelines, the recommended number of 
participants ranges between three and six participants (Smith & Osborn, 2015), 
making the final sample size obtained sufficient. Given that the number of 
adoptive gay parents in Malta is very small, no further information will be 
given about the sample characteristics to protect the participants’ anonymity. 

Data Collection 

The researcher opted to gather data through audio-recorded semi-structured 
interviews. One-to-one interviews were administered with a person from each 
family, in order for the participants to openly express their experiences with no 
restrictions.  They also had the opportunity to decide where they would like the 



1 8 0

interview to be conducted. The interview questions assisted the researcher only 
as a guideline rather than a fixed structure which needed to be adhered to. All 
three interviews were transcribed two days after the interview, these were then 
sent to the participant so they could confirm what they said and that they agree 
with everything written.  

Data Analysis 

In IPA, the researcher must be aware to set aside any assumptions and 
predisposition. Since it has an idiographic focus, this will allow the participant 
to reveal an involved experience and through this, the researcher would 
gather detailed information from the participant (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
Furthermore, the aim is to avoid any generalisability but rather gain insight 
from the participant.  

The transcripts were analysed by using the IPA procedure by Smith and 
Osborn (2008). For a researcher, IPA is a time-consuming procedure, which 
fully immerses you in the participants’ experience. On the left-hand margin 
general feelings and notes on the participants were jotted down, whereas on 
the right-hand margin, the motifs of the interview were listed. Similarities 
were categorised and placed under a main classification, providing an overall 
description. The final step entailed cross case analysis, where the various themes 
were clustered into master themes of mutual qualities between participants. 
This was periodically done for each participant after which a final table was 
devised, including both master and subordinate themes. 

Themes 

Due to the small population of the participants the themes will be presented 
alone as the quotes from transcripts may reveal their identity. 

The Relationship 	• Leading to adoption 
	• Dealing with the change

Family
	• Acceptance by family of origin 
	• Family as providing support  
	• Becoming a family

The Decision to Adopt

	• Desire to do something for someone 
else 

	• The process of adoption 
	• Inflating their issues
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The Experience of  
Parenthood 

	• Raising the child in a nurturing 
environment

The Challenges
	• Lack of education about LGBT families  
	• Bureaucratic challenges 
	• Societal challenges

Table 1 Table of themes

Discussion 
Some noteworthy themes that can be discussed in collaboration with the 
literature found:  

Maintaining a stable relationship. - The participants were in a stable relationship 
before they got married and decided to adopt. This is important when taking 
into consideration previous findings by Zammit Said, A. (2016), which outlined 
that the condition of the relationship has a formidable effect on the welfare 
of the person and their family.  Indeed the studies by Golombok et al., (2014) 
on the relationships and wellbeing of same sex families exhibited that they 
manage quite well with the challenges of taking care of children. This finding 
is in line with a previous finding by Abela et al. (2012) which asserts that any 
child will always gain more satisfaction from a supporting household. 

The Support of the Family – this was an anticipated theme. All participants 
claimed that if it had not been for the support of their parents, they would 
not have been able to cope with both their jobs and raising a child. Moreover, 
Apap (2015) concluded that in Maltese law and society the family dynamics are 
currently being remodelled and advancing. 

The Process for Adoption - The families who adopt should be prepared and 
offered support for the challenges that they may encounter (Brodzinsky & 
Smith, 2019). The process of adoption in Malta can either happen through the 
government services both locally and foreign or if the couple decide to, they 
can choose a private company which provides the service. They are required 
to provide a considerable amount of personal detail and also attend a course 
which had not yet been upgraded to ‘2019’ standards.  Following completion of 
this course, they await approval from the system. If they are approved then they 
proceed to receive profiles of children. All three participants spoke about the 
vast range of feelings which they experienced upon seeing their child’s photo. 
A consistent feeling outlined by participants was that of feeling as if them and 
the child were meant for each other. The whole process for adoption takes a 
maximum of two years.  



1 8 2

Specific Needs of the Child - A consistent finding in this study was that all of 
the children that were available for adoption had certain difficulties, which 
were either psychological or physical in nature. As outlined by participants, 
although these difficulties may impede their development, these difficulties 
can easily be worked around at present through a system of inclusion. Thus, 
all participants agreed that the specific needs of their children were not of 
significance to them.  

Coping with the New Lifestyle - The concept of ‘new lifestyle’ emerged and 
refers to the specific changes in the lives of the parents who participated in 
this study. For instance, from a financial point of view, a prominent theme 
was that the child added more of a strain on the parents to provide things 
such as nourishment, health and education. Indeed, participants consistently 
mentioned that the time dedicated to certain hobbies had to be adjusted in 
order to include the child. In this regard, it is important to note that literature 
pertaining to the ways in which same-sex couples adapt to their new lifestyle 
after adoption is limited.  

The Challenges a Heteronormative Couple Would Not Encounter - One of the 
questions asked during the interview was aimed at exploring any situation(s) 
which a same-sex couple encountered but think a heteronormative couple 
would not have encountered. Given that Malta is in the top spot in the 
Rainbow Europe LGBTIQ Index (ILGA-Europe), for the third consecutive year, 
an anticipated theme was that such a difference would be minor. Yet it results 
that as a society, there is still room for further education both in our schools 
and in social contexts. Two parents encountered difficulties regarding forms 
to present to ‘Identity Malta’ since all forms require a husband’s and wife’s 
signature. Also, all three couples mentioned how they are not recognised at 
school during mother’s day or father’s day. 

Limitations 
This study is very relevant to the Maltese and also international context because 
it is the first one that tackles the concept of adoption from the perspective of 
parents of the same-sex. This study made it possible for the same-sex adoptive 
parent to display a detailed account of what it is like to adopt a child, care for 
the child whilst already dealing with certain stigma of being in a same-sex 
marriage in the Maltese context. 

The recruitment process took quite a while as emails were sent out through 
the NGO’s more than three times until I began to receive responses. Since the 
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sample was quite small, this brought to the researcher’s realisation a reason for 
the scarcity of same-sex families adopting - because the process is lengthy and 
also expensive for all couples in general. 

Conclusion
The data collected shows that all adoptive same-sex parents chose adoption 
because they wanted to understand the parental instinct, which they were 
told they would never have. As with heterosexual couples, the road to adoption 
was not easy for any of the participants particularly due to the length of the 
process and the emotional turmoil of having no guarantee that they would be 
approved. Yet all three participants were approved straight away.  

Unfortunately, even though most of the conclusions are very positive, there is 
still a lack of acceptance from certain institutions and regulatory bodies, which 
are required for adoption. However, this creates more resilience in the parents 
as they are learning once again how to withstand such restrictions from the 
Maltese context.  

Further support should be given to the adoptive parents after the adoption 
process.  More governmental institutions need to be aware of the changes in 
laws and how to treat and speak to anyone in such situations. Educators also 
need to be aware of what the children and parents in such families might be 
feeling and experiencing due to unknowingly being ignorant to the fact that 
they are a same-sex headed family.
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History of sport and homophobia
“Men make sports and sports make men” (Birrell & Richter, 1994, p.226).  
This has been the credo of all those who have practised sport since the early 
formation of structured sport.  Thus mankind, especially men, have used it as 
a mechanism to divide society rather than use the values it bestows upon those 
who practice it to bring people together.  

Gender is relational and therefore cannot be reasoned to be a fixed idea (Bird, 
1996).  Therefore, it is not possible to demonstrate one’s gender through 
definite characteristics.  It is only through the persistent reassertion of one’s 
heterosexuality that one would not be deemed homosexual (Kimmel, 2004).  
Consequently, football “remains one of the greatest fortresses of homophobia” 
(Jones, 2014) as Polley, and other authors, describe the male sporting body as 
an “idealised, orthodox, heterosexual sign” (p.109).  Anderson and McCormack 
(2010) claim that heterosexual men, specifically, are privileged by sport. 

Theories used throughout the study
Throughout the process of the study, the researcher framed his research and 
analysis of the subsequent data on two main theories and concepts which 
deal with masculinities. These are Connell’s (1982) concept of Hegemonic 
Masculinity and Anderson’s (2009) Inclusive Masculinity Theory. 

Concept of Hegemonic Masculinity

According to Connell and Messerschmidt’s (2005) defininition: 

“Masculinity is not a fixed entity embedded in the body of personality traits of 
individuals. Masculinities are configurations of practice that are accomplished 
in social action and, therefore, can differ according to the gender relations in a 
particular social setting”

(p.836).

During the nascent years of the concept of homophobia in society in the 
1970s (Morin & Garfinkle, 1978) a hierarchical system of masculinities was 
created (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Connell, 1982). This hierarchy of 
masculinities was a gender order that reflects the social gender order of that 
time and therefore it was vital for the concept of hegemonic masculinity to 
mature (Carrigan, Connell, & Lee, 1985). 
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Connell (1995) defines hegemonic masculinity as ‘the configuration of gender 
practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of 
the legitimacy of patriarchy which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the 
dominant position of men and the subordination of women’ (p. 77).  Therefore, 
by this definition, one can understand that gay men would be subordinates in 
this hierarchy of masculinities.  

Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985) consider male homosexuality as counter 
hegemonic and give three reasons why. The first being that resentment 
towards homosexuality is central to heterosexuality. The second being that 
homosexuality is assimilated with femininity and lastly, homosexual pleasure 
is in itself subversive.

With this in mind, however, hegemonic masculinity, is not a distinct feature 
in any given individual. It is rather a collective feature which a large group of 
men and women are ready to support (Connell, 1987). Therefore, men, in order 
to reject the notion of being gay, had to reject homosexuality in a collective 
manner by asserting their heterosexuality through sport. 

Inclusive Masculinity Theory

As time went by and society started to change, a wide number of boys and 
men across the West started to reject homophobia, heterosexism and sexism 
(Cleland, 2018; Clements & Field, 2014).  Consequently, Anderson (2009) coined 
the Inclusive Masculinity Theory (IMT).  Inclusive masculinity is described 
as ‘a liberal pro-feminist masculine form of greater attitudinal substance that 
is constructed in opposition to hegemonic orthodox masculinity and, among 
other inclusive characteristics, is grounded in a rejection of patriarchy, sexism, 
homophobia and femophobia’ (Adams, 2011, p.582).  Specifically, Anderson 
created this theory to describe sport settings which were not based on 
homophobia, apathy or rejection of feminism (Anderson & McCormack, 2018).  

In the process of understanding IMT in the different geographical and historical 
settings, Anderson (2009) developed a concept which would aid individuals to 
understand IMT. This was the concept of Homohysteria. This is defined as ‘the 
fear of being socially perceived as gay’ (Anderson &      McCormack, 2018, p. 548). 
In order for someone or a culture to be reckoned as homohysteric, one must 
meet all three conditions. The first is the awareness of homosexuals within the 
culture. The second is that gender and sexuality are conflated, while the third 
is cultural animosity towards homosexuality (Anderson & McCormack, 2018).  
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Language models and matrices

In addition to the two main concepts and theories that were used to analyse 
the data from the participants, the researcher found language structures which 
were of aid in analysing the data at hand, the first of which was McCormack’s 
(2011) four-stage model of homophobic-themed language. This four-stage 
model, as the name suggests, comprises of four levels of homophobic themed 
language which are: homophobic language, fag discourse, gay discourse and 
pro-gay language. Homophobic language being the worst and most overt 
kind of language while the pro-gay language, as the name implies, is inclusive 
towards sexuality and has a positive social effect connotation. 

In addition to this four-stage model, the researcher makes use of McCormack, 
Wignall and Morris’ (2016) intent – context – effect matrix. This matrix classifies 
homophobic language according to the intent of the person delivering a 
message to those around them, the context of when the phrase was said and 
also the effect that the phrase had on those listening to it. Thus, if a phrase 
would be classified as homophobic language in the four-stage model, yet the 
intention and the effect of the person saying the phrase would not be to cause 
harm to gay people, then this phrase would be justified and not considered to 
be homophobic.

Methodology of the research project

Aims of the research

The researcher set out to understand how albeit the superior legal standpoint 
that Malta has with regards to LGBTIQ+ equality laws since 2017 over other 
countries in the world (Carroll & Mendos, 2017; Mendos, 2019), Malta has 
yet to have an openly male gay player in its football divisions. In addition 
to this, the researcher was keen to understand the perception of the on-field 
stakeholders (players and coaches) about having LGBTIQ+ players on their 
team. Consequently, in order to wrap up and understand the holistic view of 
the stakeholders involved in the game of football, the researcher sought what 
the government and what the national association are doing in support of 
LGBTIQ+ players as the two main governing stakeholders. 

Research design

A qualitative design was chosen as the most appropriate style to study the 
research question at hand in order to gain a deeper insight into the perceptions 
of the different stakeholders participating in the research. 
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For the study, 8 participants were chosen through random sampling. This 
method of sampling was chosen specifically for the specificity that it 
brings with it. The researcher wanted to recruit people with significant past 
experiences or influence on co-workers/teammates through their extensive 
accomplishments. In addition to this, the major factor in choosing this method 
of sampling was that the research topic at hand is still a sensitive topic within 
the football community and there were 2 potential participants who refused or 
did not continue the discussion in order to fix a meeting.  

The 8 participants were divided as follows; 4 were players; a coach with extensive 
experiences in the BOV Premier League; a journalist; a policy maker and the 
Malta FA Football and Social Responsibility (FSR) Official. All players had to 
have a level of experience in the Maltese top division. Two were under the age 
of 25 and the other two were mature players, who had a wider experience of the 
league. To further analyse the Maltese context and perception with regards to 
LGBTIQ+ players, one player from each pair had a spell of playing abroad in 
professional leagues. 

Data Collection and analysis

The preferred method of data collection chosen by the researcher was semi-
structured interviews. With this method of data-collection, the researcher 
could delve into further detail about pertinent topics which would have come 
up throughout the interviews with the respective participants. In addition 
to this, it would also be beneficial to understand the thought process of the 
individual and therefore give context to the data collected. The idea that one-
to-one interviews would be held rather than group interviews was because the 
sensitivity of the research topic would make it difficult for some to express 
their actual thoughts for fear of being seen as homophobic. 

After completion of all the 8 interviews, the researcher transcribed the 
interviews and analysed the transcripts through thematic analysis (Braun &      
Clarke, 2006). From the 8 transcripts 5 main themes emerged, which were: (i) 
the football culture; (ii) homophobic language; (iii) acceptance of LGBTIQ+ 
members in football; (iv) Coming Out and (v) the way forward.

Results and discussion:

The football culture

One of the main things that was mentioned throughout the interviews was 
the issue of the showers within the dressing rooms. Having communal open 
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showers, is not really what might allure a gender-confused teenager to undress 
in front of older players. Especially when these same older players might tease 
them or pass homosexually themed jokes. As a result, most of these younger 
players would opt to shower in their underwear. 

One of the participants, echoes on McCormack, Wignall and Morris’ (2016) 
intent-context-effect matrix when saying that football fans are accepted in the 
football stands. This participant goes on to say that various insults coming from 
the football stands are not intentionally homophobic but generally offensive 
and do not seek to specifically offend the LGBTIQ+ community. On the other 
hand, when talking about the LGBTIQ+ campaign run by the Malta FA, the 
FSR official said that there was a resistance towards the campaign from the 
male football players with the female football players endorsing the campaign 
far better than the male players. 

All participants throughout the interviews mentioned explicitly, or subtly 
referred to the fact that for a gay person to play football, one has to have a strong 
character. Specifically, to endure some of the comments from the supporters.

Homophobic Language

The Maltese culture has many subtle ways to use homosexually themed 
language. However, not everyone has the same interpretation of what 
homophobic language is. For the players, the word “Poof!” is not considered to 
be homophobic as they consider it as part of the job. They would classify this 
as gay discourse in the McCormack (2011) four-stage model. On the other hand, 
when they would be insulted with a stereotypical behaviour of gay people, they 
would then deem this to be overtly homophobic. 

Yet, the main venue for the perpetration of hegemonic masculinity, and 
therefore homophobic language, is still considered to be the dressing room.   
However, although all of the players did mention that homophobic language 
is used in the dressing room, not all do partake in this habit. Across the 
participants, the younger players are more conscious of limiting their use of 
this type of language. However, although older players sometimes do limit 
themselves, there are other instances where they could not hold back. 

In the stands, all the participants make the reference to what the policy maker 
refers to as ‘minority stress’. This is the stress caused by heterosexual supporters 
upon using the word “poof” or other homosexually themed language as an 
expression of frustration and anger. 
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Acceptance of LGBTIQ+ members in football

All player participants in the research had no reservations for a gay player to 
join their team, however, one must keep in mind that all of these participants 
already have gay family members and friends. Therefore, this might result in 
their positive outlook towards the matter. All the players said that they look 
at other players for what they are worth, rather than their sexual orientation.  
However, in contrast, all of the players said that upon knowledge of a gay player, 
there would need to be respect of ‘unsaid boundaries’ from both parties. 

When asked about a hypothetical potential gay player coming out not in a 
Maltese context, the majority said that the player would be accepted by the 
footballing community. However, they still specified that it would be on a case-
by-case basis. Clyde, a player, mentioned that as one moves further South and 
further East in Europe gay players would be less and less accepted.  The coach 
mentioned that the LGBTIQ+ community in the football world is experiencing 
what it experienced in the wider community some thirty years ago. 

While the interviewees would not have a problem with gay players in their 
team, as referenced above, when then asked about the reality of the situation 
from the eyes of other players in Malta, only two said that gay players would 
be accepted. The others said that because of the conservative mentality and the 
macho culture surrounding the football community in the Maltese community, 
the potential gay player would find it challenging.  

Coming Out

All participants did mention that coming out abroad is easier than coming 
out in Malta, with all of the participants signalling towards the culture and 
mentality as the prime factor for this issue. Furthermore, they did go on to 
clarify that if a player would be the first to come out internationally, it would 
be better for the Maltese player to be the second person after someone else from 
another country came out. This contrasts with the legal standpoint that Malta 
has over other countries.

Some of the reasons that the participants mentioned that would be detrimental 
for players  to come out were their fear of homophobic behaviour, including 
decisions coming from the club. Further to this, many believe that after 
coming out, they would not find the required support and also be harassed by 
the supporters. One of the main issues was the dressing room culture. When 
coming out, one must also factor in the popularity of the sport and also the 
division that one is playing in. There is a difference in coming out in the BOV 
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Premier League as opposed to the BOV Third Division, or the BOV Challenge 
League. 

The way forward

The main point that was stressed by all the participants was the presence of a 
social educational framework with regards to the LGBTIQ+ community.  The 
older players, who are parents themselves, both mentioned that although Malta 
has ranked first since 2017 in the ILGA standings, they still find it difficult and 
sometimes uncomfortable to explain to their children why there would be a 
same-sex couple walking down the street holding hands. 

Another point that was mentioned was the idea of a restructuring of the 
coaching courses in order to include social themes such as having LGBTIQ+ 
players on the team and how to go about managing this experience. In addition 
to this, there were suggestions for a multi-faceted strategy which would 
incorporate many stakeholders in the game which would see the improvement 
of LGBTIQ+ supporters and potentially players.  

One of the main points that the players mentioned is to help eradicate 
homophobia from the dressing room. The players suggested that this would 
be aided by holding talks with members of the LGBTIQ+ community as a team       
where discussions about gay experiences and ways on how to help LGBTIQ+ 
potential players in the team would be held. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, although Malta has ranked first in the ILGA standings since 
2017 (Carroll & Mendes, 2017; Mendes, 2019), it is still yet to be truly an equal 
space for all. This is what Ghaziani (2014) calls ‘performative progressiveness’. 
Throughout the interviews, it was clear that the Maltese football community is 
not yet ready to accept male gay football players compared to accepting female 
gay football players.  

In addition to this, due to the macho culture and the conservative mentality 
embedded within the Maltese footballing community, a male football player 
is not considered to be anything but heterosexual. However, this all boils 
down to the lack of a social education framework that existed before the 
implementation of the laws and reforms which saw Malta leapfrog to first in 
the ILGA standings, for the Maltese community with ramifications especially 
for the Maltese footballing community.
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