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Abstract

Introduction Attitudes toward non-normative families, such as those composed of LGBTQ parents and stepparents, have
improved over the last few decades. However, prejudice has not disappeared, but has only mutated into modern forms. This
experimental study aimed to investigate the conditional mechanisms explaining negative attitudes toward non-normative
mothers. We predicted that when evaluating conflicts within a family, a heterosexual biological mother would be viewed
as being less responsible for her children’s misbehavior than non-normative mothers, and these attributions would, in turn,
impact on perceptions of competence and morality as a manifestation of modern prejudice for those with highly heteronor-
mative beliefs.

Methods Four hundred and two Italian heterosexual and cisgender participants from the general public took part in a
questionnaire from November to December 2022. Each participant read one of four different vignettes describing a conflict
between two children and their mother. Specifically, a target mother’s sexual orientation (heterosexual vs. lesbian mother)
and her biological connectedness to children (biological mother vs. stepmother) were manipulated. Then, the participants
responded to measures on mothers’ competence, morality, and responsibility for the children’s misbehavior, and scales on
gender role beliefs and sexual prejudice.

Results Results of moderated mediation showed that the familial conflict provided a rationalization according to which people
with high levels of gender role beliefs—or sexual prejudice—attributed more responsibility and less competence—or less
morality—to non-normative mothers compared with heterosexual biological mothers.

Conclusions This study found that non-normative mothers are stigmatized on competence or moral bases eliciting attribu-
tions for conflict with their children.

Policy Implications These results contribute to the growing number of studies exploring attitudes toward non-normative
family arrangements and are relevant for clinicians and policymakers.
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Introduction

Recent research shows that people’s attitudes toward “non-
normative” families, such as those composed of LGBTQ
parents and stepparents, have improved over the last few
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decades (Kranz, 2022; Saint-Jacques et al., 2020). Further-
more, scholars have found that children in LGBTQ families
and stepfamilies positively evaluate the quality of relation-
ship with their parents (Clarke & Demetriou, 2016; Jensen
& Howard, 2015). For instance, adult children of LGBTQ
parents clearly reject the attribution of being “damaged” by
their parents’ sexual orientation or parents’ gender identity,
even when reporting some difficulties experienced in hetero-
sexist cultures (Clarke & Demetriou, 2016). Furthermore, in
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stepfamilies in which the stepparent concluded the process
of adoption, stepchildren report high-quality perception in
stepparent—stepchildren relationships (Jensen & Howard,
2015). However, these positive results do not represent the
evidence that prejudice has disappeared.

In many Western societies, as a result of new social norms
and legislation, discrimination has become less tolerable and
prejudice has mutated into subtle and modern forms that
are sometimes difficult to detect (Dovidio, 2001; Morrison
& Morrison, 2011; Morrison et al., 2009). For instance,
LGBTQ persons can still be the target of subtle forms of
prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination through micro-
aggressions, denial of contact, or denial of discrimination
(ILGA, 2023; Massey et al., 2013; Salvati et al., 2020). Also,
same-sex parents are still targets of stigma and high scrutiny
in terms of their competence and capacity to offer a nurtur-
ing environment for their children (e.g., Ballone et al., 2023;
Di Battista et al., 2020a, 2020b; Leal et al., 2021; Pacilli
et al., 2017). This is true for gay men who stereotypically are
assumed to have a marginal interest in fatherhood (Biblarz
& Stacey, 2010; Ioverno et al., 2018), as well as for lesbian
women who tend not to be linked with the traits generally
associated with mothers, such as being self-sacrificing or
nurturing (Hequembourg & Farrell, 1999; Salvati et al.,
2018). Stepfamilies, potentially including both same-sex
parents and different-sex parents, continue to be stigmatized
compared to the nuclear family (Ganong & Coleman, 2018),
being considered as an incomplete institution (Coleman
et al., 1997), or a deviant family form with a high risk of
being conflictual and less stable than intact families are
(Claxton-Oldfield & O'Neil, 2007; Planitz & Feeney, 2009).
Recent reviews (Goldberg, 2022) have further revealed that
LGBTQ people continue to face stigma and invisibility in
becoming parents, especially when they represent multiple
marginalized statuses, such as in the case of lesbian or gay
stepparents.

Perceptions of Non-normative Parents’ Competence

In many studies on prejudice, by using a vignette approach
depicting a parent having a conflict with their children or
partner, participants were asked to rate same-sex parental
competence (Di Battista et al., 2020a; Kranz, 2022; Massey
et al., 2013; McLeod et al., 1999; Strbi¢ et al., 2019;
Tusl et al., 2020), or stepparents’ competence (Claxton-
Oldfield, 1992; Di Battista, 2023; Di Battista et al., 2022,
2023). These studies did not find that parents were directly
judged negatively on competence and skills as expected.
On the contrary, prejudice toward stepparents or same-sex
parents was found to arise only in certain situations, par-
ticularly those with a negative connotation that were also
attributed to parents, provided with a subtle or socially

acceptable way to do so (e.g., Claxton-Oldfield, 1992; Di
Battista et al., 2020a; Moreno & Bodenhausen, 2001). For
instance, Ballone et al. (2023) found that a predictor of
negative attitudes toward gay fathers’ competence was the
attribution of higher conflicts for gay parental couples than
for a different-sex couple. Other studies similarly found
that perceptions of lesbian mothers’ and stepmothers’
competence were lower than for heterosexual biological
mothers through the mediation of attributions of mothers’
responsibility for a conflict with children (e.g., Di Battista
et al., 2022, 2023). In other words, past research showed
that a conflict between mothers and children was used by
people with high levels of gender role beliefs to attribute
responsibility to “non-traditional” mothers and, in turn,
this attribution predicted judgments of low competence for
these targets. This strategic interpretation of a conflict or a
negative situation within the family was confirmed in other
studies (Massey, 2007; Massey et al., 2013). Massey and
colleagues (2013) found that participants with high levels
of modern homonegativity rated negative behaviors of a
parent in a same-sex couple more negatively than the same
behaviors of a heterosexual parent; however, this effect
did not emerge in a positive vignette scenario. Massey
(2007) explained these results as a negative causal attribu-
tion for out-group members representing a subtle channel
with which to express sexual prejudice. In other words, the
fact that a child displayed misbehaviors or conflicts with
parents allows the prejudice to manifest itself via a nega-
tive attribution to parents from people with high levels of
modern homonegativity.

Moral Stigmatization and Motherhood

Authentic and essential motherhood has been predominately
viewed as biological, mono-maternal, and positioned within
a hetero-patriarchal family and, in this sense, motherhood
has been expected to meet the high moral standards of inten-
sive mothering (Park, 2013). The bulk of research has con-
sistently shown that few evaluative dimensions drive judg-
ment toward others (Brambilla & Leach, 2014 for a review).
Starting from the classical distinction between warmth and
competence, researchers ascertained that morality—a sub-
dimension of the original warmth—represents the most
important antecedent of judgment processes (Leach et al.,
2007; see also Ellemers et al., 2013). Furthermore, there is
evidence that both evaluations of motherhood and attitudes
toward same-sex parents are strongly moralized (see Rhee
et al., 2019 for a review). However, moral stigmatization of
non-normative mothers is an underexplored field of research
and to the best of our knowledge, no studies have explored
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the relationship between attribution of responsibility and
moral stigmatization of lesbian (step)mothers.!

LGBTQ people can be perceived as immoral especially
by religious and politically conservative groups (Costa
et al., 2014; Ioverno et al., 2018). A morality framework
in which media and politics promote the traditional family
model is typically presented by those opposing all forms of
non-traditional family (Clarke, 2001; Lingiardi et al., 2016).
Judgments of immoral behaviors are indeed one of the most
common arguments against gay men and lesbian women par-
ents (Clarke, 2001; Costa et al., 2014). However, research
is not clear on the processes through which some beliefs
become moralized for certain groups of parents. Some schol-
ars (Pacilli et al., 2011; van der Toorn et al., 2020) have
argued that strongly believing that social roles are naturally
divided for gender and heterosexuality is a given rather than
one of the possible identities (“view of what is”’) may predict
attitudes concerning what is normative or, on the contrary,
immoral (“view of what should be”) through processes of
system justification. In other words, the fact that social roles
are mostly divided along a binary gender line and that chil-
dren are conceived “naturally” through sexual intercourses
of different-sex persons is something which is viewed as
a natural order to respect. Furthermore, following Massey
(2007), a familial conflict can represent further negative evi-
dence that same-sex parents do not respect this natural order
and that they are culpable and, ultimately, less moral than
heterosexual parents.

In the literature, the judgment of mothers’ morality seems
to be more qualified by their non-normative sexual orienta-
tion than by their missing biological bond with their chil-
dren as in the case of stepmothers (Valiquette-Tessier et al.,
2016). In general, stepparents tend to receive many negative
attributions related to competence, conflict management, and
maladaptation (Planitz & Feeney, 2009; Saint-Jacques et al.,
2020), and lesbian stepmothers tend to be rated as being not
very stable and secure (Claxton-Oldfield & O’Neil, 2007).
However, judgments pertaining to morality do not seem spe-
cific for stepmothers. For instance, investigating the contents
of stereotypes attributed to different typologies of mothers,
Ganong and Coleman (1995) found that stepmothers were
judged as having poor family relationships, being incom-
petent in raising children, lacking many positive personal
characteristics (e.g., being patient, caring), and possessing

! We used the term “stepmothers” to indicate all mothers who were
non-biological mothers, independently from their sexual orientation.
We used the term “lesbian (step)mothers” in all the cases in which
we referred to lesbian mothers, both biological ones (i.e., lesbian
mothers) and step ones (i.e., lesbian stepmothers). Similarly, we used
the term “heterosexual (step)mothers” in all the cases in which we
referred to heterosexual mothers, both biological ones (i.e., heterosex-
ual mothers) and step ones (i.e., heterosexual stepmothers).
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several undesirable personal attributes (e.g., being unkind,
unreasonable). However, the level of attribution of immoral-
ity was extremely low and lower compared with the same
attribution for the targets “women in general” and “never
married mothers.”

This study aimed, on the one hand, to confirm previ-
ous findings concerning perceptions of competence (e.g.,
Di Battista et al., 2022, 2023), exploring attitudes toward
mothers with multiple marginalized or invisible statuses.
On the other hand, this study aimed to extend the previous
investigations, exploring the impact of negative attributions
of responsibility on perceptions of mothers’ morality.

The Current Study

In Italy, there is no specific distinction between stepparent
adoption and second-parent adoption, but a unique form of
adoption in “particular cases” that regulates, among others,
the adoption of the biological child of one of the partners
in a couple. This kind of adoption is defined “adoption for
particular cases” or “non legitimizing adoption” (1983, Law
no. 184). This kind of adoption does not fit with the same
discipline of full adoption because a permanent state of the
adoptive child’s abandonment is not declared. It includes two
conditions that need to be recognized: the biological par-
ents’ consent must be obtained and the adoption must satisfy
the child’s best interests (Montanari Vergallo, 2019). This
adoption does not sever the original family bonds and is not
automatic but arranged by the Italian Minors Court only after
careful screening of partner prerequisites such as emotional
suitability, competence, and personal and economic situation
(Montanari Vergallo, 2019).

Italian lawmakers have made a distinction between mar-
riage for different-sex couples and civil union for same-sex
couples, also in terms of parenthood rights. In this sense,
civil union legislation does not allow, in principle, an
adoption of any kind for same-sex couples. However, since
2007, the Courts of Milan and Florence have extended the
“adoption for particular cases” to same-sex couples. In
2014, Rome Tribunal affirmed that parental competence
is independent from sexual orientation of the adopting
adults, and in 2016, the Italian Constitutional Court has
recognized the “adoption for particular cases” for same-
sex couples implementing the sentence passed by the Tri-
bunal of Rome. However, in the Italian system, judges are
bound by the law and judicial decisions are not a source
of law. Therefore, the role of the courts is limited to just
applying the right norm to the dispute, interpreting it if
necessary. For its part, the Italian parliament continued to
regulate adoptions only for married different-sex couples,
since only this model is assumed to offer the necessary sta-
bility in parental relationships (Montanari Vergallo, 2019).
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Fig. 1 Conceptual representation of the moderated mediation models. Notes: X—independent variable; Y—dependent variable; M—mediator;

‘W—moderator

However, in the Italian context, it has become com-
mon for two women, a stepmother and a biological one, to
raise children from previous different-sex relationships or
donor-insemination abroad (Montanari Vergallo, 2019).
Considering that the “adoption for particular cases” is
not automatic and that, in the case of same-sex parents,
municipal registrars had sometimes refused to register a
child born abroad, claiming it would be contrary to pub-
lic order, the recognition and protection of non-normative
families seem to be highly influenced by “the degree of
open-mindedness and on the conscience of each judicial
panel” (Montanari Vergallo, 2019, p. 15). Based on these
premises, it is still important to consider the biases that
may influence perceptions toward non-normative parents.

This study investigated perceptions of normative and non-
normative mothers’ competence and morality in the Italian
context presenting a vignette scenario in which two children
had a conflict with their—heterosexual or lesbian—biological
mother or adoptive stepmother (Di Battista et al., 2022). Het-
erosexual biological mothers were supposed to be perceived as
being more competent and less responsible for their children’s
misbehavior compared to lesbian (step)mothers and hetero-
sexual stepmothers due to a stereotypical view of family roles.
However, following previous study results (e.g., Di Battista
et al., 2022, 2023), it was not predicted the lesbian stepmoth-
ers would be doubly stigmatized due to both their sexual ori-
entation and biological disconnectedness with their children.

Furthermore, this study intended to explore perceptions
of mothers’ morality predicting a moral stigmatization of
lesbian (step)mothers (i.e., lesbian stepmothers and bio-
logical lesbian mothers) due to their sexual orientation.

More specifically, it was predicted that when evaluating
an identical conflict within a family, a heterosexual bio-
logical mother would be viewed as being less responsible
than non-normative mothers, and these attributions would,
in turn, impact on perceptions of competence as a manifes-
tation of modern prejudice for those with high gender role
beliefs (Ballone et al., 2023; Di Battista et al., 2022; Massey
et al., 2013). Also, the same conflict scenario could provide
a similar rationalization by which people with high levels
of sexual prejudice would attribute more responsibility and
less morality to lesbian (step)mothers compared with het-
erosexual (step)mothers, regardless of biological connected-
ness with their children (see Fig. 1). Therefore, based on the
rationale described above, we expected:

For participants with high levels of gender role beliefs, het-
erosexual biological mothers would be judged as being more
competent than all non-traditional mothers (i.e., heterosexual
stepmothers and lesbian (step)mothers) through the mediation of
attribution of responsibility for a mother-children conflict (H1).

For participants with high levels of sexual prejudice, heter-
osexual (step)mothers would be judged as being more moral
than lesbian (step)mothers through the mediation of attribu-
tion of responsibility for a mother-children conflict (H2).
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Methods
Participants and Procedures

Four hundred and thirteen people participated in a self-
reported questionnaire from November to December
2022. However, 3 people were not Italian and 8 failed the
manipulation check questions. Inclusion criterion was “To
be older than 18 years old.” We did not indicate specific
exclusion criteria. However, we considered important not
to include in the analysis those who had failed the atten-
tion control questions and foreign participants who could
have had difficulty understanding the language of the
questionnaire. The remaining participants were N =402
heterosexual and cisgender people with Italian nationality
from the general public (283 female participants; 70.4%;
M age=38.85, SD=15.61, from 18 to 78). Almost half
of the participants self-identified as biological parents
(44.3%; n=178), 5 participants were adoptive parents
(1.2%), and n=116 were childfree participants (53.7%; 3
were missing concerning this information).

A self-report questionnaire was administered electroni-
cally via the Qualtrics platform. The study was presented
to participants as a survey collecting perceptions toward
different forms of motherhood. Potential participants were
recruited by using a convenience sample strategy and were
notified that the study was completely anonymous and that
they could skip any of the question(s) they did not wish to
answer. Only then did they give their consent to partici-
pate. After filling out the socio-demographic section, each
participant was randomly assigned to one of four vignettes
to prevent any survey ordering effects (Vignettes from Di
Battista et al., 2022).

The research complied with the WMA Declaration of
Helsinki (1964/2013). Approval was obtained from the
Ethical Review Board for Research in Psychology, Uni-
versity of Verona (Italy; protocol code: 159372).

Materials and Measures

Socio-Demographic Section Participants’ age, gender, gen-
der identity, sexual orientation, parenting status, and nation-
ality were collected.

The Vignettes In four different vignettes (Di Battista et al.,
2022) depicting some episodes of mild conflict between
5-year-old twins and their mother, the mother’s pathway
to parenthood (i.e., biological mother vs. non-biological
adoptive mother of the biological partner’s children) and
sexual orientation (i.e., heterosexual mother vs. lesbian
mother) were manipulated. Specifically, in the vignettes,
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four different families were presented in which the active
parent was always the mother: (1) a biological heterosexual
mother (n=99); (2) a biological stepmother (n=96); (3) a
lesbian stepmother (n=105); (4) a biological lesbian mother
(n=102). In all the scenarios, a negative mother-children
interaction was presented. In general, at the end of a day of
school, two 5-year-old twins were misbehaving, crying, and
wanting their mother to buy toys and sweets for them. Their
mother, who engaged with her children, was frustrated and
lost her temper. Each participant read only one version of the
vignettes and then, they responded to three manipulation and
attention-checking items (e.g., “Antonio and Sara are the
biological children of Anna;” responses: 1 =true; 2 =false).

Morality Three bipolar adjectives measuring parenting
traits of the target mother (from Weed & Nicholson, 2015)
were assessed at opposite poles of a 6-point scale. The items
measured a subscale in which higher scores corresponded
to a more moral/honest perception of the depicted mother’s
behavior: immoral/moral, promiscuous/faithful, delinquent/
law-abiding. A total score was computed on the grounds of
the mean (¢=0.91, M=4.23, SD=1.14; skewness =—0.28,
kurtosis=—0.56).

Competence Three ad hoc items were administered in order
to measure the perception of the target mother’s competence
(from Di Battista et al., 2022): competence, preparation, and
capacity as a mother on a 6-point Likert scale (from 1 =abso-
lutely disagree; to 6 =absolutely agree). Higher scores indi-
cated a better perception of the mother’s competence. A total
score was computed on the grounds of the mean (@=0.93,
M=4.10, SD=1.21; skewness=—0.35, kurtosis=—0.38).

Attribution of Responsibility Participants also attributed the
depicted children’s misbehavior to the mother described in the
vignette on a 6-point Likert scale (from 1 =strongly disagree;
to 6 =strongly agree; 9 items; e.g., “Antonio and Sara are
misbehaving because Anna doesn't act as a good mother;”
from Di Battista et al., 2022). Higher scores corresponded to
higher participants’ attribution of the mother-children conflict
to a perceived inappropriate mothering role. A total score was
computed on the grounds of the mean (@=0.87, M=2.31,
SD=0.95, skewness=1.12, kurtosis=1.27).

Gender Role Beliefs The 8-item subscale “Gender Linked”
of the Social Roles Questionnaire (e.g., “Mothers should
work only if necessary;” Baber & Tucker, 2006) assessed
participants’ attitudes toward gender roles on a 6-point
Likert scale (from 1=strongly disagree; to 6 =strongly
agree). Higher scores indicated more stereotypical attitudes
toward gender roles. Items were added (¢ =0.83, M =18.54,
SD=8.11, skewness =0.93, kurtosis=0.13).
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Sexual Prejudice The 7-item subscale “Modern Heterosex-
ism” of the Multidimensional Scale of Attitudes Toward
Lesbians and Gay Men (e.g., ““I believe same-sex parents
are as capable of being good parents as heterosexual par-
ents;” Reversed item; Gato et al., 2012; the Italian valida-
tion in Scierri & Batini, 2019) measured sexual prejudice
on a 6-point Likert scale (from 1 =absolutely disagree; to
6 =absolutely agree). An index of sexual prejudice was
created on the grounds of the mean (a¢=0.86, M =2.95,
SD=1.31, skewness=1.12, kurtosis=—0.63).

Data Analyses

Statistical preliminary analyses such as reliability analyses,
descriptive statistics, and correlations were conducted. The
values for asymmetry and kurtosis were acceptable, with
few exceptions slightly exceeding |1l. The sample size was
established by means of two distinct power analyses—one
related to the interaction hypothesis and the other to the
mediation hypothesis. With one tested predictor (i.e., the
interaction) on a total of three (i.e., two main effects and
interaction), the power analysis for moderated regression
yielded a required sample size of 395 (£ =0.02, 1-p=0.80,
a=0.05). Power analysis for mediation was estimated tak-
ing as the reference sample size the one emerging from the
interaction power analysis (see Pellegrini et al., 2021). We
opted for a conservative parameter in terms of effect size and
number of replications. Specifically, we set low expected
correlations (i.e., 0.20) among predictor, mediator, and crite-
rion. As suggested by Schoeman et al. (2017), we set values
of 5000 and 20,000 for the total number of power analysis
replications and the number of coefficients draws per repli-
cation, respectively. Analysis revealed a statistical power of
0.90 associated with the sample size of 395 observations.

The hypotheses were tested performing moderated media-
tion analyses in which the effects of the mother’s conditions
on the evaluation of competence—and morality—through
the mediation of the attribution of responsibility depended
on levels of participants’ gender role beliefs—and sexual
prejudice. To test these models, we used the SPSS PRO-
CESS macro for testing moderated mediation (model 7;
Hayes, 2013). Attitudes toward the mother’s competence or
morality were modelled as dependent variables (Y), while
gender role beliefs or sexual prejudice were modelled as
moderators (W). The attribution of responsibility was mod-
elled as mediator (M) and the vignette scenario was the cat-
egorical independent variable (X).

Results

Table 1 shows correlations among variables.
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Table 1 Zero-order correlations among variables
1 2 3 4
1. Competence 1
2. Attribution of responsibility —.54%%* 1
3. Morality B0%F  — 49k 1
4. Gender role beliefs —21%%* S52%F — 18% 1
5. Sexual prejudice —.18%* A4xF - — 1 T* 62%%

#kp < 001; *p=.001

As can be observed in the correlation matrix, regardless
of the mother’s sexual orientation or the pathway to parent-
hood, attribution of responsibility was negatively related to
perceptions of competence and morality and, on the contrary,
positively related to gender role beliefs and sexual prejudice.

Competence Perceptions Following the first hypothesis,
a model tested the effects of the four types of mothers on
the perception of competence through the mediation of the
attribution of responsibility moderated by the levels of par-
ticipants’ gender role beliefs. Results showed that the equa-
tions for both the effects on the attribution of responsibility,
R2=0.34, F (7, 394)=29.33, p<0.001, and competence,
R’=0.30, F (4,397)=42.18, p<0.001, were significant.
Furthermore, the interaction between the independent vari-
able and gender role beliefs significantly impacted on the
attribution of responsibility, AR?=0.06, F (3,394)=11.31,
p<0.001. In line with H1, the indexes of moderated media-
tion for the difference between the heterosexual biological
mother and the heterosexual stepmother (X1) or the lesbian
stepmother (X2) were significant indicating that the condi-
tional indirect effects were defined by the levels of gender
role beliefs (see Table 2). Furthermore, the index of moder-
ated mediation for the difference between the heterosexual
biological mother and the lesbian biological mother (X3)
was significant.

Moral Stigmatization Following the second prediction,
a model tested the effect of sexual orientation (i.e.,— 1=
heterosexual (step)mothers or 1 =Iesbian (step)mothers)
on the perception of morality through the mediation of the
attribution of responsibility moderated by the levels of par-
ticipants’ sexual prejudice. Equations for both the effects on
attribution of responsibility, R’=0.23, F (3, 390)=38.16,
p<0.001, and morality, R>=0.23, F (2, 391)=59.58,
p<0.001, were significant. The interaction between the
independent variable and sexual prejudice significantly
impacted on the attribution of responsibility, AR>=0.04, F
(1,390)=18.5, p<0.001. The index of moderated mediation
indicated conditional indirect effects that was defined by dif-
ferent levels of sexual prejudice (see Table 3).
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Table 2 Moderated mediation
estimates for competence

Estimates SE t P LLCI ULCI
95% CI
Direct effect
Competence as DV
Constant 5.77 15 38.11 .001 5.4742 6.0697
X1 —0.08 15 -0.55 .58 —0.3740 0.2096
X2 —0.08 14 -0.56 57 —0.3665 0.2030
X3 -0.20 14 —1.41 .16 —0.4884 0.0812
Attribution of responsibility — —0.69 .05 —12.64 .001 —-0.7931 —-0.5796
Attribution of responsibility as DV
Constant 1.91 .20 9.51 .001 1.5121 2.2998
X1 -0.98 28 —3.46 .001 —1.5448 —-0.4246
X2 -0.82 27 -3.02 .001 —1.3540 -0.2859
X3 -0.97 28 —347 .001 —1.5287 -0.4220
Gender role beliefs 0.01 .02 0.77 44 —0.0122 0.0279
X1 * gender role beliefs 0.07 .01 5.12 .001 0.0440 0.0988
X2 * gender role beliefs 0.06 .01 4.69 .001 0.0368 0.0900
X3 * gender role beliefs 0.07 .01 4.63 .001 0.0385 0.0952
Index Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI
Conditional indirect effect
Low level (X1) 0.16 11 —0.0489 0.3797
Low level (X2) 0.11 .10 —0.0760 0.2980
Low level (X3) 0.19 .09 0.0188 0.3785
Medium level (X1) -0.23 .08 —0.3922 —0.0746
Medium level (X2) -0.24 .08 —0.3951 —0.0940
Medium level (X3) -0.18 .07 —0.3166 —0.0412
High level (X1) -0.63 .14 —0.8857 —0.3497
High level (X2) —0.60 15 —0.8835 —0.3042
High level (X3) -0.55 13 —0.7945 —0.3001
Index of moderated mediation
Gender role beliefs (X1) -0.05 .01 -0.0712 —0.0252
Gender role beliefs (X2) -0.04 .01 —-0.0671 —-0.0199
Gender role beliefs (X3) -0.05 .01 —0.0661 —-0.0252

Moderator values are at the -1SD, Mean, and+ 1SD. DV dependent variable. SE standard error. Boot 5000
bootstrap samples. LLCI bias-corrected lower limit confidence interval. ULCI bias-corrected upper limit
confidence interval. X/: heterosexual biological mother vs. heterosexual stepmother. X2: heterosexual bio-
logical mother vs. lesbian stepmother. X3: heterosexual biological mother vs. lesbian biological mother.

Discussion

Recent research examining societal prejudice toward non-
normative families compared to heterosexual and nuclear
families did not reveal the expected differences (Kranz,
2022). However, prejudice was sometimes found to arise in
experimental studies using the vignette approach (Ballone,
2023; Di Battista, 2022) in which participants were provided
with a subtle or socially acceptable way to express prejudice,
such as to evaluate a possible—dispositional—attribution to
parents for a negative familial situation.

In the present study, as for perception of mothers’ com-
petence, participants endorsing medium and high levels of

@ Springer

stereotypical gender role beliefs judged the depicted het-
erosexual or lesbian stepmothers to be less competent com-
pared to the heterosexual biological mothers by attributing
them more responsibility for the depicted conflict with their
children. Furthermore, participants holding medium and
high levels of stereotypical gender role beliefs perceived
the lesbian biological mother as being less competent com-
pared to the heterosexual biological mothers by attribut-
ing her more responsibility for the same familial conflict.
Therefore, moderated mediation analyses evaluating pre-
dictors of non-normative mothers’ competence perceptions
confirmed previous similar studies’ results (Di Battista
et al., 2022, 2023). Specifically, when evaluating
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Tal?le 3 Moderated. mediation Estimates SE ¢ p LLCI ULCI
estimates for morality
95% CI
Direct effect
Morality as DV
Constant 5.74 20 28.68 .001 5.3476 6.1347
X -0.10 11 —1.04 31 —-0.3036 0.0941
Attribution of responsibility — —0.58 .05 —10.82 .001 -0.6901 —0.4779
Attribution of responsibility as DV
Constant 2.47 33 7.44 .001 1.8164 3.1222
X -0.72 21 -3.50 .001 -1.1304 -0.3175
Sexual prejudice —-0.10 .10 -0.99 .32 -0.3037 0.0997
X * sexual prejudice 0.27 .06 4.26 .00 0.1471 0.3992
Index Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot ULCI
Conditional indirect effect
Low level (X) 0.16 .06 0.0435 0.2846
Medium level (X) —-0.05 .05 —0.1423 0.0499
High level (X) -0.26 .09 —0.4414 —-0.0739
Index of moderated mediation
Sexual prejudice —-0.16 .05 —0.2552 —0.0651

Moderator values are at the -1SD, Mean, and+ 1SD. DV dependent variable. SE standard error. Boot 5000
bootstrap samples. LLCI bias-corrected lower limit confidence interval. ULCI bias-corrected upper limit
confidence interval. X: heterosexual (step)mother vs. lesbian (step)mother.

identical conflicts within a family, the non-normative mothers
were viewed as being more responsible for the conflict, and
these attributions, in turn, predicted perceptions of compe-
tence as an expression of modern prejudice for those with
high levels of heteronormative beliefs (Ballone et al.,
2023; Di Battista et al., 2022; Massey et al., 2013). In
other words and in line with the literature (Massey et al.,
2013), a vignette scenario in which a familial conflict
between mother and children arises was the means by
which people expressed their prejudice toward "non-
traditional” forms of motherhood. These results are also
in line with the gendered ideology of the intensive moth-
ering mandate (Hays, 1996), and heteronormative beliefs
endorsing that biological and heterosexual mothers are
the most appropriate parent (DiLapi, 1989; Valiquette-
Tessier et al., 2016).

Concerning moral stigmatization, results showed that
at high levels of sexual prejudice, the lesbian (step)moth-
ers were perceived as being less moral compared to the
heterosexual (step)mothers by attributing them respon-
sibility for the familial conflict. Again, the scenario of a
conflict provided a rationalization by which people with
high levels of sexual prejudice attributed more responsi-
bility and less morality to lesbian (step)mothers compared
with heterosexual (step)mothers. These results are in line
with studies showing that negative attitudes toward gay
men and lesbians include perceptions of moral contami-
nation and moral impurity (Dasgupta et al., 2009; Vezzali
et al., 2017). For instance, Koleva and colleagues (2012)

demonstrated strong and negative associations between
moral foundations and attitudes about same-sex marriage
and relations, over and above political ideology, age, gen-
der, and religious attendance.

However, participants with low levels of gender role
beliefs or low levels of sexual prejudice perceived the nor-
mative mother as being less moral and less competent as
compared with the non-normative mothers by attributing
them responsibility for the family conflict. As a tentative
interpretation, to verify in future studies, these results could
be a reflection of a discriminatory context, within which
people with low prejudices and low gender stereotypes try
to adjust their responses and contrast the victimization of
minority groups. This is in line with studies finding that
LGBTQ allies are strongly aware of the risks of victimi-
zation that LGBTQ parents and family members face in
a highly stigmatizing context (Duncan et al., 2017; Jones
et al., 2014). Indeed, non-normative families are still tar-
gets of thorough scrutiny and judgments from the scientific
community and political stakeholders as well as from lay
people in general and they are expected to exhibit hyper-
appropriate and “perfect” behaviors to avoid discrimination
(Ballone et al., 2023; Clarke & Demetriou, 2016; Lingiardi
& Carone, 2016).

Clinical and Social Policy Implications

These findings are interesting for both clinicians and pol-
icy implications. On the one hand, clinicians working with
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different types of families could gain valuable insights from
these findings about how prejudice impacts on non-normative
parents, their children, and people who relate to these
families at various levels. Subtle forms of prejudice, micro-
aggressions, and social rejection can still have a negative
impact on both stepfamilies and families with same-sex par-
ents (Massey et al., 2013; Morrison & Morrison, 2011). The
ways in which people try to counter heteronormativity and
sexual prejudice may not always be functional. For example,
in interviews with children from LGBTQ families, Clarke and
Demetriou (2016) found the children’s understandable desire
to feel as normal and valued as possible while simultaneously
defending their parents from social judgments. As a result
of stigmatizing contexts, these children’s narratives tended
to downplay differences with other heterosexual and cisgen-
der parents’ families and place any possible difficulties in the
broader social context. However, it was not clear if these chil-
dren still had a chance to express possible familial conflicts
that were independent from the sexual orientation and gender
identity of parents, and if they could express their own family
queer differences and pride.

At the policy level, these findings can help to reflect on
the difficulties of stepmothers, whether lesbian or hetero-
sexual, whose pathways to parenting are different from those
of heterosexual parents who have access to full adoption in
Italy. Furthermore, our results confirm that prejudice toward
non-normative parents is still present in the Italian context
and may be manifested in subtle forms. The changing role of
women in Italian society, the recognition of divorce, unmar-
ried couples, and their children have led to a new notion of
family in the last decades (Montanari Vergallo 2019). How-
ever, perceptions of motherhood continue to be strictly tradi-
tional with several implications in the expectations of paren-
tal roles (Di Battista, 2023). The negative attitudes toward
non-normative mothers’ competence as well as the perceived
lower morality of lesbian (step)mothers can make the path
toward recognition and protection of non-normative moth-
ers and families difficult. In 2019, the Italian Constitutional
Court (n. 221) stated that there was no fundamental right
to parenthood for same-sex couples, and in January 2023,
the Italian government ordered that municipalities stop the
registration of children with same-sex parents, leaving these
children in limbo. As a result, in April 2023, Italy was con-
demned by the EU parliament for anti-rights, anti-gender,
and anti-LGBTIQ rhetoric.

In general, understanding that prejudice can manifest
itself at an overt level or an implicit level through attribu-
tions of responsibility for conflicts that may arise regularly
in any family can help to understand the importance of
spreading a culture of inclusion and respect. This insight
might be used when dealing with training sessions as well as
when approaching intervention strategies seeking to reduce
prejudice and discrimination against non-normative parents.

@ Springer

We are convinced that socio-psychological research might
offer a relevant contribution in limiting the negative effects
of stereotypes and prejudice against same-sex and steppar-
ents, and it can be useful to develop interventions aimed at
promoting scientific knowledge and inclusion among both
the scientific and the general public. As already mentioned,
stereotypes and prejudices against these family typologies
persist in Italy (Baiocco et al., 2015); therefore, we believe
that educational programs should be structured to deconstruct
stereotypes regarding non-normative families. We hope that
our work will help to offer some useful insights for this goal.

Limitations and Future Directions

The sample is unbalanced with respect to gender and age
since it mainly includes young women. Many studies have
suggested that these variables could have a role in preju-
dice since women (Gubernskaya, 2010; Kinlaw et al., 2015;
Lingiardi et al., 2016), younger people, and those having a
diversified family context have a less conservative view of
the family (Kinlaw et al., 2015). These variables were not
part of the hypotheses of this study. Entered as covariates
in order to test whether they had an effect on the results
of this study or, if they modified the observed effects, they
did not produce significant results. However, future studies
should replicate the moderated mediation models in more
representative samples. Among the limitations, it should be
also considered that the directionality of the associations
between the variables cannot be determined because of the
cross-sectional design. Administering a social desirabil-
ity scale could also help test its effect on the expression
of prejudice. Furthermore, the dimensions of competence
and morality are highly correlated in the observed results.
The fact that they are kept as separate dimensions in this
study is a choice based on the hypotheses and the literature,
which shows that we can refer to two distinct dimensions of
social perception and judgment (Leach et al., 2007; see also
Ellemers et al., 2013). In future studies, the two dimensions
could be appropriately manipulated to observe interaction
effects with parental sexual orientation. A further research
direction might deepen and extend the investigations of peo-
ple’s perceptions of competence and morality of parents and/
or stepparents with other sexual and gender identities (i.e.,
trans* or gender variant parents), and might investigate the
LGBTQ people’s perceptions of competence and morality
of different scenarios. On the one hand, this would allow us
to extend the generalizability of our results. On the other
hand, the inclusion of scenarios with parents and/or steppar-
ents with other sexual and gender identities or the inclusion
of LGBTQ participants would allow a broader and more
inclusive understanding of these processes, lending a voice
to individuals who risk remaining invisible even in research
on LGBTQ issues (Salvati & Koc, 2022).
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Conclusions

This study found support for the prediction that non-
normative forms of motherhood, such as those in which
mothers have a non-heterosexual orientation or care for
their partners’ children, could be stigmatized on compe-
tence or moral bases eliciting internal attributions for a
conflict with their children. Even if egalitarian ideals may
lead individuals to avoid being influenced by their nega-
tive beliefs toward minorities, negative attitudes toward
non-normative forms of parenting are still present and
were found when participants were provided with some
apparently legitimate bases for negative evaluations.
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