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LGBT-Parent Families: From Abnormal to Nearly
Normative, and Ultimately Irrelevant

In 2003, I began teaching an undergraduate course titled “Sexual Diversity in
Society” in what proved to be a turning point year for North American strug-
gles for LGBT family rights. Gay rights plaintiffs in the USA and Canada
scored a series of landmark court victories that year. State and provincial
Supreme Courts in Massachusetts, Ontario, and British Columbia became the
first in this hemisphere to judge bans on same-sex marriage unconstitutional,
and in its historic ruling in the Lawrence v. Texas case, the USA Supreme
Court reversed itself by overturning antisodomy laws. A scathing dissent by
Justice Scalia correctly forecast the implications of this decision for the ulti-
mate legalization of same-sex marriage.

I always begin my courses on sexual diversity by conducting an anony-
mous, informal survey about my students’ sexual experiences, beliefs, atti-
tudes, identities, and aspirations. Over the course of the past decade, I've
noticed two intriguing, superficially contradictory, trends in the data produced
by this decidedly unrepresentative sampling method. Unexpectedly, the num-
ber of women who label themselves lesbian has declined sharply, and the
ranks of students claiming gay, or even straight, identities have been ebbing
as well. Instead, students with nonconforming sexual or gender inclinations
and practices, and women especially, have become more apt to describe
themselves as “questioning, curious, undecided, or queer.” Some refuse to
define their sexuality at all.

This is not because my more recent cohorts of students are more fearful,
reticent, or ashamed of their sexual desires than were their predecessors.
They are not choosing to remain closeted due to internalized homophobia or
a dread of social ostracism. On the contrary, like the public at large, my stu-
dents express a steady rise in their acceptance of same-sex intimacy and in
their level of support for same-sex marriage and parenthood. Indeed, virtually
none of my students still considers heterosexuality to be prerequisite for
forming families. Even those who proclaim the most dissident sexual and
gender identities now seem to view their future entry into marriage and
parenthood as social expectations that they variously embrace, defer, reject,
or resist. No longer family outcasts, they are privileged members of the
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“post-closet” generation who do not feel obliged to define themselves or their
family aspirations in terms of sexual identities.

The appearance of a handbook on LGBT-parent families similarly signals
and advances the mainstreaming of a category of family that just a short time
ago was utterly marginal, subversive, even illegal. As with same-sex mar-
riage, what were once considered to be unacceptably queer forms of family
have been moving rapidly from the realm of the clinically abnormal to that of
the socially normative. Academic research has been intimately intertwined
with the unexpectedly rapid normalization of at least lesbian- and gay-parent
families. Court cases and legislative battles over bids for same-sex marriage,
child custody rights, and access to foster care and adoption placements as
well as to fertility and alternative reproductive services have relied heavily on
the growing research literature on lesbian and gay parents and their children.
Scholars working in this field, including yours truly, have been called to tes-
tify as experts in courtrooms and legislative hearings, and as public authori-
ties and educators by the media and community institutions. Drawing on this
mounting body of research, virtually all of the relevant major professional
associations have weighed in, issuing a roster of reports and resolutions that
affirm the effectiveness of lesbian and gay parents and formally support equal
legal rights for them and their children. These include the American Academy
of Pediatrics, American Psychiatric Association, American Psychological
Association, Canadian Psychological Association, American Psychoanalytic
Association, American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, National
Association of Social Workers, Child Welfare League of America, and the
North American Council on Adoptable Children.

The publication of this handbook, like the launching of the Journal of
GLBT Family Studies by the late Jerry Bigner in 2005, signals a coming of
age, so to speak, of a subfield of research that gestated in the social move-
ments for sexual and gender liberation and rights that generated its very sub-
ject matter. Both the journal and this substantial volume themselves serve as
evidence of the astonishingly rapid growth, progress, and significance
achieved by research in this field. They demonstrate that a formerly periph-
eral, somewhat suspect academic enterprise is now sufficiently mature and
self-confident to undertake its own benchmarking self-assessments.

The impressively broad sweep of family forms, issues, and audiences
addressed by this volume attests to this maturity. To date, the vast majority of
research on LGBT-parent families actually treated only a narrow demo-
graphic band of families with parents who adopted the “L” word. In response
to the weighty political context and uses of this research, during the first
couple of decades, most researchers defensively compared lesbian-mother
families to “normal” families with heterosexual parents, and their findings
typically stressed the similarities in child outcomes. The earliest studies com-
pared the families of lesbian and straight mothers who were raising children
after a divorce from a heterosexual marriage. More recent studies typically
focus on planned lesbian-parent families created via the use of donor sperm
or legal adoption. Consequently, this volume opens with a series of useful
overview chapters on these paths to lesbian motherhood that undertake a
comprehensive, critical inventory of this most developed body of research.
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However, Editors Abbie Goldberg and Katherine Allen know better than
to sideline the families of the remaining constituents of the sexual minority
alphabet. Ground-clearing, exploratory chapters included in this collection
chart the more fledgling bodies of research on families with G, B, and T spe-
cies of parents. The volume also boldly pushes the research goal posts by
including chapters on important underrecognized subjects, such as LGBT
grandparenthood, polyparenting, and the politically sensitive matter of the
appearance of a “second generation” —children raised by LGBT parents who
themselves develop LGBT identities.

Another sign of the maturity and confidence displayed by the editors and
contributors to this handbook and by the subfield more broadly is their self-
conscious awareness of ethnocentric limitations evident in most of the
research that has been conducted to date. With rare exceptions, the LGBT-
parent families that have been studied have been disproportionately com-
posed of White, middle-class North Americans and West Europeans. Goldberg
and Allen made a commendable effort to rectify this imbalance by including
chapters that specifically treat the current state of research knowledge and
ignorance about race, ethnic, and national diversity in patterns of LGBT-
parent families. Likewise, most contributors to this volume adopt a unifying
emphasis on an intersectional analysis of sexual, class, and racial-ethnic dif-
ferences among families. Additionally, this book displays a keen sensitivity
to understudied contextual factors that shape and constrain parenting prac-
tices, and children’s experiences. Several chapters treat the impact of varied
regional, occupational, and community environments on families with LGBT
parents. Finally, the book assesses the status of research methods in the field
and the implications of current knowledge for applied research, practice, and
policy. Few readers of this volume will doubt that lesbian- and gay-parent
families are well on their way to achieving normalization and that the more
marginal ranks of transgender, bisexual, and polyamorous-parent families
have embarked on the arduous struggle for recognition and respect.

In the end, however, the very existence of a specialized body of research
on LGBT-parent families implies that there is something distinctive and
important about them that merits explicit study. It implies that the families of
lesbian, gay male, bisexual, and transgender parents share something impor-
tant in common with one another that distinguishes them from those with
heterosexual parents, and that all four categories are more like each other
than any of them is like a family with straight parents. With one caveat, these
presumptions are tendentious at best. The only undeniable factors that distin-
guish LGBT from straight-parent families are the social fact and the social
effects of heteronormativity. What such families share is a need to cope with
forms of prejudice, stigma, and discrimination that are rooted in aversion to
the challenges to conventional gender and sexuality that their existence
represents.

We are dealing here, in other words, with the effects of a distinction
between a marked and unmarked category. Studies, books, and courses
abound on African-American-parent families, but you’re likely to search in
vain for a course, study, or handbook assessing research on White-parent
families. Research on working-class and poor families is marked, but rarely
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do we designate family research as about middle-class families. For similar
reasons, we find no handbooks or courses on heterosexual-parent families.
White, middle-class, heterosexual, married couple-parents are the taken for
granted norm against which families composed of members of marked, and
generally subordinate, categories are judged.

In the end, therefore, the ultimate fate of research on LGBT-parent fami-
lies should be to help make its project anachronistic. Paradoxically, the
research assessed and promoted here gestures optimistically toward a future
where the sex and gender of parenthood has become a matter of social indif-
ference. It helps us to imagine a world in which the very notion of studying
LGBT-parent families might seem retro, quaint, and uninformed. Those com-
paratively privileged cohorts of students enrolling in my courses on sexual
diversity, who already feel socially confident enough to resist sexual and gen-
der badges, foreshadow such a future. Ironically, however, we still need much
more careful research and practice of the sort presented in this book if we are
ever to consign its very subject matter to the dustbin of history.

New York, NY, USA Judith Stacey

Foreword
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Lesbian and Gay Parenting
Post-Heterosexual Divorce
and Separation

Fiona Tasker

Pioneering Lesbian and Gay Parenting

Lesbian and gay parenting after a heterosexual
relationship ends in separation or divorce was
established as a field of research in the 1980s.
Most of our knowledge about whether or not
parental sexual orientation influences children’s
development is derived from studies of children
raised by their lesbian mother and her new female
partner after the child’s mother and father separated.
Lesbian and gay parenting post-heterosexual
separation has not been a prominent topic in
either published research or media headlines in
recent years, as research interest has moved on to
planned parenting by lesbians and gay men.
Nevertheless, tantalizing questions of definition
and fluidity both of sexuality and of parenting
remain to be explored, and these are questions
that speak to the heart of post-identity politics in
anew era.

In reviewing the field I first contextualize les-
bian and gay parenting post-heterosexual separa-
tion, noting difficulties of definition within our
limited knowledge of the demographic profile of
nonheterosexual parenting. Using U.S. Census
data from 2000, Gates and Ost (2004) have
estimated that about a quarter of same-gender

F. Tasker, Ph.D. (<)

Department of Psychological Sciences,
Birkbeck University of London, Malet Street,
Bloomsbury, London, WC1E 7HX, UK
e-mail: f.tasker@bbk.ac.uk

couples had children (under age 18 years) residing
with them, with proportionately more children
living in female couple-headed households than
male couple-headed households. Gates (2008)
has reasoned that a large proportion of these chil-
dren were conceived in prior heterosexual rela-
tionships, as gay men and lesbians in same-gender
couples who recorded previous heterosexual
marriages were nearly twice as likely as those
previously unmarried to have children. However,
as Gates and Romero (2009) have explained, the
U.S. Census did not ask a direct question about
sexual identity, sexual behavior, or route to par-
enthood, and would have missed single lesbians
or gay men or those with non-cohabiting part-
ners. The Census used traditional definitions of
the ending of a heterosexual marital relationship
in divorce and the formation of stepfamily —thus
confounding new partnership, co-residence, and
stepparenting in presuming that a cohabiting
same-gender partner would be involved in par-
enting and a non-cohabiting partner would not.
Lesbian and gay parenting post-heterosexual sep-
aration does not necessarily fit traditional hetero-
sexual patterns.

In the main body of this chapter I consider
key published studies of lesbian and gay parent-
ing post-heterosexual separation that have
been undertaken, viewing them from a social
constructionist position as situated within the
sociohistorical context of various theoretical,
legal, and social debates that have influenced
the field. I have grouped the studies according to
their thematic concerns: concerns about parental

A.E. Goldberg and K.R. Allen (eds.), LGBT-Parent Families: Innovations in Research and Implications 3
for Practice, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-4556-2_1, © Springer Science+Business Media New York 2013



separation or divorce and child well-being,
hearing the voices of lesbian and gay parents,
coming out, and acknowledging new partners.
To highlight both theoretical perspectives and
methodological aspects of the studies reviewed,
I also have noted the academic discipline most
associated with each thematic grouping as this
too has contextualized the research.!

I conclude with a final section on new trends
and future directions in which I consider an inte-
grative perspective on the field, in particular
drawing on the frameworks of life course theory
(Bengtson & Allen, 1993; Elder, 1998), social
constructionism (Gergen, 2009), and family sys-
tems theory (Broderick, 1993). These perspec-
tives highlight (a) the importance of improving
definition and measurement in quantitative
research, (b) the need to contextualize lesbian
and gay parenting by investigating intersectional-
ity, and (c) the significance of queering the field
and speaking the unspoken.

Where possible, I have prioritized studies that
collect data from lesbian and gay parents them-
selves, and considered the often hidden perspec-
tives of their same-gender partners, rather than
dwelling on the more numerous studies on the
perspectives and experiences of the children
raised in these families. Children’s perspectives
are considered elsewhere in this volume (and see
also Goldberg, 2010; Tasker & Patterson, 2007).
Here I have aimed to direct attention to the diverse
positions of lesbians and gay men engaged in par-
enting post-heterosexual separation or divorce.?

' In attempting to place the academic origins of particular
studies I have undoubtedly simplified the complex multi-
ple positions of scholars investigating lesbian and gay
parenting. Nonetheless, discernable waves of research
have ebbed and flowed upon particular theoretical and
thematic currents navigated by investigators from particu-
lar academic disciplines.

? Post-heterosexual parenting takes place after the ending
in separation or divorce of a heterosexual relationship in
which children were conceived or adopted and the parent
redefines their sexual orientation as nonheterosexual. In
considering the published literature in the field I have
focused on the position of lesbian and gay parents parent-
ing post-heterosexual separation or divorce. Researchers
in the field have sometimes noted the particular circum-
stances of their participants but most have not.

F. Tasker

Concern About Parental Separation
and Divorce: Influences from Child
Psychology and Psychiatry

Clinicians working with children and their families
were the first set of professionals to publish
research on lesbian and gay parenting. Beginning
in the 1970s and 1980s, papers by psychiatrists
began to be published giving concise accounts of
issues highlighted in case notes from individual
sessions with lesbian mothers or gay fathers and
their children. These papers tended to emphasize
the difficulties children faced in lesbian- or gay-
parent families post-heterosexual separation or
divorce (Agbayewa, 1984; Weeks, Derdeyn, &
Langman, 1975) or used psychoanalytic theory to
examine children’s psychosexual development
(Javaid, 1983, 1993). Authors contextualized
many of the issues encountered as similar to those
faced by other children of separated or divorced
heterosexual parents who had begun new sexual
relationships. This work opened the door to later
empirical work using control groups of children
brought up by a single heterosexual parent after
parental separation or divorce.

Initial studies of same-gender parenting were
launched largely by developmental psychologists
and child psychiatrists to empirically investigate
pragmatic concerns raised by divorce settlements
in the 1970s and 1980s restricting residence and
visitation by lesbian mothers (e.g., Golombok,
2002). At this time observations were being made
about the salience of father absence after parental
divorce (e.g., Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980), and
earlier conclusions regarding factors that consti-
tuted maternal deprivation were being reassessed
(Rutter, 1981).

Studies also addressed theoretical questions
on the influence of parenting on children’s social
development, testing out theories that empha-
sized the importance for children’s development
of having two resident parents of the opposite
gender. Psychoanalytic theories emphasized the
salience of the father’s active presence in helping
to resolve oedipal dilemmas for both sons and
daughters (Socarides, 1978). Social learning the-
orists delineated not only the significance of
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same-gender role models for identity develop-
ment but also the importance of both positive and
negative reinforcement in shaping children’s
social behavior (Bandura, 1977). In contrast,
social cognitive theories stressed the importance
of the way children themselves organized knowl-
edge about the world rather than parental
influences per se (Martin & Halverson, 1981).
These theories were evident in the studies as they
focused attention on particular factors that might
mediate the influence of lesbian parenting on
children’s developmental outcomes (Golombok
& Tasker, 1994). Psychoanalytic theories drew
attention to the amount of contact children had
with their father subsequent to parental separa-
tion as moderating the influence of upbringing by
a lesbian mother. Social learning theories indi-
cated the significance of how the mother
responded to her child’s preferences related to
gender and psychosexual development. Social
cognitive theories highlighted children as active
agents in their own social development and the
salience of peer group norms rather than parental
sources.

Beginning in the early 1980s, studies were
published that examined the family relationships
of children of separated or divorced lesbian moth-
ers by comparing parent—child relationships in a
group of lesbian-led families with a group of
families headed by a single heterosexual mother.
These studies carefully matched participants’
characteristics between groups or statistically
controlled for additional variables to rule out fac-
tors associated with the experience of parental
separation or divorce. The most rigorous of these
studies also used multiple measurements and
independent reporters together with statistical
techniques that calculated the probability of a
finding being definitive beyond the particular
sample that generated it (e.g., Golombok,
Spencer, & Rutter, 1983; Green, Mandel, Hotvedt,
Gray, & Smith, 1986).

Studies of this genre concentrated more on the
parenting of the lesbian mother than on the par-
enting of her new same-gender partner and invari-
ably concluded that lesbian mothers were just as
warm, caring, and child-focused as heterosexual
mothers (Golombok et al., 1983; Green et al., 1986;

Hoeffer, 1981; Kirkpatrick, Smith, & Roy, 1981;
Lott-Whitehead & Tully, 1992; Mucklow &
Phelan, 1979). Yet irrespective of this, lesbian
mothers were more likely than heterosexual
mothers to fear the loss of custody of their chil-
dren (Lyons, 1983). The studies also concurred in
finding that children raised by lesbian mothers
after heterosexual separation or divorce were just
as well adjusted as children raised in other post-
divorce households. Specifically, these children
showed no more evidence of psychological dis-
tress than population norms, generally had good
relationships with their peers, displayed typical
gender development patterns, and later most
identified as heterosexual young adults (for
reviews see Anderssen, Amlie, & Ytteroy, 2002;
Tasker, 2005).

Knowledge of gay men’s parenting has lagged
behind knowledge of lesbian parenting post-
heterosexual separation or divorce, perhaps in part
because it has been difficult to recruit samples of
gay men who had shared or full custody of their
child after separating from the child’s mother.
Community surveys of gay fathers in the UK and
USA confirmed that gay fathers and their new
partners are more likely to have children visiting
than they are to have children residing with them
(Barrett & Tasker, 2001; Wyers, 1987). Further,
unlike studies on lesbian motherhood, studies of
gay fathers often have not included children as
respondents and so have not systematically
assessed developmental outcomes for children
(Golombok & Tasker, 2010). Nevertheless, some
studies have compared questionnaire data from
nonresidential gay fathers and nonresidential
heterosexual fathers. For example, Bigner and
Jacobsen (1989a, 1989b, 1992) found that the
divorced gay fathers they surveyed faced similar
challenges to heterosexual divorced fathers in
maintaining relationships with their children who
lived apart from them. Compared with the
heterosexual fathers surveyed, the gay fathers
reported that they were more cautious in show-
ing affection to their partner in front of their
child, used a more child-centered approach to
discipline, and set stricter limits on their child’s
behavior. One of the few studies to use question-
naire and interview data to compare 13 lesbian



mother- and 10 gay father-headed families tenta-
tively indicated that gay fathers reported less
problematic relationships with their ex-spouse
and were more likely to encourage their children
to play with gender-typed toys than were lesbian
mothers (Harris & Turner, 1985; Turner, Scadden,
& Harris, 1990). At the same time, this study
found that lesbian mothers tended to indicate
more possible benefits to their children from their
new family environment (Harris & Turner, 1985;
Turner et al., 1990).

Hearing the Voices of Lesbian and Gay
Parents: Activists and Feminists
Critiquing the Frameworks of Debate

It is important not to neglect the invaluable
perspective provided by lesbian mothers and
gay fathers themselves on post-heterosexual
separation or divorce families, who point to the
diversity of family structures and unique advan-
tages and challenges of living lesbian mother-
hood or gay fatherhood. Many of these voices
were acknowledged by feminist activists and
scholars and collected together in insightful
anthologies. For example, the Boston Lesbian
Psychologies Collective published reviews and
research to highlight issues such as the diver-
sity of women’s sexual identities and experi-
ences (Golden, 1987; Nichols, 1987) and vitally
noted how motherhood, sexuality, ethnicity,
and other cultural contexts intertwined (Espin,
1987; Hill, 1987). Other authors have stressed
how children in these families, by seeing openly
gay men and lesbians, would learn about the
possibilities of nontraditional lives and appre-
ciate diversity as positive rather than threaten-
ing, and so become more accepting of their own
individual sexual behavior (Bigner, 1996;
Riddle, 1978).

Increasing social tolerance and the push from
the gay, lesbian, and feminist liberation move-
ments, together with empirical findings from
studies discussed in the previous section of this
chapter, were influential in positively changing
the context for legal decisions about custody and
access post-heterosexual separation (Falk, 1989).
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Nonetheless, in legal cases, particular research
findings were highlighted that coincided with
less accepting social attitudes toward nonhetero-
sexual parenting. Legal cases and social debates
in the USA were dominated by nexus test cases
(Logue, 2002). Under nexus judgments, parental
sexual orientation was considered irrelevant to
child custody decisions unless a direct link could
be made between the parents’ sexual behavior
and negative child outcomes. Nexus judgments
not only considered particular child outcomes to
be paramount, but also viewed these child out-
comes in isolation from the context of familial
and wider social, cultural, and historical systems
that surrounded them. The criteria used in the
“best interests of the child” debates focused atten-
tion on the child’s individual developmental out-
comes: That is, the child should not differ from
population norms on well-being and peer rela-
tionships, lesbian or gay parenting should be
equivalent to heterosexual parenting, and contin-
ued contact with the child’s heterosexual oppo-
site-gender parent should occur. Moreover, it was
thought that the child’s gender development
should be prescribed by his or her biological sex,
and that children should grow up to become het-
erosexual adults. Clarke, Ellis, Peel, and Riggs
(2010) have argued that drawing the above dis-
tinctions between acceptable and unacceptable
outcomes regulated the lives of many lesbian
mothers, who felt compelled to present them-
selves as “good” mothers by downplaying their
sexuality, providing male role models for their
children, and remaining neutral about their child’s
sexual identity.

Several authors have contended that engaging
with the best interests of the child debate con-
strained research in the field within the limita-
tions of a liberal humanist agenda, anxious to
promote justice by arguing from a “no difference”
perspective on sexual orientation (Clarke, 2002;
Malone & Cleary, 2002; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001).
Confusing issues of justice and fair treatment
with equal needs, and ignoring cultural or
contextual differences, has been a problem in
other research fields too, such as (dis)ability
(Mulderrig, 2007) and cross-cultural counseling
(Pedersen, 2003).
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Certainly the research questions investigated
in the first wave of studies were dominated by
empirically investigating whether children
brought up by lesbian mothers were disadvan-
taged; for example, most studies measured only
the presence or absence of psychological distress
(for a review see Tasker, 2005) with only two
published studies measuring more positive indi-
ces such as self-esteem (Gershon, Tschann, &
Jemerin, 1999; Huggins, 1989). Nevertheless
this research opened up areas for further explo-
ration; the two-tailed hypotheses used not only
tested for disadvantage but also could suggest
advantage. Further, in some studies, multivariate
within-group analyses of lesbian- or gay-parented
families revealed a more nuanced picture. For
example, the studies by Huggins (1989) and
Gershon et al. (1999) indicated evidence for a
bimodal distribution of self-esteem scores in the
small samples of adolescents from the post-
heterosexual separated or divorced lesbian
mother families they recruited. Namely, self-
esteem scores were generally higher than control
group scores for children who felt positively
about their mother’s lesbian identity (Huggins,
1989) and adolescents who perceived little
stigma associated with having a lesbian mother
(Gershon et al., 1999).

Coming Out: Sociologists and
Psychotherapists Delineate Identity
Pathways and Resources

In contrast to the controlled quasi-experimental
studies focused on child outcome measures
described previously, other empirical papers
generally authored by those trained in sociology,
psychotherapy, or social work focused on the
lived experiences of lesbian mothers and gay
fathers themselves. Authors described the moti-
vations for forming and exiting heterosexual rela-
tionships and the process of coming out as
lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Research in this tradi-
tion not only outlined the challenges experienced
by lesbian and gay parents but also gave insight
into the resources that parents drew upon and the
resilience of family members.

These studies produced rich qualitative data
outlining how women and men who identified as
lesbian or gay had become parents through a het-
erosexual relationship. Findings from these
investigations suggested that lesbian and gay par-
ents often entered into a heterosexual relationship
for a wide variety of reasons. Some women and
men recalled earlier feelings of same-gender
attraction, but in addition experienced intense
interpersonal pressure to marry from an opposite-
gender partner (Buntzly, 1993; Dunne, 2001) or
their family of origin (Miller, 1979). Others felt
the weight of societal expectations upon them to
marry (Buntzly, 1993; Pearcey, 2005; Wyers,
1987) or desired the cultural status associated
with marriage and parenthood (Bigner &
Jacobsen, 1989a). Some reported thinking that a
lesbian or gay identity was incompatible with
parenthood or said they could not see a reflection
of themselves in the negative stereotypes of lesbi-
ans or gay men they had encountered (Dunne,
2001). Several had hoped that marriage would
move their sexual desires away from others of the
same gender (Dunne, 2001; Ross, 1990; Wyers,
1987). Others had very little or no awareness of
sexual interest in the same gender until after mar-
riage (Bozett, 1981a; Coleman, 1990; Miller,
1979). Some cited more positive reasons for their
heterosexual relationship, such as the desire to
have children (Wyers, 1987) or a genuine affec-
tion for their partner (Coleman, 1990; Dunne,
2001; Miller, 1979; Ross, 1990; Wyers, 1987).

While authors such as Coleman (1990) have
noted the absence of literature on bisexual and
lesbian women “coming out” in heterosexual
marriages, retrospective studies by sociologists
Bozett (1981a, 1981b) and Miller (1978, 1979)
have outlined the multifaceted identity careers of
gay fathers. Miller (1978) suggested that fathers
who were in the process of identifying as gay men
increasingly found heterosexual marriage to be a
difficult commitment to sustain; the turning point
for many gay fathers often hinged on the develop-
ment of an ongoing intimate relationship with
another man. In Miller’s terminology, men in this
situation were at various stages in moving from
seeing themselves as a trade husband (a man who
opportunistically had sexual experiences with men),
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acknowledge a nonheterosexual identity only to
himself), a gay husband (a man who had acknowl-
edged a gay identity to himself and to key others,
including his wife), and a faggot husband (a man
who had acknowledged his identity as an out gay
father with pride and maintained an ongoing rela-
tionship with his children). Other authors have
indicated that some opposite-gender couples in
mixed orientation marriages may stay together
many years, for instance by not responding to or
avoiding external pressures to split up, enhanc-
ing the companionate nature of their own rela-
tionship, and finding kin and friends who will
sustain their family rather than undermine it
(Buxton, 2005).

A variety of experiences of coming out to
their children were noted by the gay fathers in
Benson, Silverstein, and Auerbach’s (2005)
qualitative study of 25 gay fathers. Some of the
gay fathers described coming out as a transfor-
mative experience that increased honesty and
closeness in their relationships generally. Other
fathers decided not to disclose to their family
because they worried about problems that dis-
closure might bring, or felt obligated to their
wife or other family members not to tell on the
marriage. Bozett (1981a) concluded that gay
fathers experienced a fear of rejection in trying
to conjoin both their identities as a separated or
divorced father and as a gay man. Bozett argued
that disclosure to others who affirmed both iden-
tities supported the gay father’s own self-accep-
tance. Long-term individual psychotherapy with
gay fathers has suggested that the emotional dis-
tress surrounding the coming out process can
last for several years (Bigner, 1996).

Papers describing the resilience of lesbian-
mother families and gay-father families also
outlined the reasoning, strengths, and resources
that family members drew upon. On the one
hand, reports by Hall (1978) and Lewis (1980)
on lesbian motherhood have suggested that
some of the difficulties that children experi-
enced in accepting their mother’s new female
partner were linked to resolving their feelings
about the ending of their mother’s and father’s
relationship. The 10 gay fathers interviewed by
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Turner et al. (1990) also thought that any distress
or problems their children had were more con-
nected to parental separation or divorce than
adjusting to having a gay parent. On the other
hand, Lewis (1980) pointed out how some of the
21 children with lesbian mothers whom she
interviewed did not feel ambivalent about their
mother and in fact were proud of her for “stand-
ing up for what she believed” (p. 203) and per-
mitting them also to break with conventional
gender roles if they desired.

The issues faced by lesbian- or gay-parented
families post-heterosexual separation or divorce
were sometimes similar to those faced in families
led by heterosexual parents post-separation or
divorce, but also crucially different because of
social stigma. Particular studies in the social
work tradition gave insights into the fears
expressed by adolescent sons and daughters that
they would be judged and possibly rejected by
their peers at school because of having a lesbian
mother (Lewis, 1980; O’Connell, 1993) or a gay
father (Bozett, 1987b). From her own experience
running a psychotherapy clinic, Pennington
(1987) highlighted that the most serious chal-
lenges faced by children and lesbian mothers
were how to manage the heterosexism and
homophobia they encountered in their daily lives
at school, at work, and in their neighborhoods.
Pennington stressed that the constraint and
secrecy imposed by ignorance and prejudice out-
side the family could engender mistrust in family
relationships.

Other authors have emphasized how isolating
the experience of lesbian parenthood can be.
Crawford (1987) found that lesbian mothers
experienced separation from the social world of
(presumed heterosexual) motherhood, while as
mothers with children from heterosexual rela-
tionships their lesbian identity was sometimes
doubted by lesbians without children. Other
studies analyzing data from large community
surveys of lesbian and bisexual women or gay
men have found that parents who had children
before identifying as lesbian, bisexual, or gay
were significantly older than their peers when
they first questioned their sexuality, had their
first same-gender sexual experience, or first
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talked to someone about their sexual identity
(Henehan, Rothblum, Solomon, & Balsam,
2007; Morris, Balsam, & Rothblum, 2002).
Using the concept of a social clock highlighted
by life course theorists (Bengtson & Allen,
1993), the findings of these studies suggest that
adjustment to membership of a lesbian or gay
community could be particularly challenging for
lesbian mothers or gay fathers who had children
before coming out, since they are going through
developmental milestones “off-time” compared
with lesbian or gay peers.

Acknowledging New Partners:
Employing Stepfamily Dynamics

to Investigate Parenting Post-
Heterosexual Separation or Divorce

One unresolved issue that stood out in many
early studies of lesbian and gay parenting post-
heterosexual separation or divorce was the seem-
ing absence of a same-gender partner; the lesbian
or gay parent may be partnered but rarely did
partners appear in studies focused on lesbian and
gay parents. In part the specific research focus on
children and biological parenting can be held cul-
pable; nevertheless, this absence should be con-
textualized alongside more general societal
pressures that have conspired to keep partners
as “invisible members” of newly formed post-
heterosexual divorce families. For instance, a
household is more visibly headed by a lesbian or
gay parent if a same-gender partner cohabits, and
many jurisdictions placed residence or access
restrictions on a lesbian or gay parent if the part-
ner was present (Logue, 2002). Further, if a part-
ner became involved in parenting, families faced
a variety of issues to resolve: What roles would
the partner take on in the family? And how would
she or he be known—as a co-parent, a stepparent,
or a special family “friend?” Authors also have
come up against the problem of terminology; as
Nelson (1996) has discussed, no term is problem
free. In this review I have followed Nelson and
used stepparent as the literal term to denote the
married, cohabiting, or non-cohabiting partner of
their biological parent.

Lesbian and Gay Stepparented
Families: Archetypal Incomplete
Institutions and Families of Choice?

Two theoretical advances in particular have
inspired research on lesbian and gay stepparented
families. First, Cherlin (1978) proposed the soci-
ological concept of the incomplete institution to
describe stepfamily relationships, and later
identified stepfamily relationships, rising rates of
cohabitation, and the advent of same-sex mar-
riage and civil partnerships as key aspects in the
weakening of social norms around marriage per
se (Cherlin, 2004). Second, in her anthropologi-
cal research on lesbians and gay men’s conceptu-
alization of family, Weston (1991) crucially
expanded the concept of kinship networks to
consider fluidity and meaning, not just biological
and marital ties. Both theoretical concepts have
been employed to investigate the internal and
external social relationships of lesbian and gay
stepparented families.

The stepfamily led by a same-gender couple
has been described as an archetypical example of
an incomplete institution (Erera & Fredricksen,
1999; Hall & Kitson, 2000; Hequembourg, 2004).
As participants in an incomplete institution,
same-gender stepfamily members encounter an
absence of terminology for family relationships
and the lack of legal or public acknowledgement
of their family relationships. Conceptualizing the
same-gender couple stepfamily as an example of
an incomplete institution has highlighted the lack
of definition and recognition surrounding same-
gender stepfamily membership as a separate
issue, distinct from, albeit connected with, preju-
dice against lesbian and gay parents. Crawford
(1987) has described how the lack of language
and cultural rites of passage can serve to work
against and render invisible otherwise loving
family relationships. Crawford further describes
how invalidation can foster anxiety and insecu-
rity leading to secrecy on the part of families.
This invalidation and secrecy may in turn render
the family being vulnerable to and unable to resist
outside intrusion, for example, by ex-husbands or
family of origin members feeling that they should
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have prior claim on the children. Finding terms to
describe the relationship or role between a par-
ent’s new partner and the parent’s child is com-
plex. Ainslie and Feltey (1991) have described
how no simple term described the variation in
parenting roles that lesbian mothers ascribed to
their partner and how partnership status often
went unmarked or lacked recognition. While
acknowledging the difficulties that absence of
terminology presented, Ainslie and Feltey para-
doxically noted that the absence of terminology
also could free relationships from cultural
assumptions, thus enabling these relationships to
develop as family members deemed appropriate.
Hequembourg’s (2004) study also indicated that
while lesbian-led stepfamilies can experience
internal dynamics that have much in common
with those reported within heterosexual
stepfamilies, lesbian-led stepfamilies addition-
ally encounter incomprehension and prejudice
during their external interactions (e.g., with
schools, the law) because their incompletely
institutionalized position eluded recognition.
Ethnographic research by Weston (1991)
detailing kinship networks first headlined the
importance of nonbiological kin in “families we
choose,” emphasizing the importance of current
partners, ex-partners, and those who are more
than good friends in providing socioemotional,
practical, and financial support for lesbians and
gay men. Supportive networks, including family
of choice as well as traditional kin, have been seen
as particularly important for lesbian- and gay-
parented families formed post-heterosexual sepa-
ration, in dealing with the implications of both
stigmatization and incomplete institutionaliza-
tion. For example, Oswald (2002) has suggested
two main family-supporting strategies employed
in kin networks that center on lesbians and gay
men: choosing supportive kin and selectively dis-
closing kin to others outside the family circle
(intentionality); and using political action, such as
changing surnames and legal deeds, to recognize
kinship relationships (redefinition). Nevertheless
two small qualitative studies that have explored
kinship networks have yielded contradictory
findings. Ainslie and Feltey (1991) highlighted
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how lesbian feminist mothers parenting post-
heterosexual separation described the importance
of family of choice relationships that crucially
helped out at critical points when usual household
resources were stretched. In contrast, Gabb
(2004), in her UK study of 13 post-heterosexual
separation or divorce lesbian-led middle- and
working-class families, reported that “‘friends as
family’ neither represented the reality of their
kinship networks nor was an ideal to which they
aspired” (p. 169).

Same-Gender Stepparented Families:
Similarities

Some authors have delineated the similarities of
gay- and lesbian-led stepfamilies with stepfami-
lies led by heterosexual couples. Children in both
types of stepfamilies have more of an emotional
tie to their parent than their stepparent; they also
tend to have a closer tie to their nonresident
parent than their stepparent (Baptiste, 1987;
Ganong & Coleman, 2004). Current-Juretschko
and Bigner (2005) argued that the descriptions of
stepfather roles and daily stepfamily life given by
five gay stepparents living with their partner’s
biological children differed little from those pro-
vided by heterosexual stepfathers in other studies
of stepfamily life.

Certainly there are structural similarities
between same-gender couple and opposite-
gender couple stepfamilies. First, the relational
building block from which the stepfamily has
taken shape is the relationship between parent
and child that pre-dates that of parent and step-
parent. Second, the stepfamily will have to
consider the relationship of the parent’s ex-
partner to the child and manage the implica-
tions of this in family life. Third, separation
and re-partnership have important implications
for financial resources that go into maintaining
a household; while some family members may
gain resources as a result of household transi-
tions most will lose, and some badly. Aspects
of these three dynamics can be seen as having
influence on stepfamily life in the studies
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detailed below. Nevertheless the particular
implications of stepfamily dynamics depend
on whether children are not resident or resident
full or part-time and crucially are moderated
by gender.

Other studies of gay fathers have highlighted
the role that a new partnership can play in satis-
faction with family life. For example, the British
Gay and Bisexual Parenting Survey (GBPS) of
101 fathers, many of whom were parenting non-
resident children from a previous heterosexual
partnership, compared self-report ratings given
by single gay fathers with ratings from gay fathers
who had a male partner (Barrett & Tasker, 2001).
This survey found that men with partners, par-
ticularly those who were cohabiting, rated them-
selves as more successful than single gay fathers
at managing common household and parenting
challenges. In another study of 48 families, the
factor that was associated most with high levels
of satisfaction with family life (as rated by gay
fathers, male partners, and children) was the
extent to which a new male partner had been inte-
grated into family life (Crosbie-Burnett &
Helmbrecht, 1993).

In contrast to the 23 post-heterosexual separa-
tion or divorce lesbian and gay parents in her
sample, Lynch (2004a) reported that most of their
lesbian and gay partners had not been involved in
parenting prior to commencing that particular
relationship; thus, how to be a stepparent to their
new partner’s child was a major question for
them. Becoming a parent to a partner’s child has
been highlighted as a challenging issue faced by
stepparents in other studies too, particularly in
counterpoint to the issues faced by lesbian
mothers in letting another “mother” her child
(Ainslie & Feltey, 1991; Baptiste, 1987; Hall,
1978; Nelson, 1996).

Same-Gender Stepparented Families:
Differences

While there are undoubtedly some similarities
between same-gender and opposite-gender part-
nership stepfamilies in terms of stepfamily

dynamics, there are important differences in
terms of the legal recognition of the stepparent.
Second-parent adoptions have been used in
many states in the USA to give legal recognition
to the stepparent’s relationship with the child.
However, second-parent adoption orders (which
allow the stepparent to take parental responsi-
bility for legal decisions for the child) are more
commonly registered for resident heterosexual
stepparents than lesbian or gay stepparents
(Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Hequembourg &
Farrell, 1999). Second-parent adoptions can be
fraught with legal complications because state
adoption laws generally require that the child’s
nonresident genetic parent has legally relin-
quished his or her parenthood before a second-
parent adoption (as yet most jurisdictions refuse
to allow a child having more than two legal
parents and many require the stepparent to be
married to the child’s biological parent).

Studies by developmentalists have investi-
gated how family life (including stepparent—child
relationships) developed for children in lesbian
parent-led families post-heterosexual separation
or divorce. For example, most of the children in
both groups of separated or divorced lesbian
mothers and heterosexual mothers who were
interviewed by Golombok and colleagues in the
1970s (Golombok et al., 1983) were reinter-
viewed in early adulthood, by which time over
80% of the mothers in both groups had cohabited
with a new partner (Tasker & Golombok, 1995,
1997). Sons and daughters described a variety of
different ways in which their mothers’ female
partners fit into family life in these lesbian step-
parent families: sometimes female partners took
on a major role in child care and were described
as a second mother, while in other cases the
young person described their mother’s partner as
more like a big sister, or an important family
friend. The sons and daughters of lesbian moth-
ers generally depicted their mother’s female part-
ner as integrating with existing family
relationships rather than dividing them, whereas
some of the young people with re-partnered het-
erosexual mothers regarded their stepfather with
some hostility or resented him trying to take on a
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father’s role. Perhaps women partnering with
women with children from a prior heterosexual
relationship “do stepparenting” differently than
men partnering with women with children.

There are further crucial differences between
same-gender and opposite-gender partnership
stepfamilies in the degree of stigmatization that
family members likely encounter. From his
findings from a focus group study of six part-
nered lesbian mothers, Berger (1998a, 1998b)
argued that lesbian stepfamilies are vulnerable to
triple stigmatization (a) by mainstream society
for identifying as lesbians, (b) for stepfamily
membership, and (c) by the lesbian and gay com-
munity for being involved in parenting. Prejudice
by nonparenting lesbians and gay men potentially
could cause particular distress for lesbian and gay
parents and their partners, because it creates dis-
tance between them and a source of community
support.

Coming out as a same-gender couple-headed
stepfamily can present an important challenge for
parents and stepparents. Most of the 23 parents in
Lynch’s (2004b) study had gone simultaneously
through the processes of self-identifying as les-
bian or gay, coming out to others, dealing with
stigma, separating from their spouses, and begin-
ning stepfamily relationships. In the same study,
many of the lesbian or gay partners described
entry into stepfamily life as a second coming out
process with different parameters and implica-
tions from their earlier disclosures because they
had to make decisions as a family (Lynch, 2004a).
Dealing with the possibility of their children
experiencing prejudice from peers was of para-
mount importance in most lesbian and gay step-
parenting families: Both parents and stepparents
often held back disclosure to avoid prejudice
despite the difficulties this posed for their couple
relationship (Lynch & Murray, 2000). Changes in
household composition post-heterosexual sepa-
ration also may make a lesbian- or gay-parented
family more visible and so more vulnerable to
prejudice (Van Dam, 2004). Studies with gay
fathers have pointed to the compromises that they
made in exercising boundary control to compart-
mentalize their lives. For example, some of the
14 fathers interviewed by Bozett (1987a)
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described hiding any possible gay signifiers to
avoid unwanted disclosure to their children’s
friends. The ongoing problem of social stigma
and its impact on daily family life has been under-
scored by Robitaille and Saint-Jacques (2009) in
their qualitative study of 11 sons’ and daughters’
experiences growing up in post-heterosexual sep-
aration or divorce lesbian and gay stepparented
families.

Families led by lesbians or gay men where one
or both of the same-gender partners had children
from a previous heterosexual relationship seem
to “do” family not only in different ways to het-
erosexual stepfamilies but also in different ways
than same-gender couples who had or adopted
children together (Perlesz et al., 2006). Planned
gay or lesbian parenthood allows couples to plan
and organize their parenting together in a process
that often begins long before a child’s arrival.
Forming a same-gender relationship when a part-
ner, or both partners, already have a child is com-
plicated by preexisting family relationships
including ex-partners and possibly extended fam-
ily members; this complication may be particu-
larly difficult if there has been a high level of
conflict between ex-partners.

New Trends and Future Directions

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a
number of scholars have interrogated the field of
lesbian and gay parenting. Some researchers have
highlighted the importance of continuing to con-
duct outcome-based research, but also pointed to
ways to develop the rigor of quantitative research
(Goldberg, 2010; Tasker & Patterson, 2007).
Other authors have suggested a more radical
overhaul of the field to deploy social construc-
tionist, queer theory, and psychoanalytic para-
digms to consider the different social realities
experienced by children growing up with LGBT
parents (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Clarke et al.,
2010; Malone & Cleary, 2002; Stacey & Biblarz,
2001). As I review below, these ideas all have
exciting, and sometimes competing, implications
for the field, some of which are already begin-
ning to be taken up by researchers.
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Improving Definition and
Measurement in Quantitative
Research

Over the last decade, there have been important
steps in both sampling and measurement that
have improved the quality of quantitative out-
come based research (for reviews see Goldberg,
2010; Tasker & Patterson, 2007). Most empirical
studies have sampled mainly White and middle-
class self-selected samples of lesbian mothers.
Thus, understanding of gay-father families,
bisexual-parented families, and the impact of eth-
nicity and social class on LGB family life still
lags far behind (Golombok & Tasker, 2010;
Tasker & Patterson, 2007).

Recruiting lesbian-mother and gay-father
families through national data sets has been a
considerable step forward in our knowledge of
the demographics of lesbian and gay parenting.
Nevertheless, using national data sets may not
necessarily address the issue of how representa-
tive those surveyed are of families with a lesbian
or gay parent, since many such families slip
through the net of traditional survey questions
(see Chap. 22). In particular, the lack of clear cri-
teria for defining lesbian or gay parenthood has
presented a serious problem. While the sons and
daughters of lesbian and gay parents have been
extensively questioned about their sexual orien-
tations, most studies have taken self-identification
as a lesbian or gay parent to be the criterion for
inclusion in the survey study group (Tasker &
Patterson, 2007). The problem of self-
identification is compounded further as many of
the comparative studies reviewed above also
relied on the presumption that none of the mem-
bers of the heterosexual parent comparison
groups had ever experienced same-gender attrac-
tions or relationships. The reluctance of epide-
miological researchers to ask the general public
questions about sexual orientation has meant that
recent research studies benefiting from nationally
representative samples have had to compromise
on specificity and rely instead on extensive data
checking to deduce that children in the study
group were indeed being raised in a lesbian-led

family (Wainright & Patterson, 2006; Wainright,
Russell, & Patterson, 2004).

Another issue of sampling definition is ensur-
ing that researchers routinely collect adequate
data on different pathways to parenthood.
Regrettably, there are no methods of distinguish-
ing between planned or post-heterosexual separa-
tion or divorced lesbian- or gay-parented families
in the Add Health data set used by Wainright
et al. (2004) and Wainright and Patterson (2006).
Small-sample qualitative studies that can detail
route to parenthood and family relationships have
raised intriguing questions in the field, but these
studies may produce contradictory findings. For
example, earlier in this chapter I noted differences
between the findings reported by Ainslie and
Feltey (1991) and Gabb (2004) with regard to the
importance of family of choice kinship networks
between couples parenting in post-heterosexual
separation lesbian-led stepfamilies. Without prop-
erly controlled quantitative comparison studies it
is not possible to ascertain the strength of differ-
ent associations in the data and discover whether
or not findings constitute a predictable, or indeed
a general, pattern.

Measurement reliability, validity, and compa-
rability across different studies have also remained
an issue for quantitative studies, and how to pool
findings across studies has been a challenge for
meta-analytic and narrative reviews alike (Crowl,
Ahn, & Baker, 2008; Tasker & Patterson, 2007).
Further, only a few studies gather and compare
data from multiple family members, use indepen-
dent observers blind to family type, and collect
prospective data to attempt to discern causal
pathways (Tasker, 2005). New models of associa-
tion both between and within different types of
families await to be discerned in future quantita-
tive research employing rigorous measurement
standards.

Deconstructing and Contextualizing
Lesbian and Gay Parenting

Social constructionist ideas have emphasized the
crucial importance of considering the particular
intersections of demographic characteristics, to
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take into account the complexities of cultural
context in creating a diversity of subject positions
and subjective experiences. Sexuality has been
underinvestigated in gender studies and class
analysis (Taylor, 2011) while studies of race and
ethnicity have considered mostly men who are
presumed to be heterosexual (Glenn, 2000).
While queer theoretical approaches have placed
diversity and fluidity in the foreground, they have
often sidelined the gender- and class-based mate-
riality of sexuality (Jackson, 2011). These com-
plex intersections challenge us to move beyond
additive accounting of advantage versus disad-
vantage to consider group-, process-, and system-
centered understandings of interactions (Choo &
Ferree, 2010).

Future research should take into account the
complex intersections of gender, sexuality, (dis)
abilities, racial or ethnic differences, and routes
to parenthood in creating particular patterns of
parenting in families led by LGBT parents. U.S.
census data have revealed that African-American
and Hispanic women and men in same-gender
couples are, respectively, two and three times
more likely than White Americans to be bringing
up children (Gates, 2008) yet samples recruited
to research same-sex parenting have not reflected
these proportions (see Chap. 9). Without repre-
sentative sampling we do not know the cultural
parameters of parenting. For example, previous
research on lesbian couples who had planned les-
bian parenthood together found that women
aspired to and attained a feminism-inspired egali-
tarian division of child care and household labor
(Patterson, 1995; Sullivan, 2004). However, this
pattern may be particular to the mainly White,
middle-class couples engaged in planned lesbian
parenthood. Moore (2008) used a mixed methods
approach to collect data on household decision
making of Black lesbian couples where one part-
ner was the mother of a child from a previous
heterosexual relationship. Both partners contrib-
uted financially to the household; however, bio-
logical mothers earned less than their partner, did
more of the household work, and exercised more
authority over bringing up the children and family
finances. Lesbian mothers mainly attributed their
authority to their feelings of responsibility for

F. Tasker

their children and the importance of preserving
their economic independence; both of these posi-
tions could be linked to African-American wom-
en’s cultural heritage. Nonetheless findings from
Hare and Richards’s (1993) and Gabb’s (2004)
qualitative studies have indicated that this pat-
tern may also pertain to White lesbian mothers
parenting post-heterosexual separation where
the custodial lesbian mother’s relationship
remained central to her child’s life in contrast to
the more peripheral role played by her partner in
parenting.

An exciting new crossover into the field has
been from clinicians bringing formulations
derived from social constructionism and systemic
practice with families into research on lesbian
and gay parenting (Tasker & Malley, 2012). For
example, previous authors had considered com-
ing out as a step toward authenticity for the gay
or lesbian parent (e.g., Dunne, 1987). In contrast,
Lynch and Murray (2000), working from a fam-
ily systems perspective, point out that coming out
decisions raise other considerations for lesbian
and gay parents bringing up children from previ-
ous heterosexual relationships as they consider
the multiple systems that contextualize their lives.
Lynch and Murray crucially viewed coming out
not as an individual parental decision but a fluid
family process centered around the child’s needs
and adapted to circumstances. Other researchers
have considered multiple systemic perspectives in
qualitative analyses of individual interviews
with young adult sons and daughters of separated
or divorced gay fathers to explore how young
persons’ awareness of their father’s sexual iden-
tity has been contextualized by the ending of their
mother and father’s marriage and their awareness
of their father’s same-gender partnerships. Young
adults’ own tales of coming out to others about
their father were influenced both by variations in
their feelings about their father and consideration
of the potential responses of different audiences
(Tasker, Barrett, & De Simone, 2010).

Perlesz et al. (2006) have drawn on a systemic
perspective, together with social constructionist
ideas regarding the ability of language to empower
and disempower (Shotter, 1993), in their work.
They interviewed members of 25 different
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lesbian-led family networks to explore the
complexities of coming out issues for children, les-
bian couples, and extended family members. For
example, Brown and Perlesz (2007) counted 45
different terms used to describe the lesbian parent
who has not given birth to some or all of her chil-
dren—depending on the term used and linguistic
context, her parenting role was either placed in the
foreground, sidelined, or disappeared.

Queering the Field and Speaking
the Unspoken

Other authors have made intriguing links between
queer theory and Lacanian psychoanalytic think-
ing to argue that the exclusionary binary of gay/
lesbian versus heterosexual paralyzes research on
lesbian-led families, such that if the family is
deemed to be “acceptable” then sexual signifiers
are absented (Malone & Cleary, 2002). Malone
and Cleary (2002) suggested that researchers
“carefully scrutinize the meanings of families as
well as the unconscious and psychological dimen-
sions of the family as a vehicle for intergenera-
tional perpetuation” (p. 273). Without this
scrutiny, lesbian-led families appear to fulfill the
fantasy of the perfect, equal, companionate cou-
ple with no differences in power, living an ideal
that is only seen to be troubled by homophobia.
Malone and Cleary have argued that other power
differentials exist, for example, a power differen-
tial between an established identity of mother-
hood and the otherness that challenges it. It is this
power differential that may be particularly perti-
nent to same-gender couple stepfamilies formed
after post-heterosexual separation when the
child’s relationship with the parent pre-dates the
partnership and previously heterosexual styled
parenting is challenged by the arrival of new
expectations.

One example of work that has been enlivened
by new paradigms of social constructionism and
queer theory has been scholarship that examines
the implications of queer parenting for queering the
gender and sexual development of their children.
Studies have suggested that some adult offspring
engaged in a more open-minded consideration of

their own psychosexual development, while others
reported current or previous worries that their
own or a partner’s sexual identity might unpre-
dictably change (Goldberg, 2007; Tasker &
Golombok, 1997). Both types of stance may be
seen at present as querying, but not necessarily
queering (Lev, 2010), while some offspring of
lesbian or gay parents have intentionally
embraced a queer perspective on their own lives
(Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009) the majority
identify as heterosexual (Goldberg, 2007; Tasker
& Golombok, 1997).

Interesting questions remain as to how parental
sexual orientation may link into children’s psy-
chosexual development. First, the large majority
of adult sons and daughters studied to date spent
at least some of their childhood growing up in the
matrimonial home with two ostensibly heterosex-
ual parents before either their mother and/or father
began to identify as lesbian or gay. Perhaps we
see a particular linkage between the lesbian or gay
parent’s transitioned sexual identification and
their children’s questioning, which may or may
not be manifest in the psychosexual developmen-
tal pathways of children brought up within planned
gay or lesbian-led families.

Second, many members of the first wave of
out lesbian mothers identified their sexual iden-
tity through their engagement with the feminist
movements of the 1970s and 1980s. Studies
intentionally sampled feminist lesbian mothers
(e.g., Ainslie & Feltey, 1991) or had a noticeable
group of participants who clearly identified with
feminist ideas (e.g., Harris & Turner, 1985;
Hoeffer, 1981). For example, some of the lesbian
mothers in Hoeffer’s (1981) study clearly avoided
promoting gender stereotypes in their nomina-
tions of the toys they preferred for their children;
however, no differences were evident in the gen-
der-typical behavior and toy choices of the chil-
dren of lesbian mothers and the comparison
group of children of heterosexual single mothers.
Perhaps any influences from the attitudes con-
veyed by feminist mothers remain latent until
adolescence or adulthood when associations
emerge in a more open-minded consideration of
psychosexual development particularly among
daughters (Tasker & Golombok, 1997).



Queer theory may provide a particularly useful
lens through which to explore how lesbian and
gay parents who came out of (or indeed remained
in) opposite-gender relationships critique and
position their own sexuality. As noted earlier,
researchers have not specifically explored paren-
tal self-identification of sexual orientation yet
studies have suggested a wide variety of different
paths to heterosexual parenthood among lesbian
and gay parents who had children prior to coming
out. The heterosexual relationships recorded in
studies to date seem to encompass a vast range of
very different experiences from exploitative or
abusive encounters, an enjoyable sampling of an
opposite-gender relationship, or a long-term com-
mitted relationship that partners leave and grieve.
Other fields of research have pointed to the par-
ticular fluidity of women’s sexual identification
(Diamond, 2008; Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1995;
Peplau & Garnets, 2000). What difference does
transitioned sexual orientation make to parenting?
Research is yet to explore this question specifically
with LGBT parents themselves.

Conclusion

On the one hand, much of our knowledge of
LGBT parenting is based on studies of lesbian
and gay parents who had their children in previ-
ous heterosexual relationships. On the other hand,
our knowledge of same-gender parenting post-
separation or divorce remains partial with few
studies addressing gay fatherhood, limited con-
sideration of research questions other than those
focused on developmental outcomes for children,
and little investigation of the intersection of
parental sexual orientation with cultural variation
and the plurality of identity positions that LGBT
parents may occupy over time. The research field
awaits consideration of how transitioned lesbian
and gay parenting post-heterosexual separation
or divorce may differ from parenting planned by
LGBT parents. Future research studies will need
to conceptualize diversity and fluidity in parental
sexual orientation and consider contextual varia-
tion in parenthood utilizing a variety of different
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theoretical frameworks and research methodologies
to collect quantitative and qualitative data.
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Lesbian-Mother Families Formed
Through Donor Insemination

Henny Bos

For decades, theory and research on family
functioning focused on two-parent families con-
sisting of a father and a mother. Over the past
30 years, however, the concept of what makes a
“family” has changed. Some children now grow
up in “patchwork” or “blended” families; namely,
families headed by two parents, one of whom has
a child or children from a previous relationship.
Other children grow up in “planned” lesbian-
parent families; that is, families headed by two
lesbian mothers who decided to have children
together through adoption, foster care, or donor
insemination. These lesbian mothers and their
children differ from lesbian mothers whose chil-
dren were born into previous heterosexual rela-
tionships. A child who was born into a previous
heterosexual relationship of the mother before
she identified herself as a lesbian will have expe-
rienced the mother’s divorce and coming-out
process, and this transition might influence the
child’s psychological well-being. Many other
variations in family structures, or combinations
of the above-mentioned family types, are possi-
ble; for example, a situation where two lesbian
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women have a relationship and a child has been
born into that relationship, but both mothers also
have a child or children from a previous hetero-
sexual relationship or marriage (Chap 1). This
chapter, however, focuses only on lesbian-mother
families in which all children were conceived
through donor insemination (planned lesbian-
mother families).

Since the 1980s, assisted reproductive tech-
nologies have made it possible for lesbians with
the economic means to access sperm banks and
thus become parents. As a result, planned lesbian-
mother families are now an integral part of the
social structure of many Western countries
(Parke, 2004). For example, at the time of the
2000 United States Census, one third of female-
partnered  households contained  children
(Simmons & O’Connell, 2003). In 2002 there
were an estimated 21,000 female cohabiting cou-
ples in the Netherlands, and almost 15% of these
couples had children younger than 18 years old,;
in 2009, there were 25,000 female cohabiting
couples in the Netherlands, of which 20% had
children younger than 18 years old (Bos & van
Gelderen, 2010; Steenhof & Harmsen, 2003).
It is unclear, however, whether these children
were born into lesbian relationships.

It is expected that the number of children born
into lesbian relationships and raised by two les-
bian mothers will continue to increase. In 2001, a
Kaiser Family Foundation survey of 405 ran-
domly selected, self-identified lesbians in the
USA found that almost half (49%) of those who
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were not already parents indicated that they
would like to have children of their own in the
future. A recent study in the Netherlands found
that among 1,101 lesbian and bisexual women
between aged 16 and 25, 60% of the women
wanted to become parents in the future (Van
Bergen & van Lisdonk, 2010).

The right and fitness of lesbians to parent is
widely disputed in the media and in the legal
and policy arena. Opponents of lesbian parent-
ing claim that the children of lesbian parents are
at risk of developing a variety of behavior prob-
lems, because they are raised in fatherless
households, lack a biological tie with one of the
mothers, and might be teased by their peers
because their mothers are lesbian (for an analy-
ses of the arguments of opponents, see Clarke,
2001). To deflect these concerns, advocates of
same-sex marriage and lesbian parenthood rely
on the few studies that have been conducted on
planned lesbian-mother families. These advo-
cates emphasize that in these studies no evi-
dence was found for the proposition that the
traditional, nuclear mother—father family is the
ideal environment in which to raise children
(Rosky, 2009).

In the present literature review I distinguish
among three types of foci in studies on planned
lesbian-mother families; namely, questions that
focus on (a) a comparison between planned
lesbian-mother families and two-parent hetero-
sexual families on family characteristics, parent-
ing, and child outcomes; (b) differences and/
or similarities between biological mothers (or
“birthmothers”) and nonbiological mothers (or
“co-mothers” or “social mothers”) on such
aspects as motives to become a mother, parent-
ing, and division of labor; and (c) the diversity
within planned lesbian-mother families (in areas
such as experiences of stigmatization and donor
status) and the consequences of this diversity on
parenting and child outcomes. These three
research areas are grounded in different theoreti-
cal backgrounds. I then present an overview of
the most important findings of each category of
research. Finally, I describe some scientific limi-
tations of the summarized studies as well as chal-
lenges of future research.

H. Bos

Planned Lesbian-Mother Families
Compared with Two-Parent
Heterosexual Parent Families

Early studies, in particular, on planned lesbian-
mother families were often aimed at establishing
whether lesbians can be good parents, whether
they should be granted legal parenthood, and
whether they should have access to assisted
reproductive technologies (e.g., Kirkpatrick,
Smith & Roy, 1981; Mucklow & Phelan, 1979).
The emphasis was originally on proving the nor-
mality of planned lesbian-mother families and
the children who grow up in them (for over-
views, see Clarke, 2008; Sandfort, 2000; Stacey
& Biblarz, 2001). To inform family policy and
regulations on assisted reproduction, it continues
to be important to compare parents and children
in planned lesbian-mother families and two-
parent heterosexual-parent families. It is also
important to continue this research focus to
further theoretical understanding of the influence
of family structure (same-sex vs. opposite-sex
parents) and family processes (parent—child
relationships, relationships between parents) on
child development. The association between
family structure and outcomes for children can
be complex, with family structure often playing
a less important role in children’s psychological
development than the quality of the family rela-
tionships (Parke, 2004).

The results of studies that compare planned
lesbian-mother families and two-parent hetero-
sexual-parent families are presented below. These
studies tended to focus on three main areas
(a) family characteristics, (b) parenting, and
(c) the development of offspring.

Family Characteristics

Age of Mother and Desire and Motivation

to Have Children

In a Dutch study of 100 planned lesbian-mother
families and 100 heterosexual two-parent fami-
lies (with children between 4 and 8 years old),
Bos, van Balen, and van den Boom (2003) found
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that both biological and co-mothers in planned
lesbian-mother families were, on average, older
than heterosexual parents. This age difference
might be related to several issues: Lesbian
women start to think about having children at an
older age than heterosexual women; they have to
make several decisions regarding the conception
(e.g., deciding on donors), which takes time; and
it takes longer to get pregnant through donor
insemination than by natural conception (Botchan
et al., 2001).

In Bos et al.’s (2003) study, participants were
also asked about their motives to become a par-
ent. The lesbian biological mothers and co-
mothers differed from heterosexual mothers
and fathers in that they spent more time think-
ing about their motives for having children.
This difference might be because lesbians more
carefully weigh the pros and cons of having
children, or because their process to parenthood
is comparable to that of infertile heterosexual
couples, whereby they possess an enhanced
awareness of the importance of parenthood in
one’s life. However, lesbian parents and hetero-
sexual parents seem to rank their parenthood
motives rather similarly: Both reported feelings
of affection and happiness in relation to having
children, and the expectation that parenthood
will provide life fulfillment, as their most
important motives for having children (Bos
et al., 2003).

Division of Family Tasks

How parents in lesbian-mother families and het-
erosexual two-parent families divide their time
between family tasks (household tasks and child-
care) and work tends to be measured in two ways.
For example, Chan, Brooks, Raboy, and Patterson
(1998) studied 30 lesbian couples and 16 hetero-
sexual couples in the USA and asked each parent
to complete a questionnaire, the “Who Does
What” measure; Cowan & Cowan, 1988), indi-
cating whether she/he or her/his partner carried
out a specific tasks. In the earlier mentioned
Dutch study by Bos, van Balen, and van den
Boom (2007), the division of household tasks
and childcare was evaluated by means of a struc-
tured diary record of activities. This diary was

completed by both parents in the 100 lesbian-
mother families and both parents in the 100 het-
erosexual two-parent families (Bos et al., 2007).
The findings of these studies were similar and did
not differ as a function of approach to measuring
the division of labor. Lesbian-parent families
with young children were likely to share family
tasks to a greater degree than heterosexual two-
parent families. Perhaps the absence of gender
polarization in lesbian-mother families leads to
more equal burden sharing, which might explain
findings that lesbian mothers are more satisfied
with their partners as co-parents compared to het-
erosexual parents (Bos et al., 2007). Analysis of
diary data also revealed that lesbian biological
mothers and co-mothers spent similar amounts of
time on employment outside the home, in con-
trast to heterosexual two-parent families (fathers
spent much more time at their work outside the
home than their partners did) (Bos et al., 2007).
It might be that lesbian partners understand each
other’s career opportunities and challenges better
than partners in a heterosexual relationship (see
also Dunne, 1998).

Parental Justification

Bos et al. (2007) also examined whether Dutch
lesbian mothers feel more pressure to demon-
strate to people in their environment that they
are good parents. A significant difference in this
feeling, which can be described as “parental
justification,” was found only between lesbian
co-mothers and heterosexual fathers: Lesbian
co-mothers felt more pressured to justify the
quality of their parenthood than heterosexual
fathers. According to the authors, this finding
might be explained by the co-mother’s absence
of a biological tie with the children, which
drives them to do their utmost to be “good
moms.” Like adoptive parents, lesbian social
mothers may face difficulties in developing an
adequate sense of acting as full parents
(Grotevant & Kohler, 1999). It is also likely that
lesbian social mothers feel pressured to be visi-
ble as mothers (e.g., Nekkebroeck & Brewaeys,
2002), because they think that their position is
different from that of biological parents, whether
lesbian or heterosexual.



24

Parenting

Parental Stress

In their study of Dutch lesbian-mother families
with young children, Bos, van Balen, Sandfort,
and van den Boom (2004) found that lesbian
mothers’ experience of parental stress was com-
parable to that of heterosexual parents. These
findings are congruent with other studies carried
out in other countries which found that lesbian
mothers do not differ from heterosexual mothers
in two-parent families on parental stress
(Shechner, Slone, Meir, & Kalish, 2010).
Shechner et al. (2010), for example, examined
maternal stress in 30 lesbian two-mother fami-
lies, 30 heterosexual two-parent families, and 30
single-mother families (all with children between
4 and 8 years old). This study —which was car-
ried out in Israel—found that single heterosexual
mothers reported higher levels of stress than les-
bian mothers and two-parent heterosexual mothers,
and the lesbian mothers’ stress scores did not differ
from the heterosexual mothers in two-parent
families. Patterson (2001) administered the
Symptom Checklist (SCL-90; Derogatis, 1983)
which addresses a variety of psychological and
somatic symptoms, to 66 lesbian mothers (with
children between 4 and 9 years old), and com-
pared the mothers’ scores with the norms of a
female nonpatient sample (Derogatis, 1983). In
this study, too, no significant differences between
groups were found on any of the SCL-90 mea-
sured psychological or somatic symptoms.

Parenting Styles

Studies carried out in the UK, the USA, the
Netherlands, and Belgium have shown that based
on parent self-report data in lesbian-mother fami-
lies with young children, the co-mothers had
higher levels of emotional involvement, parental
concern, and parenting awareness skills than
fathers in heterosexual two-parent families (Bos
et al., 2007; Bos, van Balen, & van den Boom,
2004; Brewaeys, Ponjaert, van Hall, & Golombok,
1997; Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua, & Joseph,
1995; Golombok, Tasker, & Murray, 1997). In
Bos et al.’s (2007) Dutch study of 100 lesbian-
mother families and 100 heterosexual two-parent
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families, data were also gathered by means of
observations of the parent relationship during a
home visit. During this visit, parent and child
were videotaped performing two instructional
tasks, which were later scored by two different
trained raters. It was found that the co-mothers
differed from the fathers in that they showed lower
levels of limit setting during the parent—child
interaction (Bos et al., 2007). These differences
were not found between lesbian biological moth-
ers and heterosexual mothers. These differences
may be due to gender: Women are supposed to be
more expressive, nurturant, and sensitive, while
men more often exhibit instrumental competence
(such as disciplining) (Lamb, 1999).

Golombok et al. (2003) examined, by means
of standardized interviews, the quality of parent—
child relationships of a community sample of
7-year-old children in 39 lesbian-mother families
(20 headed by a single mother and 19 by a lesbian
couple), 74 two-parent heterosexual families, and
60 families headed by single heterosexual moth-
ers. When lesbian-mother families were com-
pared with the two-parent heterosexual families,
a significant difference was found for emotional
involvement, with fathers scoring higher than co-
mothers. According to the authors, this difference
might have to do with the fact that although the
children involved in this study were also born
into lesbian relationships, a substantial number
of the lesbian co-mothers were stepmothers, who
were not actively involved in the decision to have
a child and did not raise the child from birth.
Another significant difference found in this study
was that the frequency of smacking was greater
among the fathers than among the co-mothers;
this difference is an important finding because
smacking is associated with aggressive behavior
in children (Eamon, 2001).

In alongitudinal study in the UK, the research-
ers compared 20 families headed by lesbian
mothers (11 couples and 9 single mothers) and 27
families headed by single heterosexual mothers
with 36 two-parent heterosexual families, at the
time the offspring reached adolescence
(Golombok & Badger, 2010). They found that
the mothers in the lesbian-mother families and in
the single heterosexual-mother families were
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more emotionally involved with their adolescents
than mothers in traditional father—-mother fami-
lies. Lesbian mothers and single heterosexual
mothers also showed lower levels of separation
anxiety than mothers in the two-parent hetero-
sexual families. Although no differences were
found between the lesbian mothers and the single
heterosexual mothers on these aspects, they did
not differ on disciplinary techniques and con-
flicts: The lesbian mothers showed higher levels
of these characteristics than the single mothers.

Thus, empirical studies reveal a consensus
that there are some differences between lesbian
and heterosexual parents: Lesbian mothers are
more committed as parents, spend more time car-
ing for their children, and report higher levels of
emotional involvement with their children. The
question is whether this more competent and
involved parenting is reflected in the children’s
development.

Offspring Development

Psychosocial Development

Research on children and adolescents in planned
lesbian-mother families has mainly focused on
their psychological adjustment and peer relation-
ships. In general, growing evidence suggests that
there are no differences between young children
raised in lesbian-parent families and those raised
in two-parent heterosexual families with regard to
problem behavior and well-being (Bos et al.,
2007; Bos & van Balen, 2008; Brewaeys, Ponjaert-
Kristoffersen, van Steirteghem, & Devroey, 1993;
Flaks et al., 1995; Patterson, 1994; Steckel, 1987).
Thus, the higher levels of positive parenting found
among lesbian-parent families do not generally
translate into more positive child outcomes. In
this respect, the findings of various studies sup-
port the ideas of Roberts and Strayer (1987) con-
cerning a leveling-off effect (i.e., a sigmoid curve)
of involved parenting.

There are, however, some exceptions to the
above-mentioned findings. In the U.S. National
Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study (U.S.
NLLFS), for example, the mean score of the
thirty-eight 10-year-old girls in lesbian-mother

families on externalizing problem behavior (as
measured by the Child Behavioral Checklist, or
CBCL; Achenbach, 1991; Achenbach & Rescorla,
2001) was significantly lower than that of an age-
matched control group of girls in heterosexual
two-parent families (Gartrell, Deck, Rodas,
Peyser, & Banks, 2005). For this publication of
the U.S. NLLFS, CBCL norms were used as the
comparison group (Achenbach, 1991; Achenbach
& Rescorla, 2001). In their longitudinal study in
the UK, Golombok et al. (1997) found that when
the offspring of the planned lesbian mothers were
6 years old, they rated themselves less cognitively
and physically competent than did their counter-
parts in father-present families. At the age of 9,
however, there were no significant differences on
psychological adjustment between the two groups
(MacCallum & Golombok, 2004).

Vanfraussen, Ponjaert-Kristoffersen, and
Brewaeys (2002) also found a significant differ-
ence in their study in Belgium: Although the 24
children in lesbian-parent families were not more
frequently teased than the 24 children in hetero-
sexual two-parent families about such matters as
clothes or physical appearance, family-related
incidents of teasing were mentioned only by chil-
dren from lesbian-parent families. Vanfraussen
et al. (2002) also gathered data on the children’s
well-being through reports from teachers, par-
ents, and children. Teachers reported more atten-
tion problem behavior by children from
lesbian-mother families than by children from
mother—father families. However, based on the
reports from mothers and the children them-
selves, no significant differences on the children”s
problem behavior were found. An explanation
for this discrepancy might be that teachers’ eval-
uations are based on a different setting from that
of mothers and children.

The above-mentioned studies on the psycho-
logical development of children were all based
on convenience samples: The planned lesbian-
mother families were recruited with the help of
gay and lesbian organizations, through friendship
networks, through hospital fertility departments,
and sometimes through a combination of these
methods. However, several studies used a differ-
ent recruitment strategy. Golombok et al. (2003)
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extracted household composition data from the
U.K. Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and
Children data set; they used this information to
identify households headed by two women and
compared them with two-parent heterosexual
families. They found no differences in the psy-
chological well-being of young children in the
two types of households.

A similar strategy was used by Wainright and
colleagues (Wainright & Patterson, 2006, 2008;
Wainright, Russell, & Patterson, 2004), who used
the U.S. National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health (Add Health) data set to iden-
tify households headed by two mothers. They
could identify 44 families headed by two moth-
ers, and each of them was matched with an ado-
lescent of the Add Health data set who was reared
in a two-parent heterosexual family. They found
no differences in substance use, relationships
with peers, and progress through school between
adolescents in households headed by two women
and those in two-parent heterosexual families.

The results of two other studies on adolescents
are also available. Gartrell and Bos (2010) found
that at the age of 17 years, the U.S. NLLFS off-
spring (39 boys and 39 girls) demonstrated higher
levels of social, school/academic, and total com-
petence than gender-matched normative samples
of American teenagers (49 girls and 44 boys),
indicating the healthy psychological adjustment
of the U.S. NLLFS offspring. Although the authors
showed that the U.S. NLLFS sample and the com-
parison sample are similar in socioeconomic sta-
tus, they were neither matched on nor did the
authors control for race/ethnicity or region of resi-
dence. This matching, however, was done in
another U.S. NLLFS publication about substance
use (Goldberg, Bos & Gartrell, 2011). For this
study, the researchers used the Monitoring the
Future (MTF) data as a comparison group, and by
using a 1:1 match procedure on gender, age, race/
ethnicity, and parental education, they randomly
selected seventy-eight 17-year-old adolescents
from the MTF data set. Compared to the matched
adolescents, U.S. NLLFS adolescents with same-
sex parents were not more likely to report heavy
substance use (Goldberg et al., 2011). Second, the
above-mentioned U.K. longitudinal study by
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Golombok and Badger (2010) found that at the
age of 19, adolescents born into lesbian-mother
families showed lower levels of anxiety, depres-
sion, hostility, and problematic alcohol use, and
higher levels of self-esteem, than adolescents in
traditional father—mother families. According to
Bos and van Balen (2010), the positive findings
regarding adolescents in planned lesbian-parent
families may be partly explained by the mothers’
commitment to and involvement in the rearing of
their offspring, or by other aspects regarding the
quality of the relationships within the family (e.g.,
having a supportive partner).

Gender Role, Sexual Questioning,

and Sexual Behavior

Other frequently studied aspects of the develop-
ment of children in planned lesbian-parent fami-
lies are the children’s gender roles and sexual
behavior. MacCallum and Golombok (2004)
studied 25 lesbian-mother families, 38 families
headed by a single heterosexual mother, and 38
two-parent heterosexual families in the UK and
found that boys in lesbian or single-mother fami-
lies showed more feminine personality traits than
boys in two-parent heterosexual families.
However, other studies that focused on children’s
aspirations to traditionally masculine or feminine
occupations and activities (and which were also
carried out in Western countries) did not find dif-
ferences between children in lesbian-parent fami-
lies and those in two-parent heterosexual families
(Brewaeys et al., 1997; Fulcher, Sutfin, &
Patterson, 2008; Golombok et al., 2003).

Bos and Sandfort (2010) studied the gender
development of the offspring of lesbian mothers
in the Netherlands from a multidimensional per-
spective by focusing on five issues (a) gender
typicality (the degree to which children felt that
they were typical members of their gender cate-
gory), (b) gender contentedness (the degree to
which children felt happy with their assigned gen-
der), (c) pressure to conform (the degree to which
children felt pressure from parents and peers to
conform to gender stereotypes), (d) intergroup
bias (the degree to which children felt that their
gender was superior to the other gender), and (e)
children’s anticipation of future heterosexual
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romantic involvement. The authors found that
when the offspring of the parents were between 8
and 12 years old, the 63 children in the lesbian-
parent families felt less parental pressure to con-
form to gender stereotypes, were less likely to
experience their own gender as superior (inter-
group bias), and were more likely to question
future heterosexual romantic involvement than
the 68 children in the two-parent heterosexual
families. An explanation for these findings might
be that lesbian mothers have more liberal attitudes
than heterosexual parents toward their children’s
gender-related behavior (Fulcher et al., 2008).
That children in lesbian-mother families are less
sure about future heterosexual romantic involve-
ment might be because they grow up in a family
environment that is more tolerant toward homo-
erotic relationships.

The above-mentioned findings are all based
on studies of children. The three studies that
were conducted on adolescents also included
questions about sexual and romantic behavior,
and sexual orientation. The longitudinal U.K.
study by Golombok and colleagues (2010) found
that as young adults (mean age 19), individuals
with lesbian mothers were more likely to have
started dating than those from heterosexual-par-
ent families. However, the U.S. NLLFS found
that the 17-year-old offspring of lesbian mothers
were significantly older at the time of their first
heterosexual contact compared to an age- and
gender-matched comparison group from the
National Survey of Family Growth (Gartrell,
Bos, & Goldberg 2010). A study using Add
Health data, on the other hand, revealed no
significant differences in heterosexual inter-
course or romantic relationships between young
adults with lesbian mothers and young adults
with heterosexual parents (Wainright et al.,
2004). In all three studies, almost all the children
of the lesbian mothers identified themselves as
heterosexual. However, the daughters of U.S.
NLLEFS lesbian mothers were significantly more
likely to have had same-sex sexual contact
(Gartrell et al., 2010), which might be because
this type of family environment makes it more
comfortable for adolescent girls with same-sex
attractions to explore intimate relationships with

their peers (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Stacey &
Biblarz, 2001).

Comparison Between Biological
Mothers and Nonbiological Mothers
in Planned Lesbian-Mother Families

In studies that compare biological and nonbio-
logical mothers in planned lesbian-parent fami-
lies, there are three main topics of interest (a)
the pregnancy decision-making process and the
desire and motivation to have children, (b) the
division of tasks, and (c) parenting. Interest in
the differences and similarities between bio-
logical and nonbiological mothers is linked to
the role and position of the mothers who did not
bear a child, especially because these mothers
are living in a societal context in which the bio-
logical relatedness of the parents is perceived
as very important. In addition, for nonbiologi-
cal mothers in planned lesbian-mother families,
in many countries there is also the issue of the
lack of legitimacy under the law (Waaldijk,
2009a, 2009b, 2009¢). As a consequence, non-
biological mothers might feel excluded in their
role as parents by institutions. In addition to
experiencing greater feelings of exclusion, non-
biological mothers might experience lack of
recognition, entitlement, and security in their
parental role.

Pregnancy Decision-Making Process,
and Desire and Motivation to Have
Children

Several studies have examined the decision-
making process concerning which of the partners
in lesbian couples will conceive and bear the chil-
dren. Goldberg (2006), for example, interviewed
29 American lesbian couples about their decision
regarding who would try to get pregnant and the
reasons behind this decision. The most frequently
mentioned reason was the biological mother’s
desire to experience pregnancy and childbirth;
for some, it was also important to have a genetic
connection with the child (Goldberg, 2006).
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However, many couples had other reasons. For
example, one reason was age: the older partner
was chosen because it could have been her last
chance to become pregnant, or the younger part-
ner was chosen because they both thought that
the age of the older partner might make it
difficult for her to conceive. Another reason was
employment situation: The partner with the
most flexible job was chosen to conceive.
Chabot and Ames (2004) interviewed 10
American lesbian couples (age of the children
was between 3 months and 8 years) and also
observed these couples during support group
meetings for lesbian parents. Similar results
were found on how the couples decided who
would carry the child as in the above-mentioned
study of Goldberg (2006).

Women in lesbian couples can theoretically
have each partner carry a child. Studies, however,
have shown that few couples make the decision to
do this. For example, a study of 95 lesbian cou-
ples who were undergoing artificial donor insem-
ination (AID) treatment at a infertility clinic in
Belgium found that only 14% of the couples
wanted both partners to become pregnant—first
the older and then the younger partner (Baetens,
Camus, & Devroey, 2003). A study of 100 Dutch
lesbian couples who already had one or more
children (with the oldest child between 4 and
8 years old) found that in only a minority (33%)
of cases had both mothers given birth to a child
(Bos et al., 2003). While in Baetens et al.’s (2003)
study it was the oldest partner who had been the
first to try to get pregnant, in Bos et al.’s (2003)
study there was no significant age difference
between the two would-be parents.

In Bos et al.’s (2003) study, the authors also
compared the mothers who did get pregnant with
those who did not. They found that the former
group had spent more time on thinking about
why they wanted to become mothers, stated more
frequently that they had had to “give up almost
everything” to get pregnant, and more frequently
reported “parenthood as a life fulfillment” as a
motive for seeking parenthood. Indeed, it would
be interesting to examine the extent to which
gender identity (i.e., the extent to which women
use stereotyped feminine or masculine personal-
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ity traits to describe themselves) is a predictor of
the desire to experience pregnancy and childbirth.
For a heterosexual woman in a Western society,
being a mother is still considered evidence of her
femininity (Ulrich & Weatherall, 2000), and it
would be interesting to look at how this percep-
tion is related to a lesbian woman’s desire to
become a mother or to give birth in a lesbian
relationship.

Division of Tasks

Several studies have found that the biological les-
bian mothers were more involved in childcare
than their partners, that the nonbiological lesbian
mothers spent more time working outside the
home, and that the mothers shared the housework
relatively equally (Bos et al., 2007; Goldberg &
Perry-Jenkins, 2007; Patterson, 2002; Short,
2007). Several other studies, however, found an
equal division of both unpaid and paid work
between the partners in planned lesbian-mother
families. For example, Chan et al. (1998) studied
30 American lesbian-parent families and 16
heterosexual-parent families and found that
same-sex couples shared childcare, housework,
and employment fairly equally whereas hetero-
sexual couples did not. These results are similar
to findings from the third and fourth wave of the
U.S. NLLFS (the children were then 4 and
10 years old, respectively); namely, in most fami-
lies in which the mothers were still together,
biological mother and nonbiological mother
shared child rearing relatively equally (Gartrell
et al., 1999, 2000).

Based on theses inconsistent findings, one
could conclude that there is a great deal of vari-
ability in the labor arrangements within lesbian
couples (Goldberg, 2010). A next step is to inves-
tigate the differences between the planned les-
bian-parent families that do have an equal division
of labor and those that do not, and to gain more
information (via in-depth interviews) about
whether this division is based on a conscious
decision. In the families in which this division is
a conscious decision, it would be interesting to
examine what factors (e.g., stereotyped feminine
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or masculine personality traits, career opportuni-
ties, age, or socioeconomic status) are related to
such decision.

Parenting

Only a few studies have examined whether there
are differences in parenting styles and parenting
behavior between partners in planned lesbian-
mother families. When such a comparison is
made, the unit of analyses is the biological tie (or
its absence) with the child(ren). Goldberg,
Downing, and Sauck (2008) asked the lesbian
mothers whom they interviewed whether they
observed in their children a preference for the
biological or the nonbiological mother. Many of
the women mentioned that as infants their chil-
dren had preferred the birth mother, but that over
the years this preference had faded such that at
the time of the interviews, the children (who
were then 3.5 years old) had no preference.
According to the mothers, the initial preference
of the child was related to the pregnancy and the
experience of breastfeeding during the first
months. Notably, some nonbiological mothers
were jealous of these experiences of their part-
ners. Gartrell et al. (1999) also found that lesbian
co-mothers of 2-year-old children reported feel-
ings of jealousy related to their partners’ bond-
ing with the child (see also Gartrell, Peyser, &
Bos, 2011).

One of the publications emanating from the
Dutch study by Bos et al., (2007) compared bio-
logical and nonbiological mothers in the 100
planned lesbian-mother families with respect
to parenting styles and parental behavior.
No differences were found between the partners
on most of the variables: They did not differ
significantly on emotional involvement, paren-
tal concern, power assertion, induction (all mea-
sured with questionnaires), supportive presence,
or respect for the child’s autonomy (all measured
with observations of child—parent interac-
tions). However, lesbian biological mothers
scored higher on limit setting on the child’s
behavior during the observed parent—child
interactions.

Diversity Within Planned
Lesbian-Mother Families

The focus of the third set of studies is on diversity
among planned lesbian-mother families and the
potential effects of such diversity on child rearing
and children. Three aspects of diversity within
planned lesbian-mother studies that have been
studied are (a) donor status (known or as yet
unknown donor), (b) absence of male role figures,
and (c) the mothers’ and the offspring’s experi-
ences of stigmatization. The focus on diversity
within lesbian-parent families represents a rela-
tively new type of inquiry in studies of lesbian-
mother families.

Questions regarding why mothers use known
or as yet unknown donors, and what the choice
means for the mothers and their offspring, should
be placed in a broader discussion in which some
authors have theorized that the absence of infor-
mation about their donors may affect the off-
spring’s identity and psychological development,
especially during the vulnerable period of adoles-
cence (for an overview see Hunfeld, Passchier,
Bolt, & Buijsen, 2004). Interest in the role of
male involvement in these families is based on
theories and ideas about gender identification,
and how the absence of a traditional father or
father figure may affect children. Interest in the
experience and role of stigmatization in lesbian-
mother families should be understood in terms of
perspectives emphasizing the role of personal,
family, and community resources in reducing the
negative impact of homophobia on the offspring’s
psychological development (Van Gelderen,
Gartrell, Bos, & Hermanns, 2009).

Donor Status

Many fertility clinics in the USA offer couples
the option of using either the sperm of a donor
who will remain permanently anonymous
(unknown donor) or that of a donor who may be
met by the offspring when she or he reaches the
age of 18 (identity-release donor) (Scheib,
Riordan, & Rubin, 2005). In her US study of 29
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pregnant lesbians and their partners, Goldberg
(2006) found that 59% of the women wanted to
have an unknown donor, and the main reason for
this preference was that they wanted to raise
their children without interference from a third
party. Touroni and Coyle (2002), who inter-
viewed nine lesbian couples in the UK, found
that six of them made the decision for a known
donor, and a reason that they gave for this was
they believed that children have the right to
know their genetic origins and/or to form rela-
tionships with their donors early in life. Gartrell
et al. (1996) found that among the lesbian
women in their study who preferred a known
donor, many did this because they worried that
children conceived by unknown donors might
experience psychological and identity problems
during adolescence or later in life.

There are few data on what it means for off-
spring to have known or unknown donors. In
Belgium, Vanfraussen, Pontjaert-Kristoffersen,
and Brewaeys (2003a, 2003b) asked 24 children
(mean age=10 years old) with lesbian mothers
whether, if it were possible, they would want to
have more information about their donors.
Nearly 50% of the children answered “yes,” and
they were especially curious about their donors’
physical features and personalities. Scheib et al.
(2005) found that for adolescents conceived by
identity-release donors and raised in lesbian-
mother families, the most frequently mentioned
questions were “What’s he like?,” “What does
he look like?,” “What’s his family like?,” and
“Is he like me?” The Belgian study also assessed
whether the children who wanted to know more
about their donors differed in self-esteem or
emotional and behavioral functioning from their
counterparts who did not share this curiosity.
No significant differences were found on self-
esteem or emotional and behavioral functioning
between the group of children who wanted to
learn more about their donors and those who did
not have this curiosity (Vanfraussen et al.,
2003a, 2003b).

At the time of the first U.S. NLLFS data col-
lection, the mothers-to-be were either pregnant or
inseminating, and the donor preferences were
almost equally divided between permanently
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anonymous and identity-release donors (Gartrell
etal., 1996). In the fifth wave of the U.S. NLLFS,
nearly 23% of the adolescents with unknown
donors stated that they wished they knew their
donors, while 67% of those who would have the
option to meet their donors when they turned 18
planned to do so. Unfortunately, the U.S. NLLFS
adolescents were not asked why they intended to
contact their donors, nor what they hoped to
experience by meeting them.

The U.S. NLLFS also gathered data on the
offspring’s problem behavior by means of paren-
tal reports using the CBCL (Achenbach &
Rescorla, 2001). This data collection by means
of the parental reports of the CBCL was done in
the fourth and fifth waves (when the children
were 10 and 17 years old, respectively), which
made it possible to assess the role of donor status
regarding the offspring’s problem behavior over
time. The authors (Bos & Gartrell, 2010a) found
only a few differences between the offspring
when they were 10 and when they were 17 years
old: That is, when they were 17 years old, their
scores on social problems and aggressive behav-
ior were lower, and their scores on thought prob-
lems and rule-breaking behavior were higher,
than when they were 10 (Bos & Gartrell, 2010a).
For all findings, no differences were found
between adolescents with known donors and
those with as yet unknown donors. These findings
are important, because lesbian women are often
uncertain about the long-term consequences of
donor selection and the well-being of their off-
spring, and these findings indicate that donor
type has no bearing on the development of the
psychological well-being of the offspring of les-
bian mothers over a 7-year period from child-
hood through adolescence.

Male Role Models

Little research has focused on lesbian mothers’
ideas about male involvement in the lives of their
offspring, and no studies have looked at what it
means for children and adolescents growing up in
lesbian-mother families with or without male role
models. The U.S. NLLFS found that when the
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mothers were pregnant or undergoing the process
of insemination, 76% stated that they hoped to
provide their children with positive male role
models (often described as “good, loving men”)
(Gartrell et al., 1996), and by the time the chil-
dren were 10 years old, half of the families had
incorporated male role models into these chil-
dren’s lives (Gartrell et al., 2005).

Goldberg and Allen (2007) interviewed 30
lesbian couples in the USA, during the pregnancy
and when the children were 3 months old and
found that more than two-thirds of the women
were highly conscious of the fact that their chil-
dren would grow up in the absence of a male
figure; they believed this might have negative
consequences for their offspring’s psychological
well-being. Many of them, in turn, had already
made plans to find such men. According to the
authors, as well as Clarke and Kitzinger (2005),
this awareness and anticipation may be a response
to the cultural anxieties about the necessity of
male role models in the development of
children.

All of the above studies evaluated what moth-
ers reported about male role figures in the lives of
their offspring, and on what these mothers thought
the presence or absence of such figures might
mean for the development of their children. The
influence of male role figures on the offspring’s
gender role development and psychological
adjustment has not yet been studied.

Stigmatization

Mothers’ Experiences of Stigmatization

The U.S. NLLFS found that while pregnant or
undergoing the process of insemination, most
mothers saw raising a child in a heterosexist and
homophobic society as a challenge they would
have to deal with in the future (Gartrell et al.,
1996). Experiences of stigmatization and rejec-
tion were assessed in the Dutch longitudinal
study by Bos et al. (2004). The 200 mothers (100
couples) were asked about such experiences
when the children were between 4 and 8 years
old. The authors developed a scale to measure
the mothers’ perceived experiences of rejection.

This instrument included 7 forms of rejections
related to being a lesbian mother. Lesbian moth-
ers were asked to indicate how frequent
(1=never, 2=sometimes, 3=regularly) each
form of rejection had occurred in the previous
year (Bos et al., 2004). The forms of rejection
that were most frequently reported (i.e., the
mothers answered that they sometimes or regu-
larly experienced it) were “Other people asking
me annoying questions related to my lifestyle”
(reported by 68% and 72% of the biological
mothers and the co-mothers, respectively) and
“Other people gossiping about me” (27.3% and
32.7% of the biological and the co-mothers,
respectively). Less frequently reported experi-
ences were disapproving comments (13% and
12.1% of the biological and the co-mothers,
respectively) and being excluded (12% and 9.1%
of the biological and the co-mothers, respec-
tively). The 7 items formed a reliable scale, and
based on this scale the authors calculated the
associations between rejection and the extent to
which the mothers reported parental stress
(parental burden), the need to demonstrate to
others that they are good parents (parental
justification), and feelings of not being able to
handle their children (feeling incompetent as a
parent). The results show that higher levels of
rejection were associated with more experiences
of parental stress, feeling a greater need to jus-
tify the quality of the parent—child relationship,
and feeling less competent as a parent (Bos, van
Balen, Sandfort et al., 2004).

It should be mentioned that the study from
which these data are drawn was conducted in the
Netherlands, which has a relatively positive cli-
mate regarding lesbian and gay people and same-
sex marriage (Sandfort, McGaskey, & Bos, 2008).
The level of stigmatization may therefore be
more pronounced in other Western countries.
Shapiro, Peterson, and Stewart (2009) also
showed that differences in sociolegal context
(namely countries in which same-sex marriage is
possible compared to countries in which it is not)
can influence the experience of lesbian parent-
hood: They found that lesbian mothers in Canada
reported fewer worries about discrimination than
lesbian mothers in the USA.
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Children’s and Adolescents’ Experiences
of Stigmatization

In the follow-up of the above-mentioned study
that was carried out in the Netherlands, the chil-
dren (who were now between 8 and 12 years old)
were asked about their experiences of rejection
(Bos & van Balen, 2008). Sixty percent of the
children in the lesbian-mother families reported
that peers made jokes about them because they
had lesbian mothers. Other frequently reported
negative forms of rejection were: annoying ques-
tions about the parents’ sexual orientation (56.7%),
abusive language related to the mothers’ sexual
orientation (45.2%), peers gossiping about the
lesbian mothers (30.6%), and exclusion by peers
because of their family situation (26.2%).

Here, differences in sociolegal context
between countries are also important. In the
fourth wave of the U.S. NLLFS, Gartrell et al.
(2005) measured experiences with homophobia
among the children by asking them: “Did other
kids ever say mean things to you about your
mom(s) being a lesbian?”” Almost 38% of the 41
boys and 46% of the 38 girls answered “yes” on
this question. Responding to exactly the same
question to children in Dutch planned lesbian
families, 14.7% of the 36 boys and 22.2% of the
38 girls answered “yes.” In the last wave of the
U.S. NLLFS data collection (when the offspring
were 17 years old), 35.9% of the boys and 46.2%
of the girls reported experiences of homophobic
stigmatization.

Although studies that compared the children
of lesbian and heterosexual parents showed that
having same-sex parents is not in itself a risk
factor (e.g., Bos et al., 2007; Golombok et al.,
2003), both the Dutch longitudinal study and
the U.S. NLLFS found that when children are
confronted with their peers’ disapproval of their
lesbian mothers’ sexual orientation, they lose
self-confidence and exhibit more behavioral
problems (Bos & van Balen, 2008; Bos, van
Balen, Sandfort et al., 2004; Gartrell et al.,
2005). However, among the children who
reported being stigmatized, three groups exhib-
ited greater resilience: namely, children who
attended schools that had lesbian/gay awareness
on their curricula; children whose mothers

H. Bos

described themselves as active members of the
lesbian community; and children who had fre-
quent contact with other offspring of same-sex
parents (Bos, Gartrell, van Balen, Peyser, &
Sandfort, 2008; Bos & van Balen, 2008). In the
fifth wave of the U.S. NLLFS it was found that
among the adolescent offspring of lesbian moth-
ers, stigmatization was associated with more
problem behavior, but that having close, posi-
tive relationships with their mothers mitigated
this negative influence (Bos & Gartrell, 2010b).
Bos and Gartrell (2010b) hypothesized that fam-
ily conversations about possible future
homophobic stigmatization reduces the nega-
tive impact of these experiences on the well-
being of the offspring; however, in the data on
the 17-year-old offspring of the U.S. NLLFS, no
evidence was found to support this hypothesis
(Bos & Gartrell, 2010b).

Limitations and Challenges

There are several limitations of the comparison
studies and of the studies that focus solely on
planned lesbian-parent families and the mecha-
nisms within these families. First, most studies
collected data by means of semi-structured inter-
views with parents or self-administered question-
naires completed by parents. It might be that
results based on parental reports are biased
because the mothers want to demonstrate that
they are good parents. Gathering data on the par-
ent—child relationship and the offspring’s psy-
chological adjustment from such sources as
teacher reports or observations of parent—child
interactions (which some studies already do)
might counter the degree to which self-report
bias is a limitation.

Second, there is the issue of the representa-
tiveness of the samples used in the studies, and
the generalization of the findings. Most studies
on planned lesbian-mother families used com-
paratively small samples, and respondents were
recruited via such sources as organizations of les-
bian and gay parents. As a consequence they are
not representative, which has consequences for
the generalizability of the findings (Tasker, 2010).
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It should also be noted that most studies on
planned lesbian-mother families are carried out
among upper-middle-class, highly educated,
urban-dwelling, White lesbian parents (Clarke,
2008; Gabb, 2004). This limitation means that
there is an absence of class-based analysis, which
also has consequences for the representativeness
of the samples and the findings.

A practical solution to these issues of repre-
sentativeness is to apply large, general sample
frames, and to screen for households headed by
two women (Sandfort, 2000). However, such a
solution would be very costly. An alternative is to
include some identifying questions about the
family structure, genetic relationship between
parents and offspring, and sexual orientation in
general population studies set up by other
researchers on topics that are related to the field
of parenting or child development (Tasker, 2010).
This strategy might also make it possible to get
more diversity in SES and race in the samples of
planned lesbian-mother families.

The above-mentioned strategy was used in two
studies (Golombok et al., 2003; Wainright et al.,
2004; Wainright & Patterson, 2007, 2008). However,
in the data sets the researchers used there were only
questions about the structure of the families in
which the children and adolescents were living, and
the parents’ sexual orientation was not specified.
Therefore the analyses may be confounded by the
inclusion of women who live together but do not
identify as lesbian (Gartrell & Bos, 2010).

It is also a limitation that in most studies,
planned lesbian-mother families are compared
with two-parent heterosexual families (e.g., Bos
et al., 2007). In such a design, however, issues
related to unraveling the influence of gender, a
genetic link, and minority status remain unre-
solved. Researchers should therefore initiate
other designs. A comparison, for example,
between planned lesbian-families, two-parent
heterosexual families, gay-father families and/or
gay-father and lesbian-mother families in which
the mother became a parent after her coming out
and is sharing the child-rearing task, might help
to tease apart the relative influences of gender,
genetic link, and minority status on child rearing
and child development.

Another limitation is that most of the previous
studies on planned lesbian mother families used a
cross-sectional design; thus, one has to be cau-
tious in ascribing causal directions to the associa-
tions that were found (e.g., between experiences
of stigmatization and the offspring’s psychologi-
cal adjustment). There are several studies in
which data are gathered in several waves (e.g.,
Bos et al., 2007; Bos & Sandfort, 2010; Gartrell
et al., 1996; Golombok et al., 1997; Golombok &
Badger, 2010). However, the instruments that
were used were different across phases, and as a
consequence it was not possible to examine the
psychological well-being of the offspring from a
longitudinal perspective. Longitudinal studies,
for example, on the long-term consequences of
stigmatization and resilience are needed.

Conclusion

Most existing studies on planned lesbian-mother
families made a comparison between planned
lesbian-mother families and heterosexual two-
parent families with the aim of gathering more
information on whether lesbian women could be
“good” parents. These comparative studies of the
significance of the “critical ingredients” of child
rearing and family processes are important, to
gather more information about what they do and
how they contribute to the healthy development
of children’s well-being. However, as a conse-
quence of the tremendous diversity within the
lesbian community, recent research has increas-
ingly focused on diversity within lesbian-mother
families and the effects of family variation on
parenting and child outcomes. There has been a
trend toward investigating new kinds of research
questions that are more centered on the mecha-
nisms within lesbian-parent families, instead of
comparing them with heterosexual two-parent
families. For example, these studies focus on dif-
ferences and similarities in parenting between
biological and nonbiological mothers, and on
how lesbian mothers deal with circumstances in
which they differ from heterosexual parents.

To evaluate the psychological development of
offspring in planned lesbian-mother families, it is
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important to consider the sociolegal context and
cultural climate in which the families live (Bos,
Gartrell, Peyser, & van Balen, 2008; Shapiro
et al., 2009; Tasker, 2010). The comparison study
of the U.S. NLLFS data and those of a Dutch
study (Bos, Gartrell, van Balen et al., 2008) indi-
cates that cross-national differences in the accep-
tance of homosexuality and same-sex parenthood
have consequences for the well-being of children
in lesbian-mother families, with greater accep-
tance of lesbian and gay people and same-sex
parenting associated with less problem behavior
among the children. Future research should com-
pare the experiences of parents and their offspring
in multiple countries that have different levels of
official recognition of lesbian couples.
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Lesbian and Gay Adoptive Parents
and Their Children

Rachel H. Farr and Charlotte J. Patterson

Many lesbian and gay adults have adopted chil-
dren in the USA and in other parts of the world
(Gates, Badgett, Macomber, & Chambers, 2007;
Patterson & Tornello, 2011). According to data
from national surveys, lesbian and gay adults are
raising 4% of all adopted children in the USA
(Gates et al., 2007), and many other lesbian and
gay adults express a desire to become parents
(Gates et al., 2007; Riskind & Patterson, 2010).
Despite the fact that adoptive families headed by
lesbian and gay parents exist, there is continued
controversy surrounding the adoption of children
by lesbian and gay adults (Patterson, 2009).
Adoption of children by lesbian and gay adults is
regulated by a complex array of laws and poli-
cies, and these often vary from one jurisdiction to
another. The resulting patchwork of law and pol-
icy creates challenges for adoptive families with
lesbian and gay parents and for all those who
work with them. Until recently, there has been
little empirical research that can specifically
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inform decision making on this topic. Within the
last decade, a growing body of research on the
adoption of children by lesbian and gay parents
has begun to address questions that have been at
the center of public controversies.

In this chapter, we review research on lesbian
and gay adoptive parents and their children in the
contextof an interdisciplinary framework. Studies
of lesbian and gay adoptive parenting have
emerged primarily from the fields of develop-
mental and clinical psychology, but research from
social work, family studies, demography, sociol-
ogy, public policy, law, and economics is also rel-
evant. In the context of research on adoption, and
controversies about lesbian and gay adoptive par-
ents, we provide an overview of recent research
in this area. We consider work describing the
pathways to adoption for lesbian and gay adults,
and we summarize findings on their experiences
in the adoption process. We also review research
on psychosocial and adjustment outcomes for
children, parents, and families when lesbian and
gay parents adopt children. Throughout the chap-
ter, similarities among lesbian, gay, and hetero-
sexual adoptive parent families are discussed,
such as those regarding outcomes for children
adopted by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parents.
Ways in which lesbian and gay adoptive parents
may differ from heterosexual adoptive parents
are also noted, such as their reasons for adopting
children. Finally, we offer recommendations for
future research and practice.
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Research on Adoptive Families

One context for understanding issues facing les-
bian and gay adoptive parents and their children
is the body of research on adoption. A large lit-
erature explores adoptive family dynamics and
psychosocial outcomes of adopted children, with
samples predominantly comprising heterosexual
couples and parents and their adopted children
(Brodzinsky & Palacios, 2005; Javier, Baden,
Biafora, & Comacho-Gingerich, 2007; Palacios
& Brodzinsky, 2010; Wrobel, Hendrickson, &
Grotevant, 2006; Wrobel & Neil, 2009). From
the late 1950s through the 1990s, much of the
research on adoption focused on outcomes for
adopted children (Palacios & Brodzinsky, 2010).
Over the last two decades, however, research has
also expanded to include consideration of many
different adoption-related issues, such as openness
in adoption (Grotevant et al., 2007) outcomes for
members of birth families (Henney, Ayers-Lopez,
McRoy & Grotevant, 2007), transracial adoption
(Burrow & Finley, 2004), and communication
within families about adoption issues (Wrobel,
Kohler, Grotevant, & McRoy, 2003).

Research regarding outcomes of children who
have been adopted has indicated that, relative to
their non-adopted peers (i.e., children remaining
with their biological families), adopted children
are at risk for some negative outcomes (Palacios
& Brodzinsky, 2010), prominent among which
are behavior problems. Children who experience
institutionalization before being adopted appear
to be particularly at risk for later problems. For
example, Gunnar, Van Dulmen, and The
International Adoption Project Team (2007)
assessed child behavioral adjustment using the
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) with 1,948
internationally adopted children. Those children
who had experienced institutionalization for lon-
ger periods (n=899) had greater behavior prob-
lems than those who had experienced shorter or
no periods of institutionalization (n=1,038).
Other research has indicated that children adopted
through foster care often fare worse in terms of
behavioral and adjustment outcomes than do
children adopted through private domestic
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agencies or international agencies (Howard,
Smith, & Ryan, 2004; Vandivere & McKlindon,
2010). Simmel, Barth, and Brooks (2007) found
that youth adopted from foster care (n=293)
exhibited higher rates of behavior problems than
did adopted nonfoster care youth (n=312), as
reported by adoptive parents on the Behavioral
Problems Index. Both groups, however, had
greater behavioral difficulties than those in the
general population.

Negative outcomes do not, however, charac-
terize adoptive children across the board. For
instance, Juffer and Van IJzendoorn’s (2007)
meta-analysis of 88 studies comparing 10,997
children who were adopted internationally,
domestically, and/or transracially with 33,862
children who were not adopted revealed no
significant differences in children’s self-esteem
as a function of adoption. In addition, adopted
children had higher self-esteem than their non-
adopted, institutionalized peers. In ameta-analysis
of studies examining the 1Q and school perfor-
mance of 17,767 adopted children, van
IJzendoorn, Juffer, and Poelhuis (2005) found no
significant differences in IQ between adopted
and non-adopted children. School performance
and language of adopted children, however,
lagged behind the performances of their non-
adopted peers. In contrast, adopted children
scored higher on IQ tests and performed better in
school than did children who remained in institu-
tional care. Overall, adoption appears to be an
effective intervention for children who face cer-
tain kinds of adversity early in life.

In an effort to reconcile differences in results
among studies of children’s outcomes, research-
ers have examined the role of a number of medi-
ating factors, such as pre-adoptive life
circumstances (Grotevant et al., 2006), adoptive
family environments (Whitten & Weaver, 2010),
the interaction of pre-adoptive factors and adop-
tive family environments (Ji, Brooks, Barth, &
Kim, 2010), family relationships and interactions
(Rueter, Keyes, Iacono, & McGue, 2009), com-
munication about adoption (Grotevant, Rueter,
Von Korff, & Gonzalez, 2012), awareness of
adoption and adoptive identity (Grotevant,
Dunbar, Kohler, & Esau, 2007; Juffer, 2006), the
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role of open adoption (Von Korff, Grotevant, &
McRoy, 2006), and the role of appraisal in adop-
tion (Storsbergen, Juffer, van Son, & van Hart,
2010). As in other types of families, the quality
of family relationships, parenting, and interac-
tions have been found to be significantly associ-
ated with child outcomes and family functioning
(Lansford, Ceballo, Abbey, & Stewart, 2001;
Rueter et al., 2009).

Most of the research on adoptive families to
date has focused on families with heterosexual
parents. More recently, research including les-
bian and gay adoptive parents (and lesbian and
gay prospective adoptive parents) has been con-
ducted. Outcomes of children adopted by lesbian
and gay parents have been considered, as well as
a number of other facets of adoptive family
dynamics in adoptive families headed by lesbian
and gay parents. In this chapter, research findings
about lesbian and gay adoptive parents and their
children are compared with the broader literature
about adoptive families wherever possible. We
use a developmental and family systems perspec-
tive as well as an ecological systems approach to
consider the experiences of lesbian- and gay-
parent adoptive families in the context of broader
social structure issues. The emergence of studies
about adoptive families with lesbian and gay par-
ents seems to have been motivated, in part, by
controversy surrounding the adoption of children
by lesbian and gay parents, and it is to this topic
that we turn next.

Controversy Surrounding Lesbian
and Gay Parent Adoption

The adoption of children by lesbian and gay
adults has been a controversial issue in the USA
and in many places around the world. Questions
have been raised about the suitability of lesbian
and gay parents as role models for children.
Critics contend that a heterosexual mother and
father are necessary for children’s optimal devel-
opment. Such questions and concerns have
impacted policy and law regarding adoption by
lesbian and gay adults. Indeed, adoptions of
minor children by openly lesbian and gay

a

individuals and couples are permitted by law in
some places and not in others. For example, in
the USA, some jurisdictions (e.g., Mississippi
and Utah) ban adoption by same-sex couples
(Patterson, 2009). For many years, Florida law
barred lesbian and gay individuals or couples
from becoming adoptive parents. In 2010, how-
ever, the courts ruled that this law was unconsti-
tutional, and overturned the ban (Miller, 2010).
Many states (e.g., California, Massachusetts,
Connecticut) prohibit discrimination on the basis
of sexual orientation in matters of adoption and
have laws that expressly permit the adoption of
children by same-sex couples (Kaye & Kuvalanka,
20006). As a result, lesbian and gay adults have
completed stranger adoptions' in a number of
states, including California, Maryland, Ohio, and
the District of Columbia (Patterson, 2009).
Second-parent adoptions have been permitted in
26 states and the District of Columbia. Four states
(Colorado, Nebraska, Ohio, and Wisconsin),
however, have rejected second-parent adoptions
by lesbian and gay adults (Patterson, 2009).
Around the world, there is also considerable vari-
ation in law and policy in this regard. In Spain,
Sweden, Canada, the Netherlands, and the UK,
lesbian and gay adults are permitted to adopt
children, but in Italy, Germany, and France, this
is not permitted (LaRenzie, 2010). In the USA
and in other countries, religious and political
leaders have clashed repeatedly about whether
the law should allow openly lesbian and gay
adults to adopt minor children (LaRenzie, 2010;
Miller, 2010). Controversy surrounding the
adoption of children by lesbian and gay persons
has contributed, in part, to research addressing
questions about outcomes for children adopted

! Stranger adoptions describe situations in which biologi-
cal parents are unwilling or unable to take care of a child.
A stranger adoption is completed when a court dissolves
the legal bonds between the child and his/her biological
parents and establishes new legal ties between the child
and his/her adoptive parents. In second-parent adoptions,
legal parenting status is created for a second parent with-
out terminating the rights or responsibilities of the first legal
parent. In families headed by same-sex couples, second-
parent adoptions create for the child the possibility of hav-
ing two legally recognized parents (Patterson, 2009).
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by lesbian and gay parents, the capabilities of
lesbian and gay adults as parents, and overall
family processes and dynamics in adoptive fami-
lies with lesbian and gay parents. We next turn to
discussing this research.

Research on Lesbian- and Gay-Parent
Adoptive Families

In this section, we discuss the research on how
lesbian and gay adults become adoptive parents,
their strengths and challenges, their transition to
adoptive parenthood, and outcomes of such adop-
tions for children, parents, and parenting couples.
As will become clear, many lesbian and gay adults
are becoming adoptive parents today. In some
respects, they have experiences that are very like
those of other adoptive parents, but lesbian and
gay adoptive parents also face some issues that
are specific to their circumstances.

Adoption as a Pathway to Parenthood

National survey data, together with findings from
other research, suggest that lesbian and gay
adoptive parents share a number of demographic
characteristics with heterosexual adoptive parents
(Gates et al., 2007). Like heterosexual adoptive
parents, lesbian and gay adoptive parents are
often older, well educated, affluent, and predomi-
nantly White (Brodzinsky & Pinderhughes, 2002;
Erich, Leung, & Kindle, 2005; Farr, Forssell, &
Patterson, 2010a; Gates et al., 2007; Goldberg,
2009a; Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004). It is
important to note that these demographic factors
are generally characteristic of known cases of
legally recognized adoption. The demographic
profile of families formed through more informal
methods, such as kinship adoption, may be
different.

Lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adults who
adopt children may be motivated to do so for
many similar reasons, but lesbian and gay adults
may also adopt children for reasons that are dis-
tinct from those of heterosexual adults (Mallon,
2000). For example, in Farr and Patterson’s (2009)
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study of 106 adoptive families (29 lesbian, 27
gay, and 50 heterosexual couples), virtually all
couples reported that they “wanted to have chil-
dren” as a reason for pursuing adoption, regard-
less of parental sexual orientation. On the other
hand, there were differences in expressed moti-
vations for adoption as a function of family type.
The vast majority of heterosexual couples
reported “challenges with infertility” as a moti-
vation for adopting children, but fewer than half
of same-sex couples reported this as a reason for
choosing to adopt. Many more same-sex than
opposite-sex couples reported that they “did not
have a strong desire for biological children.”
Similarly, Goldberg, Downing, and Richardson
(2009) found that among a sample of 30 lesbian
and 30 heterosexual adoptive couples, lesbian
couples were less likely than heterosexual cou-
ples to report a commitment to biological parent-
hood. Goldberg and Smith (2008) reported that
compared with heterosexual couples (n=39),
lesbian couples (n=36) were less likely to try to
conceive and also less likely to pursue fertility
treatments. Many investigators have reported
that heterosexual adoptive parents often
described adoption as a “second choice” path-
way to parenthood, chosen only after struggles
with infertility convinced them that biological
parenthood was not a realistic option (e.g.,
Mallon, 2007; Turner, 1999). Thus, unlike het-
erosexual couples, lesbian and gay adoptive par-
ents may be more likely to have chosen adoption
as their first choice as a route to parenthood.
Indeed, Tyebjee (2003) found that lesbian and
gay adults demonstrated greater openness to
adopting children than did heterosexual adults.
As such, lesbian and gay adults have sometimes
been described as “preferential adopters”
(Brodzinsky & Pinderhughes, 2002).

Another way that lesbian and gay adoptive
parents may differ from heterosexual adoptive
parents is in their willingness to adopt across
racial lines, that is, to adopt a child from a racial
or ethnic background different than their own.
Among pre-adoptive couples, lesbian couples
have been found to be more open than hetero-
sexual couples to transracial adoption (Goldberg,
2009a; Goldberg & Smith, 2009a). Lesbian and
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gay adoptive couples have also been found to be
more likely than heterosexual adoptive couples
to have completed a transracial adoption (Farr &
Patterson, 2009). Indeed, some heterosexual cou-
ples have been found to prefer same-race adop-
tions (Brodzinsky & Pinderhughes, 2002).

One reason that lesbian and gay couples may
be more willing to adopt transracially is that
same-sex couples are more likely than hetero-
sexual couples to be interracial (Rosenfeld &
Kim, 2005), and, in turn, interracial couples are
more willing than same-race couples to complete
transracial adoptions (Farr & Patterson, 2009).
Also, some researchers have described racial
integration as a characteristic of urban lesbian
and gay communities (e.g., Stacey, 2006). For
lesbian and gay parents in these communities,
greater contact with racial minority groups may
increase levels of comfort in interracial interactions
(Emerson, Kimbro, & Yancey, 2002), and this
could be a factor in their greater openness to
transracial adoption. Because they are often less
committed than heterosexual couples to achieving
biological parenthood, same-sex couples may
also be more open than heterosexual couples to
transracial adoptions (Farr & Patterson, 2009;
Goldberg et al., 2009).

Another way that lesbian and gay adoptive
couples may be different than heterosexual adop-
tive couples is in terms of gender preferences in
adoption. Goldberg (2009b) studied 47 lesbian,
31 gay, and 56 heterosexual couples who were
actively seeking to adopt, and reported that,
while heterosexual men were unlikely to express
a gender preference, gay men often preferred
to adopt boys. Lesbian participants who expressed
a preference, generally preferred to adopt girls,
as did the heterosexual women in the sample.
Thus, only about half of participants overall
expressed gender preferences, but among those
who expressed preferences, all except the gay
male participants preferred to adopt girls.
These findings are consistent with earlier
research regarding the preferences for child
gender of both heterosexual adoptive couples
and lesbian couples using donor insemination
(Gartrell et al., 1996; Herrmann-Green &
Gehring, 2007; Jones, 2008).
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Why were these gender preferences observed?
Lesbian and gay adoptive parents in Goldberg’s
(2009b) study often explained their preferences
for child gender by reference to concerns about
gender socialization and heterosexism. For
example, some participants felt uncertain about
parenting a child of a gender different than their
own. It is possible that lesbian and gay couples,
being made up of two parents of the same gen-
der, may feel inadequate to parent a child of a
different gender. Heterosexual couples, on the
other hand, may feel equally “equipped” to par-
ent a child of either gender since one parent of
each gender is represented in the parenting cou-
ple. In this case, at least one partner in the couple
may feel prepared for and knowledgeable about
gender-specific socialization. Aside from this
study, however, little is known about why les-
bian and gay pre-adoptive parents expressed this
feeling more often than did heterosexual pre-
adoptive parents.

In choosing adoption as a route to parent-
hood, the child’s race and gender are two con-
cerns, but there are many other issues to consider
as well. Indeed, gay men have been found to
consider children’s likely age, race, health, and
a host of other factors in selecting their particu-
lar route to adoption (Downing, Richardson,
Kinkler, & Goldberg, 2009). As adoptions may
be domestic or international, may be accom-
plished through public or private agencies, may
involve adoption of infants or children, and may
involve open as well as closed arrangements,
much remains to be learned about varied path-
ways to adoptive parenthood among lesbian and
gay adults, and about factors related to these
variations. Each variation comes with its own
challenges, and research is only beginning to
examine the relevant issues (Brodzinsky &
Pinderhughes, 2002; Howard et al., 2004).

Challenges and Strengths of Adoptive
Lesbian and Gay Parents

Although all prospective adoptive parents prog-
ress through a series of steps in adopting their
child—including an application process, training
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and workshops for prospective parents, and a
home study’? (Brodzinsky & Pinderhughes,
2002)—lesbian and gay parents often face
additional challenges. As mentioned earlier, les-
bian and gay adults are not permitted to adopt
children in all jurisdictions in the USA or else-
where (Kaye & Kuvalanka, 2006; Ryan et al.,
2004). Moreover, not all adoption agencies and/
or adoption workers are open to working with
lesbian and gay prospective parents. Brodzinsky,
Patterson, and Vaziri (2002) found that among a
sample of 369 public and private adoption agen-
cies throughout the USA (i.e., in 45 states and the
District of Columbia), 63% of reporting agencies
had accepted applications from openly lesbian
and gay prospective adoptive parents and 37%
had placed children with openly lesbian and gay
parents. A majority of public agencies and Jewish-
affiliated private adoption agencies reported plac-
ing children with lesbian and gay parents, while
only a minority of Catholic- and Protestant-
affiliated agencies reported having done this.
Among adoption social workers, Ryan (2000)
found that homophobic attitudes were related to
lesser likelihood of placing a child with lesbian
and gay parents. Also, 14% of the 80 social work-
ers in this study reported that their state prohib-
ited adoptions by lesbian and gay adults, even
when this was not the case. Thus, lesbian and gay
adults face a number of institutional and attitudi-
nal barriers in the adoption process.

In reports of the adoption journeys of lesbian
and gay adults, the experience of discrimination
from adoption agencies and workers is a recur-
ring theme (Downs & James, 2006; Mallon,
2007; Matthews & Cramer, 2006). For example,
Brooks and Goldberg (2001) conducted focus
groups with 11 current and prospective lesbian
and gay adoptive parents. The researchers found
that lesbian and gay parents reported encounter-

2 A home study is the in-depth evaluation that any pro-
spective adoptive parent must complete in the USA as a
requirement of the adoption process. It is intended as a
way to educate and support parents throughout the adop-
tion process and also to evaluate their fitness as potential
parents (Brodzinsky & Pinderhughes, 2002).
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ing more obstacles than did heterosexual foster
and adoptive parents. Such obstacles included
mistaken or harmful beliefs about lesbian and
gay parenting, heterosexist attitudes, and a lack
of formal policies and practices in working with
sexual minority clients. Downs and James (2006)
also reported that among a sample of 60 lesbian,
gay, and bisexual adults, a majority faced dis-
crimination in working with the child welfare
system. Since more studies have included les-
bian adoptive mothers than gay adoptive fathers,
several studies have indicated that lesbian adop-
tive mothers have experienced various barriers
and forms of bias in the adoption process
(Goldberg, Downing, & Sauck, 2007; Ryan &
Whitlock, 2007).

In a study of gay men seeking to adopt (n=32),
Downing et al. (2009) found that some men
reported experiencing discrimination on the basis
of gender as well as sexual orientation. Indeed,
gay men seeking to adopt may face many barriers
as a result of being both male and gay; for exam-
ple, men may be seen by some adoption workers
as not competent to parent infants or very young
children (see also Gianino, 2008; Lobaugh,
Clements, Averill, & Olguin, 2006; Schacher,
Auerbach, & Silverstein, 2005). In addition to
facing discrimination during all phases of the
adoption process, Brown, Smalling, Groza, and
Ryan (2009) found that lesbian and gay adoptive
parents (n=182) also reported feeling that they
had few role models to guide them through this
process. Also, some lesbian, gay, and bisexual
foster and adoptive parents have noted the lack of
acceptance they felt from other foster parents
(Downs & James, 2006). Societal resistance to
lesbian and gay parenting is commonplace in the
form of homophobia, stereotyping, and discrimi-
nation (Downs & James, 2006). Lesbian and gay
parents have reported experiencing discrimina-
tion and significant barriers to becoming adop-
tive parents not only in the USA but also in
Canada (Ross et al.,, 2008; Ross, Epstein,
Anderson, & Eady, 2009), Australia (Riggs,
2006), and the UK (Hicks, 2006).

At the same time, lesbian and gay individuals
and couples may offer special strengths as
adoptive parents. Farr and Patterson (in press)
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found that, among 104 adoptive couples from a
larger study (i.e., Farr et al., 2010a), lesbian and
gay couples were more likely than heterosexual
couples to report sharing the duties of parenthood
in an equal fashion. Moreover, among same-sex
couples, this shared parenting was associated
with greater couple relationship adjustment and
greater perceived parenting competence (Farr
2011). With regard to family interaction, lesbian
mothers were more supportive of one another in
observations of triadic (i.e., parent/parent/child)
interaction than were heterosexual or gay parents.
Among all family types, more supportive interac-
tion was associated with positive adjustment for
young adopted children in this sample (Farr &
Patterson, in press).

Goldberg, Kinkler, and Hines (2011) reported
that among couples who had recently adopted a
child, lesbian (n=45) and gay adoptive couples
(n=30) were less likely to internalize adoption
stigma (e.g., feeling that being an adoptive parent
is inferior to being a biological parent) than were
heterosexual adoptive couples (n=51). Those
parents who reported lower internalization of
stigma also reported fewer depressive symptoms.
Thus, it appears that lesbian and gay adoptive
parents may be less likely than heterosexual
adoptive parents to suffer from depressive symp-
toms related to the internalization of adoption
stigma. Overall, lesbian and gay adoptive parents
have been found to display some positive charac-
teristics that may benefit their children.

Many adoptive and foster parents report satis-
faction in being parents (Downs & James, 2006;
Goldberg et al., 2007; Ryan & Whitlock, 2007).
For example, in Schacher et al.’s (2005) qualita-
tive study of 21 gay adoptive fathers, many par-
ticipants described how they had grown closer
with members of their families of origin as a result
of becoming parents, and others expressed pride
in their roles as fathers. In other studies, many
adoptive parents have reported that they enjoyed
being a role model for other lesbian, gay, and/or
adoptive parents, that they received more support
than they had expected from members of their
families of origin after adopting, and that they felt
satisfied with their experience of adoption (Brown
et al., 2009; Ryan & Whitlock, 2007).
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The Transition to Adoptive Parenthood

Regardless of parental sexual orientation, the
transition to parenthood brings both joys and
challenges. After the arrival of a first child, which
can be marked by stress and compromised men-
tal and physical health as well as by happiness
and excitement, parents experience a period of
adjustment (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 1988). For
those adopting children, the transition to parent-
hood involves a rigorous screening process by
adoption professionals and a variable waiting
time for placement of a child (Brodzinsky &
Pinderhughes, 2002). In a systematic review of
the literature, McKay, Ross, and Goldberg (2010)
reported that rates of distress appear to be lower
among adoptive parents as compared with bio-
logical parents, but post-adoption depressive
symptoms are not uncommon. Post-adoption ser-
vices appear to be helpful for some families
(McKay et al. 2010). In one of the few studies
comparing 52 biological parenting couples and
52 adoptive parenting couples across the transi-
tion to parenthood, adoptive parents demon-
strated levels of psychological adjustment that
were similar to those of biological parents (Levy-
Shiff, Bar & Har-Even, 1990).

The transition to adoptive parenthood has
been studied most carefully among heterosex-
ual couples, but several studies have also
examined this life transition among lesbian and
gay adoptive couples. Consistent with the gen-
eral literature on the transition to parenthood,
Goldberg, Smith, and Kashy (2010) found that,
among 44 lesbian, 30 gay, and 51 heterosexual
adoptive couples, relationship quality declined
across the transition to parenthood for all cou-
ple types. Women reported the greatest declines
in love, and those in relationships with women
(i.e., both heterosexual and lesbian partners)
reported the greatest ambivalence. In another
study of the same sample, Goldberg and Smith
(2009b) found that all parents reported
increases in perceived parenting skill across
the transition to parenthood. Relational conflict
and expectations of completing more childcare
were related to smaller increases in perceived
parenting skill.
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In a study examining factors affecting lesbian
and gay adoptive couples across the transition to
parenthood, Goldberg and Smith (2011) found
that greater perceived social support and better
relationship quality were associated with more
favorable mental health, as would be expected on
the basis of findings from the general adoption
literature. Sexual minority parents who had
higher levels of internalized homophobia and
who lived in areas with unfavorable legal climates
with regard to adoption by lesbian and gay par-
ents experienced the greatest increases in anxiety
and depression across the transition to parent-
hood. In another study that retrospectively exam-
ined the transition to parenthood for gay male
adoptive couples, Gianino (2008) conducted
qualitative analyses of interviews with eight gay
male couples. Participants discussed reactions of
extended family and friends, coping with feelings
of isolation, and the difficulties of dealing with
(in)visibility, disclosure, and discrimination. The
adoptive gay fathers in this sample also noted the
pride they felt in their families, the ways in which
they had taken on nontraditional parenting roles,
and the greater feelings of intimacy and relation-
ship permanence they experienced.

Child Outcomes

In controversies surrounding the adoption of chil-
dren by lesbian and gay parents, debate has often
centered on children’s development. Questions
have been raised by opponents of lesbian and gay
adoptions about whether lesbian and gay adults
can provide children with adequate parenting,
appropriate role models, and effective socializa-
tion, particularly in the areas of gender develop-
ment and sexual identity. The overall research on
sexual orientation and parenting has been infor-
mative here (Patterson, 2009); children of lesbian
and gay parents in general appear to be develop-
ing in ways that are very like their peers with het-
erosexual parents (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010;
Goldberg, 2010; Tasker & Patterson, 2007). Until
recently, however, little of this research focused
specifically on outcomes among adoptive
families.
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There have, however, been some studies
examining child development specifically in
adoptive families with lesbian and gay parents,
and the findings are consistent with those of the
broader literature. We review research on chil-
dren’s outcomes in families with adoptive lesbian
and gay and parents in three areas: child behavior
and conduct, parent—child relationships, and gen-
der development. We also review research on
outcomes in transracial adoption. Next, we sum-
marize results of research on parenting and out-
comes for adoptive parents and for the whole
adoptive family system. Finally, we provide an
overview of research on factors beyond parental
sexual orientation that affect parenting, family
functioning, and children’s outcomes. Considered
as a group, the results of these studies show that
parental sexual orientation is not a strong predic-
tor of children’s outcomes. Rather, other factors,
such as prevailing laws and policies in a family’s
environment, may be quite important.

Behavioral adjustment has been a topic of
great interest in studies of child outcomes in
adoptive families with lesbian and gay parents.
Erich et al. (2005) found no significant differ-
ences in child outcomes as a function of parental
sexual orientation among a sample of 47 lesbian-
and gay-parent adoptive families and 25 hetero-
sexual-parent adoptive families with children
ranging in age from infancy to adolescence. In
Ryan’s (2007) study of 94 adoptive families with
lesbian and gay parents, children’s scores on
measures assessing socioemotional development
were normative or above population averages. In
a study of 155 adoptive families with lesbian or
gay parents, and 1,004 adoptive families with
heterosexual parents that included a wide age
range of children (1.5-18 years old), Averett,
Nalavany, and Ryan (2009) found that assess-
ments of adopted children’s behavior problems
were unrelated to parental sexual orientation,
even after controlling for child age, child sex, and
family income. In a sample of 93 girls (averaging
five and a half years old) adopted from China by
single heterosexual mothers, lesbian couples, or
heterosexual couples, Tan and Baggerly (2009)
reported no significant differences in behavioral
adjustment as a function of family type. Farr et al.
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(2010a) studied behavioral adjustment among
preschool-aged children adopted at birth by les-
bian, gay, or heterosexual couples in 106 adop-
tive families. Both parents and teachers described
these children as having relatively few behavior
problems; there were no significant differences in
this regard among children in the three groups.
Thus, it appears that children adopted by lesbian
and gay parents are developing well, with behav-
ioral adjustment on par with that of children
adopted by heterosexual parents.

In one study specifically targeting adopted
adolescents of lesbian and gay parents, adoles-
cents’ disclosure practices were examined, with
particular attention to issues related to having
been adopted by lesbian or gay parents. Using
qualitative interview data from 14 racially diverse
adopted children ranging in age from 13 to
20 years old, Gianino, Goldberg, and Lewis
(2009) explored how adolescents disclose their
adoptive status and parental sexual orientation
within friendship networks and school environ-
ments. With regard to having lesbian and gay par-
ents, the results revealed that adolescents engage
in a wide variety of strategies, ranging from not
disclosing to anyone to telling others openly.
Several participants noted that they had felt
“forced” to disclose by virtue of their visibility as
a transracial adoptive family with same-sex par-
ents, and many indicated their apprehension in
“coming out” about their families. Overall, ado-
lescents indicated that they had received positive
reactions and responses from others about their
adoptive status. Gianino et al. (2009) suggested
that parental preparation for dealing with issues
surrounding their child’s adoption, racism, and
heterosexism and homophobia may have helped
children in negotiating the disclosure process.

Two studies have been conducted to date that
have examined the qualities of parent—child rela-
tionships in adoptive families with lesbian and
gay parents. In a qualitative study of 15 lesbian
couples who had adopted children, Bennett
(2003) found that all parents reported that their
children had strong emotional bonds with both of
their mothers. However, parents’ reports also
suggested that children showed a primary bond
with one mother in 12 of the 15 families, despite
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shared parenting and equal division of childcare
between the two mothers. In a study of 210
adopted adolescents with 154 lesbian, gay, or het-
erosexual parents, Erich, Kanenberg, Case, Allen,
and Bogdanos (2009) found that qualities of
parent—adolescent relationships were not associ-
ated with parental sexual orientation, according
to reports from both adoptive parents and adoles-
cents. Thus, available data suggest that the
qualities of adolescents’ relationships with their
adoptive parents have thus far been reported to be
unrelated to parental sexual orientation.
Children’s gender development in adoptive
families with lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adop-
tive parents has been assessed in two studies
involving the same sample of 106 adoptive fami-
lies (Farr, Doss & Patterson, 2011; Farr et al.,
2010a). Farr et al. (2010a) reported no significant
differences in parents’ reports of preschoolers’
gender development as a function of parental
sexual orientation. Boys and girls showed char-
acteristics and preferences for toys and activities
typical of their gender, and they did not differ as
a function of having two mothers, two fathers, or
one mother and one father. The results from
observational data on children’s play were con-
sistent with those from parents’ reports (Farr
etal., 2011). Observations revealed that boys pre-
ferred to play with “boy-typical” toys and girls
preferred to play with “girl-typical” toys. No
significant differences as a function of parental
sexual orientation were found in the numbers or
types of toys that parents offered their children.
Lastly, children were rated as appearing gender
typical in their dress, regardless of family type
(Farr et al., 2011). Thus, adopted children in this
sample enacted typical gender role behavior at
early ages, regardless of whether they were reared
by lesbian, gay, or heterosexual parents.
Outcomes for children adopted transracially
by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parents were
also examined among the sample of 106 adoptive
families previously mentioned (Farr & Patterson,
2009). Results showed that children’s behavioral
adjustment did not vary with transracial adoptive
status. Regardless of whether they had been
adopted inracially or transracially, children were
described by parents and teachers (or outside
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caregivers) as being well adjusted and as having
relatively few behavior problems. A significant
qualification to this finding, however, was the
relatively young age of the children in this study.
It would be helpful to follow such a sample into
adolescence to explore the ways in which transra-
cial adoptions unfold over time.

In short, from the existing literature, children
adopted by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parents
have been found to demonstrate healthy adjust-
ment and typical development in a number of
domains. Across different types of adoption,
different family structures, and different stages of
development, children with adoptive lesbian and
gay parents appear to fare as well as do those
with adoptive heterosexual parents. Still, much
remains to be learned.

Parent, Couple, and Family Outcomes

A handful of studies of adoptive families with
lesbian and gay parents have examined outcomes
for parents and for couples, as well as for overall
family functioning. Goldberg and Smith (2011)
reported relatively few depressive symptoms
overall among lesbian and gay adoptive parents.
An earlier report based on the same sample had
also revealed that, among lesbian and heterosex-
ual couples waiting to adopt children, there were
no differences in overall well-being as a function
of parental sexual orientation (Goldberg & Smith,
2008). With regard to parenting, Ryan (2007)
found that lesbian and gay adoptive parents
(n=94) scored in the normative or above average
range on a measure assessing parenting ability. In
a study focusing on the parenting experiences of
gay adoptive fathers, Tornello, Farr, and Patterson
(2011) found that participants (n=231) reported
levels of parenting stress that were well within
the normative range. Farr et al. (2010a) found
that lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adoptive par-
ents in their sample of 106 adoptive families
reported relatively little parenting stress, with no
significant differences by family type. Similarly,
lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adoptive parents in
this study were found to use effective parenting
techniques, with no significant differences as a
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function of parental sexual orientation. In obser-
vational data on family interaction among families
in this same sample, lesbian, gay, and heterosex-
ual adoptive parents were found to be relatively
warm and accepting with their children overall;
regardless of sexual orientation, mothers tended
to be warmer with their children than did fathers
(Farr, 2011).

In terms of couple relationships among lesbian
and gay adoptive parents, Goldberg and Smith
(2009b) found that lesbian (n=47) and gay adop-
tive couples (n=>56) in their sample reported rela-
tively low levels of relationship conflict. Farr et al.
(2010a) also found that among their sample of 106
adoptive couples, adoptive parents reported high
average levels of couple relationship adjustment.
There were no significant differences among les-
bian, gay, and heterosexual parents in this regard.
A majority of couples reported long-term relation-
ships with their partners or spouses, in which they
reported considerable feelings of security and
high relationship satisfaction (Farr, Forssell, &
Patterson, 2010b). Lesbian and gay adoptive cou-
ples in this sample also reported overall satisfaction
with current divisions of childcare labor, which par-
ticipants generally described as being shared by both
parents in the couple (Farr & Patterson, in press).

Consistent with findings from the broader lit-
erature, quality of parenting and of parent—child
relationships appear to have more influence than
parental sexual orientation on outcomes for par-
ents and children. In their study of 106 families
headed by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual adoptive
couples, Farr et al. (2010a) found that qualities of
family interactions were more strongly associated
with child outcomes than was family structure.
Across all family types, positive parenting and
more harmonious couple relationships were
significantly associated with parents’ reports of
fewer child behavior problems (Farr et al., 2010a).
Using the same sample, Farr and Patterson (in
press) found that quality of coparenting interac-
tion was significantly related to children’s behav-
ioral adjustment, such that more supportive and
less undermining behavior between parents was
associated with fewer child behavior problems.
Among Ryan’s (2007) sample of 94 lesbian and
gay adoptive parents, results showed that parents’
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positive perceptions of their own parenting as
well as of the parent—child relationship were
significantly associated with parents’ perceptions
of their children as having more strengths. Erich
et al. (2009), in their study of 210 adopted adoles-
cents and 154 parents, also reported that qualities
of adolescents’ relationships with their lesbian,
gay, or heterosexual adoptive parents were associ-
ated with adolescents’ reported life satisfaction,
parents’ reported relationship satisfaction with
their child, and with the number of prior place-
ments the adolescent had experienced, but were
unrelated to parental sexual orientation.

With regard to family-level variables, Erich
et al. (2005) found no significant differences in
overall family functioning among adoptive fami-
lies headed by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual par-
ents. Rather, they reported that family functioning
was associated with demographic variables, such
as children’s grade level and parents’ prior expe-
rience with fostering children. In Leung, Erich,
and Kanenberg’s (2005) study of adoptive fami-
lies with special needs children, better family
functioning was more likely to occur in cases
where adoptions involved younger, nondisabled
children but was unrelated to parental sexual ori-
entation. Farr (2011) found that, among adoptive
families headed by lesbian, gay, and heterosexual
couples with young children, observations of
family interaction revealed high levels of family
cohesion. Families headed by lesbian mothers
were, however, significantly more cohesive than
were the other family types. Thus, only one asso-
ciation between parental sexual orientation and
overall family functioning has been identified to
date, and it favored the families of lesbian moth-
ers. Further study will be needed before firm con-
clusions can be drawn about associations between
parental sexual orientation and family function-
ing among adoptive families.

Summary, Conclusions, and Future
Directions

In this final section, we first summarize the over-
all findings of research to date and consider what
conclusions may be justified on the basis of current
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findings on adoptive families with lesbian and
gay parents. We also suggest directions for
further research and practice.

Summary of the Research Findings

In sum, research on lesbian and gay adoptive
parents and their children has grown markedly in
the last several years. In the USA, many lesbian
and gay adults are adoptive parents, and many
more wish to adopt children. Some of the reasons
that lesbian and gay adults adopt children, as well as
some of the experiences of lesbian and gay adop-
tive parents, are similar to, and some are differ-
ent from, those of heterosexual adoptive parents.
In recent studies, lesbian and gay adults have
reported experiencing discrimination and facing
many obstacles in becoming adoptive parents.
At the same time, having overcome obstacles to
parenthood, lesbian and gay adoptive parents
appear to be as capable and effective as are het-
erosexual adults in their roles as adoptive parents.
Children adopted by lesbian and gay parents have
been found to develop in ways that are similar to
development among children adopted by hetero-
sexual parents. Regardless of parental sexual
orientation, quality of parenting and quality of
family relationships are significantly associated
with adopted children’s adjustment. Thus, as in
other types of families, it is family processes,
rather than family structure, that matter more to
child outcomes and to overall family functioning
among adoptive families.

Directions for Research, Policy,
and Practice

While existing research on adoption by lesbian
and gay parents is informative, work in this area
has only recently begun, and there are many
directions for further study. These include explo-
ration of new topic areas of interest and expan-
sion of the kinds of methodological strategies
that are used to study adoptive families with
lesbian and gay parents. Research in this area
can yield information that will further our
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understanding of general developmental processes.
It may also be useful in informing policy, practice,
and law related to adoptions by lesbian and gay
adults. In this section, we touch briefly on each of
these ideas.

Future research on adoptive families with les-
bian and gay parents would benefit from fuller
consideration of the contexts of adoptive family
life. These might include social, economic, and
legal aspects of family environments. Research
might consider the importance of characteristics
of proximal aspects of family environments (e.g.,
social contacts that families encounter in their
daily lives) as well as characteristics of more dis-
tal aspects of family environments (e.g., regional,
state, and national laws and policies). Federal,
state and local law may affect the choices that
adoptive lesbian and gay parents can make for
their families, and their daily interactions with
neighbors, coworkers, and friends are also likely
to exert important influences on their experi-
ences. Inasmuch as laws, policies, and attitudes
vary considerably across jurisdictions, both in the
USA and in other countries, and inasmuch as
change in this area is more the rule than the
exception today, the impact of environments on
the adoptive families of lesbian and gay parents is
a rich and important topic for further study.

Adoption is a complex topic, and different
issues arise in public versus private adoptions,
domestic versus international adoptions, and in
adoptions of infants versus adoptions of children
or adolescents. Similarly, transracial adoptions
bring with them issues that are not always posed
by same-race adoptions, such as considerations
of racial and ethnic socialization, identity, and
diversity in one’s community. The gender of
adopted children may also emerge as an issue of
special interest, especially for same-sex couples,
as some existing research suggests that lesbian
and gay adults may have particular preferences
about child gender in adopting. Future research
in this area could be strengthened by consider-
ation of the variations among different types of
adoptions.

Another valuable direction for future research
would be to devote more attention to family processes
and dynamics, as well as to family outcomes.
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What are the special family dynamics, if any, that
are associated with same-sex parenting couples,
and how do these affect children, for better or for
worse? What are the important ways in which
lesbian and gay adoptive parents may be similar
to and different from one another, and what does
this mean for children? How, in short, are chang-
ing family configurations related to family inter-
actions and relationships?

The voices of adoptive children themselves
also need to be heard. How do children and
youth understand the difficulties and the oppor-
tunities of their lives as adoptive offspring of
lesbian or gay parents? How do children and
youth see their experiences as having been
linked with (or unaffected by) the contextual
factors and varied family configurations dis-
cussed above? Greater attention to the views of
adoptive children and youth growing up with
lesbian and gay parents seems likely to broaden
understanding in this area.

Greater integration across fields of adoption
study would also be beneficial in providing a
more comprehensive understanding of adoptive
families with lesbian or gay parents. Scholarship
in fields as diverse as law, economics, demogra-
phy, family science, social work, sociology, and
psychology is already contributing to understand-
ing in this area. Further integration of work in
these diverse fields might contribute to construc-
tion of a more comprehensive understanding of
adoptive families with lesbian or gay parents. For
example, empirical research is needed to docu-
ment the social and economic consequences of
changing adoption laws and policies.

From a methodological standpoint, use of
more diverse research strategies seems likely to
be fruitful. Much of the empirical work to date
has relied on self-report data. Studies based on
observations of actual behavior of both parents
and children, as Farr and Patterson (in press) and
Farr et al. (2011) used, have the potential to make
strong contributions to this literature. Similarly,
the effort to gather data from sources that are out-
side the families under study (e.g., from teachers,
neighbors, or peers) also seems to be an impor-
tant methodological direction for scholars to con-
sider. Much existing work has used -either
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quantitative or qualitative approaches to research,
but mixed-methods approaches that embrace
both quantitative and qualitative approaches to
data collection could enrich our understanding.
Many samples of lesbian and gay adoptive par-
ents in the existing literature are predominantly
White and well educated. More diverse samples
could make valuable contributions, as the experi-
ences of racial minority adoptive parents likely
differ from those of White adoptive parents.
Low-income adoptive parents, who may be likely
to adopt children through public versus private
adoption (or to foster children for long periods of
time without legally adopting them), would also
be expected to differ in their experiences from
the more affluent adoptive parents who have been
included in most studies to date. Furthermore, the
few existing studies of lesbian and gay adoptive
parents have generally not included bisexual or
transgender parents. More inclusive samples of
sexual and gender minority adoptive parents
would contribute to our understanding of the
experiences of diverse adoptive family systems.
The majority of research to date has been cross-
sectional in nature; longitudinal studies of adop-
tive families could also be pursued and might
yield fresh insights about child development, par-
enting, and family functioning over time.

With regard to policy implications of research
on lesbian- and gay-parented adoptive families, a
number of directions can be identified. First and
foremost, the results of research in this area should
be used to inform law, policy, and practice. Many
children in the USA alone await placement with
permanent families. More than 500,000 children
are in the child welfare system and more than
100,000 children are currently waiting to be
adopted (U.S. Department of Health & Human
Services, 2010). Compounding the challenge of
finding permanent families for waiting children is
a perceived dearth of prospective adoptive parents
(Ryan et al., 2004). If adoption agencies were to
recruit more prospective parents from lesbian and
gay communities, many additional children might
find permanent homes. Based on the findings of
research to date, one would expect this to benefit
such children in many ways. At the time of this
writing, several states in the USA, such as Arizona,
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are considering policies that would limit adoption
to opposite-sex married couples (Center for
Arizona Policy, 2011). If such a policy were to be
adopted in Arizona, this would mean that other-
wise qualified lesbian or gay prospective adoptive
parents would be prohibited from adopting chil-
dren in that state. Research findings to date clearly
do not provide support for any such prohibition.
Indeed, the existing evidence suggests that a pro-
hibition of this kind would be detrimental to the
welfare of children waiting for placement into
permanent homes.

How do prohibitions on the adoption of chil-
dren by lesbian and gay adults affect the likeli-
hood of placement of children waiting to be
adopted? Kaye and Kuvalanka (2006) compared
placement rates of children from foster care in
states with laws that prohibit adoptions by openly
lesbian and gay adults with placement rates in
states that permit such adoptions. They found
that, in states where adoption laws prohibit adop-
tions by openly lesbian and gay adults, more chil-
dren remained in foster care. In contrast, states
that permitted lesbian and gay adults to adopt
children had proportionately fewer children in
foster care. Indeed, if lesbian and gay adults were
permitted to adopt children in every jurisdiction
within the USA, Gates et al. (2007) estimated
that between 9,000 and 14,000 children could be
removed from foster care and placed in perma-
nent homes each year. If so, the results of research
to date suggest that children would benefit.

To support lesbian and gay adults seeking to
adopt children, a number of organizations have
begun programs related to adoption issues. For
example, the Human Rights Campaign (HRC)
has implemented the “All Children—All
Families” program (Human Rights Campaign,
2011). This initiative seeks to assist adoption
agencies and child welfare professionals in their
efforts to recruit prospective adoptive parents
from lesbian and gay communities, work success-
fully with them, and in so doing, place more chil-
dren into permanent homes (Human Rights
Campaign, 2011). This initiative also serves as an
educational resource for lesbian and gay adults
who may be considering adoption as a pathway
to parenthood.
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measures of adolescent adjustment. American Journal
Conclusion of Orthopsychiatry, 74, 577-583. doi:10.1037/0002-

In conclusion, the adoption of children by lesbian
and gay parents is a growing reality in the USA
and in at least some other parts of the world.
Empirical research on adoptive families with les-
bian and gay parents has begun to address some
questions about how children adopted by lesbian
and gay parents fare. While lesbian and gay indi-
viduals may face a number of challenges in
becoming adoptive parents, lesbian- and gay-
parent families formed through adoption appear
to experience generally positive outcomes. Much
remains to be learned, however, especially about
the diversity among lesbian and gay adoptive par-
ents and their children, and about the ways in
which their lives are shaped by characteristics of
the environments in which they live.
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How Lesbians and Gay Men Decide to
Become Parents or Remain Childfree

Nancy J. Mezey

Introduction

This chapter examines the understudied question
of how lesbians and gay men choose to become
parents or remain childfree. Although lesbians
and gay men have been openly forming families
with and without children over the past several
decades (Pollack, 1995), few studies have exam-
ined lesbians’ and gay men’s decision-making
processes about whether or not to become par-
ents. Instead, scholarly and public discourse to
date has focused primarily on lesbian and gay
families after children enter into those families.
The limited research suggests that several
factors shape how lesbians and gay men decide to
become parents or remain childfree.'! These fac-
tors include personal issues, support networks,
work-related issues, and intimate partner relation-
ships. Existing research also suggests that these
factors are greatly shaped by structures of race,
class, gender, and sexuality. In general, those with

'As discussed in earlier works (Mezey, 2008a, 2008b),
I prefer the term “childfree” over the term “childless”
because “childfree” suggests a positive state where women
and men have chosen to be free from the responsibilities
of child raising, rather than a negative state of something
missing or lacking from a person’s life.
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greater race and class privilege are more likely to
access material resources, receive greater support
from family members, and intentionally decide to
become parents. This chapter will review past lit-
erature on lesbian and gay parenting decisions,
suggest new questions for further research, and
discuss how studying lesbian and gay men’s par-
enting decisions informs our understanding of
families in general.

Understanding how lesbians and gay men
engage in parent decision-making processes is
important if we want to understand why, at this
historical moment, lesbians and gay men are
creating new families that may or may not include
children. As the current American family landscape
is in great flux (Baca Zinn, Eitzen, & Wells, 2011;
Dunne, 2000), thinking about how lesbian and
gay families shape and fit into that new landscape
is crucial to understanding families today.
Furthermore, understanding how lesbians and
gay men decide to become parents or remain
childfree allows us to understand the process of
family formation from its genesis.

The chapter examines literature across a
number of disciplines, particularly within the
social and behavioral sciences. Each discipline—
including gender and women studies, psychology,
public health, queer studies, social work, and
sociology —draws on different theoretical foun-
dations. Such foundations include ecological
theories (e.g., Chabot & Ames, 2004; Goldberg,
2010), identity theories (e.g., Berkowitz &
Marsiglio, 2007), life course perspectives (e.g.,
Goldberg, 2010), feminist and multiracial feminist
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perspectives (e.g., Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007;
Mezey, 2008a), phenomenology (e.g., Gianino,
2008), social constructionism (e.g., Goldberg,
2010; Mezey, 2008a), and symbolic interactionism
(e.g., Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007). All of these
perspectives emphasize how parenting is socially,
not biologically, constructed; however, each
perspective also focuses on a slightly different
aspect of the parenting decision-making process.
Perspectives such as phenomenology, identity
theory, and symbolic interactionism focus on
micro-level interactions and the meaning of par-
enthood. The other perspectives focus on more
macro-social processes. For example, a life
course perspective takes a longitudinal focus, and
ecological and multiracial feminist perspectives
examine the connections between micro-level
interpersonal interactions and meaning, and
macro-level social institutions and inequalities.
Multiracial feminism is distinct from the other
perspectives in that it specifically examines the
interconnections of race, class, and gender (Baca
Zinn & Dill, 1996). Across the disciplinary spec-
trum, the most promising research incorporates
an intersectional approach that encourages
researchers to examine how structures of race,
class, gender, and sexuality—as well as other
factors discussed below —overlap to shape par-
enting decision-making processes (Boggis, 2001;
Mezey, 2008a).

What We Know About Lesbian
and Gay Parenting Decision-Making
Processes

For the past two to three decades lesbians and gay
men have been creating families while simultane-
ously experiencing positive support for, and neg-
ative barriers to prevent, the creation of their
families (Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007;
Hequembourg, 2007; Mallon, 2004; Stacey,
2006). Positive support comes largely from
progressive individuals, organizations, and poli-
ticians who support lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (LGBT) rights. Positive support also
comes from medical professionals and adoption
agencies that make reproductive technologies and
adoption available to available to LGBT people.
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Negative barriers come largely from conservatives
who view LGBT people and their families as a
threat to the moral fabric of society (Bernstein &
Reimann, 2001). Negative barriers manifest
themselves through legislation such as the
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) both on
federal and state levels, as well as amendments
to state constitutions which prevent same-sex
couples from marrying, that together have been
instituted in 42 states in the USA (Alliance
Defense Fund, 2008). Negative barriers also
come in the form of heterosexism and homopho-
bia within adoption and foster care systems
(Mallon, 2004; Stacey, 2006). Furthermore, bar-
riers exist on a psychological level, whereby
some individuals believe that both “lesbian
mother” and “gay father” are oxymorons, largely
based on the assumptions that only “real” women
(i.e., heterosexual women) can be nurturing par-
ents (Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007; Lewin, 1993;
Mallon, 2004; Stacey, 2006).

In the context of this mixed climate, several
key factors—personal issues, access to support
networks, work-related issues, and relationships
with intimate partners—shape parenting deci-
sions among lesbians and gay men. These fac-
tors, which are also shaped by structures of race,
class, and gender, are discussed in the following
sections.

Personal Issues

Three personal issues—that is, issues that occur
within the individual experiences and thinking of
lesbians or gay men—shape parenting decisions.
These issues include (a) the desire to become a
parent or remain childfree, (b) internalized
homophobia, and (c) the ability and need to come
out (i.e., reveal one’s sexual identity to oneself
and others) to negotiate multiple identities.
Although personal in nature, these factors are
shaped by outside forces, including one’s posi-
tion within hierarchies of race, class, gender, and
sexuality. Thus, when examining the reasons why
lesbians and gay men make particular parenting
decisions, it is important to understand how
macro-level social structural and institutional
factors shape micro-level personal issues.
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The Desire to Become a Parent
or Remain Childfree

When lesbians or gay men want to become parents,
or to remain childfree, they often work to turn
those desires into a reality. In her study of 50
racially diverse gay men in Los Angeles, whom
she interviewed between 1999 and 2003, Stacey
(2006) identified a “passion-for-parenthood
continuum” (p. 33) among the men. On one
extreme of the continuum are what Stacey called
“predestined parents”; these men were ‘“‘com-
pelled by a potent, irrepressible longing” (p. 33)
to become parents. On the other extreme were
“‘parental refuseniks’ for whom parenthood
holds less than no appeal” (Stacey, 2006, p. 33).
In general, the desire that these men had led them
to pursue or not pursue fatherhood.

Similar findings were obtained by Gianino
(2008) and Mallon (2004). Gianino (2008) con-
ducted in-depth qualitative interviews with eight
gay male parents to study how gay male couples
transition from being childfree to becoming par-
ents through adoption. He found that participants
who became fathers recalled a strong desire to
have children. Likewise, Mallon (2004) inter-
viewed 20 gay men who had become fathers as
“out” gay men during the 1980s. He concluded
that the men whom he interviewed “felt such a
compelling urge to become dads that they were
willing to pursue their dream despite the lack of
precedent, the lack of support, and the lack of
opportunity” (p. 28). However, it is important to
note that these studies only included gay men
who had already become parents, and the gay
men interviewed were mostly White and middle-
class. Thus, this research does not provide insight
into how some gay men who really want to
become fathers are unable to because of eco-
nomic and social barriers.

Other research does provide insight into how
such barriers can alter people’s parenting deci-
sions despite what they may have originally
desired (Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007; Mezey,
2008a). For example, Mezey (2008a) conducted
a series of eight qualitative focus groups with a
total of 17 lesbian mothers and 18 childfree
lesbians of diverse race and class backgrounds
in the Midwest. Five of the 35 women interviewed

who desired motherhood ultimately remained
childfree. Similarly, four of the women inter-
viewed who wanted to remain childfree ulti-
mately became mothers. These outcomes were
shaped largely by lesbians’ different positions
within race and class structures. In particular,
lesbians privileged by race and class (i.e., White
middle-class lesbians) were more likely to turn
their parenting desires into realities because they
had greater access than those less privileged to all
of the factors discussed below: personal pride in
their sexual identities, supportive family mem-
bers, lesbian mother support networks, support-
ive partners, flexible jobs, financial stability, and
access to physicians and adoption agencies.
Research by Stacey (2006), however, suggests
that geographic location may intersect with race
and class such that gay men of color and gay men
from working-class backgrounds who live in
areas with large and active lesbian and gay com-
munities may be able to overcome economic and
social barriers to become fathers. Despite coming
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds
and/or being racial-ethnic minorities, some of the
gay men in Los Angeles whom she interviewed
and who really wanted to become parents ulti-
mately were able to fulfill that desire. As Stacey
(2006) writes, affluent White couples
Can literally purchase the means to eugenically
reproduce White infants in their own idealized
image .... In contrast, for gay men who are less
privileged and/or uncoupled, public agencies

provide a grab-bag of displaced children who are
generally older, darker, and less healthy. (p. 39)

Thus, while Stacey (2006) found that race and
class matter, how they matter may be different for
different groups of lesbians and gay men depend-
ing on where in the USA they live.

It is also true that not all lesbians and gay men
have a strong desire to parent or to remain child-
free; some lesbians and gay men are quite
ambivalent (Mezey, 2008a; Stacey, 2006). Stacey
(2006) found that approximately half of the men
she interviewed fell into the “ambivalent” category
and therefore could be swayed toward, or away
from, fatherhood depending on a variety of factors,
most notably having a persistent partner. Mezey
(2008a) also found that more ambivalent lesbians
could be swayed by a number of factors either
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to become parents or to remain childfree. These
factors included many of the issues that are
addressed next.

Internalized Homophobia

A second personal issue that shapes lesbians’ and
gay men’s parenting decisions is internalized
homophobia. Because we live in a heterosexist
and homophobic society (Stacey, 1996), many
lesbians and gay men internalize societal mes-
sages that communicate that homosexuality is
wrong or immoral; that lesbians and gay men
make unfit parents; and that children will be
harmed if they are raised by lesbians and gay
men, particularly because children need both a
mother and a father (Brown, Smalling, Groza,
& Ryan, 2009; Gianino, 2008; Goldberg, 2010;
Mallon, 2004). Because of internalized homopho-
bia, lesbians and gay men may question their own
right and ability to become parents. Such ques-
tioning often leads to personal doubt that presents
a real barrier to becoming a parent (Brown et al.,
2009; Gianino, 2008; Mallon, 2004).

In Berkowitz and Marsiglio’s (2007) qualita-
tive study of 19 childfree gay men and 20 gay
fathers from Florida and New York, many of the
childfree men displayed their internalized
homophobia by voicing concerns about how peo-
ple might treat or tease their potential children,
particularly because of heterosexist norms,
homophobic attitudes, and sexist understandings
of men not being able to nurture children. Potential
fathers also worried about how their family struc-
ture might negatively influence their children’s
experiences and life chances. Thus, internalized
homophobia may have kept some of these ambiv-
alent men from pursuing parenthood.

The Ability and Need to Come Out

Connected to internalized homophobia is the abil-
ity of lesbians and gay men to safely and comfort-
ably come out. The coming out process is greatly
shaped by one’s social location determined by
race and class (Espin, 1997; Goldberg, 2010;
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Mezey, 2008b; Smith, 1998). Partially due to the
long history of oppression in which White people
have sexualized African-Americans in a variety of
ways, many Black communities have developed a
homophobic response to their gay and lesbian
members (Greene, 1998). In addition, Latino cul-
ture places a high value on family honor, which is
closely connected to the sexual purity of women
(Espin, 1997). Furthermore, both Black and
Latino communities are often closely tied with
larger church communities. Thus, when lesbians
and gay men of color come out, they may risk los-
ing both their family and their community ties
(Espin, 1997; Roberts, 2004).

Working-class, White lesbians also face
difficulties coming out. Because working-class,
White families might not want to overtly acknowl-
edge their child’s sexual identity, they may, similar
to families of color, be willing to adopt a “don’t
ask, don’t tell” practice whereby their lesbian or
gay family member can remain part of the family
unit as long as there is no open display or men-
tion of one’s sexual identity in front of the family
(Mezey, 2008b).

While not always an easy process, coming out
for middle-class, White lesbians and gay men
holds fewer risks than for lesbians and gay men
of color and/or working-class lesbians and gay
men, because White, middle-class people in gen-
eral hold greater economic and social power.’
Furthermore, because White, middle-class lesbi-
ans and gay men come from families that are not
necessarily strongly intertwined with larger
communities, middle-class, White lesbians and
gay men tend not to risk losing connection to
communities outside their families if they come
out (Brinamen & Mitchell, 2008).

Whether or not lesbians or gay men can come
out to their family is important to their self-esteem
and ability to feel comfortable within multiple
identities. The necessity of negotiating multiple

2Middle-class includes those with at least a college degree,
hold management-level positions, and earn a comfortable
wage in which they can save some of their earnings.
Working-class includes those with an associate’s degree
or less, who work at “blue collar” jobs and whose wages
do not allow them to save much or any of their earnings
(Mezey, 2008a).
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identities becomes even stronger for lesbians and
gay men who want to become parents. Regarding
parenting decisions, the fear that lesbians and gay
men have of coming out to their own parents can
deter their decisions to become parents themselves
(Brown et al., 2009; Mezey, 2008a, 2008b). The
more accepting people’s families are of their sex-
ual identity, the easier it is for them to turn their
parenting desires into a parenting reality. Drawing
on qualitative responses that were part of a larger
survey study of 182 mostly White, well-educated
lesbian and gay adoptive parents across the coun-
try, Brown et al. (2009) found that a major barrier
to becoming a parent was the negative response of
their family. Ultimately, however, these respondents
became parents, despite their parents’ resistance.
Similarly, Mezey (2008b) found that middle-class,
White lesbians had the least struggle in terms of
coming out and divulging their plans to become
parents. While coming out for this group was stress-
ful, on the whole middle-class, White lesbians found
their families to be supportive of both their sexual
identities and their desires to become mothers, leav-
ing intact a supportive family network.

For lesbians and gay men of color, and for
working-class lesbians and gay men, divulging a
desire to parent is more difficult (Brinamen &
Mitchell, 2008; Mezey, 2008b). In Mezey’s
(2008a, 2008b) study, lesbians of color, regardless
of class, found coming out to their families stress-
ful, particularly if they added the news that they
wanted to become mothers. Lesbians of color who
found that coming out and sharing their desire to
parent might mean losing extended family sup-
port often delayed or abandoned their desires to
become mothers. Working-class, White lesbians
found that their families were often neutral, not
fully embracing their lesbian parenting identities,
but not rejecting them either (Mezey, 2008b).
Given the race and class differences in how par-
ents respond to lesbians and gay men coming out,
and particularly coming out through the announce-
ment of their desire to parent, it is not surprising
that in Berkowitz and Marsiglio’s (2007) study
most of the fathers they studied were White and
middle class. The childfree fathers, on the other
hand, came from more diverse racial and class
backgrounds than the fathers.

Despite similarities between the struggles or
ease of coming out among lesbians and gay men,
one difference by gender may be that while many
lesbians appear to be coming out as a necessary
step to becoming mothers, gay men seem to regard
coming out as closing the door on becoming a par-
ent (Brinamen & Mitchell, 2008; Mallon, 2004).
Although there has been a large increase in the
number of out gay men who have become parents,
many gay men still perceive “gay father” to be an
oxymoron. Therefore, for some gay men, coming
out means deciding between being gay and being a
father (Bergman, Rubio, Green, & Padron, 2010).

Historically, lesbian motherhood has also
tended to be regarded as an oxymoron (Lewin,
1993). Yet the visibility of lesbian motherhood
over the past several decades, along with the cul-
tural expectation that women in general will
become mothers (Hicks, 2006), may make com-
ing out for lesbians seem more like a necessary
step, rather than a closed door, to becoming a
parent (Brinamen & Mitchell, 2008).

Clearly the above personal issues are experi-
enced as just that—very personal. However, it is
important to understand how the larger social con-
text external to lesbians and gay men shape those
personal issues. Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007)
found that the personal way in which gay men
experienced the process of becoming fathers or
remaining childfree was mediated by larger social
factors including interactions with other people’s
children, as well as with lesbian mothers and gay
fathers. For example, the death of a partner or
family member and exposure to adoption or sur-
rogacy organizations often sparked a “procreative
consciousness” in gay men, leading them to want
to become parents. In addition, gay potential par-
ents needed to have substantial financial resources,
resources that in general are reserved for those
privileged by class.

Access to Support Networks,
Information, and Resources

The second main factor that shapes lesbian and
gay men’s parenting decisions is access to sup-
port networks, information, and resources. Such
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support comes from accessing two major
resources (a) lesbian and gay parent networks
and (b) legal and medical information and ser-
vices (Brown et al., 2009; Henehan, Rothblum,
Solomon, & Balsam, 2007; Mezey, 2008a).

Lesbian and Gay Parent Networks

Support from other lesbians and gay men shapes
lesbian and gay men’s parenting decision-making
processes. For lesbians and gay men—regardless
of race or class—proximity to, and knowledge
about and from other gay and lesbian parents, is
very important to those who decide to become
parents (Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007; Brown
et al, 2009; Mallon, 2004; Mezey, 2008a).
According to Brown et al. (2009), 21 (11.5%) of
the 182 adoptive lesbian and gay parents in their
study stated that the lack of knowledge that lesbi-
ans and gay men can adopt children was one of
the biggest challenges to overcome in making the
decision to become a parent. Other participants
noted that had they known about gay friendly
adoption agencies sooner, they would have had
become parents earlier. Lesbians and gay men in
places with larger lesbian and gay parent com-
munities such as Los Angeles (Stacey, 2006) and
New York City (Mallon, 2004) appear to have
greater access to knowledge, role models, and
support groups than those living in less urban
areas (Goldberg, 2010).

In addition to geographic location, Mezey
(2008a) also found that when making mothering
decisions, race and class positions shape lesbi-
ans’ access to lesbian support networks. She
found that White, middle-class lesbians have
greater access to lesbian-parent role models and
support networks than do working-class lesbians
and lesbians of color, particularly because lesbian
“communities” are divided by race and class
(Kennedy & Davis, 1993), as well as by mother-
ing decisions (i.e., those who chose to become
mothers and those who chose to remain child-
free). For example, working-class, White lesbi-
ans in Mezey’s (2008a) study reported that their
communities were divided along lines of mother-
ing decisions. In making parenting decisions,
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therefore, they needed to decide if alienating
lesbians with (or without) children was worth the
risk of either becoming a parent or remaining
childfree. Once they decided to become mothers,
however, working-class, White lesbians were
able—often with considerable effort on their
part—to find and gain access into middle-class,
White lesbian mother communities.

Working-class lesbians of color in this study,
on the other hand, found their communities to be
less divided by mothering decisions. However,
those who wanted to become mothers could not
always find or access other lesbians who had
become mothers. Because they were not well
integrated into lesbian parent networks, and
therefore had limited knowledge about where to
find or how to access necessary resources such as
gay-friendly physicians, working-class lesbians
of color often deferred or delayed their decisions
to become mothers (Mezey, 2008a).

Middle-class lesbians, regardless of race, also
had an easier time than their working-class
counterparts in accessing other lesbians who
were either childfree or mothers. Meeting other
lesbians who were mothers gave them the
confidence that they could make whatever choice
they wanted, but also that they could access the
resources they needed to become mothers (Mezey,
2008a). Some of the gay men in Berkowitz and
Marsiglio’s (2007) study also benefited from
lesbian mother networks in that such networks
helped them decide to become fathers.

Access to Legal and Medical
Information and Services

An important question for lesbians and gay men
who want to become parents is how to logisti-
cally achieve that goal (Agigian, 2004; Goldberg,
2010; Hequembourg, 2007; Mallon, 2004).
Although there is evidence that some lesbians use
heterosexual intercourse (Hequembourg, 2007,
Mezey, 2008a), most lesbians become mothers
through adoption, foster care, or donor (i.e., alter-
native) insemination (Agigian, 2004; Goldberg,
2010). If choosing the latter, lesbians generally
purchase sperm through a sperm bank, many of
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which require the authorization and assistance of
a physician (Agigian, 2004). Because men can-
not get pregnant, heterosexual intercourse and
donor insemination do not benefit gay men unless
the woman with whom they are sharing their
sperm agrees to carry and share the child born
from that arrangement. Therefore, gay men often
rely on adoption or surrogacy services to become
fathers (Mallon, 2004). The result is that most
lesbians and gay men need to access medical and/
or legal services to become parents.

Finding a physician who is willing to provide
services to lesbians and gay men, however, is not
always easy (Goldberg, Downing, & Richardson,
2009; Lasker, 1998). Because lesbians and gay
men challenge people’s definition of family as
consisting of a connection between marriage and
reproduction, they may receive discriminatory
treatment by hospitals and fertility clinics
(Goldberg et al., 2009). Lesbians have reported
that some physicians will only inseminate hetero-
sexual women in stable marriages (Lasker, 1998).
Furthermore, once at a physician’s office, lesbi-
ans sometimes find that some physicians discrim-
inate in how they treat lesbians by asking the
potential patients to undergo lengthy psychologi-
cal exams to determine if they are fit parents
(Lasker, 1998).

Some physicians also tend to ignore or mis-
treat accompanying partners. In their qualitative
study of 30 heterosexual couples and 30 lesbian
couples who had previously pursued fertility ser-
vices to conceive, Goldberg et al. (2009) reported
that health care professionals tended to only focus
on the partner trying to get pregnant, thus ignor-
ing and rendering invisible the non-trying part-
ner, and leading some lesbians to question
whether or not they wanted to use medical ser-
vices (Goldberg et al., 2009). The poor social and
emotional treatment (as opposed to the medical
treatment) of lesbians by physicians may lead
some lesbians to delay or dismiss their desires to
become parents. Thus, having knowledge of
which physician or adoption agency to go to in
order to become a parent is key to helping lesbi-
ans and gay men realize their parenting desires.

Support networks also help lesbians and gay men
access and negotiate legal services and systems.

Without such knowledge, lesbians and gay
men— particularly those who live in states where
adoption is difficult for lesbians and gay men,
such as Arkansas, Florida, Utah, and Wisconsin
(see http://www.hrc.org for a complete listing of
laws related to adoption)—find the path toward
adoption confusing or overwhelming. In one
study of lesbians and gay adoptive parents, 25%
of participants cited “restrictive state laws/prac-
tices” as a barrier to adopting children (Brown
et al., 2009, p. 237). In addition to not being able
to access such services, lesbians and gay men
were afraid that the lack of legal support for their
families would lead to a lack of legal protection
for their children (Brown et al., 2009).

One way that lesbians try to protect their
families legally is by using a donor through a
sperm bank (Agigian, 2004). Not only does donor
insemination allow lesbians to avoid heterosexual
intercourse, but by using an anonymous donor
lesbians eliminate the problem of the donor
claiming custody of the child at a later date.
A potential problem with using donor insemina-
tion, however, is that in order to access sperm and
the means of being inseminated, lesbians often
need to access physician-controlled medical
services (Agigian, 2004), which, as previously
discussed, can be challenging.

Even when lesbians and gay men can access
gay-friendly medical and legal service providers,
they often find that the financial cost associated
with becoming a parent is prohibitively high.
Because purchasing sperm and using physician’s
services, particularly more complex reproductive
technologies, can be very costly and not usually
covered by insurance, lesbians often begin to
consider other routes to motherhood (Boggis,
2001) or decide to remain childfree (Mezey,
2008a). According to Agigian (2004), those with
higher incomes are most likely to use donor
insemination.

Similarly, private domestic adoption and inter-
national adoption can be very expensive, ranging
between $5,000 and $40,000. Likewise, the use
of surrogacy can range from $115,000 to $150,000
(Goldberg, 2010). Thus, for many lesbians and
gay men, becoming a parent in a safe and legally
protective way can be cost prohibitive. It is no
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accident, therefore, that most of the lesbians and
gay men who participate in studies who have
become parents through the use of adoption or
reproductive technologies tend to be middle-
class, well educated, and White (see e.g., Gianino,
2008; Mallon, 2004; Stacey, 2006).

Work-Related Issues

A third major factor that shapes parenting deci-
sion-making processes is represented by issues
related to work. Although several studies have
examined lesbians and gay men’s experiences in
paid employment (Reimann, 2001; Sullivan,
2004), only a handful of studies examine how
work-related issues shape lesbians’ and gay
men’s parenting decisions (Mezey, 2008a;
Rabun & Oswald, 2009).

Work is important to the decision-making pro-
cess because at minimum lesbians and gay men
need to be able to pay for services that allow them
to become parents through adoption or pregnancy.
Middle-class lesbians and gay men have clear
advantages over their working-class counterparts
in that those who hold middle-class jobs not only
earn a comfortable salary with some career satis-
faction, but also their jobs often come with
flexibility and solid benefits, including sick leave,
vacation time, and health insurance (Kerbo, 2009).
According to Mezey (2008a), these advantages
give middle-class lesbians the ability to choose
motherhood or remain childfree with the knowl-
edge that they can have a secure income and be
able to balance work and family, or work and
other activities they enjoy (e.g., camping, traveling).
Although middle-class lesbians of color voiced
some concern about health insurance, they too
enjoyed the comfort of a secure job similar to that
of their White counterparts (Mezey, 2008a).

Working-class lesbians in Mezey’s (2008a)
study expressed much concern about how their
work hindered their ability to become mothers.
Because working-class jobs, and particularly
those held by working-class lesbians of color, did
not offer the same benefits as those occupied by
lesbians in the middle class, working-class lesbians
found that their jobs offered little flexibility,
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limited career satisfaction, and inadequate health
insurance, thus creating structural barriers that
often forced them to choose between a job, edu-
cation, and motherhood.

Therefore, lesbians in this study carefully
considered work-related issues when trying to
decide if they wanted to become mothers or
remain childfree. For example, lesbians from
working-class and middle-class backgrounds
who wanted economic and personal freedom, and
who had jobs that afforded them this freedom,
often decided to remain childfree. They feared
that if they become mothers, they would lose that
freedom. On the other hand, lesbians who had
jobs that they knew would allow them to balance
work and family responsibilities—or who had
committed partners with jobs that offered such
opportunities—often decided to become moth-
ers. By creating a system of opportunity and con-
straints based on structures of race and class, paid
labor shapes mothering decisions by providing
or denying lesbians the material means to help
lesbians turn, or prevent them from turning, their
parenting desires into reality (Mezey, 2008a).

It is important to consider how gay men’s
experiences might be similar to and/or different
from lesbians’ experiences. Studies like those
conducted by Rabun and Oswald (2009), as well
as Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007), suggest that
race and class matter in similar ways to gay men
as they do for lesbians. For example, in their
study of 14 childfree gay men who were mostly
White, middle- or professional-class, and fell
between the ages of 18 and 25 years, Rabun and
Oswald (2009) found that while all of the men
intended to become fathers, they asserted that
they would only do so after they or their partners
were financially secure. The men stated that they
would achieve financial security by pursuing
careers such as lawyers, physicians, professors,
and engineers. The participants believed that
these jobs would not only provide the economic
security they needed to become fathers but also
provide them with flexible schedules to accom-
modate their parental responsibilities.

Likewise, although they did not specifically
study how paid labor shapes men’s parenting
decisions, Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007) found



4 How Lesbians and Gay Men Decide to Become Parents or Remain Childfree 67

that men with greater economic resources were
in fact able to negotiate medical and legal institu-
tions in ways that allowed them to become fathers.
Because White men in general have the greatest
access to high status, well-paying jobs in the
USA (Andersen & Witham, 2011), it stands to
reason that White, middle-class gay men will
have greater access than working-class gay men
and gay men of color to the social and material
resources needed to fulfill desires to become
fathers outside of heterosexual relationships. In
fact, a study by Henehan et al. (2007) compared
the social and demographic characteristics of gay
men, lesbian, and heterosexual women and men
who were childfree, as well those who were par-
ents. Using data from 1,538 lesbians, gay men,
and heterosexual women and men from across
the USA, they found that their sample resembled
the demographic profile of other studies of lesbi-
ans and gay men in that participants tended to be
White, well-educated, and affluent.

Relationships with Intimate Partners

A fourth major factor that shapes whether or not
lesbians and gay men will become parents or
remain childfree involves the presence of and
relationship with an intimate partner (Goldberg,
2010; Mallon, 2004; Mezey, 2008a; Stacey,
2006), and this factor is very much shaped by
race, class, and gender. For those lesbians and
gay men who want to become parents, having a
willing and supportive partner makes the process
easier. Similarly, a partner with a differing par-
enting desire, or no partner at all, can make the
process more difficult, or derail the process all
together.

Mezey (2008a) found that intimate partners
were important in shaping the decision-making
process, but that how they shaped the process
depended largely on race and class positions. Her
findings suggest that if lesbians who either
wanted to have children, or who were ambivalent
about becoming mothers, did not find the “right”
partner at the “right” time, then they were likely
to remain childfree. However, sometimes finding
the “right” partner at the “right” time meant that

lesbians who thought they would remain childfree,
or were unsure about becoming mothers, actually
did become mothers. Furthermore, if a woman’s
desire to remain childfree or to become a mother
was strong, then the mothering desire of her partner
did not change her own path (Mezey, 2008a).

What is important to note, however, is that
how lesbians determined who the “right” partner
was, or what the “right” time was, was shaped
largely by class structures. For working-class
lesbians, the partner had to be financially stable
and emotionally ready to have children. For middle-
class lesbians, the partner only had to be emo-
tionally ready. In addition, because of the large
networks of “out” middle-class lesbians, middle-
class lesbians did not fear leaving a partner who
had a different mothering desire as much as
working-class lesbians did, because middle-class
lesbians assumed they could find another partner
(Mezey, 2008a). Childfree Black lesbians, on the
other hand, were more likely to stay with their
partners even if their partners had differing par-
enting desires. The greater likelihood of Black
lesbians staying with partners than White lesbians
might have been true because of the limited
options for finding a new partner within racially
divided lesbian communities (Mezey, 2008a).
Therefore, middle-class, White lesbians had
greater economic and emotional flexibility that
allowed them to rely less heavily on their partners
than did lesbians of color and working-class
lesbians in deciding to become mothers or
remain childfree.

Regarding gay men, Stacey’s (2006) study in
Los Angeles found that finding the right partner
at the right time may not hinder gay men’s desires
to have children if that desire is strong enough.
This appeared to be true even for gay men who
were disadvantaged by race and class. For exam-
ple, one of the men Stacey interviewed was a
Mexican immigrant who ran away from home
when he was 15 years old. Once in the USA, this
man worked at Taco Bell, put himself through
high school, and ultimately ended up securing his
US citizenship and a stable career as the manager
of a furniture store. The man’s passion for parent-
hood ultimately led him to leave a partner after
several years in favor of adopting a child.
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Future Directions: What We Need
to Know About Lesbian and Gay
Parenting Decision-Making Processes

As indicated above, there are gaps in the literature
on lesbian and gay parental decision making.
With a few important exceptions (see e.g.,
Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007; Mezey, 2008a;
Stacey, 2006), the majority of research draws
almost exclusively from middle- or upper-class
samples of White lesbians and gay men. And
with the exception of Mezey’s (2008a) and
Stacey’s (2006) work, and to some extent the
work of Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007), studies
that draw on samples with any kind of race or
class diversity fail to explicitly examine that
diversity as an integral part of their methodologies
or analyses to understand how race and class
shape decision-making processes. Therefore, the
sampling and analyses included in most previous
studies have a built-in bias that leaves major gaps
in our understanding about how lesbians and
gay men who face serious economic and social
constraints decide to become parents or remain
childfree. Furthermore, most research has focused
on lesbians and gay men who ultimately decided
to become parents, thus rendering those who
decide to remain childfree an invisible or ignored
population. Existing research is limited, therefore,
in that it cannot explain what factors encourage
people to remain childfree or prevent those who
want to become parents from realizing that desire.
Perhaps because most research focuses on
samples of people who are privileged by race and
class, the underlying assumption of most research
is that most lesbians and gay men who want to
become parents can and do become parents.
Without looking at lesbians and gay men who are
childfree, racial-ethnic minorities, or working- or
lower-class, current research tells only a partial
story. Therefore, one of the most pressing ques-
tions for future research is, “What factors shape
the parenting decision-making process of lesbi-
ans and gay men who are marginalized by race
and class, as well as by other factors such as dis-
ability, nationality, and geographic location?”
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In addition, studies that specifically compare
the decision-making processes of lesbians and
gay men would add to our understanding of how
gender and sexual identities affect the decision-
making process. Furthermore, a focus specifically
on gay men, as well as on other understudied
groups such as bisexual and transgender people,
would add a wealth of knowledge to our under-
standing of parenting decision-making processes.
Also needed are longitudinal studies to examine
how well families fare once they make their par-
enting decisions. Are there any long-term differ-
ences, for example, in the quality of life that
parents and children of diverse racial-ethnic and
class backgrounds experience? If so, are those
differences the result of the intersections not only
of race and class but also because of sexuality
and gender structures? What are the consequences
of remaining childfree for those lesbians and gay
men who contemplated parenthood but decided
not to pursue that route for a variety of reasons?

How Does Studying Lesbian and Gay
Men’s Parenting Decisions Inform Our
Understanding of Families in General?

Research on lesbian and gay parenting decision-
making processes make four important contributions
to our general understanding of families. First,
such research focuses on the importance and
socioeconomic implications of intentional parent-
ing decision making. Data from 2001 indicate that
approximately 49% of pregnancies among hetero-
sexuals are unplanned. Approximately 50% of
those pregnancies end in abortion, suggesting that
half of unplanned pregnancies are unwanted (Finer
& Henshaw, 2006). While there are no data to my
knowledge concerning the number of unplanned
pregnancies among lesbians and gay men in the
general population, the studies on lesbians and
gay men reviewed throughout this chapter suggest
that nearly 100% of adult lesbians and gay men
plan their parenthood.

What can we learn from intentional parenting
decisions? According to Mezey (2008b), the fact
that lesbians can choose motherhood is attractive
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to lesbians because having a choice means that
motherhood is not an oppressive obligation to
women. Some lesbians in her study argued that
planned motherhood is good for women in
general. Furthermore, if social problems such as
increased abortion, increased financial struggles,
and increased children in foster care systems stem
from unplanned, and possibly unwanted pregnan-
cies (Furstenberg, 2007), then studying the effects
of intentional parenting decision making both on
parents and children might offer some insight into
how to create stable families for a variety of popu-
lations regardless of sexual identity.

Second, research on lesbians and gay men’s
parenting decision-making processes show that
what we often consider to be innate or biological
processes are in fact socially constructed. Studies
on gay men and lesbians indicate that even the
development of parenting desires grow out of the
social context and experiences of those inter-
viewed (see e.g., Brinamen & Mitchell, 2008;
Mallon, 2004; Mezey, 2008a). In other words,
while public opinion might label parenting desires
as “biological urges,” social constructionists
understand those desires to develop out of par-
ticular social contexts (Brinamen & Mitchell,
2008; Mallon, 2004; Mezey, 2008a). Therefore,
studies that use a social constructionist perspec-
tive to study parenting decision-making processes
add to our body of knowledge of how parenting
decisions are part of complex social processes,
not simply a biological mandate.

Third, research on lesbian and gay men’s par-
enting decision-making processes clearly indicates
that economic, legal, and social support are critical
to helping people making parenting decisions that
fit with—or sometimes conflict with—their desires
to become parents or remain childfree. Social sup-
port in the way of supportive families, communi-
ties, jobs, partners, and society in general helps
lesbians and gay men create healthy families. If
policy makers are interested in helping people cre-
ate stable families, then they need to understand
what kinds of social support are needed for all
types of families to be healthy (Mezey & Sanford,
2009). Research on lesbian and gay men’s parent-
ing decisions not only provides insight into what

kinds of support are needed but also provides a
model for conducting research on other types of
families, regardless of sexual identity.

Finally, research on lesbian and gay men’s
parenting decision-making processes sheds light
on why and how diverse family forms develop at
particular historical moments in time. Scholars
have documented that we are living in a time in
which there is great change in American families
(BacaZinn et al., 2011; Dunne, 2000). New family
forms, or what Stacey (1996) calls “postmodern
families” —including single-parent families, dual-
income earning families, divorced and blended
families, grandparent-headed families, and les-
bian and gay families —now make up the fabric of
the standard family landscape (Baca Zinn et al.,
2011; Dunne, 2000). Disputes among conserva-
tive and progressive scholars in the form of the
“family values debate” indicate that there are
major differences in opinion as to why families
are changing and the consequences of those
changes (Dill, Baca Zinn, & Patton, 1998). While
research on lesbian and gay families in general
informs our understanding of how families are
changing, research specifically on how lesbians
and gay men decide to become parents or remain
childfree informs our understanding of why
families are changing. Answering this very basic
question adds to our understanding of the multiple
social processes that are coalescing to create such
a diverse family landscape in the USA today.
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Gay Men and Surrogacy

Dana Berkowitz

The visibility of gay fathers is on the rise, with
growing numbers adopting children, sharing
parenting with lesbian women, and having children
through surrogacy arrangements (Gates, 2007;
Goldberg, 2010a). The increase in the number of
gay fathers who choose to construct their families
outside of heterosexual unions is a result of a
combination of factors that include but are not
necessarily limited to: recent developments in
reproductive technology, changing legalities in
the adoption system, greater acceptance of lesbians
and gay men, and broader changes in the diversity
of American families (Goldberg, 2010a; Stacey,
1996). Changes in the sociohistorical context
for gay men have increased the visibility of gay
fathering, and gay fathers are much less likely to
be viewed as the anomaly they once were
(Berkowitz, 2007).

Despite their increasing visibility, there are a
dearth of studies on gay fathers, particularly on
the cohort of gay men who became parents after
coming out rather than in the context of a previ-
ous heterosexual relationship (for exceptions see
Berkowitz, 2007; Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007;
Greenfeld & Seli, 2011; Lewin, 2009; Mallon,
2004; Stacey, 2006). Moreover, scholars under-
stand very little about the diversity among gay
fathers. Developing a more nuanced understanding
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of gay fathers requires scholars to explore the
diversity of structures, arrangements, and practices
within these family constellations. For example,
since there are several paths to parenthood for
this emerging cohort of gay fathers—including
domestic and international adoption, fostering,
surrogacy arrangements, and creative kinship ties
that often entail sharing parenting with a lesbian
woman or women—studies of gay fathers need to
better understand the unique family experiences
embedded within each of these family forms.
This chapter provides an overview of the
scholarship on one particularly understudied
group of this new cohort of gay fathers— gay men
who have become parents through the assistance
of a surrogate mother (Bergman, Rubio, Green,
& Padron, 2010; Goldberg, 2010a). Some of the
questions that I address in this chapter are: For
those gay men using surrogacy, how is the transi-
tion to parenthood unique when compared with
adoption, fostering, and shared parenting with
lesbian women? To what extent do gender, sexu-
ality, social class, race, and ethnicity intersect in
surrogacy arrangements? How does the importance
of biological relatedness to the child shape the
decision-making processes of those gay men
pursuing surrogacy? How are the identities of the
egg donor and/or surrogate mother implicated in
the process of building a family and later, for
doing family? Answering these fundamental
questions about gay fathers and surrogacy provides
a starting point for understanding the diversity in
routes to gay parenthood and the variety of family
structures formed. I expect that this chapter will
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be of value to researchers and students interested
in the intersections of sexuality, gender, and
reproduction. Lawyers, policy makers, educators,
clinicians, and practitioners who work with
sexual minority parents and assisted reproductive
technologies may also see this chapter as a valu-
able source of information. Finally, this chapter
should be of interest to current gay fathers who
have used surrogacy and gay prospective fathers
who are interested in pursuing surrogacy
arrangements.

I begin by outlining some of the guiding theo-
retical perspectives that have been used to frame
the scholarship on sexual minority parenting and
assisted reproductive technologies. Next, I detail
the different types of surrogacy arrangements and
the demographic profiles of those gay men who
use surrogacy. I review the few yet promising
studies on gay fathers and surrogacy, exploring the
rationales behind the men’s choice to construct
their family using this pathway; the relationships
that develop between expectant fathers, surrogate
mothers, and their children; and finally, the conse-
quences for family formation. Then, I briefly
discuss the emerging trend of reproductive out-
sourcing, detailing how gay men now have the
option to travel abroad to less developed nations
and purchase the services of a surrogate mother at
a relatively low price. I consider the current legal
issues facing gay fathers who use surrogacy and
conclude by offering suggestions for research,
theory, policy makers, and practitioners.

Theoretical Frameworks

Several intersecting and complementary theo-
retical perspectives have guided the scholarship
on sexual minority parenting and surrogacy.
Oftentimes these perspectives integrate one or
more of the following: symbolic interactionism
(Berkowitz, 2007; Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007),
social constructionism (Stacey, 2006), feminism
(Ehrensaft, 2005; Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009;
Stacey, 2006) and intersectionality (Stacey,
2006). Symbolic interactionism assumes that
human beings possess the ability to think and
imbue their world with meaning. Such a perspective
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has been used to emphasize how gay men develop
their self-as-father identities and how meanings
of self, parent, child, and family emerge from gay
men’s interactions with surrogates, egg donors,
agencies, extended families, and interlopers
(Blumer, 1969; Mead, 1934). Similarly, a social
constructionist perspective turns the spotlight on
the extent to which families, gender, and sexuali-
ties are socially and materially constructed
(Oswald, Blume, & Marks, 2005). When gay
fathers conceive children with egg donors and
surrogates, they expose the socially constructed
reality behind taken for granted assumptions
about parenting, fathering, and family. Moreover,
gay fathers actively disentangle heterosexuality
from parenthood and in doing so disrupt funda-
mental notions about family. Gay men who
choose to parent can challenge normative
definitions of family, fatherhood, and even estab-
lished gender and sexual norms of the mainstream
gay subculture. Thus, viewing gay fathers’
involvement with their children through these
lenses illuminates the fluidity of family, gender,
and sexuality.

Much of the work on sexual minority parent-
ing has been spearheaded by feminist scholars
who have long challenged “the ideology of the
monolithic family and the notion that any one
family arrangement is natural, biological, or
functional in a timeless way” (Goldberg & Allen,
2007, p. 354). Feminist scholarship has been
instrumental in highlighting how gay fathers who
become parents through surrogacy do not represent
the disintegration of family, but rather constitute
new, creative, and valid family constellations.
Nevertheless, I argue that further intersectional
feminist analysis (Collins, 1990) is needed to
better unpack how gay fathers who are able to use
surrogacy are embedded within wider systems of
economic, historical, and political structures.
Throughout this chapter I will demonstrate how
privilege and subordination intersect in gay
families constructed through surrogacy in com-
plex ways (Baca-Zinn, 1994). Taking seriously
the interlocking systems of privilege and oppres-
sion in the lived experiences of gay fathers who
use surrogacy illuminates how these men’s class
privilege and often White privilege, allows them
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to buy their way out of discriminatory adoptive
policies and stake out a 9-month lease on a sur-
rogate mother’s womb to construct a genetically
related, and sometimes a genetically engineered,
child (Dillaway, 2008).

Gay Fathers Using Surrogacy

Surrogacy is an assisted reproductive technology
(ART) in which the prospective parent(s) forge a
contract with a woman to carry their child
(Bergman et al., 2010). There are two different
types of surrogacy arrangements: traditional
genetic surrogacy and gestational surrogacy.
Traditional genetic surrogacy is when the surro-
gate mother is implanted with the sperm of a
man, carries the fetus to term, and births a child,
of whom she is genetically related (Bergman
et al., 2010). Gestational surrogacy, which is also
called in vitro fertilization (IVF) surrogacy,
occurs when another woman’s ovum is fertilized
by one of the man’s sperm using IVF and the
resulting embryo is transplanted into another
woman’s womb (Bergman et al., 2010). In the
latter case, the surrogate who carries the fetus to
term and births the child is not genetically related
to the child. Gestational surrogacy has become
increasingly more common and accounts for
approximately 95% of all surrogate pregnancies
in the USA (Smerdon, 2008).

In 2006, the Ethics Committee of the American
Society for Reproductive Medicine concluded
that requests for assisted reproduction should be
treated without regard for sexual orientation.
Some argue that this will prompt a rise in the
number of gay men who become fathers through
surrogacy arrangements (Golombok & Tasker,
2010). However, simply because the Ethics
Committee issued a statement of sexual inclusivity
does not necessarily require individual surrogacy
agencies to comply with such an endorsement.
For example, despite the fact that multiple orga-
nizational bodies have endorsed adoption by gays
and lesbians and advocate for second parent
adoption (e.g., the American Psychological
Association and the American Academy of
Pediatrics), the legal and interpersonal barriers
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that gay men and lesbians face in adopting have
been well documented by scholars (Brodzinsky,
Patterson, & Vaziri, 2002). Thus, the extent to
which the committee’s statement is effective in
pressuring surrogacy agencies to work with gay
men is unknown. Future research is needed that
explores the practices and policies of individual
surrogacy agencies and personnel.

Althoughitis impossible to provide a definitive
number of gay men who have become fathers
through surrogacy, Growing Generations, the
oldest and largest agency specializing in surrogacy
arrangements for gay men reports on its Web site
that since its inception in 1996, it has since
worked with approximately 1,000 clients (http://
www.growinggenerations.com/). At the time of
writing there have been only two empirical stud-
ies to date on gay men and surrogacy (Bergman
et al., 2010; Greenfeld & Seli, 2011). In the first
study, the authors recruited 40 different couples
who became parents using gestational surrogacy
through Growing Generations and explored how
these men experienced the transition to parent-
hood (Bergman et al., 2010)." In the second study,
the researchers recruited 15 gay men from The
Yale Fertility Center who were in the process of
using their sperm to facilitate gestational surrogacy.
The program’s mental health counselor inter-
viewed each of these men and their partners
(N=30 men) to assess the psychosocial impacts
of their experience.

Aside from these two very recent studies, there
is a noteworthy absence of empirical literature on
gay men’s use of surrogacy. Diane Ehrensaft
(2000, 2005), a clinical and developmental
psychologist who specializes in psychotherapy
and consultation with families formed through
assisted reproductive technologies, has written
extensively about surrogacy in the context of both
heterosexual and gay- and lesbian-parent families.
There have also been a handful of empirical qual-
itative studies on gay fathers that have included
men who became fathers through surrogacy in
their samples (Berkowitz, 2007; Berkowitz &
Marsiglio, 2007; Mitchell & Green, 2007;

'Bergman et al. (2010) never divulge how many of these
40 men were biological fathers.
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Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009; Stacey, 2006). For
example, Berkowitz (2007) and Berkowitz and
Marsiglio (2007) conducted interviews with gay
prospective parents and with gay men who
became parents through multiple pathways,
including adoption, fostering, kinship ties, and
surrogacy. Ryan and Berkowitz (2009) used in-
depth interviews with gay fathers and lesbian
mothers to document the heteronormative dynam-
ics that govern adoption, donor insemination, and
surrogacy. In a paper drawing primarily on clini-
cal case material, Mitchell and Green (2007)
detailed the various decisions that lesbians and
gay men make when using donor insemination
(DI) and surrogacy to conceive children. In one
of the few ethnographic studies of gay men’s kin-
ship practices, Stacey (2006) described a diverse
sample of gay parents, many of whom became
fathers through surrogacy. Finally, although not
an empirical study per se, Arlene Istar Lev (2006),
a social worker, chronicled her experiences meet-
ing and interacting with gay fathers who have
used surrogacy. The findings from these limited
studies and clinical and experiential reports form
the foundation of much of this chapter.

The High Cost of Surrogacy

Surrogacy arrangements can be made indepen-
dently between a gay male couple (or individual)
and a female surrogate without the assistance of
an agency. Legally, however, this is quite risky
and can create a host of potential legal problems
regarding custody of the child (Lev, 2006). Prior
to the recent rise of agencies like Growing
Generations, which are willing to work with sin-
gle gay men and gay couples, gay men were
forced to find surrogate mothers through placing
ads in newspapers or through other informal
channels like inviting friends or family members
to serve as surrogates (Lev, 2006). However, now,
to minimize a host of possible legal complica-
tions, many gay men choose to work through an
agency, despite the fact that this increases the
cost of surrogacy exponentially (Lev, 2006).
Working with an agency is beneficial in that
agency personnel assist fathers with introduc-
tions to possible surrogate mothers, screen the
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surrogate mother medically and psychologically,
provide counseling for all involved parties, and
help to navigate convoluted bureaucratic red tape
(Lev, 2006). As stated above, commercial sur-
rogacy, as mediated through an agency, is typi-
cally the most expensive route to parenthood for
gay men and can range anywhere from $115,000
to $150,000 (http://www.growinggenerations.
com). Commercial traditional surrogacy involves
financing the participation of the surrogate, the
services of an agency, physician services, legal
fees, and health insurance to cover all procedures.
In addition to the above expenses, commercial
gestational surrogacy requires financing the par-
ticipation of the egg donor, the services of both
an egg donor agency and a surrogate agency, IVF
physician services, and health insurance to cover
all procedures. For gay men using this route there
is an added layer of complexity in that they must
also finance the necessary legal costs to ensure
assignment of custody following the birth of their
child (Golombok & Tasker, 2010).

The high costs of surrogacy mean that it is
only an option for a small number of relatively
affluent gay men—a fact that is illustrated by the
demographic composition of the participants in
the Bergman et al. (2010) study on gay men and
surrogacy in which the authors interviewed one
of the partners in 40 couples who had conceived
children through surrogacy.” The mean house-
hold income out of the 40 men in their sample
was $270,000, a number vastly above the national
average® and far above the mean household
income of gay men adopting children—$102,331,
according to the 2000 U.S. Census (Gates,
Badgett, Macomber, & Chambers, 2007).
Moreover, 14 out of these 40 fathers already had
children currently enrolled in a private preschool
at an average cost of $8,764 annually, and 67%
planned on sending their children to private
schools in the near future. Furthermore, 68% of
the men in the sample reported using some type
of child-care assistance, ranging from au pairs, to
nannies, to housekeepers.

2The Greenfeld and Seli (2011) study did not include any
information about household income.

3This number in only reflective of the 37 out of 40 men
who answered the question on income.
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With regards to the racial and ethnic composition
of the Bergman et al. (2010) sample, 80% were
White, 7.5% were Asian, 7.5% were Latino, and
5% Middle-Eastern. In the Greenfeld and Seli
(2011) sample, 90% (or 27 of the men) identified
as White; only 10%, or three men, identified as
Latino. Notably, there were no African-American
men in either sample. The gay fathers in these
samples are also different from gay men who
become parents through adoption in terms of
their racial and ethnic diversity. Using U.S.
Census data, Gates et al. (2007) estimated that
among gay male adoptive parents, 61% were
White, 15% were African-American, 15% were
Latino, 4% were Asian/Pacific Islander, 1%
American Indian, and 4% reported some other
race/ethnicity. Thus, although both studies are
limited by a small sample and by the fact
that recruitment occurred through Growing
Generations (Bergman et al., 2010) and The Yale
Fertility Center (Greenfeld & Seli, 2011), the
demographic characteristics of these men high-
light the extent to which surrogacy is a procre-
ative pathway only available to a racially and
economically privileged minority.

Thinking About Parenting:
Surrogacy as an Option

Research has documented that gay men become
parents for many of the same reasons as hetero-
sexual men: Both cite the desire for nurturing
children, the constancy of children in their lives,
the achievement of some sense of immortality
through children, and the sense of family that
children help to provide (Bigner & Jacobsen,
1989; Mallon, 2004). However, the social and
psychological dimensions of gay men’s reproduc-
tive decision making are additionally complicated
by internalized homophobia, anxieties about rais-
ing properly gendered (and heterosexual) chil-
dren, and structural obstacles such as lack of
information and navigating legal barriers
(Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007; Brinamen &
Mitchell, 2008; Goldberg, 2010a). Moreover,
unlike the majority of their heterosexual counter-
parts who couple, become pregnant, and give
birth, gay men who wish to parent must carefully
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consider a variety of other variables when
contemplating parenthood. Such considerations
include deciding on how they should go about
creating a family, i.e., whether it should be through
adoption, foster parenting, kinship ties, or through
surrogacy arrangements. Embedded in these deci-
sions are issues of cost, access, and the extent to
which a genetic relationship is perceived as impor-
tant by men in their conceptualizations of family.

Oftentimes, those gay men who choose
surrogacy are motivated by the higher degree of
control they have in the process when compared
with adoption, feel that the presence of a genetic
link to their child is an important factor for the
creation of family ties, and worry about the psy-
chological stress a child may experience as a
result of being adopted (Goldberg, 2010a; Leyv,
2006). For example, one man told Lev (2006)
that he chose surrogacy because “it was the only
way our child would be born without sadness as a
part of his life story, i.e., there was someone who
had to give you up, didn’t want you, couldn’t care
for you” (p. 76). In viewing an adopted child as
always already wounded, or psychologically
damaged, this man sets up a hierarchical pattern
of families wherein those not formed through
such privileged means like surrogacy are deemed
less valuable. Scholars studying sexual minority
parenting should be careful not to reproduce
existing hierarchies in how they interpret research
findings. Gay men’s families constructed through
surrogacy can be respected without treating them
as any more privileged than families constructed
through adoption, fostering, or kinship ties.

Even for those gay men who are open to adopt-
ing a child, depending on the laws of the state
where they reside, adoption may either be prohibi-
tive or laws governing adoption might be vague
and unclear (Lev, 2006). For example, one gay
father who lived in Florida reported that surrogacy
was his best possible option for creating a family,
given that Florida explicitly barred nonheterosex-
ual adoption (Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009). Although
most states do not have explicit statutes barring
adoption by gay men (and at the time of writing
the legalities in Florida are currently under appeal),
the legal and interpersonal barriers that gay men
and lesbians face in adopting have been well
documented (Brodzinsky et al., 2002). One gay
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man in Lev’s (2006) report explained that he and
his partner “decided on surrogacy versus adoption
because the laws are so vague that they could deny
us a child strictly based on our orientation” (p. 76).
Similarly, consider the following quote from
another gay father who chose to use surrogacy:
The thing about adoption is...that even though that
child or those children are legally yours, they are
never your children. And that is very frightening to
me. That [we] would have this wonderful child or
children through adoption and then at some point,
something could happen, either through the courts
or a change of the birth mother’s mind...it is very
unsettling to me and scared me. It scared me that
the family we would create would be shaken by the
birth mother or the genetic father coming back into
our lives or the baby’s life (Drew, gay father through
surrogacy, as cited in Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009).

Reigning social norms establish biological
relatedness as critical for defining family.
Moreover, because gay men are often denied cer-
emonial and legal recognition of their families,
the presence of a genetic link can be a meaning-
ful symbol that validates their relationship to
their child. Given these considerations, it should
not be surprising that the presence of a genetic
relationship is the most oft cited reason that gay
men choose surrogacy (Lev, 2006).

The Family Tree: Gay Fathers,
Surrogate Mothers, Egg Donors,
and Their Children

Surrogacy is similar to DI in that it allows for one
parent to be genetically related to the child and it
involves a biological “other” to provide the other
half of the genetic material. However, in the case
of surrogacy, there is an added dimension not
present in DI wherein another person—a female
body—also carries the fetus to term and births
the child. Thus, a critical difference between DI
and surrogacy is that surrogacy always includes a
physically present (female) body. However,
despite this crucial departure, many of the complex-
ities that accompany DI are also relevant in the
context of surrogacy. For example, while surrogacy
provides one parent a genetic link it also
introduces a genetic asymmetry such that only
one partner has a biological bond to the child
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(Goldberg, 2010a). This of course may prompt
couples to wonder how this biological connection
will shape parent—child bonding and can even
provoke jealous feelings in the partner who is not
genetically related to the child (Ehrensaft, 2005).
Moreover, questions about the source of the
sperm can privilege one partner in a gay male
couple. Although many gay fathers choose to find
out whose sperm actually impregnated the
surrogate (or, in many cases, the egg donor),
some gay fathers report creatively bypassing this
issue by mixing their sperm before insemination
and choose not to find out whose sperm was ulti-
mately responsible for conception following the
birth of their child (Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009).
Given these complex negotiations, the decision
of whose sperm should be used to impregnate the
egg donor or surrogate is a significant one. Scholars
know very little about gay couples’ decision-
making processes regarding whom of the two men
should supply the sperm. Findings from studies
with lesbian couples who use DI reveal that often-
times this decision is predicated upon who has a
greater desire to experience pregnancy and child-
birth (Chabot & Ames, 2004; Goldberg, 2006) —a
moot point of contention for gay couples. However,
other issues surfaced with lesbian couples that
may be similar for gay couples, such as fertility,
health, and age considerations (Chabot & Ames,
2004; Goldberg, 2006). The Greenfeld and Seli
(2011) study provides some initial evidence for
how gay men using surrogacy make decisions
about which partner should supply the sperm. In
this sample, 12 couples, or 80%, deliberately chose
who would inseminate the egg donor. Decisions
were made with the following considerations in
mind: six couples agreed that the older partner
should provide the sperm, two couples had a part-
ner who had already fathered children in a previ-
ous heterosexual relationship and thus thought that
the other partner should have this opportunity as
well, two couples chose the partner who had a
stronger desire to be a biological parent, and two
couples reported that they decided to go with the
partner who had “better genes” (p. 227). In the
remaining three couples, both partners had
equivalent desires for biological parenthood and
thus inseminated equal numbers of eggs. Two of
these three couples produced twins who were
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half-siblings. With regards to the one couple who
had a single child, the authors did not report
whether the couple ultimately discovered who was
the genetic parent.

Some research has suggested that choices about
who should supply the sperm and have a genetic
relationship to the child might be contingent upon
one partner’s belief that their family of origin is
more likely to accept a child who is genetically
related to them. In fact, there is some evidence that
when only one parent has a genetic link to the
child, some families of origin may be slow to
accord full parental status to the other partner
(Mitchell & Green, 2007). Sometimes families of
the biological parent might see the child as belong-
ing only to their own family, and families of the
nongenetically related parent may neglect to see
the child as a part of their family. Indeed, studies
on lesbian women who became mothers through
DI reveal that genetics matter for how families of
origin relate to their grandchildren. For example,
Gartrell et al. (2000) interviewed 84 lesbian par-
ent-headed families and found that women reported
a greater perceived investment from the families of
origin of the mothers who had a biological tie to
the child as compared to the families of origin
of the mothers who were not biologically related
to the child. Similarly, the nonbiological mothers
in Hequembourg and Farrell’s (1999) qualitative
study on lesbian women who became parents
though DI reported that their extended families
were resistant to viewing them as legitimate moth-
ers because they lacked both a biological and legal
tie to their children. Future research is needed to
see how gay men’s families of origin relate to and
bond with children conceived and birthed through
surrogacy, particularly in those cases where a
father is unable to secure a biological or legal rela-
tionship to the child.

Who Is the Surrogate Mother
and/or Egg Donor?

Research with heterosexual and gay and lesbian
couples has documented that parents who use
assisted reproductive technologies like surrogacy
are often motivated by the high level of control
they have in choosing what their child will look
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like through carefully evaluating the characteristics
of the surrogate mother and/or egg donor
(Ehrensaft, 2005; Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009). For
example, prospective parents often look for surro-
gates who resemble themselves or their partners in
terms of race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, voca-
tional interests, personal characteristics, and
appearance (Mitchell & Green, 2007; Ryan &
Berkowitz, 2009). The most common request from
the men in Greenfeld and Seli’s sample (2011) was
for an egg donor who was tall, attractive, educated,
and closely resembled the non-inseminating part-
ner. Some gay prospective fathers have reported
that as they evaluate their surrogates-to-be, they
carefully cogitate on the importance of racial and
ethnic matching, speculating how adding another
dimension like racial differences to their already
publicly perplexing family might confuse their
child or encumber interactions with curious inter-
lopers (deBoer, 2009; Ryan & Berkowitz, 2009).
Prospective fathers often consider the extent to
which they are willing to make what is already a
conspicuous gay family even more conspicuous
by becoming an interracial family (deBoer, 2009).
Consider the following quote from a father in Ryan
and Berkowitz’s (2009) study:

Well, on the website a lot of the women were 4 foot
2, Guatemalan women; it just wasn’t going to work
for us....We wanted to find a surrogate who was
White and get rid of one other problem that these
children, or child would have to deal with, you
know, to be mixed race.

Making separate choices about an egg donor
and a gestational surrogate allows intended par-
ents to choose among a wider pool of egg donors,
and the ability to select a donor whose physical,
cultural, and biographical characteristics are more
similar to themselves or their partners. Since there
is a significantly smaller pool of gestational sur-
rogates than egg donors, once the genetic con-
cerns associated with the selection of the egg
donor have been addressed, the choice of the sur-
rogate is less constrained (Mitchell & Green,
2007). Thus, commercial surrogacy and egg dona-
tion makes it such that those men who can afford
to do so “can literally purchase the means to
eugenically reproduce White infants in their own
idealized image, selecting desired traits in egg
donors...with whom to mate their own DNA”
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(Stacey, 2006, p. 39). In fact, in her advice to
parents seeking assisted reproductive technolo-
gies, Ehrensaft (2005) writes that “you can feel
that you have the whole world in your hands” as
you “discover the power to craft the child that will
be yours” (p. 42). This gives affluent gay men,
who wish to become parents, the ability to regain
control of their reproductive options. Those with
the financial wherewithal literally have the pur-
chasing power to procure a womb and produce a
genetically engineered child (Dillaway, 2008).
Before actually meeting face-to-face, gay pro-
spective parents thoughtfully peruse pamphlets
and Web sites with pictures and descriptions of
potential surrogates and/or egg donors (Ryan &
Berkowitz, 2009). This initial screening of what
Hertz (2002) has termed the “paper parent” hap-
pens within a context in which babies are increas-
ingly viewed as precious commodities. Ehrensaft
(2005) argues that this commodification is further
magnified for those using assisted reproductive
technologies since these intended parents have
spent months, even years, searching for a donor
or surrogate and draining financial resources pay-
ing for expensive procedures. For gay men, this
process is further intensified since they are not
only limited by the reproductive limits of their
bodies, but have been told by religious, political,
and cultural institutions that fatherhood was
never an option for them. When viewed through a
heteronormative lens, the idea of shopping for a
child’s features among potential egg donors or
searching for a surrogate with the healthiest pos-
sible womb may be viewed as an unnecessary
luxury akin to crafting a perfect child. However,
for gay men using surrogacy, this process takes
on a whole new meaning, as it is one of the few
ways that they are able to manage the discord
between dominant heterosexual reproductive
scripts and their own reproductive experiences.

How Can We Trust Her? What Are
Her Motives?

Surrogacy makes it such that the gay male couple,
or the gay man, wait for a child to be birthed by a
woman they may barely know. Moreover, because
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a surrogate mother cannot maintain the same
anonymity that a sperm donor can, surrogacy
involves an enormous amount of trust, even with
accompanying legal protections. Some gay
fathers may express anxiety about the child
potentially developing a bond to the surrogate,
while others may wonder about the woman’s
attachment to the child she is carrying (Ehrensaft,
2000; Lev, 2006). Some gay fathers have reported
that an important criterion for a desirable surro-
gate was her ability to not bond with the child she
is carrying (Lev, 2006).

Alongside an evaluation of the surrogate moth-
er’s biographical characteristics of age, race,
physical attractiveness, medical history, intelli-
gence, athleticism, and artistic ability, gay men
also inquire about her motives. Although surro-
gates are reimbursed approximately $20,000, the
majority report that they are not motivated solely
by money, but rather by altruism, selflessness, and
a desire to help a family have a child (Lev, 2006).
Nonetheless, in a two-decade-old study done at
the Infertility Center of New York, 89% of surro-
gate mothers admitted that they would not agree
to serve as a surrogate mother unless they were
paid a substantial fee (Dillaway, 2008). Thus,
some researchers and social commentators assert
that money is a substantial factor in motivating
surrogate mothers, even if an altruistic motive is
also present (Dillaway, 2008). People desiring
children through surrogacy often grapple with
whether the birth mother is motivated purely by
financial means or by an inclination to help people
in need of children (Ehrensaft, 2005). Gay men,
having few other options for birthing children,
may be especially worried about this motivation.
However, in Stacey’s (2006) ethnographic
research on gay men and kinship, she found that
some surrogates actually preferred to work with
gay men because there was no mother in the pic-
ture who might potentially be dealing with feel-
ings of jealousy, infertility, and exclusion.
Moreover, unlike heterosexual couples, for which
assisted reproductive technologies are usually a
last resort, gay fathers turn to surrogacy joyfully
as a pathway to parenthood. Because such assisted
technologies are universally necessary for gay
men who wish to create their own biological
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offspring, they carry none of the stigma or sense
of failure of many infertile heterosexual couples
(Mitchell & Green, 2007). Thus, theoretically it is
possible that gay men might very well enjoy more
harmonious relationships with surrogates, in the
sense that “they did not arrive at surrogacy
because of infertility and there is no symbolic or
actual female for the surrogate to compete with or
feel challenged by” (Goldberg, 2010a, p. 72).

The Surrogate Mother: A Present
and Absent Figure

While the basis of commercial surrogacy is a
financial arrangement, the realities are such that
this is often a relationship pervaded by apprecia-
tion, mutual respect, and gratitude, with many
gay fathers often forging deep bonds with their
surrogates (Mitchell & Green, 2007). The notion
of the birth mother who helps make the possibil-
ity of a baby come true weaves in and out of the
entire life span of any family using surrogacy
(Berkowitz, 2006; Mitchell & Green, 2007). The
uniqueness of gay family formations can be seen
at the time of pregnancy through the ways in
which they attempt to manage the schism
between dominant understandings of pregnancy
and their experiences of it. Gay men have to
place themselves in an experience that would not
traditionally include either partner, particularly
the nonbiologically related father. The limited
empirical research on gay fathers who have used
surrogacy suggests that they cultivate ways to
share in the pregnancy experience of their sur-
rogate. Some document their experience with
scrapbooks or by giving their surrogate mother a
video camera, while others use e-mail, skype,
and webcams to keep up-to-date with belly
growth, fetal development, ultrasound pictures,
and doctors appointments (Berkowitz &
Marsiglio, 2007). Even well after the pregnancy
and birth, many gay fathers choose to have on-
going relationships with their surrogates, and in
some cases, with their egg donors (Mitchell &
Green, 2007). These relationships are sometimes
maintained through letters, pictures, or in some
cases the families stay distant friends. A few of

79

the fathers that Lev (2006) interviewed were so
close with their surrogate that they named her
godmother to their child. Although this pattern
of designating the surrogate as a godmother was
rather rare, the majority of gay fathers told Lev
(2006) that they shared a distant, albeit caring
relationship with their surrogates. Future
research is needed to address how gay fathers
and their surrogate mothers negotiate the chil-
drearing boundaries that may result from this
complex kinship arrangement.

The experiences of gay fathers show the con-
tradictory status of the surrogate mother’s (and
egg donor’s) relationship to the family as a simul-
taneously present and absent figure (Ehrensaft,
2005; Hertz, 2002). For some families, she is
present through the recognition of the important
contribution of her genetic material, her physical
body, and her contribution to their family. But she
can be absent in terms of a conventional social
relationship to their kin (Ehrensaft, 2005).
Although the paradoxical notion of presence and
absence can be expected in any family arrange-
ment that relies on assisted reproduction or adop-
tion, it is especially evident in gay father-headed
families because of the constant societal reminder
that this third party was a necessity in creating
their families.

Constructing Family Stories
with and for Children

Like those families constructed through DI,
surrogacy raises questions about a “symbolic
other” necessary for the creation of a family that
parents, children, extended family members, and
other social actors must constantly negotiate. One
commonality shared by families constructed
through surrogacy and DI is that parents may
struggle with how to tell their children the story
of their inception. One way to do this is to cele-
brate a child’s conception day, in addition to the
child’s actual birthday, as this becomes an impor-
tant date that gay fathers who created their
families though surrogacy are unique in knowing
(Mitchell & Green, 2007). How gay fathers
answer personal queries about their child’s
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conception ultimately serves as a model for how
their children will deal with similar situations
and construct their own family stories. As these
children grow older they cannot rely on a legacy
of cultural givens, but rather must establish on
their own the meanings and significance of their
extended family (Mitchell & Green, 2007). Like
their parents, children raised with an understand-
ing of assisted reproductive technologies like that
of surrogacy may be less inclined to conflate sex
and reproduction, and thus may have a unique
ability to challenge these taken for granted con-
nections among their peers. Future research is
needed on how children born to gay fathers and
surrogate mothers negotiate dominant family ide-
ology as they understand their family stories and
communicate these stories to others.

How Does Life Change with the
Transition to Parenthood?

Like all sexual minority parents, gay men who
have become fathers through surrogacy face an
adjustment to parenting “under the hegemonic
shadow of the heterosexual paradigm” (deBoer,
2009, p. 333). Data from Bergman et al.’s study
(2010) reveal that gay men who become parents
using surrogacy experience similar life changes
as heterosexual fathers. Many fathers in their
study described shifting their schedules and their
priorities to accommodate their child care respon-
sibilities and their new role as parents. Fathers
reported lessening work hours, switching jobs,
and some even became stay-at-home dads.
Sometimes these changes resulted in a decrease
in household income. By decreasing their ties to
paid labor and increasing their presence in the
home, these men challenge socially constructed
cultural narratives that assume men are incompe-
tent nurturers and that gay men are antifamily
and irresponsible.

Such findings are not unique to those gay men
who become fathers through surrogacy. Studies
conducted with gay fathers who became parents
through adoption and fostering have docu-
mented similar findings (Lassiter et al. 2006;
Mallon, 2004; Schacher, Auerbach, & Silverstein,
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2005). However, other scholars have argued that
the assumption that gay men’s marginalized loca-
tion from traditional family life means that gay
fathers always resist and transform traditional
notions of gayness, fathering, and family is overly
reductionistic (Goldberg, 2010b). Such reasoning
fails to account for the diversity within these
families and the role of contextual variables like
institutional support and the broader sociopoliti-
cal and legal milieu (Goldberg, 2010b). Take for
example the fact that 68% of the men in Bergman
etal.’s (2010) sample relied on hired help to assist
with child care and domestic duties. Clearly,
although many gay fathers challenge stereotypes
of men as primary caregivers, many are also able
to buy their way out of domesticity, a finding inti-
mately tied to both their class position in society
and their ability as male bodied parents to con-
tinue to rely on the privilege granted to the tradi-
tional father-as-breadwinner status. Moreover,
because surrogacy is only available to an eco-
nomically privileged minority of gay men, it
seems reasonable to believe that a larger propor-
tion of gay men who have become fathers through
surrogacy are more likely to outsource domestic
help than those who became fathers through
adoption, fostering, or through kinship ties.
Future research is needed to see if this is indeed
the case.

Bergman et al. (2010) reported that one of the
most striking findings from their study on gay
men who became fathers through surrogacy was
men’s descriptions of heightened self-esteem
from having and raising children. In addition,
these men reported an increase in support and
acceptance from both their families of origin and
their partners’ families of origin since they had
become parents, even in cases where families of
origin were not biologically related to new chil-
dren—a finding similarly documented among
new lesbian mothers (Goldberg, 2006). With the
initiation of the parenting role comes a shift in
adult gay children’s relationships with their aging
parents who often take pride in their new identi-
ties as grandparents (deBoer, 2009). Where this
is certainly an experience shared by most parents,
there is an added dimension for gay fathers since
there is a lack of ceremonial and legal validation
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of their relationships. However, these findings
contradict earlier work by Oswald (2002) who
found that LGB parents perceived lesser support
from their families of origin than heterosexual
parents. That Oswald’s study was conducted with
nonmetropolitan parents of more marginalized
social class backgrounds underscores the impor-
tance of untangling the class and regional dynam-
ics that surface within different sexual minority
headed households. Further research is needed to
examine how interlocking systems of oppression
and privilege differentially shape the transition to
parenthood and the parenting experiences of gay
fathers who use surrogacy.

Gay Fathers, Surrogacy,
and Reproductive Outsourcing

Reproductive outsourcing is a relatively new but
rapidly expanding enterprise. Couples and sin-
gles from the West can now travel to countries
like India, Ukraine, Russia, and Guatemala and
employ a foreign surrogate mother to gestate
their baby. Where surrogacy has always been a
practice marred with class distinctions, the
emerging phenomenon of what some are calling
fertility tourism (Smerdon, 2008) magnifies the
inequality between commissioning parent and
surrogate (and/or egg donor). It is not surprising
then that many are skeptical of fertility tourism
and see it as a system that allows “wealthy infer-
tile couples to treat third parties from disenfran-
chised groups as ‘passports’ to reproduction’
(Smerdon, 2008, p. 24).

India is quickly becoming the top destination
spot for fertility tourists due to a number of inter-
related factors like skilled medical professionals,
liberal laws and regulations, and most impor-
tantly, low prices (Gentleman, 2008). Although
there are no firm statistics on how many arrange-
ments between Western commissioners and
Indian surrogates exist, anecdotal evidence indi-
cates a sharp increase in recent years. There are
no federal or state regulations on which clients
clinics can treat, and even though some clinics
refuse to accept gay men and lesbians, others
declare themselves to be LGBT friendly
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(Smerdon, 2008). Thus, gay men seeking surrogacy
in India are at the mercy of individual clinicians
and may even face the possibility of temporarily
being pushed back into the closet. Those seeking
such an arrangement may have to carefully decide
if the low cost of a foreign womb is worth the
high price of closeting themselves.

The emerging trend of reproductive outsourc-
ing and fertility tourism poses many research
questions for family scholars. For example, future
research on gay fathers should explore how these
men navigate the global bureaucracy of repro-
ductive outsourcing. Furthermore, since the pri-
mary seduction of fertility tourism is its
significantly lower cost, it is reasonable to pre-
sume that more and more gay men who value the
presence of a genetic link to their children will
consider this a viable procreative pathway. As the
possibility of a biological child becomes more
widely available to a new cohort of gay fathers,
one cannot help but wonder what the conse-
quences will be for local adoptable children, par-
ticularly those who are already deemed
undesirable because of their race, ethnicity, age,
or disability. Moreover, future research should
ask how our shifting global reproductive econ-
omy will affect how less economically privileged
gay men view the importance of a biological rela-
tionship for constructing family ties. Finally, as
detailed below, this emerging global reproductive
economy poses a host of legal issues that are yet
to be resolved.

Legal Issues Facing Gay Surrogate
Families

The legal context in the USA has changed
dramatically in the past decade with regard to gay
and lesbian couples and parents. Despite a number
of advances, the legal landscape is still challenging
terrain for many gay and lesbian parents. Although
commercial surrogacy is highly regulated in
the USA by private industry with “rigorous
procedures such as psychological testing and
interviews, genetic histories, and careful match-
ing of donors and surrogates” (Bergman et al.,
2010, p. 117), the federal government does not
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regulate surrogacy at all, and control and
oversight of surrogacy arrangements is relin-
quished to individual state jurisdiction. Thus,
those pursuing this procreative pathway are often
left to navigate inconsistencies among states laws,
legislative action, and court decisions (Smerdon,
2008). According to the Human Rights Campaign
(2010a), six states currently allow individuals and
couples to enter into surrogacy contracts:
Arkansas, California, Illinois (gestational sur-
rogacy only), Massachusetts, New Jersey (uncom-
pensated surrogacy agreements only), and
Washington (uncompensated surrogacy agree-
ments only). The District of Columbia and 11
states prohibit surrogacy agreements in all or
some instances. The District of Columbia, Nevada,
New York, North Dakota, Texas, Utah, Virginia,
and Florida prohibit surrogacy for all unmarried
couples—thus prohibiting it for gay men; Indiana
and Louisiana prohibit traditional surrogacy; and
Michigan and Nebraska prohibit compensated
surrogacy agreements. The remaining 34 states
have vague or unclear laws and/or court case rul-
ings on whether surrogacy agreements are allowed
(Human Rights Campaign, 2010a).

Gay men who are considering surrogacy
should be aware of these state-by-state regula-
tions. Moreover, they should find an agency that
is not only open to working with sexual minori-
ties but also understands how to traverse the
state-by-state surrogacy and Defense of Marriage
Act (DOMA) laws. For example, the way that
legal parentage under surrogacy works is such
that the initial determination of parentage for a
baby occurs within the state that a baby is born.
So, if a heterosexual couple from New York, a
state where surrogacy is illegal contracts with a
surrogacy in California, that matches them with
a surrogate in Louisiana, the initial determination
of parentage would occur in Louisiana. However,
the stakes would play out very differently for a
gay couple in this scenario. Because Louisiana is
referred to as a “super-DOMA” state (this means
Louisiana does not allow same-sex couples those
privileges granted to married couples), a same-
sex couple would not be able to establish parent-
age in this state and would instead need to
establish parentage for at least one of the partners
in a different state (Goldberg, 2010a).
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Adoption laws also vary by state and jurisdic-
tion and very few states guarantee same-sex cou-
ples access to joint or second-parent adoptions.
Second-parent adoptions allow the partner of a
legal/biological parent to also adopt the child—
thus becoming the second legally recognized par-
ent (Pawelski et al., 2006). Second-parent
adoptions are important for the safety and wel-
fare of families in that they ensure that both par-
ents have the ability to make emergency medical
decisions for their children and are responsible
for the financial support of their children even if
the parents should separate (Pawelski et al.,
20006). Currently, nine states (and DC) have stat-
utes or appellate court rulings that guarantee gay
and lesbian couples access to second-parent
adoptions statewide, while perhaps as many as 18
other states have allowed second-parent adop-
tions by gay or lesbian parents in some jurisdic-
tions (Human Rights Campaign, 2010b). In some
cases second-parent adoption is not required, as
two men can both be listed on the original birth
certificate of a child born to a surrogate if a pre-
birth paternity judgment is obtained declaring
both of them to be the sole parents (Pinkerton,
1998). This legal precedent was established when
in 1998, Will Halm, a family law attorney spe-
cializing in surrogacy and egg donations, and the
chair of Growing Generations, challenged the
law in California. The California Supreme Court
granted him and his partner the first ever pre-birth
paternity judgment, naming the gay couple the
legal parents of their son prior to his birth, thus
eliminating the need for a second-parent adop-
tion (Lev, 2006). Overall, the legal aspects sur-
rounding surrogacy and sexual minority parents
are for the most part rather unsettled. The courts
fall terribly behind the realities of these families,
regularly failing to protect them.

Suggestions for Research, Policy,
and Practice

Commercial surrogacy is certainly one of the
most high-tech and expensive paths to gay par-
enthood. The relatively high cost of surrogacy
means that those men who create their families
through this route typically have significantly
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higher incomes than men who may opt to become
parents through adoption, fostering, or kinship
ties. Gay men who become fathers using sur-
rogacy are unique in that they are primarily White
affluent men who have a biological tie to their
child. These interlocking privileged positions can
shield them from some of the vulnerabilities that
gay men of Color, gay men with lesser incomes,
and gay men who adopt all too often encounter.
Nonetheless these men are similar to gay fathers
in other contexts like adoption or fostering in that
their path to parenting entails a great deal of
thought, planning, and decision making.

Despite the growing body of scholarly work
on gay fathers, we still know very little about the
transition to parenthood and the parenting experi-
ences of gay men who choose surrogacy. Future
research should be conducted using comparative
studies with samples of gay fathers in other con-
texts and with heterosexual fathers and mothers
whobecame parents through surrogacy. Moreover,
further research on gay families constructed
through surrogacy is needed to better understand
the extent to which the genetic connection
between one of the fathers and the child affects
the family dynamics, the division of domestic
and paid labor, and relationships with family of
origin. Scholars should also examine the degree
and types of contact that exist between the sur-
rogate and/or egg donor and the gay parents and
their children after the birth of the child. Finally,
additional work is needed to explore how gay
fathers using surrogacy deal with their growing
visibility in their diverse communities.

Further theorizing is required to better under-
stand how constructions of race, family, and
sociopolitical power are embedded in the rela-
tionships among gay fathers, surrogates, egg
donors, and their children. As Rothman (1989)
observed over two decades ago, surrogate moth-
erhood was not brought to us by scientific prog-
ress; rather it was brought to us by brokers who
saw the potential of a new market. Moreover,
insomuch as our reproductive economy is becom-
ing increasingly globalized, I urge scholars to
better develop theories that situate sexual minor-
ity parenting within a feminist transnational
framework that highlights the role of social
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structures and the state and can better account
for the asymmetries and inequalities that are pro-
duced and sustained by flows of global capital
(Kim, Puri, & Kim-Puri, 2005).

Policy makers need to be aware that gay men
are having children through assisted reproduc-
tive technologies like that of surrogacy. As such,
the rights afforded to heterosexual parents using
surrogacy need to be extended to gay men, their
partners, and their children. At a basic level,
surrogacy agencies, lawyers, fertility special-
ists, and other health care professionals must
work to communicate a philosophy of inclusion
and acceptance for gay prospective fathers.
Also, clinicians need to acknowledge that sur-
rogate parenthood is increasingly common for
gay men, both in the USA and abroad. Clinicians
should assist gay men using surrogacy in their
family planning, with special attention to the
areas that uniquely define their transition to par-
enthood, like negotiating asymmetrical biologi-
cal relatedness, obtaining co-parent or second
parent adoptions, and exposure to heterosexist
institutions and practices. Furthermore, for
those couples who choose to have half of the
eggs fertilized by one partner and half by the
other, counseling should include considerations
about the possible consequences that might
result from this option. For example, the couple
should be made aware of the genetic asymmetry
that will result if they birth a single child, and of
the possibility of having twins who share the
same maternal genetics but different paternal
genetics.

The parenting and family landscape is chang-
ing rapidly before our eyes and we now have
extraordinary technological advances that com-
bine eggs and sperm in what were until very
recently unimaginable ways. Gay fathers choos-
ing surrogacy are at the cutting edge of pushing
society to reassess its assumptions and construc-
tions about sex, reproduction, and parenthood.
We can be certain that as more and more people
are thinking about creative ways to have babies,
the lessons learned from this emerging cohort of
gay men who have become fathers through sur-
rogacy will impact how we engage the new fam-
ily forms of the twenty-first century.
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Where Is the“B” in LGBT Parenting?
A Call for Research on Bisexual

Parenting

Lori E. Ross and Cheryl Dobinson

Introduction

In the context of a growing body of scholarship
examining LGBT parenting and families, aston-
ishingly little research has focused on the specific
experiences of bisexual-identified parents. In her
landmark book on lesbian and gay parenting,
Goldberg (2010) notes that bisexual parenting
experiences and perspectives are rarely acknowl-
edged and explored, and that in most cases, inclusion
of “bisexual” within the acronym “LGBT” is
misleading, since when bisexual parents are
included, they are simply collapsed together with
the lesbian and/or gay parents in research
samples, and may only include bisexual people
with same-sex partners.

In this chapter, we attempt to address this gap
in LGBT parenting research by (a) describing our
recent literature search of multiple health and
social sciences databases to establish the current

L.E. Ross, Ph.D. (D<)

Department of Psychiatry, University of Toronto,
455 Spadina Ave., Suite 300, Toronto,

ON MS5S 2G8, Canada

Health Systems & Health Equity Research Group, Centre
for Addiction & Mental Health, 455 Spadina Ave.,

Suite 300, Toronto, ON M5S 2G8, Canada

e-mail: l.ross @utoronto.ca

C. Dobinson, M.A.

Health Systems & Health Equity Research Group, Centre
for Addiction & Mental Health, 455 Spadina Ave.,

Suite 300, Toronto, ON M5S 2G8, Canada

e-mail: cheryl_dobinson@sympatico.ca

state of the research on bisexual parenting;
(b) reviewing related research and scholarship
that has touched on the experiences of bisexual
parents, including two studies conducted by our
own team; (c) speculating about some of the key
issues and concerns faced by bisexual parents,
based on the available data; and (d) identifying
key future directions for research in this field. We
hope that this chapter will serve to encourage
meaningful inclusion of bisexual parents in future
research in the field of LGBT family science.

What Research Exists on Bisexual
Parenting?

To establish the state of research in this area, we
conducted a systematic literature review.
Specifically, we searched the databases Medline,
In Process Medline, Embase, CINAHL,
PsycINFO, Gender Studies Database, Social
Work Abstracts, Social Services Abstracts,
Sociological Abstracts, Social Science Abstracts,
and LGBT Life from start dates to August 2011.
Keywords used for each database are available
from the authors upon request. Of the 422 total
abstracts identified in this search, only 7 reported
any findings or considerations specific to bisex-
ual parents (see Table 6.1 for a listing of these
studies). Below, we will describe the key themes
identified in this literature. First, however, we
wish to consider the reasons that may underlie
the lack of research on bisexual parenting, rela-
tive to research on lesbian and gay parenting.
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Why Are Bisexual People Invisible
in LGBT Parenting Research?

Before examining the invisibility of bisexual
people in LGBT parenting research, it is first nec-
essary to define the term “bisexual” for the pur-
poses of our work. Sexual orientation is typically
defined along one or more of the following
axes: sexual attraction, sexual behavior, and self-
identification (Parks, Hughes, & Werkmeister-
Rozas, 2009). As noted by Laumann, Gagnon,
Michael, and Michaels (1994), there is often
discordance between these three domains: for
example, a significant proportion of individuals
reporting sexual activity with both men and
women do not endorse a sexual minority identity
(e.g., Meyer, Rossano, Ellis, & Bradford, 2002).

Bisexuality has been defined and measured in
various ways, beginning with Kinsey’s famous
7-point scale (within which bisexual individuals
would fall between points 1 and 5, depending on
the relative frequency of their heterosexual ver-
sus homosexual contacts; Kinsey, Pomeroy, &
Martin, 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, &
Gebhard, 1953). Subsequently, the Klein Sexual
Orientation Grid (Klein, 1993) was developed to
enable a more comprehensive assessment of mul-
tiple domains of an individual’s sexual orienta-
tion (including, but not limited to, attraction,
behavior, and self-identification) for one’s past,
present, and ideal selves. This enabled
identification of bisexual individuals on the basis
of any one of his seven dimensions (e.g., not only
those who self-identify as bisexual but also those
who report sexual behavior with or attraction
toward both men and women).

In light of the scarcity of research on this topic,
we have chosen to utilize a broad definition of
bisexuality which includes all those who identify
as bisexual and/or who report lifetime attraction
toward or sexual experiences with men and
women (and for some bisexual people, transgen-
der individuals as well). While we acknowledge
that the breadth of this definition limits our capac-
ity to draw specific conclusions, at this stage, we
are limited by the extant research. However,
wherever possible, we note the definition of

bisexuality employed by authors of the original
studies included in our review.

The absence of specific investigation into the
experiences of bisexual parents is consistent with
the relative lack of bisexual-specific research in
the areas of LGBT psychology, health, social
work, and other social sciences. For example,
within the extensive body of research examining
mental health disparities associated with minority
sexual identities (see King et al., 2008 for a meta-
analysis), only recently have studies begun to
separate out bisexual individuals from their lesbian
and gay counterparts. Importantly, when this is
done, most studies show that across specific health
outcomes, disparities are most pronounced for the
bisexual group, relative to both gay/lesbian and
heterosexual comparators (e.g., Goldsen, Kim,
Barkan, Balsam, & Mincer, 2010). Indeed, a grow-
ing body of evidence suggests that bisexual iden-
tity and/or reports of sexual activity with both men
and women are associated with poor outcomes
across a variety of health indicators (Brennan,
Ross, Dobinson, Veldhuizen, & Steele, 2010;
Steele, Ross, Dobinson, Veldhuizen, & Tinmouth,
2009). Experience of exclusion from both hetero-
sexual and gay/lesbian communities is one factor
that has been postulated to account for these differ-
ences (Ross, Dobinson, & Eady, 2010).

This invisibility in research cannot be attrib-
uted to small numbers of bisexual people avail-
able to participate in research. As Yoshino (2000)
has reviewed, all of the major studies of adult
sexuality published between 1948 and 1994 found
that bisexuality (variously defined on the basis of
identity or behavior) is at least as common, or
more common, than exclusive homosexuality.
Although more recent North American epidemio-
logical research suggests that the relative preva-
lence of bisexuality versus homosexuality may
depend on gender (with bisexuality being more
common than exclusive homosexuality among
women but not men; see Mosher, Chandra, &
Jones, 2005; Statistics Canada, 2004), it is clear
that there is not a substantial difference in the
prevalence of bisexuality versus exclusive homo-
sexuality in the population as a whole.

Considering the prevalence of bisexuality, and
that the little available literature in other disciplines
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suggests important distinctions between bisexual
and gay/lesbian people, why is there such a
striking lack of research in the area of bisexual
parenting? We argue that social constructionist
theoretical perspectives, both as they apply to the
social construction of sexual identities, and to
the social construction of family, may be relevant.
Social constructionist theory examines how
power and other social processes influence the
creation of meaning, theories, and common
knowledge (Kitzinger, D’Augelli, & Patterson,
1995; Ross et al., 2010). This is in contrast to
essentialist paradigms which assume that phe-
nomena such as sexual identities are biologically
determined and immutable (Fassinger &
Arseneau, 2007). In contemporary White
European cultures, sexual orientation is typically
constructed to be dichotomous in nature, with the
only legitimate options being heterosexuality or
homosexuality (Barker & Langdridge, 2008).
This is a form of structural monosexism (i.e.,
beliefs, actions, and structures that promote or
presume heterosexuality or homosexuality to the
exclusion of bisexuality; Yoshino, 2000). This
monosexist construction renders bisexuality
(a) invisible, (b) irrelevant, and (c) illegitimate.
We consider each of these constructions in turn.
The social invisibility of bisexual people and
communities has been documented in analysis of
media portrayals (Meyer, 2009). With respect to
media in the UK, Barker and her colleagues note
“that there is very little overt media representa-
tion of bisexuality” (Barker, Bowes-Catton,
lantaffi, Cassidy, & Brewer, 2008, p. 145).
Indeed, when a character shifts from having dif-
ferent-sex to same-sex relationships (or vice
versa), that person’s sexual orientation is por-
trayed as having changed—bisexuality is rarely
mentioned, nor does it appear to be considered as
an option for characters in film or television.
Consider, for example, the award-winning film
Brokeback Mountain (Lee, 2006) in which the
two lead characters are consistently described as
gay in media reviews and analysis, despite the
fact that both also have female partners.
Qualitative research has captured the implica-
tions of this bisexual invisibility as it relates to
the experiences of bisexual people. For example,

L.E. Ross and C. Dobinson

in our study of 55 bisexual people from Ontario,
Canada, participants described the extent to
which bisexual invisibility contributed to chal-
lenges in everyday interactions with important
people in their lives, as well as struggles in com-
ing to terms with their bisexual identities (Ross
et al.,, 2010). These experiences are consistent
with first person accounts included in some of the
earliest anthologies related to bisexuality (e.g.,
Hutchins & Kaahumanu, 1991; Weise, 1992),
suggesting surprisingly little shift in the interven-
ing decades with respect to social (in)visibility of
bisexuality.

Invisibility of bisexual identity can take differ-
ent forms depending upon the partnership status
of an individual bisexual person. For example,
bisexual people with same-sex partners are often
invisible as bisexuals, but visible as nonhetero-
sexual and therefore are recognized within the
broader lesbian/gay/bisexual community.
Bisexual people with different-sex partners, on
the other hand, are often invisible both as bisex-
ual and as nonheterosexual. This is particularly
the case if they are partnered with someone who
identifies as heterosexual or if they participate in
normative institutions such as marriage or family
building (Ross, Siegel, Dobinson, Epstein, &
Steele, 2012). Further, bisexual parents with dif-
ferent-sex partners may experience or perceive
exclusion from the lesbian or gay community due
to the assumption of “heterosexual privilege”;
that is, the assumption that by virtue of their abil-
ity to “pass” as heterosexual, bisexual people do
not experience discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation. Implications of this assump-
tion for different-sex partnered bisexual parents
are further discussed below.

Bisexual identities are often also constructed
to be irrelevant. That is, there is an implicit
assumption that the experiences of bisexual
people will be the same as those of either hetero-
sexual or gay/lesbian individuals, depending on
the sex of their current partner (if they are part-
nered) (Yoshino, 2000). As described above, this
assumption has been noted in LGBT research,
wherein bisexual individuals are routinely col-
lapsed into categories with lesbian/gay individu-
als, as though there is no important conceptual or
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theoretical distinction between them (Rodriguez
Rust, 2009). Our systematic literature review
found that this assumption pervades the majority
of research on LGBT parenting, in which bisex-
ual people (particularly those who are parenting
with a same-sex partner) are most often collapsed
together with gay or lesbian participants, without
any analysis of the ways in which their experi-
ences or outcomes may be different. Experiences
of same-sex partnered bisexual people are
assumed to be the same as those of lesbian/gay
individuals, and therefore lumped under the “les-
bian/gay” umbrella (Ulrich, 2011). Different-sex
partnered bisexual people, on the other hand, are
often considered by many in the lesbian and gay
community to experience ‘“heterosexual privi-
lege” associated with their different-sex partner-
ships, which complicates access to support within
these communities (Ault, 1994).

With respect to the social construction of bisex-
uality as illegitimate, those who do not fit into het-
erosexual or lesbian/gay categories are constructed
to be in some way abnormal, unhealthy, or unsta-
ble. For example, there is a pervasive belief that
bisexuality exists only as a transition stage to a
“true” lesbian/gay identity (Firestein, 1996), and
research in psychology and other fields has long
perpetuated the lack of legitimacy of bisexual
identities (see Brewster & Moradi, 2010 for cri-
tiques of some of this work). In a telephone survey
examining attitudes toward various marginalized
or politicized communities, Herek (2002) found
that probes regarding attitudes toward bisexual
people yielded more negative affect than those
regarding almost any group, including people with
AIDS, lesbian and gay people, and people of vari-
ous racial and ethnic minority groups.

Monosexist constructions of bisexuality as an
illegitimate sexual identity, taken together with
social constructions of family that prioritize the
heterosexual, nuclear family model, may contrib-
ute to stigmatizing assumptions about the
“fitness” of bisexual people as parents. Two com-
mon assumptions about bisexuality in particular
may conflict with social constructions of family
in this manner. First, the assumption that bisexual
people are unable to maintain long-term monoga-
mous relationships, together with the assumption

that polyamory is in some way damaging to
children, may produce the conclusion that
bisexual people will be unable to model healthy
relationships for their children (see Chap. 8, for a
discussion of experiences of polyamorous par-
ents). Others have examined the ways in which
the constructs of “family” and “parent” are desex-
ualized (Oliver, 2010), to the extent that sexual
minority parents might bear “an additional layer
of scrutiny of their parenting, that of being (pre-
sumably) a sexually active adult while parenting”
(Weber, 2010, p. 381). Common constructions
about bisexuality position this orientation as
overly sexualized, to the degree that healthy,
committed relationships are considered impossible
or undesirable for bisexual people (Ulrich, 2011).
As a result, the identity of “bisexual parent”
appears to sexualize the notion of family, offend-
ing those who purport to operate in defense of
“family values.” For example, in our qualitative
study of the experiences of bisexual people
applying for adoption, one couple described the
concerns of adoption workers about who would
be caring for the children while a polyamorous
bisexual woman married to a man spent time
with her female partner (Eady, Ross, Epstein,
& Anderson, 2009).

Second, the prevailing belief that bisexuality
is a transitional identity and therefore that bisex-
ual people are psychologically unstable or imma-
ture, together with assumptions that individuals
with mental health challenges are unable to par-
ent appropriately (Nicholson, Sweeney, & Geller,
1998), may call into question the mental “fitness”
of bisexuals to parent. We observed this assump-
tion in action at a recent workshop on LGBT
adoption, when workers stated that based on
their training, they understood bisexuality to be a
transition stage and so would have concerns
about whether a bisexual-identified person would
be “mature” enough to be a suitable candidate
for adoption.

These assumptions must be considered in the
context of a hostile social environment, which
historically (and in some regions, currently) has
dictated a need for research aiming to “prove” the
adequacy of LGBT people as parents to assist in
custody cases, access to adoption and fertility
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services, and other political battles. As Epstein
(2009) has discussed, 30 years ago, the vast
majority of lesbians who sought custody of their
children in the courts lost; many more likely
relinquished custody to avoid having to go
through the courts. Recently, proponents of
Proposition 8 in the state of California drew heav-
ily upon (unsubstantiated) fears about the impact
of same-sex marriage on the well-being of chil-
dren (Bajko, 2010; Langbein & Yost, 2009). In
such an environment, researchers might have
concern (whether conscious or not) that investi-
gations about bisexual parents, constructed as
psychologically unstable and sexually deviant,
might uncover data suggesting “inadequate” par-
enting by members of LGBT communities—
results that could have dangerous political
consequences. However, both scholars and com-
munity activists have called for a shift in research
paradigms away from those which construct dif-
ferences as deficits, and toward models that
explore and celebrate the ways in which LGBT
people may parent differently from our hetero-
sexual counterparts (e.g., Epstein, 2009;
Goldberg, 2010; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). As we
challenge monosexist social constructions about
bisexual identity, research exploring the unique
issues and experiences of bisexual parents is war-
ranted, and truly overdue.

What Do We Know About the
Experiences of Bisexual Parents?

In this section, we draw from the six studies
identified in our literature review, two recent rel-
evant studies conducted by our team, six addi-
tional sources identified through consultations
with bisexual community leaders and academics,
and the results of a broader Internet search of
non-peer reviewed material, including books,
first person accounts, and community newslet-
ters. Based upon these diverse data sources, we
speculate about some of the key issues and expe-
riences of bisexual parents that may be worthy of
additional research. We have organized these
ideas into the following themes (a) statistics regard-
ing the number of bisexual parents; (b) outcomes
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in children of bisexual parents; (c) disclosure of
bisexual identity; (d) experiences of bisexual
people with systems and supports; (e) health and
well-being of bisexual parents; and (f) relation-
ships between parenting/parenting desires and
bisexual identity development. Below, we discuss
each of these themes in turn.

Statistics Regarding the Number
of Bisexual Parents

One of the earliest studies to report specific
findings about bisexual parents examined parent-
ing desires among bisexual women and lesbians
recruited in a nonclinical setting (Johnson, Smith,
& Guenther, 1987). The authors found that more
than 50% of each sexual orientation group had
considered having a child since identifying as
lesbian or bisexual. The preferred means for hav-
ing a child differed between the two groups, with
lesbians more likely to favor adoption or donor
insemination and bisexual women more likely to
consider intercourse with a man. However, in this
early study, only 2% of the participants reported
success in having a child at the time that they
were surveyed.

More recent data suggest that many bisexual
people have, or want to have, children, and indeed
that bisexual men and women may be more likely
than gay men or lesbians to have children. For
example, in a survey of over 2,000 bisexual peo-
ple (all of whom also identified as polyamorous),
38% reported actively playing a part in raising
children or stepchildren (Firestein, 2007). These
numbers are consistent with data from the
National Survey of Family Growth, in which both
bisexual men and women were more likely than
their gay and lesbian counterparts to report that
they desired children (Gates, Badgett, Macomber,
& Chambers, 2007) and that they had given birth
(44.8% of bisexual women vs. 34.9% of lesbians)
or gotten someone pregnant (26.6% of bisexual
men vs. 15.8% of gay men) (United States
Department of Health and Human Services
National Center for Health Statistics, 2002).
Finally, a study of 250 Brazilian men with HIV
found that there was no difference between the
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bisexual and heterosexual men in their sample
with respect to their desire to father children: Just
under half of the total sample reported that they
wished to have children in the future (Paiva,
Filipe, Santos, Lima, & Segurado, 2003). Thus,
available data indicate that at least as many bisex-
ual people as gay/lesbian people have children or
desire to parent.

Outcomes in Children of Bisexual
Parents

There is a vast body of literature examining a
variety of outcomes in the children of lesbian and
gay parents (Tasker, 2005). This research has pri-
marily been used to demonstrate that children
raised in families headed by same-sex couples
are “‘just like” those raised by heterosexual fami-
lies, to protect the custody rights of lesbian and
gay parents in the courts and support adoption
rights and access to assisted reproduction ser-
vices. Children of bisexual parents appear to have
been largely left out of this dialogue: They may
be invisible among both those families presumed
to be lesbian- or gay-parent led, and those fami-
lies presumed to be heterosexual led. In an article
reviewing considerations for those who might
encounter LGBT parents in the family court sys-
tem, Tye (2003) notes the lack of specific research
on the children of bisexual (as well as transgen-
der) people, concluding that studies identified in
his review “that have specifically included bisex-
ual or transgender categories have shown no
significant differences that would negatively
affect parenting capacity” (p. 94).

Children of bisexual parents are likely to be
affected by heteronormative systems, such as
schools (Sears, 2005), as well as homophobic
reactions to disclosure of a parent’s sexual orien-
tation (Snow, 2004), just as children of gay and
lesbian parents are. Although we were not able to
identify any research exploring the school expe-
riences of children of bisexual parents specifically,
research on the experiences of children of LGBT
parents more broadly suggests that school-aged
children who bully others on the basis of parental
sexual orientation do not have a sophisticated

understanding of these concepts: Children may
experience violence and harassment on the basis
of any perception that they or their families devi-
ate from sexual or gender norms, regardless of
whether or how they actually do (Epstein, Idems,
& Schwartz, 2009). While more research is
needed, it is likely that children of bisexual par-
ents share many of the same anxieties as children
of lesbian/gay parents. In particular, the children
may have concerns regarding the potential dis-
covery of their parents’ sexual orientation, result-
ing assumptions about their own sexual
orientation, and bullying or harassment that they
may then experience.

Our search identified only two studies report-
ing data related to outcomes in children raised by
bisexual people; both specifically examining the
actual or anticipated sexual identity of children
raised by bisexual parents. In the first, Costello
(1997) conducted a qualitative study to examine
how LGB parents conceptualize their children’s
sexual orientations. Of her total sample of 18 par-
ticipants, 5 identified as bisexual. The overall
conclusion of this study was that LGB parents are
“willing [to] actively ... foster a sexual identity
different from their own” (Costello, 1997, p. 63)
in their children, and there is no indication in the
author’s argument that this conclusion is likely to
differ depending on the specific sexual orientation
of the sexual minority parent. However, only 1 of
the 18 participants reported anticipating that their
child was likely to not be heterosexual; this bisex-
ual father expressed that he expected that his
daughter would be bisexual, as he considered this
to be the universal, essential sexual orientation.

The second study to report on the sexual ori-
entation of children raised by bisexual parents
was conducted by Murray and McClintock
(2005). These authors studied the outcomes in
adult children of LGB people who had concealed
their sexual orientation during the participants’
childhoods. Of the 36 participants who reported
an LGB parent, 7 reported having at least one
bisexual parent (7 bisexual fathers and 2 bisexual
mothers). Only a few of the outcomes presented
in this study are reported separately for partici-
pants with bisexual versus lesbian or gay parents.
However, the authors do report the proportion of
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participants who are themselves sexual minority
identified (43% of the participants raised by
bisexual parents and 38% of the participants
raised by gay/lesbian parents). No statistical
significance testing was conducted, as this was
not a primary outcome of interest in this study.

Although the body of research examining out-
comes in children of lesbian and gay parents has
been rightly critiqued for its focus on establish-
ing similarities with children raised by hetero-
sexual parents (Stacey & Biblarz, 2001), it is
curious that the children of bisexual parents are
largely invisible in this debate. This omission
could be because the presumed “danger” to chil-
dren is implicitly understood to be associated
with same-sex sexual behavior, rather than sexual
minority identity, thus rendering the parent’s
specific identity irrelevant. Perhaps as a result of
this assumption, much of the research on LGBT
parenting has focused on the structure of the cou-
ple relationship (i.e., same sex), rather than the
specific sexual orientation of the partners. As dis-
cussed below, it may also be that bisexuality less
frequently arises as an issue in the courts, per-
haps due to parents’ strategic choices about how
to present their identities (e.g., opting for a better-
understood lesbian or gay identity, rather than a
socially contested bisexual one). However, as
indicated by the emerging literature on strengths
of children raised by lesbian and gay parents
(Goldberg, 2007; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001), there
may be advantages to being raised by bisexual
parents that are worthy of study. For example, in
one first-person account, the daughter of a bisex-
ual father describes herself as knowing more
about the world and being more open-minded
than her friends, as a result of her father’s sexual
identity (Jones & Jones, 1991). Additional
research with the children of bisexual parents,
drawing upon a lens that explores and celebrates
potential differences associated with being raised
by a bisexual parent, would be of interest.

Disclosure of Bisexual Identity

Disclosure of bisexual identity may be a primary
issue that distinguishes experiences of bisexual
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parents from those of their lesbian and gay
counterparts. Unlike heterosexual and gay/lesbian
identity, bisexual identity cannot be presumed
based on the gender of one’s current sexual or
romantic partner. As such, invisibility of bisexual
identity is a challenge faced by many bisexual
people, regardless of whether they are currently
in a same-sex or different-sex relationship (if
they are partnered). A consequence of this invis-
ibility is the need to explicitly disclose one’s
bisexual identity to anyone in one’s personal or
social circle one wishes to make aware. In the
family and parenting context, this might include
one’s partner, children, and members of the
child’s social circle (e.g., the parents of friends,
teachers, or daycare personnel), among others.
One of the primary relationship concerns of
bisexual people relates to issues around disclo-
sure of bisexual identity to partners and potential
dating partners (e.g., McClellan, 2006; Ross
et al., 2010). As a result of the commonly held
belief that bisexual people are incapable of com-
mitted, monogamous relationships, such disclo-
sure may spur insecurities about fidelity and may
discourage potential dating partners from pursu-
ing the relationship (McClellan, 2006). In the
context of same-sex partner relationships, disclo-
sure is further complicated by the biphobia that
exists within some pockets of the broader lesbian
and gay community (Yoshino, 2000): Some
bisexual people have reported being turned down
even for a first date solely on the basis of their
bisexuality (Ross et al., 2010). Similarly, disclo-
sure in the context of different-sex partnered rela-
tionships can be challenging as a result of
homophobic or biphobic attitudes and beliefs on
the part of heterosexual-identified partners or
potential dating partners (Li, Dobinson, & Ross,
2012). As a result of these challenges, some
bisexual people may choose not to disclose; how-
ever, partner support of bisexual identity has been
cited by bisexual people as an important factor in
maintaining a state of emotional well-being (Ross
et al., 2010). For example, in his first-person
account of coming out as bisexual in the
Netherlands, Brand (2001) describes the key role
of the support of his wife in his coming out pro-
cess. Strategies for and implications of disclosure
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and nondisclosure of bisexual identity to partners
merit additional research; of particular interest
will be whether and how parenting or desire to
parent may affect these experiences.

Some first-person accounts (e.g., Anders,
2005) describe positive experiences of disclosure
of bisexual identity to older (i.e., preteen and
teenaged) children. We could identify no research
exploring experiences of bisexual parents dis-
closing or wishing to disclose their identity to
younger children. For monogamous bisexual
people, disclosure of identity to young children
may be challenging depending on the child’s
developmental stage: While many young children
can quite easily understand differences in family
constellations (i.e., families with two mommies,
two daddies, or other combinations relevant to
LGBT-led families), the concepts of romantic
partnerships or sexual identity may be more
difficult to grasp, particularly if one’s story of
bisexual identity also requires the child to under-
stand a temporal sequence (i.e., having had part-
ners of another gender sometime in the past).
Further, while excellent age-appropriate resources
are available to assist in discussions about les-
bian- and gay-led families [e.g., children’s stories
such as And Tango Makes Three (Richardson,
2005)], we are aware of no such resources dis-
cussing bisexual parent-led families. Research is
needed to understand experiences of disclosure
of bisexual identity of a parent from the perspec-
tive of both parents and children.

Like many lesbian, gay, and trans parents,
bisexual parents may also wish to disclose their
identity to other important figures in their chil-
dren’s lives, including teachers or childcare pro-
viders. We could identify no research that has
specifically examined experiences of bisexual
people in this regard. Although research and
resources are available that purport to speak to
issues for “LGBT” parents (e.g., Ryan & Martin,
2000; Youth Leadership and Action Program of
COLAGE, 2003), these presume that the experi-
ences of bisexual parents (and in many cases, trans
parents as well) will simply echo what is known
about the experiences of lesbian and gay parents.
While bisexual parents likely share with lesbian
and gay parents the impact of societal homophobia

and heterosexism on these disclosures, they may
additionally be affected by common monosexist
attitudes and beliefs, as described above. Research
is needed to understand these experiences, and
particularly to examine whether experiences might
differ depending on whether parents are same-sex
partnered, different-sex partnered, multiple part-
nered, or not partnered. For example, do same-sex
partnered bisexual parents feel it is necessary or
desirable to disclose their bisexual identity, when
by virtue of its composition their family is already
read as queer? How do different-sex partnered
bisexual parents experience having their children’s
teachers, their children’s friends’ parents, and so
on, assume them to be heterosexual? How do race,
class, and other marginalized identities addition-
ally interact with these issues to influence deci-
sions about disclosure?

Our literature review identified two empirical
studies examining experiences of disclosure for
bisexual parents. Neither of these studies exam-
ined experiences of bisexual parents disclosing
their identities to their children or others in the
parenting sphere; rather, they both considered the
extent to which parenting or family experiences
might have an impact on experiences of disclo-
sure in other settings. In the study by Costello
(1997) described above, the analysis of partici-
pants’ narratives related to coming out to their
families of origin includes a quote from a bisexual-
identified participant who came out to her parents
to prepare them for a forthcoming episode of the
Geraldo show on bisexuality, on which she was to
appear. Costello speculated as follows:

Unlike all the other subjects, she came out in the

context of a marriage to a person of the opposite

sex. She was already 35 and the mother of a 2-year-
old child. Much of the threat to parental values
which undergirds the coming out trauma was thus
attenuated in her case, which would explain why

her parents may not have reacted with much dis-
tress to her announcement of bisexuality. (p. 72)

As such, Costello (1997) speculates that the
experiences of bisexual people coming out to
their families of origin may be influenced by the
extent to which they conform to socially con-
structed notions of family (being married to a
different-sex partner, with children).
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Goldberg (2007) conducted a qualitative study
with 42 adults raised by LGB parents, to investi-
gate their experiences of disclosure of their par-
ent’s sexual orientation. Of the sample of 42
women, 2 were raised by a bisexual mother. One
of the themes of the study was “I won’t hide (any-
more),” wherein participants reported that having
had their parents not disclose their orientation, or
ask the children not to disclose about their par-
ents’ identities, during childhood, motivated them
to disclose about their families and avoid secrecy
as adults. A quote from a bisexual participant
raised by a bisexual mother is provided in sup-
port of this, although the theme is also supported
with data from participants with parents of other
orientations. Taken together, these data suggest
that research is warranted to examine whether
and how the parenting and family relationships of
bisexual people may affect their decisions to dis-
close and experiences of identity disclosure for
both parents and children.

Experiences of Bisexual People
with Systems and Supports

We could find little literature examining the
implications of disclosure of bisexual identity
within social structures and systems related to
child care and child rearing. With respect to legal
and child custody matters, Cahill and the National
Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute
(2003) note that “bisexual parents face discrimi-
nation in child custody and visitation cases,
where negative stereotypes about bisexual people
are sometimes used to justify denying custody or
limiting visitation” (p. 74). The authors went on
to describe a 2001 custody case from Mississippi,
in which custody was awarded to the heterosex-
ual father instead of the bisexual mother, and “the
morality of the mother’s lifestyle” (p. 75) was
noted as one important factor in the judge’s deci-
sion. In the Canadian context, Lahey (1999) sug-
gests that bisexual parents do not face the same
barriers in custody and access that lesbian and
gay parents often do. She described three cases in
which a parent’s bisexuality was a consideration
in a custody decision, and in all three cases
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custody was awarded to the bisexual parent (two
mothers and one father). She concluded that
bisexual identity may be perceived as “less threat-
ening” (p. 134) by the courts, relative to a lesbian
or gay identity. As Richman (2002) notes, how-
ever, bisexuality is considered much less fre-
quently than homosexuality in the family courts.
Based on her review of the legal literature
Richman reports: “Even when a litigant self-
identified as bisexual, she or he was thought of
and treated as homosexual” (p. 301).

Mallon (2011) has recently noted the lack of
research examining experiences of bisexual peo-
ple in the adoption system. However, experiences
in our Canadian study of adoption by bisexual-
identified people suggest that stereotypes and
beliefs about bisexual parents may create
significant, though not insurmountable, barriers
for them in their attempts to prove their worth as
parents or potential parents (Eady et al., 2009).
For this secondary analysis of our study of 43
LGBT individuals or families who had adopted
or applied to adopt a child in Ontario, we exam-
ined in depth the interviews of the 5 participants
who identified as bisexual, to identify key themes
and experiences. Taken together, these narratives
suggest that many adoption workers have little
understanding about bisexuality and bring com-
mon negative or stereotypical beliefs and assump-
tions to their encounters with bisexual potential
parents. In particular, the dual assumption that
bisexual people are not capable of committed,
monogamous relationships and therefore cannot
create a stable home for a child was both experi-
enced and anticipated by these participants as
they negotiated the child welfare system. For
example, one participant, a single bisexual
woman, opted not to disclose her past male part-
ners and to identify herself as lesbian throughout
the adoption process, anticipating that her adop-
tion worker would believe these stereotypes about
bisexuality, and as such would be more support-
ive of her if she believed her to be a lesbian.

There is also a lack of research examining the
extent to which bisexual people experience a
community of parenting support. Some bisexual
people may feel discomfort in predominantly
heterosexual parenting spaces, due to concerns
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about homophobia or heterosexism. However,
they may also find LGBT-specific parenting
spaces, if they are available in their communities,
to be unwelcoming. For different-sex partnered
bisexual people, receiving peer support from
same-sex parents may be challenging due to a
lack of shared experiences, for example, with
respect to methods of conceiving a child or expe-
riences negotiating the school system as an in/
visibly queer family. Further, bisexual parents
with different-sex partners may experience or
perceive a lack of community among lesbian or
gay parents due to the assumption of “heterosex-
ual privilege,” as described above. In particular,
lesbian and gay people, as well as some service
providers, may think that different-sex partnered
bisexual parents do not require or merit accom-
modations that attempt to address concerns
related to sexual orientation (e.g., LGBT-specific
parenting programs and resources). The extent to
which bisexual parents access parenting supports
within both LGBT and heterosexual parenting
communities requires further research, including
research to determine whether parents’ current
partner status (same sex, different sex, none, or
multiple) is a determinant of perceived or received
support.

Health and Well-Being Among
Bisexual Parents

We could identify no literature other than that
published by our own team (Ross et al., 2010;
Steele, Ross, Epstein, Strike, & Goldfinger, 2008)
that has examined the health or mental health of
bisexual parents. Steele et al. (2008) examined
patterns of mental health service utilization
among a sample of 64 sexual minority women
who were currently attempting to conceive a
child, pregnant, or parenting a child less than
1 year of age. Approximately 22% of the sample
identified as bisexual. Although most analyses in
this study involved pooling all of the sexual
minority women, the authors examined mode of
conception as a potential predictor of mental
health service utilization. These analyses revealed
that participants who conceived through sex with

a man (regardless of their sexual identity) had the
highest rates of past year mental health service
use (57.1% vs. 37.1% for those who conceived
with the aid of a sperm bank and 15.0% for those
who conceived via a known donor). Women who
conceived through sex with a man also reported
the highest rates of unmet need for mental health
services (35.5% vs. 17.6% and 25% for women
who conceived via a sperm bank and known
donor, respectively).

In a subsequent analysis of the same data set,
we examined the mental health and social sup-
port of the 14 bisexual-identified participants and
the 14 participants who reported sex with men in
the past 5 years [there was some, but incomplete,
overlap between these two groups (Ross et al.,
2012)]. Bisexual-identified women reported
significantly poorer scores on instruments assess-
ing overall mental health, anxiety, and relation-
ship satisfaction, relative to other sexual minority
women. Women who reported sex with men in
the past 5 years similarly reported poorer scores
on assessments of overall physical health, overall
mental health, depression, anxiety, drug use,
social support, and perceived discrimination.
Qualitative interviews were also conducted with
five bisexual-identified women and eight women
who reported sex with men in the past 5 years
(these women endorsed a variety of sexual identi-
ties; most commonly bisexual, Two-Spirit, and
queer). Examination of the interview data high-
lighted experiences of invisibility and exclusion,
which may contribute to the observed poor health
outcomes. In particular, women who were part-
nered with men described the complex emotions
they experienced in response to their experiences
as passing for a “normal” heterosexual, nuclear
family in the context of pregnancy or parenting.
It may be that different-sex partnered bisexual
women are particularly likely to experience invis-
ibility and exclusion from the broader LGBT
community, which in turn may have important
implications for their mental health.

The findings of these two studies are consis-
tent with research indicating that bisexual people
in the general population typically have poorer
health and mental health outcomes than those of
people of other sexual orientations (e.g., Goldsen
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et al., 2010; Hughes, Szalacha, & Mcnair, 2010;
Tjepkema, 2008), as well as research identifying
the early parenting years as a time of risk for
mental health problems in predominantly hetero-
sexual samples (Yonkers, Vigod, & Ross, 2011).
Qualitative research suggests that experiences of
invisibility and exclusion may contribute to the
mental health disparities experienced by bisexual
people (Ross et al., 2010). However, research is
required to examine how this is experienced
specifically in a parenting context, as well as how
experiences of poor health and mental health may
be related to parenting decisions and experiences
for bisexual people (e.g., choosing whether or not
to have children in the context of poor physical or
mental health; implications for health-related
quality of life among bisexual parents).

Parenting and Bisexual Identity
Development

Finally, there is some evidence, albeit very
limited, that parenting and parenting desires
may play a role in bisexual identity development
or sexual activity for some sexual minority
women. For example, one bisexual participant in
a mixed-methods study of sexual minority moth-
ers by Ross et al. (2012) described her present
choice to be in a primary relationship with a man
as being predominantly about her desire to have
children. In a first-person account in a commu-
nity newsletter, Wells (2011) described how her
desire to connect with someone committed to
nurturing her child led her to shift away from her
previous lesbian identity to consider potential
male partners. In another issue of this same news-
letter, a bisexual mother described how mother-
hood acts as an important site for her political
activism: Concern about the world her daughter
would grow up to inhabit, as well as a desire to
educate her about social justice issues, led her to
become more involved than she might otherwise
have in various activist and advocacy activities,
including activities related to queer and bisexual
issues (Blanco, 2009). At the same time, she con-
sidered the extent to which the daily realities of
parenting can reduce one’s involvement in and
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connection to bisexual communities. The extent
to which other bisexual women, as well as bisex-
ual men, experience these same advantages and
challenges of parenting in relation to bisexual
community involvement requires study.

Where Do We Go from Here?
Future Directions

In summary, our systematic literature review has
identified a striking lack of research on the expe-
riences of bisexual parents. Further, our review of
the broader literature suggests a number of poten-
tial issues and concerns that may be unique to or
differentially experienced by bisexual parents.
Research specifically attending to the experi-
ences of bisexual parents is therefore warranted.
While this will ideally take the form of studies
specifically focused on research questions relevant
to bisexual parents and family issues, we also
encourage researchers working in the area of
LGBT parenting more broadly to identify oppor-
tunities to contribute to this body of knowledge.
In particular, we encourage researchers to include
sufficient numbers of bisexual parents in their
studies to permit for stratified analyses, to iden-
tify issues that are unique to bisexual parents.
Also, greater representation of bisexual parents
in future research may reveal potentially interest-
ing and important differences between bisexual
parents and other sexual minority (e.g., lesbian/
gay identified) parents.

We have identified here several important
areas for future research on bisexual parenting
and family issues. However, it will be necessary
for such research to carefully consider the diver-
sity of experiences encapsulated within the
umbrella of bisexual identity or experience. For
example, some bisexual people (like some het-
erosexual, lesbian, and gay people) may concep-
tualize family in ways that run counter to the
socially constructed nuclear family model. In
other words, some bisexual people may choose
not to marry or have children; may raise children
to whom they are not biologically related; or may
raise children in the context of alternative family
forms, such as polyamorous families. The extent
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to which choices in this regard are related to per-
sonal constructions of bisexual identity is worthy
of study. This means that examination of the ways
in which bisexual identity informs beliefs and
decisions about family and parenting is an impor-
tant area of study, including among those bisex-
ual people who are not parenting in the traditional
contexts typically captured in parenting and fam-
ily studies research.

Critical in future research will be consider-
ation of the further diversity within the broad cat-
egory of bisexual parents, and careful definition/
description of who is included within the cate-
gory of bisexual. For example, we have defined
bisexuality very broadly to include those who
identify as bisexual, and those who report attrac-
tion to and/or sexual activity with both men and
women; the experiences of individuals who do
endorse a bisexual identity versus those who do
not may differ. Experiences of male, female, and
trans bisexual people are similarly likely to differ
significantly based on socially constructed ideas
about gender and parenting, as well as gendered
notions of sexuality. As noted above, partner sta-
tus of bisexual parents may also determine their
experiences in important ways. Intersections with
other important identities, including race, class,
and ability, among others, will shape the ways in
which bisexuality affects parenting and family
experiences. It is notable that very few of the
first-person accounts about experiences of bisex-
ual parenting have taken up these important
intersections (see Jones & Jones, 1991 for an
exception). Consideration of these complex and
rich intersections will help to illuminate the
breadth of parenting and family experiences
within the bisexual community.
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Transgender-Parent Families

Jordan B. Downing

Transgender-Parent Families

As part of the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender) community, transgender individuals
encounter many of the same challenges in devel-
oping families as lesbian and gay individuals do,
such as societal discrimination and legal recogni-
tion. However, transgender parents face unique
concerns and issues that differ significantly from
lesbian and gay parents. For instance, transgender
parents often encounter various forms of trans-
phobia, medical pathologization, and lack of ade-
quate health-care services. Furthermore, within
this broad context of systemic discrimination, the
timing of transitioning from one’s gender assigned
at birth to one’s self-identified gender influences
family development and process. For example,
depending on whether an individual transitions
before having children or when they are already
parents will impact how children relate to their
parents’ transgender identification. For individu-
als who transition in the midst of parenting, their
developmental process of “coming out” occurs
alongside their partners’ and children’s own
developmental progressions. Thus, in such con-
texts, all family members interactively adapt to
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interpersonal and intrapersonal changes in the
midst of one parent transitioning.

Although a growing body of empirical research
has begun to explore issues and concerns relating
specifically to transgender individuals (e.g.,
Hines, 2007; Newfield, Hart, Dibble, & Kohler,
2006; Pinto, Melendez, & Spector, 2008; Sanchez
& Vilain, 2009), very little empirical work has
examined transgender-parent families. Personal
autobiographical accounts (e.g., Boylan, 2003)
and theoretically and clinically informed litera-
ture (e.g., Lev, 2004) have shed light on the com-
plexities of family development and process
within transgender-parent families. For instance,
as transgender individuals transition from their
gender assigned at birth to their self-identified
gender, they often experience major shifts in their
intimate relations and family life (Hines, 2006a;
Lev, 2004). Furthermore, developing one’s trans-
gender identity, and coming out as transgender, is
a unique process often entailing name changes,
medical changes, bodily changes, and gender
expression changes (Hill, 2007). Studying
transgender-parent families is therefore particu-
larly complex given the diversity of gender iden-
tities that may be included under the rubric of
“trans.” For the purposes of this chapter, the term
“trans” will be used as an umbrella term to
encompass a broad range of gender-variant iden-
tities and expressions [e.g., male to female
(MTF), female to male (FTM), transsexual, trans-
gender (Lev, 2010)].
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In the current chapter, I review the limited lit-
erature on trans-parent families, exploring indi-
vidual and family processes that may occur in the
context of trans-parent families. Drawing on
research and theory from across a variety of dis-
ciplines, areas for future research are highlighted
throughout. Focus is given to examining the fol-
lowing four areas (a) how trans-parent families
may destabilize traditional notions of normative
gendering within family relationships, (b) how
discrimination may impact trans individuals and
their families, (c) how “transitioning” within the
context of a previously heterosexual or same-sex
relationship may shape identity and family for-
mation for trans parents, their partners, and their
children, and (d) how issues of social location
with regard to race, class, and geography may
shape the experience of trans-parent families.

Redefining the Heteronormative
Family

In considering how trans-parent families trans-
gress the heteronormative nuclear family ideal,
queer theory and theories on intersectionality are
particularly useful theoretical frameworks for
addressing the particularities of trans-parent fam-
ilies (e.g., Diamond & Butterworth, 2008; Warner,
2004). Through deliberate resistance to stable
identity categories, queer theory provokes a
rethinking of the very social categories of how
people define themselves (Warner, 1993). Queer
theory also emphasizes the transgressive power
of resisting normative gender and sexuality
(Butler, 1990; Halberstam, 2005). An intersec-
tionality framework emphasizes how intersecting
social constructs such as socioeconomic status,
race, and geographical location shape individual
subjectivities (Cole, 2009). Thus, within the con-
text of trans-parent families, an intersectionality
framework can help to move beyond a focus on
defining the trans experience or trans-parent
experience to a more dynamic focus on the
diverse developmental processes and contextual
factors shaping trans-parent families. Thus,
attending to processes of transitioning (Hines,
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2006b) and processes of identity and family
development within specific contexts provides
for a nuanced understanding of diverse trans sub-
jectivities and their family members.

In considering trans-parent family development,
it is important to consider how different gender
identifications of trans individuals (e.g., MTF,
FTM, gender queer) may uniquely shape family
formation and processes (Tye, 2003). For example,
an FTM parent’s transitioning to a male identity
may provoke a rethinking of what it means to
engage in “mothering” and “fathering” within the
family, which in turn may shape how children
construct their own masculinity and femininity.
How parenting practices and family formations
are created, socially accepted, and marginalized
may differ depending on whether one identifies
as MTF, FTM, or gender queer. Further, contextual
factors, such as race, class, and geographic loca-
tion, shape how trans people develop and experience
their gender identities either prior to becoming
parents or within the context of parenting.

Trans people transgress gender normative
notions that one’s masculine or feminine gender-
ing is a “natural” expression of one’s biological
sex. In doing so, they destabilize dominant con-
structions of “maleness” and ‘“femaleness” as
inherent characteristics of men and women. Trans
parents, in particular, are uniquely positioned to
challenge hegemonic gender practices deeming
certain partnering and parenting behaviors as inher-
ently “masculine” and “feminine” (Ryan, 2009).
Trans individuals most directly transgress
normative gender identity development, and as a
result, they may be particularly invested in devel-
oping parenting relationships in ways that do not
rely on gendered norms for constructing divi-
sions of labor.

For instance, in a qualitative study of 10 FTM
trans people, Ryan (2009) explored how previ-
ously identified lesbian women may uniquely
define and practice “fathering.” Ryan emphasized
how some of the FTM individuals in her study
did not rely on traditional notions of masculinity
and fathering which are often enacted by men in
heterosexual relationships  (Ryan, 2009).
However, Ryan asserts, despite potentially feeling
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liberated from normative gendering in shaping
parenting practices, some trans men may fear
being perceived as less authentically male as a
result of not being able to procreate through het-
erosexual sex with their female partners (Ryan,
2009). Such instances demonstrate the complex
ways in which gender may be uniquely con-
structed, and deconstructed, within the context of
trans-parent families.

Furthermore, as a result of experiencing dis-
crimination by families of origin, trans individu-
als may construct families in ways that do not
rely on biological kinship relations (Maguen,
Shipherd, Harris, & Welch, 2007). For instance,
Maguen et al.’s (2007) study of disclosure prac-
tices of 156 trans individuals begins to address
some of the ways in which trans people may
structure family relations that extend beyond bio-
logically related kin. Their findings indicated that
trans participants (86% of which were MTF)
were more likely to disclose their gender identity
to friends and intimate partners before disclosing
to family of origin (particularly siblings and
mothers). Participants actively developed support
networks and chosen families that consisted of
personal friends and loved ones who were iden-
tity affirming. Thus, similar to gay- and lesbian-
parent families, trans-parent families may expand
traditional notions of the family by developing
new support networks that function as “families
of choice” (Oswald, 2002; Weston, 1991).
However, unlike gay and lesbian individuals,
finding a social support network that can become
a chosen family may be particularly difficult for
trans people given the prevailing stigma, margin-
alization, and discrimination that trans people
face—even from within the LGBT community
(Ryan, 2009). Moreover, FTM individuals tend
to “pass” as men more easily than MTF individu-
als “pass” as women (Lev, 2004). Thus, FTM
people who easily fit within the male/female
binary may experience less societal stigma, more
support from families of origin, and less of a
desire or need to create chosen families.

Further, understanding how trans parents’ gen-
der identities shape children’s experiences can
help shed light on how children navigate their
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own developmental processes in relation to their
parents. Given trans parents’ potentially greater
openness to a diversity of gender presentations
and behaviors, they may be particularly open with
regard to gender role expectations for their chil-
dren (Ryan, 2009). For instance, Ryan’s study of
10 FTM trans parents highlighted how trans men
actively resisted prescribing gender normative
rules for their children (Ryan, 2009). Thus, trans
parents may be particularly attuned to allowing
their children to explore a variety of masculine
and feminine behaviors and expressions as their
children develop their own gender identities.
Conversely, however, children within trans-parent
families may feel particularly pressured to con-
form to traditional notions regarding male and
female gendering to legitimate the healthy and
“normal” functioning of their family (Lev, 2010).
Thus, rather than subverting gender norms, chil-
dren may experience pressure from their social
environment, parents, and peers to conform to
gender normative behavior (Lev, 2010).

Lastly, just as trans parents must negotiate
decisions regarding coming out to people who
may not be aware of their trans status, decisions
regarding when and to whom to come out may
be particularly salient to children of trans par-
ents. Depending on the extent to which the trans
parent is openly and visibly trans will impact
how children negotiate such disclosure prac-
tices. For instance, in contexts where the trans
parent is visibly gender variant or gender non-
conforming, children may have less agency as
to the timing and contexts in which coming out
about their trans-parent family status is initi-
ated. Future research is needed that explores
how trans parents and partners openly or more
subtly provide messages to their children as to
how to negotiate such processes of disclosure
regarding the trans-parent status. Overall, a
greater understanding of various family dynam-
ics and processes within trans-parent families
can help speak to the unique ways in which trans
parents, and their partners and children, con-
struct potentially novel notions of what it means
to be a family outside of the heteronormative,
gender normative nuclear family ideal.
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Impact of Discrimination
on Partnering and Parenting

Trans individuals develop their identities and
families within the context of micro- as well as
macro-level societal discrimination and stigmati-
zation (Devor, 2002; Lev, 2004; Maguen et al.,
2007). Trans individuals face unique forms of
discrimination and transphobia due to transgress-
ing normative gender identities and expressions
(Spade, 2007). Specifically, trans people face
legal discrimination, lack of health-care services,
employment discrimination, and lack of general
societal acceptance (Hill, 2007; Shelley, 2008;
Tye, 2003). For instance, with regard to employ-
ment discrimination, it is estimated that 13-56%
of trans people have been fired, 13-47% have
been denied employment, and 22-31% have been
harassed, verbally or physically (Badgett, Lau,
Sears, & Ho, 2007). Not only do they face greater
stigmatization than gay and lesbian individuals,
but they may also be at a greater risk for hate
crimes, particularly ones that are seriously
assaultive (Kuehnle & Sullivan, 2001). For
example, Kuehnle and Sullivan’s (2001) study of
241 gay, lesbian, and transgender individuals’
experiences of victimization indicated that MTF
transgender individuals sustained more serious
personal injuries as compared to lesbian and gay
individuals.

Societal Discrimination

Trans parents, in particular, may experience
unique forms of societal discrimination depend-
ing on their sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity. Similar to previous generations of gay men
who viewed coming out as antithetical to parent-
hood (Berkowitz & Marsiglio, 2007), marginal-
izing discourses and practices may prevent some
trans individuals from seeing parenthood as a
realistic option despite their desires to become
parents. Those individuals who do pursue parent-
hood may encounter various forms of discrimina-
tion. For example, Ryan’s (2009) qualitative
study of 10 FTM parents illuminated how some
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FTM parents, who identified as queer or as gay
men, had to navigate homophobia as well as
transphobia. In this way, they experienced mar-
ginalization based on both their sexual orienta-
tion and gender identification.

Understanding the impact of societal marginal-
ization on family formation and development is
particularly important given that experiencing dis-
crimination may impact psychological well-being
and mental health (Bockting, 2009), which in turn,
may impact relationship satisfaction, parenting, and
children’s well-being (Short, 2007). Of particular
interest is how children being raised within the con-
text of trans-parent families may be impacted by
discrimination related to their parents’ gender iden-
tity. Research that sheds light on the impact of dis-
crimination and bullying on children of gay and
lesbian parents (see Goldberg, 2010) provides a
helpful context for understanding the potential con-
sequences of stigmatization of children within
trans-parent families. For instance, Bos and
Gartrell’s (2010) study on the impact of homopho-
bic stigmatization on 78 adolescents of lesbian par-
ents suggests that although stigmatization was
associated with more behavior problems, these
problems were negated when adolescents had posi-
tive and close relationships with their mothers. Such
findings are important to consider when studying
trans-parent families. For instance, children grow-
ing up within the context of trans-parent families
may experience stigmatization based on their par-
ents’ nonnormative gender identity. How much
children confront such stigma will depend on both
their unique social context and how visible and out
their parent is as trans. However, experiencing stig-
matization alone may not lead to any negative
impact on children’s well-being if the parent—child
relationship remains strong and supportive. Further,
depending on whether or not children are in rela-
tively LGBT affirmative environments (schools,
neighborhoods, communities, states) will impact
the extent to which children confront discrimination
based on their parents’ gender status. Future research
is needed to explore how children may be impacted
by possible stigmatization and marginalization,
examining the ways in which trans-parent families
may work to buffer the effects of personal and soci-
etal discrimination.
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Institutionalized Discrimination

Institutionalized forms of discrimination may
impact trans-parent families as well. For instance,
individuals who have transitioned prior to becom-
ing parents and are currently partnered in same-
sex relationships may have to contend with
discriminatory legal laws within states which
prevent same-sex couples from coadopting
(Gates, Badgett, Macomber, & Chambers, 2007).
Such stressors regarding legal parental status may
have implications for the mental health of both
trans parents and their partners. Research on
same-sex parent families suggests that there are
negative mental health effects of needing to be
concerned with one’s parental legal rights
(Shapiro, Peterson, & Stewart, 2009). Within the
context of trans-parent families, an MTF pro-
spective adoptive parent who has chosen to pur-
sue adoption with her female partner may not be
able to coadopt their child at the time of place-
ment as a result of heterosexist laws in states
which prohibit coadoption by same-sex couples.
Thus, some trans parents may be concerned about
their legal parental rights, particularly in contexts
where they are not biologically related to their
child, and such concerns may in turn lead to worse
mental health outcomes. Future research is needed
that explores how supportive legal environments
for trans-parent families may impact the overall
mental health and well being of parents.

Legal regulations may further impact trans-
parent families in the context of separation and
child custody disputes (Lev, 2004; Ryan, 2009).
Similar to gay and lesbian individuals who may
lose custody of their children due to heterosexist
discriminatory laws that do not recognize same-
sex unions, trans people may find themselves in
similarly unsupportive legal terrain. The legal
landscape for child custody cases with trans par-
ents is still relatively unchartered territory in
terms of established precedent (Ryan, 2009).
However, trans individuals are at risk in custody
cases given the lack of explicit laws in the USA
declaring that a parent’s transgender status should
not be considered a factor in determining child
custody. Ironically, one partner’s transitioning
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may actually help previously identified same-sex
couples to access heterosexual privilege in
divorce cases. For instance, in the context of a
previously identified lesbian relationship, legally
changing one’s sex to male may actually lead to a
swifter and easier divorce in states that do not
recognize same-sex marriage (Conant, 2010).
Future research is clearly needed that examines
how discriminatory legal and social environments
impact the viability of relationship dissolution in
the context of trans-parent families.

Transitioning During Parenthood

Families in which one parent transitions in the
midst of parenting encounter unique challenges
and dynamics as partners and children navigate
the shifting gender identification of one parent.
Much of the extant research on transitioning
within the contexts of relationships has focused
primarily on partnered relationships, rather than
parenting relationships (e.g., Samons, 2009).
Trans individuals who transition within the con-
text of parenthood face unique concerns and
developmental processes with regard to coming
out to their partners and children (Lev, 2004).
Further, although some individuals transition to a
uniquely gender-variant or outwardly visible trans
presentation, other trans people are more con-
cerned with “passing”, with the ultimate goal of
fitting within the male/female binary (Lev, 2004).
For those individuals who wish to identify as men
and women, their nonnormative gender identity
development may not be visibly obvious to others
post-transitioning. Trans men, in particular, may
have an easier time being visibly “read” as male
by others and may even choose not to disclose
their trans identity to their children (Ryan, 2009).
Thus, children may not necessarily be aware of
their parents’ transitioning if their parents transi-
tioned prior to becoming parents and chose not to
come out to their children. It is yet unclear how
disclosing one’s transgender identification, as
well as the timing and pace of a parent’s transi-
tioning, might impact children’s adjustment.

As trans individuals develop their gender iden-
tities and expressions, interpersonal tensions may
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emerge in the context of intimate relationships
(Hines, 2006a; Lev, 2004). Trans people may
experience initial rejection, anger, hurt, or confu-
sion by partners and family members who are
non-accepting of or uncomfortable with their
developing gender identity (Lev, 2004). Such
challenges in relationships and support have
implications for overall well-being. For instance,
research suggests that the greater number of indi-
viduals that trans people come out to regarding
their trans identity, the greater level of social sup-
port they may experience, which in turn can have
implications for increased perceptions of well-
being (Maguen et al., 2007). Significantly, in
Maguen et al.’s (2007) study, the majority of par-
ticipants disclosed their transgender identity to
spouses and friends first before turning to other
more distant personal relationships. Such findings
highlight how intimate and close relationships
may play a particularly important role in provid-
ing social support for transgender individuals
throughout their transitioning. Within the trans-
parent context, such social support may be all the
more necessary in buffering the negative effects
of marginalizing discourses and practices that
stigmatize trans-parent families.

Within the discipline of sociology, Hines’
(2006a) study of transgender practices of partner-
ing and parenting relationships begins to shed
light on how transitioning may be interpersonally
negotiated within intimate and familial relation-
ships. Through in-depth case studies of three
transgender individuals, Hines qualitatively
explored how transitioning impacts partnering
and parenting relationships. Although Hines’
focus was only on three individuals (drawn from
a larger study consisting of 30 trans adults, most
of whom were not parents), her study begins to
address the complexities of how trans identity
construction may be enacted within the contexts
of intimate relationships. In particular, her analy-
sis suggests changes in gender presentation and
identification may provoke changes in sexual
desire and intimacy. For instance, one trans par-
ticipant in Hines’ study felt increasingly comfort-
able with his body post-transitioning and thereby
felt more interested in developing a satisfying
sexual relationship. Further, Hines’ analysis
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indicated that developing nonnormative gender
(and sexual) identities allowed some participants
to move beyond stereotyped gender roles as they
began to develop more equal relationships. Within
the family context, specifically, Hines’ analysis
highlights how transitioning within the context of
parenting may not only help affirm the transition-
ing partner’s identity, but also facilitate an increase
in authentic and open communication between
the trans parent and child. Thus, as intimate rela-
tionships are renegotiated, couple dynamics may
shift, which in turn may impact parent—child inter-
actions. Hines’ study illustrates how participants
perceived transitioning less as an individualized
process, and more as a family process. That is,
decisions concerning disclosure, name changes,
and gender presentation were considered in rela-
tion to concerns and care for the children’s
needs and adjustment (Hines, 2006a).

Such qualitative empirical findings support
Lev’s (2004) clinically informed model of trans-
gender “family emergence” (p. 271) whereby
families go through four primary stages of family
development (a) discovery and disclosure, (b)
turmoil, (c) negotiation, and (d) finding balance.
Lev’s model highlights that transitioning within a
family context may indeed entail periods of dis-
tress or family turmoil; however, families can
actually grow deeper and stronger as the trans
parent is fully integrated into the family. Indeed,
having partner involvement throughout the tran-
sitioning stage may have positive outcomes for
transitioning (Blanchard & Steiner, 1983), and
therapists and medical practitioners can help
facilitate support between partners throughout
transitioning within a family context. Such sup-
port would help alleviate the personal distress
that trans people may face who delay transition-
ing due to fears of rejection by their partners or
losing their children (Lev, 2004; Lewins, 1995).

Previous research that has examined transi-
tioning within the context of intimate relation-
ships often has focused on MTF individuals
within the context of previously heterosexual
relationships (e.g., Samons, 2009). Thus, in terms
of understanding partner experiences of transi-
tioning, the perspectives and concerns of
heterosexual-identified wives have often been
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emphasized rather than a more comprehensive
exploration of a variety of relationships, partner-
ing experiences, and gender identifications.
Clinically focused literature and medical/thera-
peutic practices have tended to assume that in the
case of MTF individuals who are married to
women, with or without children, divorce is an
inevitable outcome of transitioning (Lev, 2004;
Samons, 2009). Such assumptions can lead clini-
cians to prematurely encourage couples to sepa-
rate rather than fully exploring possible areas of
relationship growth and change.

Any expectation of divorce or separation as an
inevitable or necessary result of transitioning
prematurely assumes that trans people cannot
sustain (the same) intimate relationships through-
out and after transitioning (Lev, 2004). Indeed,
maintaining relationships through transitioning is
not only a possibility but also a reality which
many researchers and clinicians have failed to
recognize and support within medical and thera-
peutic contexts (Lev, 2004). Clinically informed
literature has begun to shed light on the potential
positive aspects of transitioning within the con-
text of intimate relationships (e.g., Samons,
2009). Although transitioning within the context
of a relationship, and particularly a parenting
relationship, may be stressful on the relationship,
partners have shown resiliency and support
throughout transitioning processes (Samons,
2009). Indeed, clinicians who are knowledgeable
about and sensitive to transitioning experiences
and trans issues may play a crucial role in helping
partners and children adjust to the trans parent’s
gender identification (Lev, 2004). However, iso-
lation and lack of services may be significant
stressors impacting transitioning experiences
(Joslin-Roher & Wheeler, 2009). Thus, empirical
research as well as clinically informed research
has consistently emphasized the importance of
social support and contextual factors that shape
how transitioning impacts partnering and parent-
ing relationships.

In the context of relationships where one part-
ner transitions during the course of the relation-
ship, non-trans partners may go through unique
identity shifts as they negotiate their partner’s
transitioning. For example, a qualitative study of
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nine lesbian-, bisexual-, and queer-identified
partners of transgender men indicated that non-
trans partners often engaged in a process of self-
exploration following their partner’s transitioning
(Joslin-Roher & Wheeler, 2009). Some lesbian
women felt the need to reevaluate their own
identification as lesbians after their partners came
out as trans men (Joslin-Roher & Wheeler, 2009).
Given that many trans men may transition within
the context of lesbian relationships, female part-
ners may have to reconcile their sexual orienta-
tion identification as lesbian or queer as a result
of their partner’s shift to a male identity. Lesbian-
identified women may thereby find themselves
publicly situated within a heterosexual binary
within which they do not personally identify
(Lev, 2003). Thus, it is conceivable that such
shifts in identity may be further complicated
within the context of parenting. For example, in
situations in which one parent transitions in the
midst of parenthood, both parents and children
may need to adjust to the shifting social position-
ing of the family at large (e.g., the shift from a
same-sex parent family to a heterosexual-parent
family).

Thus, just as non-trans partners adjust to their
partners’ transitioning, children ultimately go
through interpersonal and intrapersonal changes
as well as they understand and renegotiate their
parents’ gender identity. Significantly, how chil-
dren negotiate their parents’ transitioning may
differ dramatically depending on the child’s
developmental age. For instance, a 5-year-old
child will clearly have a different experience of a
parent’s transitioning compared to a teenager.
Preliminary research suggests that younger chil-
dren may have the easiest time adapting to their
parents’ shift in gender identity (White & Ettner,
2004). White and Ettner’s (2004) study of thera-
pists’ ratings of children whose parents were in
the midst of transitioning indicated that, com-
pared to preschoolers, adolescents had the most
difficult time adapting to their parents’ transition-
ing. Adolescents may be particularly attuned to
societal norms that stigmatize transgender par-
ents. Furthermore, their parents’ transitioning
may more acutely evoke feelings of loss as they
renegotiate their trans parents’ shifting gender
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identity. Importantly, trans people who are adapt-
ing well to transitioning, and whose partners and
children are also adapting well, may not be in
therapy; thus, their experiences may not be cap-
tured by such research that is derived from within
a clinical context.

Importantly, how one identifies in terms of
gender and sexual orientation may have quite dif-
ferent psychological, relational, and family con-
sequences. For instance, within the context of a
heterosexual marriage, a previously identified
heterosexual man may, post-transition, identify as
alesbian woman. In doing so, she has repositioned
her gender identification while remaining part-
nered with a woman (Lev, 2004). Further, within
the heterosexual/homosexual binary, she has also
shifted her sexual orientation identification. Such
a change may have significant personal and fam-
ily consequences as she proceeds to identify as a
lesbian within a sociocultural context that contin-
ues to marginalize, stereotype, and discriminate
against lesbians. Raising children within the con-
text of a lesbian-parent relationship context may
entail unique challenges (e.g., discrimination) and
benefits (e.g., more flexible work/family divi-
sions). On the other hand, within the context of a
previously lesbian relationship, one partner may
transition from a female to a male gender identity
and in doing so shift the relationship to a more
socially accepted status as heterosexual (Ryan,
2009). Thus, the overall family dynamics, as well
as social acceptance of the family, may change
depending on the parents’ particular type of trans
identification. Children may, therefore, find that
they are negotiating a shift from a more stigma-
tized family status (same-sex parent family) or, on
the other hand, to a more visibly heteronormative
family formation (with a mother and father).
However, if the trans parent transitioned in a con-
text in which community members are aware of
the transitioning, trans-parent families that have
been repositioned within the heterosexual binary
may not garner the heterosexual privilege typi-
cally afforded heterosexual couples. Thus, future
research is needed to explore how a shift in gen-
der and sexual orientation identification of a trans
parent impacts overall family dynamics and soci-
etal acceptance.
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Race, Class, and Social Context

The processes of transitioning and identifying as
transgender within a family context may differ
significantly depending on one’s social position-
ing with regard to such variables as race, socio-
economic status, and geographical location. The
process by which transitioning and living trans-
gender become recognized, accepted, and refuted
is contextually situated at an individual and rela-
tional level as well as at a larger socio-institutional
level (e.g., employment possibilities, health-care
needs, and community acceptance). For instance,
trans individuals who lack adequate social sup-
port, legal recognition, and general societal
acceptance may be at risk for greater mental
health issues. Newfield et al.’s (2006) study of
446 FTM participants indicated that trans partici-
pants who had received hormone therapy had
significantly higher quality of life scores com-
pared to those who had not received testosterone.
However, mental health providers and medical
practitioners can act as gatekeepers, preventing
individuals from receiving the hormone treat-
ment that they request (Tye, 2003). Indeed, overt
discrimination by health-care providers may pre-
vent trans people from receiving appropriate care
(Tye, 2003). Sex-reassignment surgery, in par-
ticular, can be very costly and without insurance
companies covering such procedures, trans indi-
viduals may not be able to seek the services they
request. In contrast, within the Netherlands sex-
reassignment surgery is covered by state health
insurance (Tye, 2003), thereby helping to facili-
tate transitioning for individuals regardless of
socioeconomic status. Thus, if insurance compa-
nies do not reimburse for treatments within the
USA, only those individuals who have the
financial means to pay for such treatments will
receive adequate care. Individuals from a lower
socioeconomic status may therefore have a more
difficult time developing a self-affirming gender
identity, which has consequences for overall
psychological well-being and family well-being
(Newfield et al., 2006).

Such issues accessing adequate health care as
a result of medical gate-keeping or low financial
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means have significant implications for trans-
parent families. For instance, trans parents who
lack economic resources, but desire a full transi-
tion to a male or female identity, may ultimately
present as more gender ambiguous than they
would otherwise desire. Such barriers to health
care, which may put them at greater risk for psy-
chological distress, may, in turn, impact their
partnering and parenting practices as well as their
children’s overall well-being. Thus, a huge area
for empirical research entails examining how
socioeconomic status may impact trans-parent
families. Clinically informed literature suggests
that class barriers that make transitioning too
cost-prohibitive may have negative consequences
for both the trans parent and overall healthy fam-
ily development (Lev, 2004). Empirical research
is needed that explicitly examines working-class
trans-parent families. Such research could help
elucidate the intersections of class and nonnor-
mative gendering within trans-parent families.
Racial identity and marginalization might
uniquely intersect with nonnormative gendering
within the context of trans-parent families.
Theorizing about “the” transgender experience
may risk marginalizing people of color whose
experiences may not be captured by such pre-
sumably all-inclusive categories (Roen, 2001).
Indeed, for certain racial or ethnic groups, one’s
racial identity, rather than gender identity, may be
more salient within certain contexts (Roen, 2001).
Roen’s (2001) case study of three gender liminal'
Maaori individuals in New Zealand suggested
that some trans people may resist identifying
with medical discourses on transsexuality to
maintain traditional cultural values. Thus, racial
and cultural minorities may uniquely reconcile
tensions between their racial, cultural, and gen-
der identities as they develop gender noncon-
forming identities. Further, transitioning may
have quite different ramifications and meanings
(both at the individual subjective level and soci-
etal level), depending on how that individual is

'Roen intentionally uses the term “gender liminal” rather
than “transgender” given that transgender theorizing has
often eclipsed the experiences of racial minorities who are
gender nonconforming.
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positioned racially and socioeconomically. For
instance, Mezey’s (2008) ethnographic study of
lesbian women’s coming out experiences and
perceptions of parenthood indicated that coming
out to families of origin was easier for those les-
bians with race and class privilege, which, in
turn, made it easier for them to decide to become
parents. Prospective trans parents may feel simi-
larly restrained or emboldened to become parents
given race and class positioning. For instance,
racially marginalized and lower socioeconomic
status trans people may be less likely to disclose
their trans identity to family members and thereby
gain their support which would make deciding to
parent easier. Future empirical research is needed,
however, to explore how racial minority status
and socioeconomic status interactively influence
levels and types of social support for trans indi-
viduals. Thus, research that utilizes an intersec-
tionality perspective is particularly needed to
fully address such issues of race and class in
shaping trans-parent family development.
Attending to issues of race, class, and socio-
cultural positioning will help elucidate the unique
experiences of trans-parent families within
specific social contexts. Further, across research
on trans people and their families, issues of geog-
raphy typically remain unspoken beyond
acknowledgment of country or regional context.
Internet-based research, which has the potential
to derive samples from quite diverse geographi-
cal regions, suggests that trans people are very
much developing their lives, support networks,
and families within rural as well as urban con-
texts (Newfield et al., 2006). As Halberstam
(2005) emphasized in her theorizing of queer and
trans identities, the notion that rural environments
are inevitably hostile environments for noncon-
forming individuals eclipses a broader range of
desires and choices regarding how trans people
choose to live within different contexts. Thus,
beyond merely developing a research sample that
is geographically diverse, research is needed that
centrally considers the impact of geographical
location on trans-family development. For
instance, recent research on gay and lesbian indi-
viduals and families suggests the importance of
understanding how geographical location, and
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rural contexts in particular, shape sexual minority
experiences of belonging and family (Oswald &
Culton, 2003). Creating affirming social environ-
ments for trans-parent families, however, may be
particularly difficult given the greater stigmatiza-
tion of trans individuals who must contend with
prevailing normative discourse regarding parent-
ing and family.

Conclusion

Trans-parent families are currently transgressing
normative notions of family formation. Similar to
research on same-sex parent families, research
that explores how gendered divisions of labor are
enacted within trans-parenting contexts has the
potential to illuminate family processes that radi-
cally expand dominant perceptions of traditional
mothering and fathering. For example, this work
could explore how trans parents and their part-
ners construct their children’s gender in ways that
may draw on and subvert normative gendering.
Although little empirical work has examined
trans-parent families, relevant empirical research
as well as clinically and theoretically informed
literature on trans individuals and parents has
begun to shed light on the unique factors shaping
trans-parent family development. Trans people
and their families are creating and sustaining fam-
ilies within the context of systemic discrimina-
tion. Such discrimination may impact trans-parent
families differently depending on the availability
of social support as well as the specific social con-
text within which they live. For instance, having a
close network of family and friends may help to
buffer the potential negative psychological impact
of marginalizing discourses and practices regard-
ing trans-parent families. Importantly, there are
also an increasing number of support resources
for trans-parent families and their children [e.g.,
the KOT (Kids of Trans) resource guide, which
was developed by COLAGE, an organization
developed by and for people with one or more les-
bian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer parents;
Canfield-Lenfest, 2008]. Future research that elu-
cidates family processes and development can
help provide greater visibility and validation to
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trans parents as well as their partners and children.
Further research is needed that moves beyond the
clinical context and utilizes theoretical approaches
and research methods that examine a diversity of
gender identifications, as well as race, class, and
sociocultural factors that shape trans-parent
families.
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“These Are Our Children”:
Polyamorous Parenting

Maria Pallotta-Chiarolli, Peter Haydon,

and Anne Hunter

Introducing Polyfamilies

Anne: What do you think requires further
research [about polyfamilies?]
Pete:  Apart from everything? (PolyVic poly-

parenting group)

Children raised in polyamorous families (or
polyfamilies) have parents who may be bisexual,
gay, lesbian, heterosexual, or transgendered; are
of diverse cultures and social classes; are in
openly negotiated intimate sexual relationships
with more than one partner; and may all live
together or in various abodes (Anapol, 2010;
Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a, 2010b). Thus, the
definitional parameters of polyfamilies are broad
and inclusive of LGBT group marriages/relation-
ships, wherein multiple LGBT adult sexual part-
ners live together communally with children, and
open marriages/relationships where one or more
of the LGBT adults may have more than one
partner. Polyfamilies are also inclusive of both
polyamorous families wherein various LGBT
adults may seek external partners and
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polyfidelitous families wherein the LGBT adults
agree to only be in sexual relationships with each
other and not be open to relationships outside the
group. Researchers and family service providers
need to be mindful of these multiple and
sometimes shifting configurations of nonnorma-
tive intimacies and queer multi-parent families
(Anapol, 1992, 2010; Barker & Langdridge,
2010; Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a). Indeed, a strong
link between bisexuality and polyamory has been
identified in the existing research such that bisex-
ual individuals often have partners of diverse
genders (Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2009; Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2010a).

Polyamorous parenting is an underresearched
area and very few health and education resources
are available to support polyfamilies. This chap-
ter will make visible the “non-normative intima-
cies” (Roseneil & Budgeon, 2004, p. 138) of
polyamory within which children are being
raised, and thus supports the need for research
from the standpoint of “actual” families rather
than through the traditional family lens (Erera,
2002). It is also a continuation of the research
being undertaken with underrepresented “queer
multiparent families”: LGBT parents who chal-
lenge “oppressive master narratives that legiti-
mize and normalize heteronormative, nuclear
families” (Vaccaro, 2010, p. 443) and two-parent
households (see also Goldberg, 2010).

The thematic framework of this chapter is the
double-edged sword familiar to all queer family
configurations. On the one hand, polyfamilies suf-
fer from a lack of presence which disadvantages
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them in terms of legal, economic, societal, and
institutional rights and acceptance. On the other
hand, fears of misunderstanding, demonization,
and othering by health, education, and legal ser-
vice providers make polyfamilies reluctant to
disclose their families or even their very exis-
tence to the wider societal matrix in which they
exist and operate. In this chapter, this duality of
lack of visibility and fear of disclosure and its
interconnections will be examined in the context
of formal societal structures such as education,
health, and the law; less formal networks such as
family, friends, neighbors, and social groups; and
the nebulous but powerful sea of mass media in
which we all swim.

Two main channels of research will be
reviewed: the relatively sparse academic research
available on the subject, and the findings gar-
nered from a discussion group conducted with
polyamorous parenting members of a polyamory
social and support group, PolyVic, in Victoria,
Australia, which holds regular meetings and
social events such as picnics. Upon invitation to
participate in an audio-taped discussion to collect
data for this chapter, 13 polyparents (9 women
and 4 men aged between 35 and 50) attended and
selected pseudonyms for themselves.

The lack of existing research will be high-
lighted throughout to identify what is unknown or
understudied and propose some directions for fur-
ther research. The perspectives and experiences of
the PolyVic parenting group will provide further
insights into what polyparents would like health
and education providers and the wider community
to know about their families; what further research
they feel needs to be undertaken; and what kinds
of resources they would like to have available.
Indeed, the PolyVic parenting group voices many
ongoing experiences and perspectives consistent
with the findings of previous research, from the
early 1970s to as recently as 2010.

In writing this chapter, we were also mindful
of the concerns of health researchers and health-
service providers working with nonnormative
families that “there is far too much emphasis on
the supposed deficits and problems with diverse
families, and insufficient attention to their
strengths and abilities” (Erera, 2002, p. 213).
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Indeed, Erera (2002) argues that many of the
problems and pressures experienced by “diverse
families” are due to factors outside the family
itself, imposed by a social environment that stig-
matizes, discriminates, and particularly in the
case of polyfamilies, makes invisible. Hence, this
chapter will present the strengths and abilities of
polyfamilies and consider the impact of an exter-
nal social environment that is nonsupportive or
ignorant of their actual families (see also Anapol,
2010; Sheff, 2010). In response to these external
ascriptions, Kentlyn (2008) explains how the
home of queer or nonnormative families becomes
both a “safe” and a “scrutinized” space: “[The]
private space of the queer home can be seen to
embody the tension between a safe space to be
queer in, but also a place where the subversive
performance of gender, sexuality and family
comes under scrutiny” (pp. 327-328). Our review
of existing research and our empirical research
with the PolyVic polyparenting group will incor-
porate an ongoing analysis of the tensions and
interweavings between external surveillance and
regulation, and the safety and privacy of the
polyhome (Foucault, 1978).

Research Meta-Issues

Before addressing specific issues of concern for
polyfamilies, we outline three meta-issues of
research absence that are identifiable throughout
the available research such as in Maria’s qualitative
research with 94 polyamorous parents, their adult
children, and polyamorous and/or bisexual young
adults in the USA and Australia (Pallotta-Chiarolli,
2010a, 2010b). First, it becomes immediately obvi-
ous that there is a lack of presence of polyfamilies
in academic discourse which also reflects the lack
of awareness of polyfamilies in social, legal, health,
and educational realities. Due to the absence of
theorizing and data about polyfamilies and their
children, we must use the analytical literature on
children from same-sex parent families to help
articulate and explain what children from polyfam-
ilies go through—although children in polyfami-
lies may face even more heightened levels of
invisibility and stigmatization. But as similarities
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and differences between same-sex parent families
and polyfamilies are complex, we refer to this
research only where clearly applicable.

Second, the research that has been conducted
has been limited by its reliance on White middle-
class samples. Maria recognizes that this is a
major limitation in her own previous research
(Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2002, 2006, 2010a, 2010b)
which reflects the wider concern that most
research methods fail to access larger representa-
tions of people of diverse socioeconomic, cul-
tural, and religious locations, and transgendered
identities (Noel, 2006; see also Haritaworn,
Chin-ju, & Klesse, 2006; Sheff, 2006; Sheff &
Hammers, 2011). Most polyamorous research
participants, including those in the PolyVic poly-
parenting group, were White, middle-class, col-
lege-educated individuals who identified as male
or female and had high levels of cyberliteracy
which allowed them to participate in social and
support groups, particularly online, and thereby
find themselves participating in our research
(Noel, 2006). This concern is indicative of Sheff
and Hammers’ (2011) contention that race, edu-
cation, and class privileges provide valuable
buffers from the myriad potential negative out-
comes associated with sexual and relational
nonconformity.

Third, in the available research projects and
writings, the perspectives, experiences, and
insights of children and adults who have grown
up in polyfamilies are largely absent; how these
experiences affected their well-being, later rela-
tionships, and educationis also absent. Researchers
such as Strassberg (2003) consider this lack a
major hindrance to the development of legal,
health, and educational policies and practices that
support these children and their families.

Substantive Themes in the Research

Having outlined the three major limitations within
the available research, this section will now pres-
ent the four major themes that have been addressed
in the literature. These four themes are (a) issues
of disclosure and exposure to one’s children and
external systems such as schools; (b) internal
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polyfamily environments and their impact on
children; (c) the need for polyfamily-friendly
health, welfare, and legal services; and (d) poly-
families in the media and popular culture. Quotes
from the PolyVic polyparenting discussion group
are presented to illustrate these themes.

Issues of Disclosure and Exposure

A major overriding theme arising in research and
writings about polyfamilies is how “out” parents
should be to their children and to external sys-
tems, communities, and individuals. In turn, this
will affect how “out” their children should or will
be in systems, communities, and to peers at
school and elsewhere.

Disclosure to Children

Consider this quote by Robyn, a mother of two

teenaged boys, who was a member of the PolyVic

parenting discussion group:
‘When we did disclose, talk to them and share with
them, it was at a point where they would be going
“Are mum and dad having an affair?” ... .So it was
at a point where we had to say, “Mum and Dad love
each other, this is safe, we love you, and any time
we have a relationship with someone let’s remem-
ber the values of how to have a healthy relation-
ship. ... People do things different, well this is just
another one of those things that we do differently.”
And they were like ... “Let’s have some pizza.”
(laughter)

In the above, Robyn discusses her experience
of when and how she disclosed her polyamory to
her children. How and when to disclose to chil-
dren and its possible ramifications were a major
concern of all polyparents in the discussion
group, and this theme is also reflected in the
available research such as the Polyamory Survey
conducted by Loving More, an American-based
organization with its own magazine, which elic-
ited over 5,000 responses in 2001/2002. In her
analysis of sections of this survey (Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2002, 2006), Maria found that about
29% of respondents were biological parents of
children under 18, 16% were legal guardians of
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children under 18, 18% were biological parents
of children over the age of 18, and 4% were legal
guardians of children over the age of 18. Despite
these percentages, only about 30% of parent/
guardian respondents had told their children
about their poly relationships or their desire to be
in one, and all parents feared that disclosure to
children would place children in difficult situa-
tions of whether or not to disclose to outside
peers and adults. Of those who did disclose or
whose children were growing up in openly
polyamorous families, about 45% of the parents
reported having received affirming and unprob-
lematic responses from their children. Another
15% of the parents reported having received neg-
ative responses wherein children were distressed
about or rejecting their family structure and its
potentially negative reception in the wider soci-
ety, and 40% had received neutral responses, as
in children did not seem interested in engaging
with discussions about the family structure
(Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2002, 2006).

A related issue that has been discussed to some
degree in research and certainly requires further
study is the association between children’s age
and developmental context and the results of dis-
closure to children. It consistently appears that the
age/maturity level of the child is a significant fac-
tor that parents endeavor to take into account
when making decisions about disclosure/exposure
to parental partnerships (see Constantine &
Constantine, 1976; Davidson, 2002; Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2010a; Strassberg, 2003). Generally, it
appears that preschool youngsters can handle dis-
closure in a more matter-of-fact way, while
school-age children, who have had exposure to
normative constructions of families within schools
and among a wider range of peers and mainstream
media discourses, tend to experience varying
degrees of embarrassment and discomfort and
may feel conflicted when hearing outsiders’ dis-
criminatory remarks about their parents.
Adolescents are likely to experience the strongest
anxieties and confusions as they are facing puberty
issues in regards to their own sexualities, relation-
ships, and identities, and may feel increased sen-
sitivity to peer attitudes against nonnormative
sexualities and families. They are also the most
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likely age group to keep their polyfamilies secret,
given that they are also more aware of wider dom-
inant moral, political, or social discourses that
construct cultural understandings of what consti-
tutes a healthy family (Watson & Watson, 1982;
Weitzman, 2006, 2007).

Overall, a major anxiety that most polyparents
talked about in all the available research is the
fear that being out about their families would
lead to harassment and stress for their children.
Many tried to prepare their children for the con-
sequences of their public disclosure and provided
them with verbal, mental, and emotional strate-
gies to counteract or deflect negativity so that
they would be active agents rather than passive
victims in educational and health institutions
(Boden, 1990). Both the pros and cons of disclo-
sure to children were prominent discussion points
in the PolyVic polyparenting group:

Robyn:  Sometimes I think “Oh have I made life
harder for them?” And yet I can’t go
against what I feel has sat well with
myself and therefore I have confidence
that they’ll get through.

Yeah, but look at it like the immune
system you know, to challenge and
strengthen the immune system. ... you
don’t cotton-wool your children in any
way, just give them what comes up in
life, and protect them.

[But] they’re kind of expected to be an
activist for something they didn’t start.

Many polyfamilies and their children feel like
border dwellers, constantly navigating their posi-
tions between home and the external world.
Drawing from Wright’s (2001) work with les-
bian-parent families, we can begin to articulate
the ongoing tension children may experience
between their selves within their families, “which
feels ‘normal’ and safe and nurturing,” and their
experience outside their families, “in which they
often feel invisible or vilified... [in] a society that
enforces conformity” (p. 288). Having access to
other knowledge and ways of being, and joining
in the questioning of “normal” constructions of
family, may place children of polyfamilies
permanently on the borders of society because
of their “edge identities” (Bersten, 2008, p. 9).

Juliet:

Daryl:
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It requires decisions from children on how to
define and construct their sexual and intimate
relationships with peers within the normative
social space of schools, clubs, friendship groups,
as well as recognize that they will most likely
experience some degree of marginalization and
harassment. It may also lead to self-questioning

dilemmas for parents border dwelling between a

philosophy of raising their children with a broader

understanding of sexuality, family, and relation-

ships, and a protective concern that their children

may be ostracized because of this philosophy.
This discussion of bordering arose in the

PolyVic polyparenting group, especially con-

cerning the emergence of the child beyond the

world of the family and into a potential stress of
ambiguity and duality:

Daryl: We’ve been open with our kids and they
know what’s going on and they’re all
happy and fine about that but when other
kids ask them, “What’s going on there?”
they’re gonna see that the situation is
not exactly the same as their family situ-
ation. My kids are gonna have to explain
something. ... I imagine they probably
already have to some of their friends
and that’s probably going to get back to
their families and then there’ll be some
misunderstanding and some explanation
will be needed to be done there.

Passing as Normal and Keeping Secrets

Many polyparents in the available literature (see
Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a, 2010b; Sheff, 2010)
and in our PolyVic research worried about the
effects of disclosing their poly relationships to
their children because of the overwhelming
invisibility of their families. This concern is a
prime example of the deleterious effects of the
interconnection between lack of visibility and
fear of disclosure. Wright (2001) explains how
feeling that the outside world has no way to
understand or talk about their kind of family can
create a sense of unreality for children, “as if one
is seeing something that others cannot see”; this
realization of invisibility and lack of acceptance
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can “plant the seed of fear in the child’s heart”
(p- 288). To protect children from this cognitive
and emotional dissonance, and to protect them-
selves as parent members of local communities
and recipients of legal, health, and educational
services, many polyfamilies will pass as monoga-
mous to their own children. The alternative
imposes a difficult either/or decision for parents:
either allow children to “go public,” with atten-
dant risks to the children, or risk damaging the
children by expecting them to keep a secret.
Thorson’s (2009) work on communication pri-
vacy management (CPM) offers some insight
into and strategies in the negotiation of these
dilemmas. CPM addresses how parents and chil-
dren negotiate “information ownership” and pri-
vacy rules and enact “protection and access rules”
(Thorson, 2009, p. 34) for any processes of dis-
closure. Jeremy, a father of two school-aged chil-
dren discussed his and his children’s strategies of
CPM in the polyparenting discussion group:
I work in a Catholic school. They don’t know any-
thing about me. I don’t want them to know any-
thing, you know?. ... And so it’s the same with our
children. They’ll get to the point of going, “With

this person I can share this, and with this person I
don’t” ....We trust in their commonsense.

Thus, polyfamilies need to consider and nego-
tiate which forms of passing and CPM may work
best in their specific contexts. Using terms con-
structed by Richardson (1985) in her work with
women who were in secret relationships with
married men, the following strategies were
adopted by polyfamilies: withdrawing from
potentially harmful external settings as much as
possible; compartmentalizing, segregating, or
bordering the worlds of home and external set-
tings; cloaking certain realities so that they are
invisible or pass as normative; or fictionalizing
certain aspects of one’s life and family. Indeed,
polyparenting may involve working with one’s
children to redefine, reconstruct, and/or
fictionalize the family for the outside world
(Arden, 1996; Sheff, 2010; Trask, 2007).

Maria’s previous research has explored how
polyfamilies will pass, border, or pollute (see
Douglas, 1966) in external settings and spaces such
as in schools (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a, 2010b).
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For example, some families will choose to pass as
heterosexual or possibly as same-sex couple parent
families. For instance, they will give existing
known normative labels such as “auntie,” “godpar-
ent,” and “friend” to polyfamily members to avoid
external scrutiny of and discrimination against their
polyhome. For some polyfamilies, these strategies
of editing, scripting, and concealment provide pro-
tection and the ability to live out family realities
with little external surveillance or interference
(Kentlyn, 2008; Kroeger, 2003). Although these
findings fit in with the broader literature on LGBT
life in general, and parenting/families in particular
(see Barker & Langdridge, 2010; Garner, 2004;
Goldberg, 2010; Wright, 2001), we assert that what
polyfamilies are going through may be more
difficult than what happens for monogamous or
coupled LGBT persons in general due to the even
greater levels of invisibility and/or stigmatization.

Polluting Public Spaces

Some polyparents and their children see them-
selves as polluting outside worlds by coming out
and presenting their relationships as legitimate
and worthy of official affirmation. Thus, they not
only claim public space but also compel institu-
tions to adapt to new and expanding definitions
of family. Proactive polyparents speak of a plu-
rality of resistances (Foucault, 1978) including
subversive strategies such as gaining positions of
parent power and decision making in schools and
other communities, or establishing solid working
relationships and friendships within neighbor-
hood, church, and school communities. These
strategies consolidate their security, and give
access to policy making, community thinking,
and action, as well as making it possible to forge
strong trusting bonds with other “deviant” minor-
ity persons in the community (Pallotta-Chiarolli,
2006, 2010a, 2010b).

Nevertheless, as Sheff (2010) found in her
qualitative research with 71 polyamorous adults in
the USA, the reality or potential of external stig-
matization in any interaction outside the polyhome
may require children to manage the stigma of their
parents’ relationships, and for which parents
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“express remorse about the pain their relationships
have caused the children” (p. 178). A strategy used
to alleviate this was “stigma management” (Sheff,
2010, p.178) whereby parents strived to make
the family and polycommunity a space/place of
intimacy, positive role models, and support to
diminish the impact and significance of external
stigmatization. The members of the PolyVic
polyparenting group discussed at length the issue

of managing external stigmatization and
discrimination:
Anne:  Having to deal with the judgement of

people outside about the impact that
your polyamory is having on your
family.

Robyn: It’s also good to teach your child that
she should do what she wants and ...
not be worried about what other people
think of her as well.

Daryl: ~ We had a bunch of kids over from the

scout group last night and I don’t know
if all of the families’d be cool about it.
... I know at least three of the families
are okay but at least one of them I'm
thinking, they’re going to find out, they
might be a bit weirded out about it.

The “Poster-Child Mentality”

Children with polyparents who are out may feel
the pressure to “closet” any facets of themselves
in public spaces and institutions that may be con-
structed as flaws emanating directly from poly-
parenting. They may feel compelled to display
how “normal” and unpolluted they themselves
are, or they develop what Garner (2004) calls the
“poster-child mentality” (p. 29) in her discussion
of children with LGB parents:

We fear normal won’t be good enough. So instead,
we strive for perfect. Anything less leaves weak
spots for critics to poke holes though our argument
that our families are worthy of social acceptance.
... [Children] grow tired of having to constantly
watch what they do or say. They experience anxi-
ety about getting caught with their guard down and
fear it could result in someone exploiting their
families’ vulnerabilities. All these consequences
take their toll on children’s self-esteem and self-
worth. (pp. 2-3)



8 “These Are Our Children”: Polyamorous Parenting

Children of polyfamilies may feel the need to
pollute/pass as perfect to signify the success of
the family (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a; Sheff,
2010). Again, this is also found in families headed
by same-sex couples (see Goldberg, 2007), a pro-
cess that Garner (2004) describes as “straighten-
ing up for the public” (p. 179) and that could be
termed “monogamizing for the public” in rela-
tion to polyfamilies. As Garner notes, “Our fami-
lies currently lack the ‘luxury’ to be as openly
complicated, confusing, or dysfunctional as
straight families” (p. 6).

Much more research is required into the exis-
tence and extent of the poster-child mentality in
children of polyfamilies. Most offspring from out
polyfamilies and most out polyparents concluded,
in Maria’s research and in other studies such as
Sheff’s (2010), that despite problems and poten-
tial dilemmas, the positives of living in a poly-
family generally outweighed the negatives. This
dilemma of weighing up the dangers and the pos-
itives of having children polluting their schools
with knowledge and “sassiness” about their poly-
families was part of the PolyVic polyparenting
group discussion. In the following, Eve, a mother
of a preschooler, shared her concerns with par-
ents of school-aged children:

Eve: And what happens when someone at
school says “Oh your mum’s a slut!”?

Robyn: Yeah! (laughter) Just say, “Yeah that’s
right! Yeah.”

Juliet: ~ That’s probably empowering for the
teenager to be able to do.

Eve: It depends on the teenager.

Self-monitoring of one’s behavior according
to real or imagined external scrutiny (Foucault,
1978) may also mean that some children will
pass as perfect to their own families to avoid dis-
tressing their loved ones. Thus, they may conceal
from their parents any anxiety, harassment, or
negativity from school and peers (Garner, 2004).

“If I'm Out to My Kids, Do | Risk Losing
Them?”

A theme that has consistently arisen in research
since the 1970s is the question of whether parents
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should disclose their polyamorous lifestyles to
children knowing that children may then disclose
to external health, education, and social services,
and thereby risk being taken away from their
families (see Watson & Watson, 1982). A study
by Walston (2001), which elicited 430 polyam-
orous respondents to an online survey, found that
32% of the polyparents expressed concern that
polyamory would affect future child custody
while 4% of the polyparents said polyamory had
affected their child custody to some degree.

The concern that living in a polyfamily might
be considered justification for legally removing
children from a parent’s custody also arose in
Pallotta-Chiarolli’s (2010a, 2010b) research
wherein 13% of the polyparent respondents had
experienced (or knew someone who had experi-
enced) discrimination in contact with Child
Protective Services (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2002,
2006). Many parents stressed the need for fami-
lies to collect documentation and legal papers to
protect themselves and their children should any
situation arise at school or with child and social
welfare services (Anapol, 2010). Thus, these
consistent findings across research reports again
raise the question: To what extent is the low rate
of visibility of polyfamilies due to their conceal-
ment from outside structures such as health, edu-
cation, and family services for fear of the
ramifications of disclosure? (see Easton & Liszt,
1997; Sheft, 2010).

The fear of losing custody or access to one’s
children was voiced strongly in the PolyVic par-
enting group:

Eve: How do I give [my daughter] that gift of
self-confidence without society telling
her that her family’s sick and wrong,
and without someone calling in social
services at some point?

I went through a process with DHS
[Department of Health Services] last
year. And my fear is that it was only
because of the person who got involved
in the case — the case manager - that
everything was fine. My partners and I
decided to be completely open because
we felt that if while the staff were talk-
ing to our kids this all came out, then

Nigel:
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it’d be “Oh there’s something that they
think is wrong, so what’s going on
there?” ... .And we just reassured this
person that we don’t have sex in front of
the children. ... I felt very threatened.
... running the risk of losing the family.
... yeah it was just this constant fear of
“How do we approach this?” And just
having to second-guess: “Ok if we do A
will B happen?”

“Will My Kid’s School Understand?”

What negotiations and silences surround polyam-
orous families within school communities? How
do children from polyamorous families experi-
ence school? Apart from Pallotta-Chiarolli
(2010a, 2010b), these questions remain unasked
in most recent research with polyamorous fami-
lies (see e.g., Hill, 1997; Walston, 2001). The
little research there shows that sensationalized
stereotypes about nonmonogamous relationships
conspire with silence about diverse family reali-
ties to perpetuate ignorance, misrepresentation,
and stigmatization in school settings (Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2006). Parents in polyfamilies have to
make a decision about how much information to
give to their children’s schools. Many simply
decide to give a minimum of functional informa-
tion, as evidenced by this discussion in the
PolyVic parenting group:

Robyn: We just haven’t talked about it to the
school.

Juliet: It’s nothing that the school has to
know about, I’d say.

Bronwyn: It hasn’t come up. ... we had a

funny circumstance recently when
[a partner] came with me to pick
up the kids, and the girls just ran
over to her and said “Are you com-
ing for a sleepover?” and there’s
been other people which they’ve
said that to at after-school care. I
haven’t had any comments. If T had
a comment I would address it. The
children haven’t been asked any
questions.

M. Pallotta-Chiarolli et al.

Some schools may try to suppress polyamory
issues that they feel are inappropriate or will be
badly received by other children and their families:
Nigel: One of my children was told at [second-

ary] school not to discuss poly or my
bisexuality with any school friends or
on the school grounds at all. ... they
would be ostracised or they’d be picked
on, that it was not relevant for school. ...
it came from the year level co-ordinator.

. The advice was ignored [by my
daughter] (laughter) which I'm quite
proud of. ... [We were] quite offended.
We actually contacted the teacher and
said “No, that’s wrong. We will be
encouraging our daughter to be herself
and to do what she wants.”

Researching Internal Polyfamily
Environments

A second theme that has received scant attention
is children’s experiences of living in polyfami-
lies, the internal machinations of polyfamilies,
and their influence on children’s development
and future as adults (see Iantaffi, 2009). What
becomes evident in the following sections are
the numerous benefits of polyparenting for both
children and adults; yet these remain largely
unknown in public settings and in service provi-
sion to families.

The Benefits for Children of a Polyfamily
Structure

Some early research on polyfamilies found how
children may actually benefit from their experi-
ences in this family structure. For example, the
1970s saw some attempts at researching and doc-
umenting the experiences and well-being of chil-
dren from group marriages (one form of
polyfamily where three or more adults live
together and are sexually intimate with at least
two other members of that group) (Constantine &
Constantine, 1972, 1973, 1976; Francoeur, 1972).
A pioneering study of 40 children from 12 group
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marriage families by Constantine and Constantine
(1976) found that children enjoyed a permissive
environment, extending to their schooling, which
was community run or cooperative with other
communes. They concluded that any difficulty
children faced in adapting to polyparenting was
exacerbated by the lack of positive and support-
ive services and the prevalence of prejudice.

A consistent finding in research with polypar-
ents since the 1970s is their strong emphasis on
nonsexist practices, particularly encouraging
girls to be assertive in resolving interpersonal
relationships (see e.g., Eiduson, Cohen &
Alexander, 1973). Similarly, members of the
PolyVic polyparenting group also talked of rais-
ing their children in non-misogynist and non-
heteronormative ways.

Polyparent participants in the most recent
published research (Sheff, 2010) highlight five
benefits of their family structures: (a) emotional
intimacy with children due to fostering honesty
and a sex-positive environment; (b) the greater
amount of shared resources (such as financial)
and resource persons; (c) more personal time due
to “the ability to distribute parenting” (p. 174);
(d) greater attention for children due to the avail-
ability of adults; (e) more positive role-model
adults who communicate, negotiate, and have
varying skills and interests. Participants in the
PolyVic polyparenting group discussed similar
positives, such as opportunities for those inter-
ested in parenting to become carers for children:
Lisa: [Being a] tribal aunt’s been a really cool

thing and very empowering.

Eve: [My child] has an oddfather, not a godfa-
ther ... and he’s a fairy oddfather. And
he’s part of our extended poly family.

Pete:  Or [you can have a] fairy oddmother.

New Kinship Terms

The above section of transcript from the discus-
sion group also points to how polyfamilies are
constructing new kinship terms (such as “fairy
oddmother”), or reintroducing pre-Industrial or
non-Western kinship terms (such as “tribal aunt™)
perhaps sparked by the growing Western appre-

125

ciation (and perhaps romanticization) of tradi-
tional indigenous communities and lifestyles
(Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2009). It is unclear from
the available research whether these kinship
terms are being invented or introduced by chil-
dren or parents but they do represent an emerging
shared discourse among polyfamilies and in poly-
communities in providing appropriate and
affirming family and kinship terms as points of
identification and belonging.

“It Takes a Village”: Shared Child
Rearing

The above discussion on the invention or
re-introduction of kinship terms indicates a
significant facet of polyparenting which requires
much more research: the concept and practice of
shared parenting or “tribal” parenting (Anapol,
1992, 2010; Anderlini-D’Onofrio, 2009; Iantaffi,
2006, 2009). Some polyparents see poly as the
new extended family, with greater ease of parent-
ing than found in the nuclear, two-parent family,
and they celebrate the benefits of diverse com-
munal parenting and shared responsibility:
Bronwyn: Huge advantage to the children to
have adults that are willing to share
of themselves ... it takes a village to
raise a child. They have input from a
variety of adults with a variety of
beliefs, a variety of religious
backgrounds, of political views, just
all sorts of things that they bring as
an adult to children’s life.

The [mainstream] attitude’s kind of,
“Oh why aren’t YOU looking after
YOUR child?” whereas in this kind of
poly community I think you often find
that it’s “these are our children” ...
collaborative parenting.

Anapol (2003) believes that children could be
much better educated in polyamorous families,
because with a larger number of adults “pooling
their resources and their expertise, children would
have direct access to a diverse group of tutors as
well as educational software, videos, and data-
bases” (p. 4, see also Anapol, 1992, 2010). One

Eve:
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disadvantage of this collaborative polyparenting
identified in prior research is that children become
attached to partners of their parents, and, should
they later leave, the children experience the
“resultant separation anxiety and grief” (Sheff,
2010, p. 177). Based on her interviews and a
review of the existing research, Sheff (2010) con-
cluded that polyamorous parents used a strategy
of “emotional protection” such as striving to
ensure the partners make long-term or lifelong
commitments to the children, as well as helping
children learn the skills required to “manage loss
or transition” (p. 177).

The Need for Polyfamily - Friendly
Health, Welfare, and Legal Services

The third theme that emerges across the available
research is the pathologization and problematiza-
tion of polyfamilies, multisexual parents, and
their children by legal, welfare, and health-
service providers, and the lack of substantial
research into what polyfamilies require from
these services and systems (Davidson, 2002;
Strassberg, 2003; Weitzman, 2006, 2007). Below,
Pete, a parent of two children who were now in
their 20s, discusses his experiences with a coun-
selor when his children were much younger:
In the 90s I attended a counselor who obviously
thought that polyamory was a problem. I was pretty
committed to working with her at the time. I was
living a polyamorous life, although I hadn’t heard
the word. She suggested I try monogamy cos she
didn’t think that I was polyamorous — that lasted
about eight months .... Ultimately that process
with her confirmed that I really was polyamorous,

and that some therapists really don’t get polyamory
(laughter).

Weber (2002) found that 38% of a sample of
polyamorous people who had participated in
counseling or therapy had not revealed their
polyamory to their health-service providers, and
10% of those who did reveal it experienced a
negative response. Even if the providers were
open-minded and willing to learn about
polyamory, clients had to use some of their paid
session time to educate the professional. As
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Firestein (2007) writes in relation to bisexuality
and polyamory in the health sector, and as is evi-
dent in the growing membership and variety of
discussions on listservs such as Polyfamilies and
Polyparenting: “Our clients are no longer com-
ing to us because they want to be ‘normal.” They
are coming to us because they want to be whole”
(Firestein, 2007, p. xiii; see also Weitzman,
2006, 2007).

Polyfamilies in the Media and Popular
Culture

The fourth major theme that has been consistent
throughout the available research is the need to
incorporate positive representations of polyam-
orous families in texts, media, and popular culture
for both polyparents and their children. These
representations will then provide public points of
reference and examples that would facilitate
both wider societal visibility and polyfamilies’
confidence to disclose to their own children and
the external society.

Eve: = We have mass-media representation of
lying and cheating and how to do it
properly.

It’s not easy, but a documentary to foster
public discussion and public awareness
of polyamory would be great.

Media representation with characters
that I can identify with?

Yeah. Positive representation, not “laugh

at” and “bitch about.”

In the Polyamory Survey, around 98% of
respondents supported “the creation of positive
images on TV, in books and movies of people liv-
ing in poly relationships.” In relation to educa-
tional issues, when asked, “How strongly do you
support the creation of positive images in high
school curriculum of people living in poly rela-
tionships?”, about 94% of respondents indicated
support (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2002, 2006). These
findings again raise the question: to what extent is
the ongoing low degree of disclosure to one’s chil-
dren and outside social institutions due to the lack
of positive images in popular culture that provide

Pete:

Maia:

Eve:
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a discourse that affirms polyfamilies and thereby
the emotional and social health and well-being of
their children (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2010a)?

A detailed discussion and critical analysis of
the few available films that deliberately or inad-
vertently address polyfamilies and their children
can be found in Pallotta-Chiarolli (2010a). In the
available research and our own polyparenting
group discussion, polyparents expressed their
desire for films and television programs with
poly representations not linked to crime or pathol-
ogy, as well as personal accounts, biographical
writings, and opinion pieces describing polypar-
enting. For example, Easton and Liszt (1997)
devote a chapter to child rearing for bisexual,
nonmonogamous, and polyamorous mothers,
showing the creative options for raising children
in polyamorous households (see also Bear, 1998;
Tantaffi, 2006, 2009; Taormino, 2008; Trask,
2007). In most personal writings on children in
polyamorous families, and as has been discussed
earlier in this chapter, the focus is on the posi-
tives these children experience growing up in
such homes: “Children are equipped with lots of
support and self-esteem, and (probably) more
information than their peers, [who] might even
benefit from a more unconventional home envi-
ronment” (Arden, 1996, p. 251; see also Halpern,
1990; Nearing, 1996; Newitz, 2006; West, 1996).
Thus, there is a need for more personal writings
and other texts on how polyfamilies address
internal and external challenges in relation to
children, and how adults who have been raised in
polyfamilies reflect back on their experiences.

Books for Children, Adolescents
and Young Adults

Many polyparents and their offspring called for
novels as well as picture books for children.
Maria’s own novel for adolescents, young adults,
and adults, Love You Two (Pallotta-Chiarolli,
2008) with its multicultural, multisexual, and
multipartnered characters, is based on her
research over 15 years. The central character is
Pina who discovers her mother is polyamorous.
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This sets off a chain of events and encounters
with people who disrupt, subvert, and agentically
construct their own sexual identities and families
according to their own needs (see Lambert, 2009
for a review).

Two other recent teen/young adult novels have
also touched upon polyamory in young people:
Prodan’s (2008) The Suicide Year and A Queer
Circle of Friends by Lees (2006). Indeed, Lees’
three main characters, who are already between,
beyond, and on the borders of gender and sexual
binaries, construct a polyamorous relationship
based on honesty and negotiation. Throughout
the book, their poly relationship is a secure and
sexually and emotionally satisfying given.

Two children’s picture books that can be used
to introduce and discuss polyfamilies are Six-
Dinner Sid (Moore, 1991) and Else-Marie and her
Seven Little Daddies (Lindenbaum, 1991). “Six-
dinner Sid” could easily be defined as a polyam-
orous cat that lives with six different families.
Lindenbaum’s (1991) book is about Else-Marie’s
family, which comprises one normal-size mother
and seven tiny, identical daddies whom she loves.
However, when her mother announces that she
has to work overtime and that Else-Marie’s
daddies will pick her up at playgroup, thereby
outing her family’s structure and her fathers’ stat-
ure, the child spends an anxious day imagining all
the dreadful things that could happen when her
school friends discover how unusual her family is.
However, her fears prove ungrounded.

Films for Young Adults

It is important that popular films be made avail-
able for young people to see representations of
polyamorous possibilities. A recent film marketed
for teenagers and young adults via its New York
urban school setting and soundtrack, Take the
Lead (2006), is based on the real-life story of
dance teacher Pierre Dulaine, who gives a group
of “problem kids” a second chance by exploring
their dance skills and entering them into a city
competition. One of the subplots in this film is
how the rivalry between two boys, Ramos and
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Danjou, over the affections of Sasha, develops
into a joyful threesome both emotionally and in
the dance competition.

YouTube has made possible the wide dissemi-
nation of a short film for young adults called
Boyfriends, produced by Robert Anthony Hubbell
(http://www.robertanthonyhubbell.com). It is the
story of a 16-year-old boy, Will, whose girlfriend
tells him she loves him but is in love with some-
one else as well, their friend Brian. She intro-
duces the idea of polyamory to him and the
audience through Deborah Anapol’s (1992) book,
Love without Limits. The ending shows a happy
resolution, accompanied by the Polyamory Song
sung by David Roves which explains how the
world will see them as “mad” and “bad.” However,
the music is whimsical and flippant, perhaps indi-
cating that the young people will ably deal with
such marginalization.

General Film and Television
Representations of Polyamory

Because of their social currency, films for general
audiences containing positive depictions of
polyamory can have a great influence in creating
visibility, awareness, understanding, and legitima-
tion of polyamory, thereby also assisting polyfam-
ilies to feel more confident in disclosing their
family forms. Positive presence in the media and
popular culture can thus allow for the normaliza-
tion of polyfamilies and their children, and thereby
reduce the current need for passing, secret
keeping, and bordering strategies. To date, most
representations of polyamory in film have not even
acknowledged the term itself, let alone provided
positive representation. For example, many films
resolve the dilemma of multiple loves through
death, thereby using what Maria calls the “poly
potential” as a romantic narrative device with
which to “up” the drama/trauma quotient and elicit
more heart-rending and gut-wrenching responses
from the audience. This occurs toward the end of
the following films: Pearl Harbor (2001), Marie-Jo
and Her Two Loves (2002), and 2012 (2010).
Some films venture beyond this death device,
or at least depict polyparents as “good” regardless
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of whatever other situations they may be in. For
example, in Ordinary Decent Criminal (2003),
the polyamorous thief Michael is depicted as a
devoted father in various situations with his chil-
dren. Films like Splendor (1999), French Twist
(2003), and December Bride (1997) incorporate
pregnancy and having babies in a polyfamily
structure, where fathers have to grow to adjust to
responsible poly relations and polyparenting
while the women are already comfortably and
confidently in that space.

A final film of note is the Brazilian Me You
Them (2001). Based on the true story of a woman
with three male partners and four children, it
explores the economic hardships in a drought-
ridden rural area that require the whole family to
work together to survive. This film gains its
power by eschewing Hollywood glamorization
or demonization of these relationships, present-
ing raw, real, and multidimensional love, sensu-
ality, and negotiation.

In television, HBO’s popular Big Love, set
within a Mormon religious context, explores both
positives and challenges of polygamy, including
external  stigmatization, children’s mixed
responses to polyparents, how children handle
peer-group curiosity at school, and the internal
differences within Mormon polygamy, ranging
from cult-like rural fundamentalism to urban,
modern socioeconomic settings.

In summary, we are beginning to see film and
television representations of polyamorous par-
enting, albeit most of them using death, devasta-
tion, and dark humor. What we require are
positive media representations of polyamory for
polyparents and their children. Finally, we need
film and television scripts that actually use terms
like “polyamory” or “polyfidelity.”

Future Directions:
What Polyparents Want

Based on the available research and our discus-
sion group, we next present what polyamorous
parents report as needing and wanting to support
their families’ and children’s health and well
being. The identification of these needs is
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important in providing a framework within
which we can ensure that future research, pol-
icy, and practice directly address polyfamilies’
requirements.

More Research and More Polydiversity
in the Research

A major need identified by polyfamilies is for
further research to be undertaken in all areas of
polyfamilies. For example, we need statistical
data and demographics on how many polyfami-
lies there are and how they are constituted. We
also require qualitative research on how polyfam-
ilies raise children and the impact on children’s
lives now and in their adulthood. Also, how do
polyfamilies navigate external settings such as
schools, health services, and local communities.
Our discussion group identified some other
specific issues such as the rates of domestic vio-
lence in polyfamilies; the mental health of poly-
family members; how polyfamilies organize legal
and property issues and arrangements; the impact
of polyparenting on children’s adult lives in gen-
eral; and their relationship configurations and
negotiations in particular.

Legitimization and Resource
Development in Educational, Health,
and Legal Systems

As has already been discussed in this chapter,
polyparents call for more resources, professional
development for service providers, and polyfriendly
policies and legislation in all educational, health,
welfare, and legal services that will support and
legitimate their relationships and families. Blue,
a polyparent in the PolyVic discussion group,
echoed the thoughts of many polyfamilies in
believing these legal shifts will eventually occur,
albeit too slowly:

It will take groups like this [PolyVic], and more
discussions, and activism, and us going “Um ...
hello? We’re voters and we pay our taxes and
you’re ignoring us. And you’re outlawing us, in
fact” ... but it’ll take longer than my lifetime to get
to that acceptance point.
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In particular, polyfamilies call for the aware-
ness of their existence in schools via policies,
pedagogies, and pastoral care to cater for the
specific needs and recognize the specific skills
and insights of their children:

Robyn:  For our children to be able to share their
journey with other people in a school
environment or a church environment
or any environment would be more
ideal than having to be ... careful.

In Conclusion: From “Normality”
to “Diversity”

Throughout this chapter, we have provided an over-
view of the limited available research and our recent
empirical findings from the PolyVic polyparenting
discussion group which explored the overarching
interconnected themes of the lack of polyfamily vis-
ibility and the fear of disclosure by polyfamilies.
We also discussed how these themes were mani-
fested within the polyhome and in raising children;
in interactions with education, health, and legal ser-
vices; and the place of media, popular culture, and
texts. In concluding this chapter, we wish to espouse
the need to adopt a mental and societal orientation
to “diversity” rather than “normality” as a frame-
work within which these themes and sites are situ-
ated. A framework of diversity prepares people for
a wide variety of circumstances, structures, genders,
sexualities, and ethnicities, and all the combinations
thereof, and helps do away with the piecemeal
approach wherein polyfamilies are currently
ignored, erased, or rendered invisible.

A model of diversity can focus on healthy
behaviors rather than healthy “‘situations,” and on
principles of providing good care rather than prin-
ciples of providing the “right” family structure.
This model helps refocus social perception away
from a constant duologue of normality and devi-
ance and toward a complex multiple dialog where
the ultimate goal is the interaction of healthy indi-
viduals within healthy communities. Coalitions
and bridges, inclusive of social and educational
movements, are required at the crossroads of vari-
ous social justice issues that affect families across
the range of nationality, race, class, (dis)ability,
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age, gender, and sexual identities. These collabo-
rations must include the “questioning and recon-
ceptualizing [of] relationship and families” and
“engage all of us in creating sustainable relation-
ships, families and communities” (Noel, 2006, pp.
616-617).

We conclude this chapter with the words and
work of Valerie White (2007), a lawyer and mem-
ber of the Boston poly support and discussion
group Family Tree, who often supports polyfami-
lies in legal situations. She asks why children
raised in a stable polyclan are considered to be
in a worse situation than children from modern
“blended” families—with stepparents, absent
parents, stepsiblings, and half-siblings—who
may have to deal with much chaos and change:

As more and more polyamorous people find each

other and establish intentional families they will

produce a cohort of young people who are

confident, ethical, self-actualizing, open-minded
and secure. Two of them live at my house. (p. 13)
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Race and Ethnicity in the Lives
of Sexual Minority Parents
and Their Children

Mignon R. Moore and Amy Brainer

The great diversity of sexual minority communities'
in the USA and other parts of the world has
received limited attention in the academic litera-
ture on same-sex parenting. Such research has
been dominated by studies that emphasize the
experiences of higher-income, well-educated,

'"'We use “sexual minority” to refer to individuals whose
sexual relationships and identities are minoritized politi-
cally within their societies, families headed by such indi-
viduals, and communities formed around this shared
minority status. We use more specific terms such as “les-
bian,” “gay,” and “Two-Spirit” when citing research about
people who use these terms to describe themselves. It
should be noted that these are not mutually exclusive cat-
egories; for example, in research studies that refer to
“LGBT parents,” “T” (transgender and transsexual) par-
ents may also identify themselves as lesbian, gay, or
bisexual (or as some other sexual identity). For demo-
graphic information, we rely heavily on U.S. Census data,
which classifies partnered households as “same sex” or
“heterosexual” based on the gender of the adults living in
the home (some caveats about this classification system
are offered in our section on International Contexts).
While “same-sex households” are often read as lesbian
and gay households, it is important to recognize that
household members may identify themselves as lesbian,
gay, bisexual, or none of these, and that sexual minorities
and gender variant people are found in both same- and
different-sex households.
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White lesbians living in Western nations (Biblarz
& Savci, 2010). In this chapter, we analyze char-
acteristics of racial and sexual minority families
in the USA and internationally, revealing the sub-
stantial geographic, socioeconomic, and other
types of variations in these households. We use
an intersectional framework within the field of
sociology (Choo & Ferree, 2010; Collins, 2000;
Moore, 2012) to highlight race, class, gender, and
sexuality as mutually constitutive in the lives of
sexual minority parents and their children. While
race and sexuality also intersect for families in
the dominant or “unmarked” categories (hetero-
sexual and White), our focus in this chapter is on
those groups for whom race and sexual minority
status are overtly salient in the ways they struc-
ture inequalities in society and influence path-
ways to and experiences of family formation
(Greene, 1997). As much as this review provides
important variation in the experiences of sexual
minority families, it also challenges the academic
community to substantially broaden its scope
when studying same-sex parenting.

In the second edition of Black Feminist
Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the
Politics of Empowerment, Patricia Hill Collins
(2000) conceptualizes sexuality in three ways: as
a free-standing system of oppression similar to
oppressions of race, class, nation, and gender; as
an entity that is manipulated within each of these
distinctive systems of oppression; and as a social
location or conceptual glue that binds intersect-
ing oppressions together and helps demonstrate
how oppressions converge. In her later work,
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Black Sexual Politics: African Americans,
Gender, and the New Racism (Collins, 2004),
sexuality is further theorized through the lens of
heterosexism, which she identifies as a freestand-
ing system of power similar to racism, sexism,
and class oppression that suppresses heterosexual
and homosexual African-American women and
men in ways that foster Black subordination.
Each of these conceptualizations reveals the
ways intersecting oppressions rely on sexuality
to mutually construct one another. As we will
demonstrate in this chapter, Collins’ (2004)
application of the intersectionality paradigm to
the study of Black women’s sexuality is also a
useful way to conceptualize sexuality as one of
several social locations racial and sexual minor-
ity parents inhabit. In today’s social and political
climate, sexual minority group interests are often
analyzed and advocated for in ways that privilege
the particular interests of higher-income Whites
within those groups. When these interests are
constructed as separate from and even opposi-
tional to the interests of (presumably heterosex-
ual) racial minority groups, it is sexual minority
people of color and their families who are espe-
cially harmed (Cahill, 2010; Romero, 2005).
The study of race is also important within the
larger discourses of diversity politics. For exam-
ple, Hicks (2011) argues that ignoring race and
racism in relation to lesbian, gay, and queer par-
enting is an example of White racial privilege. In
his analysis of in-depth interviews with lesbian,
gay, and queer parents (also see Chap. 10), the
author describes one White gay father who
claimed that race was a “nonissue” for him and
his two adopted Vietnamese sons. However,
Hicks notes that this White gay father could not
possibly know all the ways his sons will be posi-
tioned racially by others. The literature we review
rejects a color-blind view of race as a “nonissue”
for parents and families and instead acknowl-
edges the significance of race/ethnicity as well as
nationhood in sexual minority family formation.
There are three key components of this chap-
ter. We begin with descriptive information about
the size, location, and other demographic charac-
teristics of racial minority same-sex couple-
headed families in the USA. The next section
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examines pathways to and experiences of parent-
ing for racial and sexual minority families living
in the USA, as well as White same-sex parents of
racial minority children. In the final section, we
shift our attention to sexual minority parenting in
international contexts and explore some of the
theoretical challenges presented by this expand-
ing field of vision. The chapter concludes with a
number of practical implications that emerge
from this literature and points to directions for
future research.

Demographic Characteristics of U.S.
Racial Minority Same-Sex Partner
Families

The demographic information we present is
drawn from a variety of sources, including 2000
U.S. Census data; the 2000 Black Pride Survey,
administered by the National Gay and Lesbian
Task Force and distributed to 2,700 Black les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
people in nine cities; and a survey conducted by
the Human Rights Campaign in 2007-2008 that
purposively sampled African-American, Latina/o,
and Asian and Pacific Islander American LGBT
communities (Cahill, 2010; Cahill, Battle, &
Meyer, 2003; Cianciotto, 2005; Dang & Frazer,
2004; Dang & Vianney, 2007; Gates, Lau, &
Sears, 2006; Romero, 2005). Our focus on these
specific racial/ethnic and sexual minority groups
reflects the limits of available data, as other racial
and sexual minority populations (such as indige-
nous sexual minority families) are not repre-
sented in the data in sufficient numbers to sketch
their demographic characteristics.

African-Americans

According to Dang and Frazer’s (2004) report on
data from the 2000 U.S. Census, Black same-sex
partner households (defined as same-sex partner
households in which at least one person identifies
as Black or African-American) are 14% of all
same-sex partner households, a proportion that
closely mirrors the population of Black households
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in the USA. Seventy-nine percent of these fami-
lies (all of which were headed by two women or
two men) were headed by two Black women or
two Black men and 21% were interracial house-
holds. Characteristics of these families were more
similar to characteristics of the broader popula-
tion of Black families in the USA than to those of
White same-sex couple-headed families.
Specifically, Black same-sex couples reported
parenting at rates similar to Black different-sex
couples and significantly higher than White
same-sex couples. Fifty-two percent of Black
female same-sex couples and 36% of Black male
same-sex couples were raising at least one child
under the age of 18, compared to 32% of White
female same-sex couples and 18% of White male
same-sex couples. Black same-sex couples were
also more than twice as likely as White same-sex
couples to be parenting at least one nonbiological
child, including adopted and fostered children
and children of relatives.

Many Black same-sex partnered families were
residing in smaller, more rural cities and towns.
Of the top 10 metropolitan areas with the highest
proportions of Black same-sex households, all 10
were in the South. This pattern is consistent with
residential patterns among the total population of
Black families in the USA, 54% of whom were
residing in the South at the time of the 2000
Census (Dang & Frazer, 2004). Same-sex couples
in which both partners are Black reported lower
median annual household income ($41 K) than
same-sex couples in which one partner was Black
($58 K) and same-sex couples in which both
partners were White ($64 K). Same-sex couples
in which one or both partners are Black were also
less likely to own their homes (52%) than were
same-sex couples in which both partners are
White (71%). These findings mirror larger pat-
terns of racial disparities in wealth and income in
the USA (Campbell & Kaufmann, 2006; Oliver
& Shapiro, 1997).

Dang and Frazer (2004) highlight numerous
public policy implications that emerge from these
data. Because Black same-sex couples are more
economically disadvantaged on average than are
White same-sex couples, at the same time that
they are more likely to be raising children, they
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are disproportionately harmed by certain laws
that limit access of sexual minorities to certain
rights and benefits. Such policies make it more
difficult for adults to include children they co-
parent with a same-sex partner on their health
insurance plans and protect them in other ways.
Cahill et al. (2003) make a similar argument
based on their analysis of the 2000 Black Pride
Survey. Given high rates of parenting among sur-
vey respondents, and evidence that racial and
economic disparities among LGBT people mirror
those of the larger society, Cahill et al. (2003)
frame same-sex marriage, fostering, and adop-
tion as matters of racial and economic justice.
They observe that laws prohibiting same-sex fos-
tering and adoption are most prevalent in south-
ern states with the largest Black populations and
the highest rates of parenting among Black same-
sex couples.

Dang and Frazer (2004) and Cahill et al.
(2003) further argue that antigay parenting poli-
cies threaten the Black community as a whole by
reducing the pool of potential foster and adoptive
parents for Black children who are overrepre-
sented in the foster care system. Black children
who enter the foster care system remain there
longer, are moved more often, and receive the
least desirable placements of any group of chil-
dren. When prospective parents are not permitted
to foster or adopt because of their sexual minority
status, the outcome for many Black children is
continued upheaval and non-placement
(Washington, 2008). By situating the concerns of
same-sex parents and their children not only in
relation to issues of gender and sexuality but also
in relation to larger structures of racial and eco-
nomic inequality, these scholars are expanding
the discourse around sexual minority parenting in
needed directions.

Hispanic and Latina/o Americans

According to a 2005 report, 12% of all same-sex
partner households in the 2000 U.S. Census
include at least one Hispanic partner. This per-
centage is likely to have increased in the last
decade, given the accelerated growth of Hispanic
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and Latina/o populations in the USA (Passel &
Cohn, 2008). Cianciotto’s (2005) analyses of
U.S. Census data revealed that Hispanic same-
sex partners were twice as likely as non-Hispanic,
White same-sex partners to be raising children.
Among interethnic same-sex couples in which
one partner was Hispanic, 54% of female couples
and 41% of male couples were raising one or
more children under 18. For same-sex couples in
which both partners were Hispanic, parenting
rates increased to 66% of female couples and
58% of male couples. Hispanic same-sex part-
ners were raising children at nearly the same rates
as Hispanic different-sex partners and shared
many other characteristics in common with the
overall population of Hispanic Americans. Same-
and different-sex Hispanic American couples
resided in the same areas of the country, with
large concentrations in Arizona, California,
Florida, and Texas, all states that have, at one
point in time, passed constitutional amendments
banning same-sex marriage.

Hispanic same-sex partner households in the
U.S. Census reported a lower median annual
household income ($37 K) and lower rates of
home ownership (48%) than did non-Hispanic
White same-sex partner households ($64 K and
71%, respectively). Same-sex couples in which
both partners were Hispanic received public
assistance at higher rates (10% of women, 6% of
men) than interethnic same-sex couples in which
only one partner was Hispanic (6% of women,
3% of men) and same-sex couples in which both
partners were non-Hispanic White (3% of women,
2% of men). Of all these groups, families headed
by two Hispanic women were most likely to
qualify for Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF). However, heterosexual mar-
riage promotion, fatherhood promotion, faith-
based initiatives, and paternity requirements for
TANF promoted under the Bush administration
made it more difficult or impossible for many of
these mothers and their children to access needed
benefits (Cahill, 2010; Cianciotto, 2005).

Akey component of Cianciotto’s (2005) report
is its discussion of immigration and citizenship.
Among interethnic same-sex couples in which
one partner is Hispanic, 6% of women and 8% of
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men were noncitizens; among same-sex couples
in which both partners were Hispanic, those per-
centages rose to 38% of women and 51% of men
(compared to just 2% of women and 3% of men
in non-Hispanic White same-sex households).
Cianciotto notes that U.S. immigration policy is
largely based on the principle of “family
unification,” which allows US citizens and per-
manent residents to sponsor their spouses and
other close family members for immigration pur-
poses. Family unification policies are heterosexu-
ally defined and do not include provisions for
same-sex partners and families headed by same-
sex couples. The Defense of Marriage Act
(DOMA) prevents US citizens and permanent
residents from sponsoring their noncitizen same-
sex partners, putting many binational same-sex
couples in the difficult position of living apart,
moving outside the USA, or finding ways to stay
together illegally under a constant threat of depor-
tation. Binational same-sex couples who are par-
ents must additionally protect the welfare of their
children without adequate support from the State.
Research on immigration, citizenship, and mixed-
status families needs to be better integrated with
research on sexuality minority parents and their
children, for whom these issues are a central
concern.

Asian and Pacific Islander Americans

The 2000 U.S. Census showed 38,203 Asian and
Pacific Islander (hereafter API) Americans in
households headed by a same-sex couple. Between
3% and 4% of all same-sex partner households
included at least one API partner (Gates et al.,
2006). In 2005, the largest ever nationwide survey
of LGBT API Americans was administered by the
National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy
Institute (Dang & Vianney, 2007). Of the 860 API
survey respondents, 4% reported living with one
or more children under 18 and 3% were biological
parents of those children.

In 2000 U.S. Census data reported on by Gates
et al. (2006), API same-sex partner households
were shown to have more in common with API
different-sex partners than with White same-sex
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partners. Like API different-sex couples, API
same-sex couples are ethnically diverse and
reside in areas of the country that have large pop-
ulations of API Americans, with the top three
states being California, New York, and Hawaii.
API same-sex couples reported higher levels of
education than their non-API counterparts, yet
earned less on average ($55 K median household
income) and were less likely to own their homes
(52%) than same-sex couples in which both part-
ners are non-Hispanic White. This pattern is con-
sistent with research by Campbell and Kaufmann
(2006) showing a penalty for API Americans in
translating educational attainment into income
and wealth. Disparities between API same-sex
couples and non-Hispanic White
couples are reflective of racial disparities in the
broader US population.

Similar to findings for Hispanic and Latina/o
Americans, immigration and citizenship emerged
as key issues for LGBT APIs. API LGBT survey
respondents ranked immigration as the number
one issue facing all APIs in the USA, and one of
the top four issues facing API LGBT Americans
(other top issues were hate violence/harassment,
media representations, and marriage equality)
(Dang & Vianney, 2007). Census data show that
there are 35,820 binational same-sex couples liv-
ing in the USA, and in 45% of these cases, the
foreign partner is Asian. Thus, it is estimated that
approximately 16,000 Asian nationals are cur-
rently affected by immigration policies that pre-
vent their US-citizen partners from petitioning
for them to remain in the country (Romero, 2005).
According to a 2004 report by the Asian American
Federation of New York, also based on 2000 U.S.
Census data, approximately one-third of all API
lesbians and gays living in New York, San
Francisco, and Los Angeles are noncitizens.
Victor Romero (2005) argues that ‘“family
unification” is a long-held value among Asian
Americans and one that directly challenges the
anti-Asian legacy of U.S. immigration law. But
not all API families are protected under the prin-
ciple of family unification. API lesbian and gay
couples and their children are still feeling the
legacy of immigration law that constructs certain
groups (formerly Asians, now lesbians and gays)
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as unassimilable. Romero challenges the larger
API community to think carefully about its val-
ues and history and to throw its weight behind
measures that would extend unification to all
Asian and Pacific Island families, including those
API families that include same-sex couples.

Implications for Studying Sexual
Minority Parenting

In surveying the demographic characteristics of
racial and sexual minority populations, we have
determined that a number of new analytic
approaches to the study of same-sex parenting
are warranted. Several scholars have argued that
same-sex parenting and related laws and policies
should be framed as matters of racial and eco-
nomic justice, with close attention to intersec-
tions of race, gender, sexuality, and social class
(Cahill et al., 2003; Cahill & Jones, 2001;
Cianciotto, 2005; Dang & Frazer 2004).
Immigration and citizenship need to be more
central to the study of sexual minority family for-
mation (Cianciotto, 2005; Dang & Vianney,
2007; Romero, 2005). These analytic shifts
require scholars to rethink the issues that are rel-
evant to sexual minority parents and their chil-
dren and to include such issues as racial disparities
in homeownership and income, access to welfare
benefits, and family unification in our academic
conferences and papers, clinical practice, advo-
cacy, and other work on behalf of sexual minority
parents, families, and communities. Intersections
of race, gender, sexuality, and social class high-
lighted in this section inform multiple dimensions
of family life and are evident in the research stud-
ies discussed throughout this chapter, including
pathways to and experiences of parenting, as we
explore next.

Racial Variance in Pathways
to and Experiences of Parenting

In the literature on same-sex parents and their
children, many researchers have focused nar-
rowly on those pathways to and experiences of
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parenting that are most prevalent among White,
middle- and upper-income lesbians and gay men,
such as alternative insemination through in vitro
fertilization and co-adoption in the context of a
same-sex relationship. Pathways to parenting that
are more common among working-class and
racial minority families receive less attention,
often because of how researchers define their
samples (Moore, 2011b). This omission has per-
sisted despite evidence that a majority of parents
in same-sex relationships are working class, and
upper-income White gay couples are the least
likely group among all same-sex couples to be
parenting (Rosenfeld, 2010).

Here we consider two pathways to parenting
that remain under-examined in the literature on
same-sex parent families: parenting children from
a prior heterosexual union and taking on the role
of a mother or father to children in the extended
family or racial community. We discuss how mul-
tiple minority statuses shape these pathways as
well as the parenting experiences that follow,
drawing examples from research on African-
American and Jamaican lesbian mothers, American
Indian Two-Spirit parents, and Black and Latino
gay fathers. We then consider a third pathway to
same-sex parenting, interracial adoption, and dis-
cuss how race matters in the lives of White parents
who adopt racial and ethnic minority children.

Parenting Children from a Prior
Heterosexual Relationship: The Case
of Lesbian Mothers

Many researchers have framed their studies of
lesbian motherhood in certain ways as to make
the results comparable to those of other empirical
studies of family structure and family process in
heterosexual two-parent families. Such an analo-
gous research design makes it easier to address
central assumptions in the literature regarding the
division of household labor and the distribution
of childcare and childrearing tasks (Gartrell et al.,
1999, 2000; Patterson, 1995). Research on les-
bian-headed families also tends to be framed
around long-held assumptions about lesbian
identity, particularly the idea that lesbians as a
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group are egalitarian in their distribution of paid
work, housework, and childcare, and that they
organize their households and interact with each
other in ways that support this principle (Dunne,
2000; Sullivan, 2004). Unfortunately, restricting
samples so that they only include women who
take on a lesbian identity before becoming par-
ents biases research studies, and the literature
more generally, toward the experiences of White,
middle- and upper-income lesbians, who are bet-
ter able to afford costly insemination procedures
and who are more likely to support the ideologi-
cal principles of egalitarian feminism (Moore,
2011a). Maintaining such a narrow definition of
who is a lesbian parent does a disservice to our
understanding of the complexities of lesbian
motherhood because it overrepresents the less
common route to a lesbian identity status and les-
bian family formation. That is, the majority of
today’s mothers who identify as lesbian became
parents by bearing a child in the context of a prior
heterosexual relationship (Morris, Balsam, &
Rothblum, 2002).

In her research on African-American lesbian
families, Moore (2008, 2011a) found that many
women who had become mothers in the context
of prior heterosexual unions continued to make a
concentrated effort to satisfy the societal definition
of a “good mother” that is implicitly linked to
heterosexuality. This expectation produced a
conflict for these mothers, who had to contend
not only with the construction of lesbian identity
as deviant but also with negative stereotypes
around race and Black women’s sexuality. Their
sexual orientation forced a sexual self into visi-
bility in the context of motherhood, which fright-
ened some and went against a politics of silence
in this arena (for more information on the politics
of silence, see Hammonds, 1997; Hine, 1989).

Makeda Silvera (1995), writing about lesbian
motherhood for Jamaican women in the USA,
says that it is the “sexual mother” that frightens
the community and forces family members to
close their eyes. She recalls one of the biggest
criticisms she experienced from family and
friends was that in openly raising her daughters
as a Black lesbian in her racial community, she
was flaunting her sexuality “like a red rag, a flag
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on a pole” (Silvera, 1995, p. 315). She says they
could tolerate her as a lesbian and as a mother,
but not as a lesbian mother living with a woman
lover. This was ‘“counter-culture, counter-Black,
counter-mother” (p. 316). Silvera’s (1995) expe-
rience and Moore’s (2008, 2011a) research both
illuminate the centrality of race to discourses
about motherhood. While lesbian mothers across
marginalized racial groups may struggle to be
viewed as “good mothers,” the standards to which
they are held are shaped not only by gender and
sexuality but also by constructions of race, rac-
ism, and intraracial group dynamics.

Accounting for racial variance in pathways to
and experiences of parenting reveals the substan-
tial diversity of mothering experiences among
lesbian-identified women. Just as importantly, it
introduces new frameworks for research and
analysis of lesbian parenting and parenting more
broadly, which explore how parenting discourses
are gendered as well as racialized.

Parenting in Extended Families
and Communities

In many racial and ethnic communities, family
responsibilities, including the provision of
financial and emotional support, elder and child
caretaking, and other household duties, are shared
throughout social networks that may involve
extended family and friends’ participation in a
variety of familial roles (Meyers, Han, Waldfogel,
& Garfinkel, 2001; Wilhelmus, 1998). Research
on Black families has shown that kinship arrange-
ments commonly include multigenerational fam-
ily structures as well as other types of extended
family households (Mays, Chatters, Cochran, &
Mackness, 1998). Several researchers have found
that Latina/o and Asian immigrant families sus-
tain complex networks that join households and
communities —even across geographic borders —
to provide assistance and support after immigra-
tion (Itzigsohn, Cabral, Medina, & Vazquez,
1999; Vidal de Haymes, Kilty, & Segal, 2000).
Sexual minority family members are also a part
of these multigenerational and extended family
networks. In addition to their own biological,
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foster, or adopted children, many lesbian and gay
people are “parenting” other children in their
family networks by providing financial and emo-
tional support to siblings, nieces and nephews,
and grandchildren (Mays et al., 1998; Moore,
2011a). These parenting and family arrangements
are not showing up in research studies that define
same-sex parenting more narrowly.

Some scholars have begun to integrate sexual
minority parent and family research with the
broader literature on racial and ethnic minority
families. Mays et al. (1998) build on literature on
multigenerational African-American households
and extended kin networks to analyze question-
naires returned by a national sample of more than
1,000 African-American lesbian women and gay
men. Among the quarter of respondents who
reported living with one or more children under
18, many lived with and assumed parenting
responsibilities for grandchildren, nieces and
nephews, younger siblings, and other children in
their extended family networks. The researchers
argue that exclusion of lesbian and gay people
from family networks is disadvantageous for all
members of the family, as it cuts off the flow of
financial and emotional contributions that lesbian
and gay people give and receive.

Other research reveals that many people are
assuming parenting roles to contribute not only to
their extended family networks but also to their
broader racial and ethnic communities. Gilley
(2006) spent 6 years living and working with
members of two southwestern organizations for
Native people who identify themselves as Two-
Spirit. His work explores many dimensions of
what it means for contemporary Indian people to
“become” Two-Spirit through a synthesis of male
and female qualities, and gay and Native identi-
ties. Historically, one of the most important roles
Two-Spirit people assume is that of teacher and
caregiver for children. Two-Spirit people teach
children (especially girls) about Indian ceremo-
nies and other cultural practices, and care for
children when their parents are not able to do so.
In Gilley’s research, Two-Spirit men cared for
nieces, nephews, and other family members,
supervised organizations for local teens, and
reached out in formal and informal ways to
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support gay Indian youth. In keeping with their
Two-Spirit identity, the men were called upon to
stand in as both male and female role models for
young people. The men did not describe their
parenting activities in terms of a personal desire
to have children or form a nuclear family together
with a same-sex partner. Instead, their parenting
roles were virtually indistinguishable from their
obligations to the larger family, community, and
tribe. By teaching children and youth about
Indian culture, Two-Spirit people positioned
themselves as integral to Indian life.

A second example of parenting to sustain the
larger community emerges from Lewin’s (2009)
research on gay fathers. Drawing from interviews
with 95 gay fathers in Chicago, Los Angeles,
Iowa City, and the San Francisco Bay area, Lewin
analyzed the meanings gay men attach to their
parenting roles and aspirations as they move
across spaces defined as “gay” and those defined
as related to “family” (and thus “not gay” by con-
ventional standards). Among other meaning-mak-
ing strategies, gay men in this research constructed
fatherhood as “the right thing to do” in moral
terms, often in response to stereotypes of gay men
as morally deficient. While gay fathers across
racial and ethnic categories shared how their par-
ticular heritage and family traditions shaped both
their desire to be parents and their approach to
childrearing, for Black gay fathers, the moral
impetus for fatherhood took on a special urgency,
framed as a responsibility that extended beyond
their immediate circle of kin. While non-Hispanic
White gay men as well as racial and ethnic minor-
ity gay men described fatherhood as “doing the
right thing,” for Black gay fathers, this included
doing the right thing for the broader racial com-
munity by caring for Black children who might
otherwise languish in the foster care system.
Lewin’s research shows the salience of race even
in patterns that occur across racial groups. While
non-Hispanic White gay men and racial and eth-
nic minority gay men used similar narrative con-
structs to describe their parenting, these took on
different contours for Black gay fathers, who
were most likely to connect their parenting narra-
tives to larger issues of systemic racism and the
survival of Black children and youth.
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Latino gay dads in Lewin’s (2009) and
Mallon’s (2004) research also stressed the
significance of sharing an ethnic heritage with
their children, drawing on biologized notions of
kinship to construct their families, and placing
importance on the intergenerational transmission
of Latino culture. Many of the parenting activi-
ties described by these Latino gay fathers—such
as observation of special holidays and other eth-
nic group traditions—are similar to those per-
formed by indigenous and immigrant women
whom Billson (1995) and Espiritu (2001) have
recognized as being “keepers of the culture.” As
keepers of the culture, women are held responsi-
ble not only for bringing up their own children
but also for sustaining the larger racial, ethnic,
and often transnational community. Theories of
gendered parenting roles relative to the preserva-
tion of culture and community would be greatly
enriched by the inclusion of sexual minority par-
ent experiences and practices.

Transracial Adoption

Transracial adoption is the placement of a child
who is of one race or ethnic group with adoptive
parents of another race or ethnic group. In the
USA, transracial adoption occurs primarily
(though not exclusively) when White adults adopt
racial minority children born in the USA or
abroad. As the numbers of sexual minority par-
ent-headed families increase, so do the numbers
of White sexual minority parents raising racial
minority children (Farr & Patterson, 2009).
Racial minority lesbians and gay men have
pointed out that race matters in lesbian and gay
communities as much as it matters in the broader
society (Greene, 1997). That race matters is
something that parents of color know through life
experience. White sexual minority parents who
are raising racial minority children may or may
not understand race in this way.

In Mallon’s (2004) interview study of gay
fathers living in Los Angeles and New York,
White gay fathers varied in how much or how
little they felt race mattered for their families.
Some made special efforts to prepare their
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children and families to deal with racism and to
connect their children with a larger racial or eth-
nic community, while others did not feel that this
was necessary, or engaged with race only
superficially, viewing it primarily as an issue of
“culture.” For example, one White gay father
who had adopted two Latino children said that he
did not do much about “instilling the native cul-
ture” in his children other than eating in Mexican
restaurants (Mallon, 2004, p. 119). The literature
on transracial adoption shows that the inability
and/or unwillingness of parents to address ques-
tions about race, racial inequality, and ethnicity
with their children may produce barriers for chil-
dren’s successful racial/ethnic identity integration
(Samuels, 2009; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams,
1990; Viladrich & Loue, 2009). Children have a
more difficult time when they lack access to role
models who have been able to successfully inte-
grate racial identities with other identities
(Spencer, 1983; Spencer & Markstrom-Adams,
1990). A growing body of research shows that
race and color consciousness, not “color blind-
ness,” is the best practice approach to transracial
adoption (Quiroz, 2007; Samuels, 2009). Thus,
White sexual minority parents who adopt racial
minority children need to be prepared to engage
with questions about race and racial inequality, or
these issues may be neglected or subsumed into a
discourse of cultural diversity as they were for
some of the fathers in Mallon’s study.
Intersections of race and sexuality are high-
lighted in Richardson and Goldberg’s (2010)
research on White lesbian adoptive mothers of
racial and ethnic minority children. Richardson
and Goldberg interviewed 20 White lesbian cou-
ples (40 women) pre- and post-adoption, asking
about the challenges these women faced with
regard to multiple minority statuses and their pre-
paredness to deal with such challenges. Prior to
adoption, many mothers expressed concern about
the discrimination their child might face, includ-
ing discrimination from members of their own
families and communities who held racist and
homophobic views. Many of these concerns were
realized as early as 3 months post-adoption, when
most couples had encountered negative feedback
related to the child’s race. Mothers in this research

also described positive experiences pre- and post-
adoption and identified particular strengths they
perceived themselves to have as lesbian parents
forming multiracial families. While their per-
spectives on and experiences of race varied,
overall these mothers espoused a color conscious
rather than a color-blind ideology with regard to
transracial adoption.

Stephen Hicks (2011) argues that transracial
adoption by lesbian, gay, and queer parents forces
us to consider how race might be relevant to the
ways parenting is conceptualized and carried out.
Questions of adoption, foster care, and race are
related to those of resemblance and belonging —
what it means to “look like” family. In interviews
with lesbian adoptive couples creating multira-
cial families, Hicks shows the importance to
many of these mothers of “looking like” a family
with regard to skin color, often in anticipation of
how their family might be perceived by others.
While lesbian and gay parenting has a capacity to
destabilize notions of racial inheritance and bio-
logical bonds, and while parents explicitly chal-
lenge these ideals, they should also be acutely
aware of ways in which racism may be expressed
through insistence upon “likeness/fit” as a crite-
rion for family formation.

Implications for Studying Sexual
Minority Parents

In this section, we have reviewed work on path-
ways to and experiences of parenting among
racial and sexual minority families, as well as
White lesbian and gay parents of racial minority
children. Collectively, these cases reveal the lim-
itations of current definitions of same-sex parent-
ing, which tend to focus narrowly on families
formed through pregnancy or adoption in the
context of a same-sex relationship and preexis-
tent lesbian or gay identity. This approach
excludes the majority of working-class and racial
minority same-sex parents, who enter into and
experience parenting in other ways (such as par-
enting children from a prior heterosexual union
or caring for children of relatives). In addition,
many lesbian and gay family scholars have
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focused primarily or exclusively on how gender
and sexuality shape same-sex parenting, but have
not considered how race and culture also shape
parenting discourses and practices. Researchers
focusing on populations outside the USA have
raised closely related critiques of current
definitions and approaches to same-sex parenting,
as we explore in the final section of this chapter.

Sexual Minority Parenting
in International Contexts

Studies of sexual minority parents in interna-
tional contexts are important to consider, as this
research reveals the rich diversity of sexual
minority families globally and provides new
approaches to theory, clinical practice, and public
policy that emerge from the unique experiences
and perspectives of these households. Three
themes surface in this international literature.
First, we stress the importance of moving away
from the typological approach common in family
scholarship, which classifies parents and house-
holds as either “heterosexual” or “same sex.”
This distinction is artificial for many subjects in
the studies we review and one that has seriously
limited the scope of family research in Africa,
Asia, and other parts of the world. Second, we
problematize another feature of this typological
approach: the ranking of “same-sex” parents
against “heterosexual” parents, using sameness
as a criterion for equality and a measure of paren-
tal success (e.g., the more similar to heterosexual
parents they are shown to be, the more deserving
same-sex parents are of equal treatment). We take
inspiration from studies of sexual minority par-
ents in rural Indian and indigenous New Zealand
communities who are not seeking sameness with
heterosexuals, but rather emphasizing those traits
that make their families unique. Third, we stress
the role of the State in shaping the life chances of
sexual minority parents and their children. In ear-
lier sections of this chapter, we highlighted the
impact of State policies and practices in the USA,
such as welfare reform, on racial and sexual
minority families. Here, we expand this analysis
to consider how heteronormative definitions of
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family are constructed and enforced in different
geopolitical contexts, citing examples from Japan
and Chile. These examples offer a glimpse of the
diverse forms heteronormative policies and prac-
tices can take. We conclude that further research
is needed which considers socio-legal and citi-
zenship issues for sexual minority parents living
under different forms of governance.

Rethinking the Distinction Between
“Heterosexual” and “Same-Sex”
Parents

Wekker’s (2006) ethnographic research on
women engaged in “the mati work™ in Paramaribo,
Suriname, is especially instructive with regard to
the limitations of a heterosexual/same-sex typol-
ogy for analyzing parenting. Mati refers to love
and sexual intimacy between women, conceived
of as a pleasing behavior rather than as the basis
of an individual or collective identity. Over a
period of 10 years, Wekker immersed herself in
the lives of 25 working-class Afro-Surinamese
women, who ranged in age from 23 to 84 at the
start of the research. Wekker found that women
who mati usually have children by men and main-
tain sexual relationships with the fathers of their
children, often in exchange for men’s financial
contributions to their households. Their primary
emotional and romantic attachments, however,
are to other women, and most rely on the help of
other women to bring up their children. Women
doing “the mati work” described their relation-
ships with men as primarily transactional, and
their relationships with women as more passion-
ate, imbued with strong feelings of infatuation,
desire, love, jealousy, and expectations of fidelity.
These women did not, however, think of them-
selves as essentially different from women who
form relationships exclusively with men.
Wekker (2006) uses the case of Afro-
Surinamese women who mati to show the limita-
tions of the Western concept of homosexual
identity. We use it here to show the limitations of
the concept of same-sex parenting. Women who
mati are actively parenting with other women
and are finding sexual and romantic fulfillment in
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these same-sex relationships; however, they do
not adopt a lesbian identity or see themselves as
belonging to a community based on their sexual
object choice, nor do they necessarily discontinue
all sexual relations with men. Wekker’s findings
are consistent with reports that in African and
other non-Western societies, women who are
engaged in same-sex relationships “have” men to
fulfill certain functions, one of them being to
reproduce (Aarmo, 1999; Potgieter, 2003).
Conventional approaches to defining and study-
ing same-sex parenting have not accounted for
these kinds of arrangements.

In addition, many women outside of the USA
who have same-sex desires enter into or remain
in heterosexual marriages concurrently with their
same-sex relationships. Drawing on her ethno-
graphic research with lala (lesbian) identified
women in Beijing, Engebretsen (2009) presents
three case studies to highlight a range of lala fam-
ily arrangements. One woman in the study
remained heterosexually married and mothered a
child in the context of this marriage, while also
dating her lala partner. Two other lalas created a
marriage-like relationship with one another and
merged families, sharing care work for elderly
parents. In the third case, a self-identified chunde
T (pure T; similar, though not equivalent, to
“stone butch”) chose to marry a gay male friend
to satisfy her parents. Those who married men
were able to maintain what Engebretsen calls
“hetero-marital face,” but found it difficult to
form and keep lasting same-sex relationships
because of the demands their marital and family
arrangements placed on them. The women who
formed a marriage-like relationship with one
another found more lasting satisfaction in that
relationship, but expressed deep regret at their
inability to have a child together. Engebretsen
does not conclude that any one of these family
arrangements is superior to or ultimately more
satisfying than the others. Instead, she critiques
Western discourses that prioritize certain marital
ideologies and relationship strategies, without
fully recognizing the diversity of nonnormative
sexualities globally.

By classifying households as either hetero-
sexual or same sex, family scholars exclude those
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households where parenting arrangements are
shared among multiple adults who may be roman-
tically and/or sexually connected to one another.
The international literature shows that these
arrangements are much more common than fam-
ily scholars account for given existing typologies,
and the studies we reviewed require family schol-
ars to think more broadly about what sexual
minority parenting might look like. A broader
approach is also needed in research on US popu-
lations, where the heterosexual/same-sex distinc-
tion is no less problematic [see, for example,
scholarship by Pfeffer (2010) on transsexual and
transgender families, and by Moss (2012) on
bisexual and polyamorous families in the USA,
which raise similar concerns about how these
families are classified].

Moving Beyond “Sameness”
as a Measure of Parental Success

The international literature on sexual minority
parenthood reveals that many of these adults do
not seek “sameness” with heterosexuals as a way
to legitimate their parenting—a common trope in
discourses about lesbian and gay parenting in the
USA (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010). Instead, they
make conscious choices to parent differently
from those around them and pursue different
goals for their children’s futures. In Swarr and
Nagar’s (2003) case study of a sexual minority
female couple raising two daughters in rural
India, the couple chose not to arrange marriages
for their daughters despite familial and commu-
nity pressure to do so. They also made the deci-
sion not to adopt a son, which would have ensured
their own later life social security. These mothers
explained that they wanted their daughters to
receive an inheritance so that they would have the
option not to marry; if they had a son, he would
receive the entire inheritance. They connected
their vision for their daughters’ future indepen-
dence to their own struggles for independence
from compulsory heterosexual marriage, and
their desires to transform marriage and family to
make these institutions fairer for women and
sexual minorities.
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Glover, McKree, and Dyall (2009) used focus
group interviews to study fertility issues and
access to reproductive technologies in Maori
(New Zealand indigenous) communities. Among
takatapui (nonheterosexual) women interviewed,
the issue of sperm donation was discussed at
length. Some takatapui women reported that they
preferred gay male sperm donors because they
wanted to limit the influence of heterosexuality
on their children, and because they wanted to
pass on the “gay gene” if such a thing should
exist. The significance of these comments
becomes more apparent when we consider the
social and political climate in New Zealand,
where the largest sperm bank banned gay donors
until 2006. After the ban was lifted, a Professor of
Genetics at New Zealand’s Canterbury University
said people who received sperm from gay men
should be informed that a “gay gene” might be
passed to their children (Glover et al., 2009, p.
305). In a context where discourse around the
possible existence of a “gay gene” has been used
to directly attack sexual minority communities,
takatapui mothers and prospective mothers are
offering a subversive counter-discourse by con-
structing the “gay gene” not as a social menace,
but as a positive and desirable trait.

When taken together, the two themes we have
presented —rethinking the distinction between
same-sex and heterosexual parents, and moving
beyond “sameness” as a measure of parental
success —produce alternative ways of conceptu-
alizing the particular needs, desires, and social
roles of sexual minority parents. Many of these
adults have not constructed an individual or col-
lective identity based on sexual object choice,
and they do not see themselves as belonging to a
different social category than people who prefer
different-sex partners. However, they see them-
selves as making efforts to instill particular val-
ues in their children that may differ from some
of the more traditional values in their cultures of
origin. Neither identity-based social movements
nor comparative research that measures same-
sex parenting, against heterosexual parenting, is
likely to hold significant meaning for these par-
ents. While exposing the limits of existing para-
digms, studies of non-Western sexual minority
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parenting focus on the aspects of individuals’
lives that parents and families themselves find
most salient.

The Role of the State in Regulating
Same-Sex Parents and Their Children

Drawing on 6 years of ethnographic research in
the Japanese lesbian community, including mul-
tiple life histories with 10 lesbian women ranging
in age from mid-20s to early 50s, Chalmers (2002)
argues that the processes of marriage, childbear-
ing, and childrearing consolidate Japanese wom-
en’s status as adults, “whole people”, and full
citizens in contemporary Japan. She traces the
contemporary idealization of Japanese mother-
hood to the Meiji period, the institutionalization
of the concept of ryosai kenbo (good wife, wise
mother) and the accompanying ideology of the
“mothering instinct,” which the Japanese govern-
ment promoted as a part of the process of mod-
ernization. She additionally notes the relationship
between institutionalized heterosexuality and
children’s citizen status. A Japanese child is
classified as “legitimate” only if the child is
acknowledged by the household head, defined as
the child’s father. Although attempts to equalize
birth status were made in 1995, legitimate chil-
dren continue to accrue social advantages as they
navigate the household registration system, the
education system, and other social institutions.
In 1993, the Prime Minister of Japan was quoted
as saying, “discrimination against children out of
wedlock, in order to promote respect for legal
marriage, is a reasonable distinction to make”
(Chalmers, 2002, p. 115). A mother’s marital sta-
tus therefore matters greatly not only for her own
social standing but also for the social standing of
her children. For the lesbian women in Chalmers’
study, the social penalty attached to being an
unwed mother caused equal or greater anxiety
than the social penalty attached to being a les-
bian. Some of these women chose to enter or
remain in marriages to men because they wanted
their children to have socio-legal legitimacy.
Herrera (2009) uses ethnographic fieldwork
and in-depth interviews with 29 Chilean lesbian
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mothers ranging in age from 25 to 72 to explore
how lesbians in Chile understand and carry out
parenthood. Her respondents were acutely aware
of their erasure through State policies and prac-
tices, such as the absence of any legal recognition
or protection for same-sex relationships, and the
denial of adoption and reproductive technologies
to lesbians. Many of these women hid their sexual
orientation from their families and communities
(and especially from their ex-husbands) because
they feared losing custody of their children. They
saw their motherhood and their lesbian relation-
ships and identities as compatible, yet recognized
that they would be viewed and treated as “bad
mothers” within the court system because of their
lesbian sexuality. Herrera (2009) notes that a
legitimate fear of having one’s children taken
away “profoundly marks the way [Chilean lesbi-
ans] experience motherhood” (p. 50).

Research studies like those by Chalmers
(2002) and Herrera (2009) highlight the role of
the State in regulating same-sex parents across
societies and the diversity of forms this regula-
tion can take. Through such constructs as illegiti-
mate children and unfit mothers, courts of law
and other State apparatuses are shaping the life
chances of same-sex parents and their children,
in many cases excluding them from full citizen-
ship. Family scholars have begun to use the lens
of citizenship to analyze lesbian and gay parent-
hood in the USA (see, for example, Lewin, 2009;
Ryan-Flood, 2009). This conversation needs to
be expanded to include sexual minority parents
who are creating families under a variety of forms
of governance and taking on unique socio-legal
challenges in their respective national contexts.

Implications for Studying Sexual
Minority Parents

Raewyn Connell (2007) argues for a transforma-
tion of social science disciplines through the
inclusion of sources of knowledge production
that originate from “the global south” —regions
outside the dominant European and North
American metropole. Theoretical approaches
advanced from these areas have the potential to
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speak to and about European and North American
life by challenging us theoretically and in ways
that are relevant to the study of populations within
as well as outside the USA. This work offers a
contribution to the field of sexuality studies more
broadly as well as to the study of specific sexual
minority populations by destabilizing the same-
sex/heterosexual typology and the problematic
measurement of same-sex parents against their
heterosexual counterparts, advancing new under-
standings of sexuality and the State. We have
tried to show key ways that international research
can inform our analytic approach to sexual minor-
ity parenting. Further research in international
contexts is needed to develop our understanding
of sexual minority family formation and to
expand the theory, practice, and policy decisions
concerning these families.

Directions for Future Research

An emerging body of work on racial and sexual
minority parents demands more of scholars in
several areas. To make the conversation about
sexual minority parenting more inclusive and
comprehensive, researchers need to be cognizant
of how methods and sampling have shaped what
we know, and do not know, about sexual minority
parents and their children. Social scientists must
rethink definitions of “same-sex parenting” and
parenting in general, to account for the variety of
ways in which people create families and bring
children into those families. Current definitions
exclude many common practices, such as parent-
ing children from prior heterosexual unions,
bearing and rearing children in the context of on-
going heterosexual marriages or transactional
sexual arrangements maintained concurrently
with same-sex relationships, and parenting chil-
dren in extended family and community net-
works. By relying on narrow definitions of who
“counts” as a sexual minority parent (often
defined as subjects who entered into a lesbian or
gay identity prior to becoming parents through
artificial insemination or adoption), researchers
implicitly bias the data toward White, middle-
class families, who are more likely to conform to
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such definitions, but less likely to be parenting
than racial and sexual minority families.

Social science researchers also need to recog-
nize a wider range of issues that are of key con-
cern to sexual minority parents. Issues of
immigration and citizenship are not often included
in public conversations about same-sex parent-
ing, yet are profoundly important to many racial
minority same-sex parents and their children.
How the State constructs sexual citizen subjects
has implications for parenting and family forma-
tion within and across societies in ways that
scholars are just beginning to analyze. Sexual
minority parenting might be framed as an issue of
racial and economic justice, yet political and
legal debates tend to focus exclusively on the
gender and sexual orientation of parents, without
regard for the racial implications of laws and
policies about same-sex marriage, fostering, and
adoption. In addition to rethinking who counts as
a sexual minority parent, as we have argued
above, researchers need to rethink the issues that
are shaping the quality of life for sexual minority
parents and their children, and pay more attention
to such issues as immigration law and welfare
reform, which are ranked as important by fami-
lies themselves.

By accounting for the racial variance in path-
ways to and experiences of parenting, and by
expanding our research beyond White, Western
populations, this chapter also opens up new entry
points into some of the central debates within
family and sexuality studies. Issues of sameness
and difference are raised by Biblarz and Stacey
(2010) in their article on the ways gender and
sexuality of parents relate to children’s well-
being. They argue that having outcomes equiva-
lent to those of heterosexual parents is an
inherently problematic way to legitimate same-
sex parenting. Studies discussed in the present
work extend this line of reasoning. Rather than
seeing heterosexual parenting as the benchmark
for success, some racial and sexual minority par-
ents consciously alter their parenting styles in
pursuit of different outcomes for their children.
Parents and families in much of this work
challenge heteronormativity in deeper ways than
a discourse of “sameness” can accomplish.
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The work we have reviewed lends empirical
support to intersectionality theories that motivate
us to move beyond additive models of structural
location. Racial and sexual minority families
interact with their social worlds in ways that are
not reducible to theories of race and racism, or to
theories of sexuality and heterosexism.
Reintegrating racial and sexual minority parents
and their children into research, practice, and
policy promises to expand our knowledge about
the population of same-sex parent-headed fami-
lies, at the same time that it enriches existing
theories and questions, and offers new possibili-
ties for moving forward as a field.
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and the Question of Gender

Stephen Hicks

It might seem strange, at first, to include a chapter
on gender in a section on neglected areas of
research. After all, doesn’t a lot of the research on
LGBT parents and their children talk about ques-
tions of gender identity or role? While this is true
in many cases (see, for example, Green, 1978;
Hoeffer, 1981; Ricketts, 1991; Skeates & Jabri,
1988), the version of gender addressed is largely
one to do with parental role and its supposed
effects upon child development. That is, a rather
static view of gender as having merely to do with
a role or identity is employed. Nevertheless, it is
important to remember that much of this early
research into lesbian, gay, or transgender parent-
ing was produced in response to concerns about
supposed damaging effects upon children, includ-
ing notions that gender development would be
negatively impacted. This work was a necessary
and important contribution in a climate in which
lesbians, for example, had been losing custody or
residence of their children solely upon the basis
of their sexuality (Hunter & Polikoff, 1976). But
it also means that some of the research questions
addressed were about reassuring readers that
LGBT parents provide “balanced” gender role
models and that their children do not develop
“abnormal” gender identities.

There is little work in the field of LGBT par-
enting research that asks critical questions about
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what “gender” actually means and, relatedly, how
it is put to use. Ferree (2010) reminds us that
feminist scholarship has questioned reified and
individualized versions of gender, since a more
critical account:

rejects gender as a static norm or ideal (the so-
called gender-role), and instead defines gender as a
social relation characterized by power inequalities
that hierarchically produce, organize, and evaluate
masculinities and femininities through the con-
tested but controlling practices of individuals,
organizations, and societies. (p. 424)

In this chapter, I propose an analysis of gender
as an interactional practice that occurs within
social relations that have to do with expectations
and prescriptions, which are morally and hierar-
chically motivated. This means that I reject
notions of gender as a mere role or identity and
ask, instead, how it is put to use in the delimiting
of acceptable ways to be “female/male” and in
the promotion of heteronormative ideas. My
chapter begins by asking how gender is concep-
tualized, and it goes on to review existing research
in terms of what this has to say about the gender
identity and role of, first, LGBT parents and, sec-
ond, their children—or, more precisely, I investi-
gate the versions of gender constructed in the
research. The studies considered here are mainly
focused on lesbian, gay, and trans parents,
because although bisexual parents are considered
in two of the pieces reviewed, there is little
specific attention given to bisexuality in this field.
I go on to analyze research that attempts to
critique gender norms, before drawing from my
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own research into foster care and adoption by
lesbians and gay men (Hicks, 2008, 2011), to ask
how to reconceptualize gender as social and
political interaction. That is, I ask how to avoid a
fixed view of gender and the tendency to com-
pare LGBT parents with, and expect them to live
up to, gendered normativities. Here, I hope to
shift reified views of gender, in favor of an
approach that asks how gender is enacted and
attributed in talk, text, and practice.

What Is “Gender?”

The word “gender” was initially used by sexolo-
gists working with transsexuals (e.g., Money,
1978; Stoller, 1968) and by feminists (e.g.,
Oakley, 1972; Rubin, 1975) to describe a role,
identity, or social category based upon biological
sex difference. Later definitions variously define
gender as a form of institutional and social rela-
tions, in which knowledge about women and men
is produced and used to sustain division and
inequality, and as a social practice that must be
enacted and negotiated within everyday life. This
means that not only has the word “gender” been
theorized in very different ways but it is a social
concept related to questions of power and the
institution of heterosexuality, rather than merely
describing a characteristic acquired in childhood.
As Woodward (2011) argues:

Gender is embodied and lived through everyday
interactions and, although it is characterised by the
endurance of inequalities such as patriarchy, it is
also subject to change and is a fluid concept, which
can be negotiated and transformed as well as rein-
stated. (p. 4)

In relation to LGBT parents, however,
“gender” has mainly been used in more usual
ways; that is, to refer to a natural/biological state,
an identity, or a role. Opponents of LGBT parent-
ing, for example, refer to “natural” differences
between women and men and the need for all
children to have parents that reflect, and provide
role models of, these differences. In the UK,
Patricia Morgan (2002), a sociologist associated
with the Institute for Economic Affairs, the
Institute for the Study of Civil Society, and the

S. Hicks

Christian Institute—all promoters of the married,
heterosexual family—argues that “intact mar-
riage might be regarded as ‘the gold standard for
child rearing’” (p. 44) and that the children of gay
or lesbian parents are likely to suffer a confused
gender and sexual identity. In the USA, Lynn
Wardle, a professor of law who supported the
1996 Defense of Marriage Act and is opposed
to gay adoption, argues that children have a
“need for dual-gender parenting” (Wardle, 1997,
p. 852) to avoid confusion, and that there are
“gender-linked differences in child-rearing skills;
men and women contribute different (gender-
connected) strengths and attributes” (p. 857).

Some research has responded to such claims by
evaluating the gender identity and role of the chil-
dren of LGBT parents to show “normal” develop-
ment and outcome. Green’s (1978) analysis of 37
children raised by lesbian or transsexual parents,
for example, suggests typical gender development
and the absence of what is clinically defined as
“gender identity disorder” (Green, 1998, p. 2).
Tasker and Golombok (1997) argue, based upon
their longitudinal, comparative study of 25 adults
with lesbian parents and 21 adults with heterosex-
ual mothers, that although those from lesbian
households were more likely to consider a rela-
tionship with someone of the same gender, they
were no more likely than individuals living with a
heterosexual mother to develop a gay, bisexual, or
lesbian identity in adulthood. While research of
this type has been vital in helping to challenge the
views of those who argue against LGBT parent-
ing, it may also be criticized for measuring those
parents against a heteronormative standard and
failing to question the notion of expected gender
or sexual identity development.

Supporters of LGBT parenting also employ
views of gender as a fixed role, identity, or mea-
surable variable in their work. For example,
Biblarz and Stacey’s (2010) meta-analysis of
studies from 1993 to 2008 concludes that exist-
ing research has “not identified any gender-
exclusive parenting abilities” (p. 16), but goes on
to suggest that there may be some “findings of
difference that might conceivably derive from
parental gender” (p. 13). They propose the pos-
sibility that “two women parent better on average
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than a woman and a man, or at least than a woman
and a man with a traditional division of family
labor,” and also that single parents are able to
“foster more androgynous parenting practices”
(p- 17). However, the authors advocate for the
examination of gender “as distinct from the num-
ber, marital status, sexual orientation, or bioge-
netic relationship of parents” and suggest that it
is possible to “isolate the variable of parental
gender” (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010, p. 5) to test for
its effects.

The problem with these perspectives on gen-
der is that they reify a social practice or set of
expectations, so that gender becomes measurable
and “thing-like,” with all other contextual and
interactional matters disappearing from the pic-
ture. An alternative perspective, one concerned
with gender practices, considers the ways in
which it is enacted or performed in everyday life,
how such performances are context dependent,
and the hierarchical, heteronormative expecta-
tions of gender as a social system. For example,
ethnomethodological theories of gender argue:

a person engaged in virtually any activity may be

held accountable for performance of that activity

as a woman or a man ... to “do” gender is not

always to live up to normative conceptions of femi-

ninity or masculinity; it is to engage in behavior at
the risk of gender assessment. (West & Zimmerman,

1987, p. 136)

This is a crucial point, since it recognizes not
only that gender is about social prescription and
proscription but also that many people—includ-
ing heterosexuals—do not live up to normative
ideas about what is expected of women and men.
Feminist and queer theorists have also suggested
that gender distinctions are part of the mainte-
nance of heterosexual superiority. The produc-
tion of gender is intimately connected to what
Butler (1990) terms “compulsory heterosexual-
ity” (p. 31), so that notions of the feminine/mas-
culine are imagined to be opposite, discrete, yet
complementary forms.

Sociological perspectives on gender remind us
that each of us is required to perform gender
everyday, and “role” actually refers to expecta-
tions or prescriptions for appropriately masculine
or feminine forms. What most people do in
everyday life is what Kessler and McKenna

(1985) term “gender attribution” (p. 2), a process
by which we are compelled to assign each person
into one of two expected categories, female or
male. They argue that “the element of social
construction is primary in all aspects of being
female or male” (Kessler & McKenna, 1985,
p. 7), including supposed sex differences. Notions
about what is properly masculine or feminine are
treated as behavioral or psychological character-
istics, attributed differently to men and women.
Thus, for example, women are assumed to be the
“naturally” better carers/parents. Instead, Kessler
and McKenna talk about gender assignment
(attribution of a gender category at birth), identity
(“an individual’s own feeling of whether she or
he is a woman or a man,” p. 8), and role (“a set of
expectations about what behaviors are appropri-
ate for people of one gender,” p. 11).

As is the case for everyone, LGBT parents
must take up or enact gender in everyday life.
They must be taken for a woman or a man and,
while this expectation does not necessarily imply
willing adherence to gender norms, it does mean
that any perceived deviance from the norm will
be problematized. The breaching of gender role
expectations will usually result not in any
questioning of the gender order, but in stigmati-
zation of the individual, group, or category
(LGBT parents) that they are taken to represent.
Ethnomethodological theorists, such as Kessler
and McKenna (1985), also argue that it is impor-
tant to examine gendered subjectivity as practiced
within an everyday context, rather than in the
abstract, and so I return to this point in relation to
LGBT parenting toward the end of the chapter.
But first, it is necessary to consider in more depth
how gender is analyzed in the existing research
on LGBT parents and their children.

Gender in Existing Research
on LGBT Parents and Their Children

Gender and LGBT Parents

Many LGBT parents talk about the constrain-
ing effects of gender. For example, in a focus
group-based study of 25 gay fathers based in New
York, Boston, and Connecticut, the majority
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reported “gender role strain” (Benson, Silverstein,
& Auerbach, 2005, p. 3), based upon the per-
ceived need to conform to expectations about
masculinity. In other studies, gay dads talk about
being made to feel that the care of children ought
to be carried out by women (Doucet, 2006;
Lewin, 2009; Mallon, 2004; Riggs, 2010).
Lesbian mothers also state that, in some contexts,
they are positioned as gender nonconformists; for
example, in some people’s reactions to a two-
mother family (Dalton & Bielby, 2000), or in sur-
prised responses to butch-identified lesbians who
become mothers (Epstein, 2002; Pelka, 2009).
Epstein’s (2002) interviews with lesbian mothers
who identify as butch reveal assumptions
that mothers are assumed to be typically
female/“feminine” or unremarkably gendered.
As she argues, “Butch pregnancy and mother-
hood disrupt notions of coherent butch identity
and butch mothers are subject to the cruelty that
canresult from a lack of willingness to see beyond
these notions” (Epstein, 2002, p. 47).

Ryan’s (2009) interviews with 10 female-to-
male trans parents also suggest that “what trans
men juggle is not the supposed baffling conun-
drum of how someone born female could be a
father, but the rigid rules of gendered family life
set up by other people” (p. 140). Trans parents in
both Hines’ (2007) and Ryan’s (2009) research
reported that they experienced prejudicial and
negative reactions from some people who did not
accept their gender determination or the notion
that they may be suitable parents.

These gender configurations—gay dads, two
mothers, butch moms, transgender parents—are
all treated by some as unusual or even abnormal
because they are perceived to challenge expecta-
tions about standard, heterosexual roles, includ-
ing the notion that children ought to be parented
by a caring/nurturing mother and a providing
father. In this way, LGBT parents disrupt expected
social categories in terms of gender and parent-
ing. While this means that they may be subject to
opprobrium, such disruptions also help to trans-
form gender prescriptions. LGBT parents recog-
nize, however, that the opportunities for gender
transformation are limited. Gender presentation
is context dependent, and so there will be situa-
tions in which gender nonconformity is embraced
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and others in which to do so might be unsafe,
unwise, or difficult for parents and children.
As the literature considered in this section reveals,
LGBT parents both “do” and “undo” gender
simultaneously.

Gay Fathers and Gender
Parenting and caring activities among gay men
are sometimes taken as evidence of gender dissi-
dence, since “nurturing, caretaking, and domestic
activities [are] simultaneously more necessary
for gay men and less likely to be threatening to
their masculine identity” (Stacey, 20006, p. 47).
Based upon interviews with 29 gay fathers in the
greater Los Angeles area, Stacey (2011) argues
that most expressed a mix or range of gendered
positions not always tied to notions of masculin-
ity. Other studies also suggest gay dads blend
male/female roles or take up androgynous ones
(Bigner & Bozett, 1990; Bozett, 1989). There are
instances of “degendered parenting” in the litera-
ture (Benson et al., 2005, p. 19), where gay men
reject standard notions about the proper roles of
mothers/fathers.  Schacher, Auerbach, and
Silverstein (2005), too, suggest situations in
which the “gender role distinctions between
‘mommy’ and ‘daddy’ [are] obsolete” (p. 44).
Yet this largely has to do with gay fathers’ desires
to avoid typically gendered divisions of labor
within the home. In other contexts, particularly
more public ones—schools, workplaces, com-
munity groups, health settings, social spaces,
childcare facilities, and so on—gay dads have to
weigh how much they are prepared to challenge
gender assumptions and are particularly con-
scious about the fact that their children have to
negotiate conventionally gendered expectations.
In her ethnography based upon individual,
couple, and group interviews with 118 “primary,
caregiving fathers” (p. 12), of which 9 were gay
men, Doucet (2006) argues that gay dads are able
to recognize both masculine and feminine aspects
within themselves. But, at the same time, such
ideas are actually heavily gendered. For example,
Bernard, a participant in Doucet’s research, says:

I do some things that are typical of fathering.
I throw a ball and play catch, mini golf, take him
on the roller coaster, watch movies, play sports.
But I also do non-typical things. I let him cry; I am
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physically demonstrative. I want to break that gen-
erational cycle. I let him play with dolls, watch
women superheroes ... (p. 123)

While Doucet’s (2006) analysis recognizes
the “border crossings” (p. 123) engaged in by gay
fathers who wish to break down some of the sup-
posedly female/male aspects of identities and
activities, at the same time, a concern with the
“doing” of gender reveals the ways in which
Bernard’s speech actually genders activities, so
much so that going on a roller coaster or watch-
ing a movie is associated with “fathering.” His
talk demonstrates an acute awareness of gendered
expectations, which he wishes to challenge.
Bernard uses ideas about the “generational cycle”
in interesting ways here. He wants to “break that
... cycle” so that he does not model typical ways
of being a man to his son, but at the same time,
Bernard imagines that his nontypical behaviors
will be passed on. The notion of gender as some-
how modeled by parents and taken up by children
remains intact.

Doucet (2006), however, also notes occasions
at which “gay fathers ... have to demonstrate that
they can blend into parenting settings so that gen-
der and sexuality lose critical significance” (p.
205). Lewin’s (2009) research with 95 gay fathers
in Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and
Iowa City also found that they had to contend
with notions that parenting was essentially mater-
nal but, at the same time, most of her respondents
rejected the idea that they were “mothering” to
emphasize their masculinity. In Mallon’s (2004)
study of 20 gay men who became fathers through
foster care or adoption, most reported that they
had to contend with others’, and sometimes their
own, views that men ought not to care for chil-
dren, and also that such caring work is generally
devalued because it is primarily undertaken by
women. One couple reported that their ability or
willingness to perform caring and household
tasks had been commented upon by heterosexual
neighbors, whereby women were generally
approving but men seemed to feel that the gay
couple had made things difficult for them; that is,
the performance of childcare and household
duties by gay men implied that all men ought to
be able to do these tasks.

Lesbian Mothers and Gender
Lesbian mothers, similarly, both “draw upon and
resist dominant cultural practices, scripts, and
assumptions” (Dalton & Bielby, 2000, p. 57)
concerning expected gender roles and identities.
Lewin (1993), who interviewed 135 women (73
lesbian and 62 heterosexual single mothers)
residing in the San Francisco Bay Area, argues
for more commonalities, rather than differences,
between the two groups, suggesting that:
a lesbian who becomes a mother has effectively
rejected the equation of homosexuality with unnat-
uralness and the exclusion of the lesbian from the
ranks of “women.” In this sense, finding a way to
become a mother constitutes a form of resistance
to the gender limitations, and particularly to the
constructions of sexual orientation, that prevail in
the wider culture. Curiously, though, this act of
resistance is achieved through compliance with
conventional expectations for women, so it may

also be construed as a gesture of accommodation.
(p.74)

Lewin (1993) thus argues, not that lesbian
mothers are simply “the same” as heterosexual
ones, but rather that both share in a “system of
meaning that envelops motherhood in our culture”
(p- 182). In some senses, she suggests, lesbian
mothers occupy an expected gender role in a way
that any woman who is a not a mother does not.

Sullivan’s (1996) research with 34 lesbian
co-parent couples in the San Francisco Bay Area
found a mixture of responses to the notion of gender
roles. Most couples described their household labor,
including parenting, as equally shared rather than
divided by role, but five had a full-time breadwinner/
stay-at-home caregiver configuration in which
the stay-at-home parent was more dissatisfied and
anxious about domestic arrangements. In later
research, Sullivan (2004) theorizes lesbian families
as “free of historically produced, socially enforced
gender conventions” (p. 6), yet her respondents
actually create and hold on to gender difference
within their talk. For example, Danielle, a partici-
pant in Sullivan’s research, says:

I think that [Nathan]’ll have a different view of
women, not even so much from me but from Lee
[her partner]. Because Lee can do anything.
I mean, she cooks, she cleans, she builds, she does
gardening...I think Nathan’s going to, I don’t think
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that Nathan’s not going to lose not having a man. I
think that he’s um, you know, he’s going to have
the loss on some level of not knowing who his
father is and not having that person here in his life,
but Lee puts my brother-in-law to shame! (p. 86)

As with the example of Bernard, Danielle’s
talk is acutely conscious of gender and its impli-
cations, and she too takes up the idea of passing
on a positive gender role to her son. Danielle’s
talk both challenges expected gender roles (“Lee
can do anything”) and reflects worries about male
role models in relation to Nathan. While Sullivan
(2004) argues in her study that lesbian parenting
“may disrupt the cycle of gender reproduction”
(p- 79), Danielle’s talk nevertheless relies on the
notion of gender role models, even though she
proposes nontraditional ones. Both Danielle and
Bernard feel accountable for gender identity/
presentation.

Egalitarian Roles?

There is evidence in some research that lesbian
or gay parents challenge gendered assumptions
through attempts to develop more egalitarian
ways of living and dividing up household roles
and tasks (Ciano-Boyce & Shelley-Sireci, 2002;
Goldberg, 2010a; Sullivan, 1996, 2004; Weeks,
Heaphy, & Donovan, 2001). Dunne (2000)
argues, based upon interviews with 29 UK les-
bian couples with children conceived through
donor insemination, that the absence of polar-
ized gender roles leads to the “construction of
more egalitarian approaches to financing and
caring for children” (p. 13). However, this
notion of the egalitarian family is questioned
elsewhere. Carrington’s (1999) ethnography
based upon interviews and observations of 26
lesbian and 26 gay families in the San Francisco
Bay Area, for example, concludes that “les-
bigay families are neither as egalitarian as they
would like to believe nor as we would prefer
that others believe” (p. 11). In fact, much of the
research that suggests egalitarian shared par-
enting amongst LGBT families is based upon
the experiences of White, middle-class, urban
respondents.
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Moore’s (2008, 2011) research with Black
mothers in New York (32 from lesbian stepfami-
lies and 8 who had children via alternative insem-
ination) argues that notions of gendered
egalitarianism may be tempered by actual family
practices in which Black women strongly value
economic independence. In addition, biological
mothers, particularly in stepfamilies, undertake
significantly more household chores and budget
management, but as a way to retain status and
respectability. The control of certain household
or caring tasks acts as a way to confirm an iden-
tity as a “good” mother and to control, or have a
deciding voice, in how a household is run. Moore
(2011) argues that Black women value autonomy
and economic independence over notions of egal-
itarian division of labor, and that her respondents
saw these as crucial to the success of their rela-
tionships. Given that Black lesbians are also more
likely than Whites to experience poverty, lack of
opportunity, and social stigmatization, then these
questions about respectability and financial
autonomy are highly relevant.

The notion of egalitarianism is also problema-
tized in further studies where social class is taken
into account. Gabb’s (2008) research, based upon
diaries, interviews, and observations of 14 lesbian
parents and their 10 children in the North of England,
and Taylor’s (2009) interviews with 60 gay and les-
bian parents in the UK suggest the notion is a largely
middle-class one, derived from research that does
not ask questions about class or that is based solely
upon middle-class samples. Gabb and Taylor both
suggest that questions to do with poverty or lack of
opportunity may mean, for example, that a lesbian
couple who appears to occupy traditionally gen-
dered homemaker/breadwinner roles may derive
some sense of ordinariness or respectability from
this arrangement, an important dynamic in a social
context that is otherwise stigmatizing. They may
also lack the choice or opportunity to adopt what is
considered to be a more egalitarian model of family
life, since this model is sometimes derived from
research with couples in which both partners work
part time or can afford to pay for day care (Dunne,
2000; Sullivan, 2004; Weeks et al., 2001).
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Gender and the Children of LGBT
Parents

In relation to the children of LGBT parents, two
linked themes concerned with gender are key: the
question about whether those children develop
“normal” gender identities and the question about
whether LGBT parents provide adequate gender
role models. Before asking some critical ques-
tions about both of these ideas, it is helpful to
review relevant studies on these points.

Children’s Gender Development

In response to suggestions that the children of
LGBT parents will develop “abnormal” gender
roles and identities, researchers have argued that
they do not exhibit any gender confusion, and
that their parents or families offer adequate role
models (Freedman, Tasker, & di Ceglie, 2002;
Golombok, Spencer, & Rutter, 1983; Green,
1978, 1982, 1998; Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray,
& Smith, 1986; Patterson, 1992; Tasker &
Golombok, 1997). However, while these authors
have concluded that the gender development of
children of LGBT parents is very similar to that
of children of heterosexual parents, there is also
evidence that those parents are careful not to
impose rigid gender roles or expectations upon
their children (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Fulcher,
Sutfin, & Patterson, 2008; Hill, 1987; Hoeffer,
1981; Kweskin & Cook, 1982; MacCallum &
Golombok, 2004). Further, studies, such as those
of Tasker and Golombok (1997), point out that
children’s gender behavior is not simply modeled
on their parents, since they evaluate this in rela-
tion to what they understand to be culturally
appropriate.

Kane’s (2006) analysis of interviews with 42
heterosexual, lesbian, and gay parents of pre-
school-aged children, primarily based in southern
and central Maine, is relevant here, as she consid-
ers parental perceptions of children’s gendered
attributes and behaviors. She argues that many of
these parents showed negative responses to
expressions of perceived femininity in their sons,
most of which are to do with fears about sons
becoming “a sissy” (p. 161) or “fear that a son
either would be or would be perceived as gay”
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(Kane, 2006, p. 162). Kane notes that heterosexual
fathers were more likely to see any perceived
femininity/homosexuality in sons as a reflection
upon themselves (or upon their own masculin-
ity). Lesbian, gay, and heterosexual female par-
ents, however, said that they felt accountable to
others for their sons’ perceived masculinity.
LGBT parents may be particularly conscious that
they are held accountable to others for their
child’s perceived gender identity/role, and they
may be acutely aware of not wishing to impose
nonstandard ideas about gender onto their chil-
dren, since they know that their children have to
live in a gender-conforming world.

Gender Role Models

The question about whether LGBT parents are
able to provide their children with adequate “gen-
der role models” is a major theme of existing
research. Gender role theory (see Mischel, 1966;
Parsons, 1956) holds that children learn about
being a woman/man from interactions with, and
their modeling of, two parents—a father and a
mother. These ideas are drawn upon by commen-
tators opposed to all nonheterosexual or nonnu-
clear (heterosexual, two-parent) families. Morgan
(2002), for example, suggests that gender confu-
sion “seems to be rife, with daughters of lesbian
mothers more likely to value and exhibit male
sex-typed traits, and sons more female-valued
traits” (p. 78). It is worth pausing to look at this
claim for a moment, since Morgan’s conclusions
are based in part upon research by Hoeffer (1981),
which also used social learning theory to suggest
that children acquire a sex role. Hoeffer studied
the chosen toy preferences of children (aged 6-9)
of 20 lesbian and 20 single, heterosexual mothers
in the San Francisco Bay Area. Putting aside for
a moment very serious qualms about toy prefer-
ence as an indicator of gender role, Hoeffer
reported that there were no significant differences
between the two groups of children, and that most
chose traditionally gender-typed toys. She also
argued that some lesbian mothers were less likely
to insist that their children play with traditionally
gender-typed toys, but this is turned—in Morgan’s
account—into “rife” gender confusion. Thus, it is
important to remember that, for commentators
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like Morgan, any questioning of expected gender
roles is a bad thing.

Clarke’s research (Clarke, 2006, 2007; Clarke
& Kitzinger, 2005) has suggested that gay and
lesbian parents frequently are forced into defen-
sive responses to gender role theory, whereby
they emphasize that their children have contact
with both women and men and that they will
present balanced gender roles. In lesbian-parent
families, for example, “male presence is routinely
positioned as a producer of normative gender and
sexual identities, and of normative subjects more
generally” (Clarke, 2007, p. 342). Feminist cri-
tiques of gender/sex role socialization theory
have also argued that it is very limited to assume
that gender is taken on by children through learn-
ing from their parents; this theory sees gender as
fixed, passively learned, and a static thing to be
imitated (Berk, 1985; Davies, 1989; Stanley &
Wise, 1993). For example, Thorne’s (1993) eth-
nographic observation of gendered play, in public
elementary schools in California and Michigan,
suggests that children produce gender, “actively
and collaboratively, in everyday life” (p. 4), and
that gender is “not something one passively ‘is’
or ‘has’” (p. 5), rather it is performed variously,
depending upon activity and context. Thorne
argues, for example, that assertions about gender
differences between girls and boys actually refer
to averages, but within-gender variation is actu-
ally greater than differences between boys and
girls taken as groups. This crucial point may also
be applied to LGBT parents: There are many dif-
ferences, rather than commonalities, in gender
presentation or ideas among members of those
categories.

Gender role theory is also problematic because
it promotes the idea that men and women natu-
rally perform discrete but complementary tasks,
and so reinforces the notion that caring for chil-
dren is a woman’s role or responsibility. This is
part of the way in which gender role theory is
heteronormative, since this supposed comple-
mentarity of roles is based upon a female and
male parent, and upon the prohibition of non-
heterosexual ways of life. That is, gender role dif-
ference is not natural; it must be upheld and
reiterated.
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How Does Gender Matter?

Biblarz and Stacey’s (2010) meta-analysis makes
an important contribution to the literature because
it argues, “claims that children need both a mother
and father are spurious because they attribute to
the gender of parents benefits that correlate pri-
marily with the number and marital status of a
child’s parents since infancy” (p. 17). But, at the
same time, they note there may be some advan-
tages to growing up in a nontraditionally gen-
dered family, such as more egalitarian and shared
parenting among lesbian couples, less emphasis
on gender conformity among gay male parents,
and less “gender chauvinism” (Biblarz & Stacey,
2010, p. 14) among sons of lesbian mothers.

I have chosen to focus on this piece briefly
because, in assuming gender in order to look for
its effects, Biblarz and Stacey (2010) actually
make gendered assumptions, treating lesbian
families as examples of “fatherlessness” (p. 6),
treating gay and lesbian families as automatically
gendered male/masculine and female/feminine,
treating some parenting behaviors as “feminine”
or “masculine” (p. 11), and talking about “femi-
nine socialization” of women or the “masculine
development” of boys (p. 12). These problems
are highlighted in the section of Biblarz and
Stacey’s article that deals with gay fathers. They
argue that gay male parents “appear to adopt par-
enting practices more ‘feminine’ than do typical
heterosexual fathers” (Biblarz & Stacey, p. 12). 1
argue, however, that gay fathers are described or
identify themselves in such terms because they
talk and act using ideas, practices, or props usu-
ally associated with women/mothers, not because
of any essential feminine aspects to a caring/par-
enting role or because of their sexuality. Biblarz
and Stacey acknowledge this, since they talk
about adoption of “feminine...parenting prac-
tices,” but they also claim that “gay male parents
challenge dominant practices of masculinity,
fatherhood, and motherhood more than lesbian
co-mothers depart from normative femininity or
maternal practice” (pp. 12—13).

This latter argument may be limited, however,
because gay fathers always appear more gender
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deviant than lesbian mothers within a category
(“parent/carer”) that is usually regarded as femi-
nine. In addition, while there are some gay dads
who challenge dominant gendered ideas, not all
do, and, conversely, there are lesbian mothers
who disrupt normative femininity or question
standard notions of motherhood. More impor-
tantly, these notions depend upon context and
upon the ways in which a gendered subjectivity is
enacted and interpreted.

In her response to Biblarz and Stacey’s (2010)
piece, Goldberg (2010b) questions “whether gen-
der can ever be truly studied and understood inde-
pendent of both the immediate (familial)
environment and the broader (e.g., societal and
legal) context,” and also asks, “whether the gen-
der that we observe in one environment or context
is truly equivalent to the gender that we observe in
another” (p. 29). She reminds us that gender con-
formity may be taken up by gay/lesbian parents in
some contexts because of their concerns about
safety or social opprobrium, and she raises the
limitations of seeing lesbian families as essen-
tially all-female or gay families as all-male envi-
ronments. The gendered worlds of children, and
their parents, are likely to be much more compli-
cated than this. In another response, Tasker (2010)
similarly argues that much of what Biblarz and
Stacey refer to has to do with attitudes toward and
norms about, rather than core aspects of, gender.

It may appear strange to some readers that I
have chosen to focus on the work of Biblarz and
Stacey (2010) here, since their research has clearly
challenged heteronormative and gendered pre-
sumptions about who is fit to parent (Biblarz &
Stacey, 2010; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). But my
point is that, even in research that actively sup-
ports LGBT parenting, there are problematic
notions of gender. To assume gender as a measur-
able variable is to reify it, that is, to turn a complex
set of social expectations, behaviors, and reactions
into an entity. This has the consequences of seeing
gender as the determinable cause of other behav-
iors and of reading certain behaviors as somehow
automatically gendered. What this means is that
questions about how and why gender is enacted
within particular scenes are removed from the pic-
ture, and it is to these questions that I now turn.

“Doing” Gender in LGBT Parents’ Lives

Gay and lesbian applicants who wish to foster or
adopt children frequently report that they are
expected to reassure social work representatives
about their balanced gender role models, even
where they disagree with or dispute the notion
(Cocker, 2011; Hicks & McDermott, 1999;
Riggs, 2007, 2010, 2011; Ross, Epstein,
Anderson, & Eady, 2009). In my own research,
based upon interviews with 15 lesbian and gay
parents, I spoke to a gay adoptive couple, Peter
and Pete, who told me their social worker asked
them about ‘stereotypical roles,” and that,
although they “tried to argue it for a while,” they
“just had to give up.” They said, “we just went
along with it ... it was a defeat. ...Those gender
roles used to get on [our] nerves really” (Hicks,
2011, pp. 123-124). A lesbian adoptive couple,
Nita and Clare, also spoke in similar terms,
explaining that their preference to adopt girls was
considered a problem:

Clare: [Our social worker] asked us whether ...

well, there’s something on the form where it asks

about, “Are jobs allocated or do you have roles that

are ...7” So we said how we didn’t have male and

female roles and how we thought it really impor-

tant for children not to, and all that sort of stuff ...

and the other thing that came up with gender was

that we wanted girls.

Nita: Yes we talked quite a lot about that really,

because she wanted us not to say that ...

Steve: What did you have to say in the end?

Clare: At the beginning of the assessment, [the

social worker] said there was no problem, she said,

“Oh yes, it’s really common for people to say they

only want boys or they only want girls. ... No

problem”-sort of thing, but it wasn’t until. ... Well,

I got the impression that it was when she went back

and she had team meetings and people played dev-

il’s advocate with the Panel ... and she then became

sort of more and more anxious about it and pushed

it, and certainly the second social worker pushed it

as well, so that was when we ...
Nita: ... caved in! (Hicks, 2011, p. 188)

This sense of “defeat/giving up/caving in” is
important as it highlights how gender perfor-
mance is dependent upon context and upon ques-
tions of power. The institutional order of state
foster care/adoption social work requires that the
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question of gender role models be addressed in
relation to gay and lesbian applicants, and those
applicants, as well as some social workers, who,
in other contexts, are opposed to notions of
gender role, must conform since they are held
accountable. And while there is resistance to
gender norms here, a standard and institutional
discourse dominates, one in which adherence to a
moral order that upholds expected gender roles is
required.

Mark, a gay foster carer, presented himself as
“a man who happens to be gay” (Hicks, 2011, p.
125), and said that his sexuality is often “not
really relevant ... I'm the dad rather than the gay
dad” (p. 132). Yet, at the same time, Mark was
expected by others to address gender roles and to
identify women in his everyday life, and he artic-
ulated a managed identity, in which his being gay
was relevant but not always introduced by him
into everyday scenes. This has to do with gauging
of safety and comfort, whether there is a per-
ceived need to protect fostered or adopted chil-
dren from the views of others, and the desire to
participate in normative practices and conversa-
tions at times. Mark’s gender presentation is also
about wanting to be seen as an “ordinary” man/
father, and it has to do with challenging what he
described as stereotypical views of gay dads as
effeminate or suspicious.

Similar examples occur in Symons’ (2002)
film, Daddy & Papa: A Story about Gay Fathers
in America. In one scene, Zac, the adopted son of
Johnny and William, is seen playing in high heels.
The couple comments:

Johnny: People went out of their way to point out
to us that Zac was one hundred percent boy, but
once in a while he threw us a curveball ... When he
developed an attachment to the neighbor’s girl’s
high heels, it was a whole new ballgame ...
William: If he did more traditionally feminine
things, people would tie that to the fact that he has
two dads. It’s probably just internalized homopho-
bia, but when stuff like that happens in public,
I feel a little bit of—shame. (Symons, 2002)

William’s confession of shame, here, is linked
directly to the notion of a failed gender presenta-
tion, even though much narrative work has
already been done to situate Zac as a proper boy
(the couple even jokes about bringing up a “jock,”
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and their language employs sports metaphors).
But William’s talk shows that he is painfully
aware of those who would argue that gay parents
produce gender-confused kids. William under-
stands that a gender system that requires boys not
to play with high heels is wrong, yet he blames
his own “internalized homophobia” for his
shameful reaction. Rather than question the gen-
der order, he turns the concern in on himself—it
is his psychological problem that dominates and
results in feelings of shame. That is, he makes it
into a psychological problem, one that identifies
subjection to the gender order. He takes up a
position, an affect, within gendered discourse,
one in which femininity—especially in a boy—
equals failure.

Lesbian and trans parents, similarly, refer to
conventional gendered identities at times. Mamo’s
(2007) study of assisted conception among 36
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer women argues
that “reproduction does not represent liberation
from gender norms and the sexual and reproduc-
tive order, nor does it merely reinforce that order”
(p- 57), since these parents both rejected but also
relied upon notions of gender roles. Thomas
Beatie’s (2008) autobiographical account, detail-
ing his pregnancy as a transgender man, works
hard to establish that he was “never confused
about ... gender identity—I always knew, long
before I could articulate it, that I was really male”
(p. 6). That is, at times a more conventional or
“natural” approach to gender is taken up in LGBT
parents’ narratives. In relation to trans people, for
example, Prosser (1998) argues that “transsexual
and transgendered narratives alike produce not
the revelation of the fictionality of gender catego-
ries but the sobering realization of their ongoing
foundational power” (p. 11), since, to be taken
for a “proper” person or parent, one has to be
taken for a man or a woman.

The Everyday Presence of Gender

I have argued in this chapter that gender is a sys-
tem that requires and reinforces the notion of dif-
ferent sexes (male/female) and roles, and that this
has particular significance for LGBT parents,
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since the care of children is widely viewed as a
feminine/heterosexual preserve and questions of
sexuality/parenting are read through a gendered
lens. Where LGBT parents or their children are
perceived to question standard gender in some
way, then it is the individual or group, rather than
the gender order, that is subject to stigma. LGBT
parents may be imagined, for example, to be
insufficiently masculine/feminine, or, in the case
of gay or lesbian couples, to represent “too much”
of either, and to pass on such gender “abnormal-
ity” to their children. I have argued that this is, in
part, why much of the existing research on LGBT
parents aims to show “normal” gender develop-
ment in children, to counter such gender stereo-
types. This kind of argument, however, may
actually reinforce standard notions of gender
development, and, at the same time, reiterate the
notion of gender as an entity, identity, or role
(usually fixed in childhood), rather than a set of
social practices and processes that have to do
with power, knowledge, and expectation.

In his sociological study of transsexuality,
Bogdan (1974) reminds us that it “is important for
social scientists to understand their position, that
they manufacture realities. The creation of per-
spectives with their reifying vocabularies is not a
scientific issue. It is a moral and political issue”
(p. 233). It s for this reason that I have argued that
all research on LGBT parents presents a particu-
lar account or version of gender, rather than
describing some kind of factual entity. Bogdan
(1974) goes on to argue that we grow up:

in a society that emphasizes a strictly dichoto-

mous image of sex roles and, through the mass

media, holds up clearly defined prototypes of
these roles. The existence of these prototypes in
the form of tightly constructed sex images insures
that most people will feel inadequate in their

attempts to measure themselves with in [sic] these
terms. (p. 223)

LGBT parents identify those moments when
they are made to feel most “inadequate” in gen-
dered terms, yet, at the same time, they also iden-
tify the possibilities for challenging standard
gender. As Khor (2007) argues, they “are ‘doing
gender’ but less in the sense of conforming to
gender expectations as in the sense of construct-
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ing new norms for themselves, and being at the
same time aware of gender norms” (p. 68).
Nevertheless, we live in a social order that
requires the taking up of gendered subjectivities—
one in which living in a nontraditionally gen-
dered, or even a non-gendered, way is made very
difficult, and is something that LGBT parents are
acutely conscious of, especially in relation to
their children. LGBT parents talk about aware-
ness of accountability for their, or their children’s,
perceived gender, and they raise issues that have
to do with context and a concern for their chil-
dren, to identify the ways in which gender enact-
ment has to do with questions of personal safety
or comfort. At some points they may speak of, or
enact, the challenging of stereotypically gendered
roles/identities at times, but at others they may
try to “pass” in more conventionally gendered
ways. This tells us that gender is not fixed, it is
performed, and it has to do with power relations
of hierarchy that may have damaging conse-
quences for LGBT parents and their children if
not carefully managed.

My perspective in this chapter has been based
upon the argument that each of us is required to
perform gender everyday, and that “role” in fact
refers to expectations or prescriptions for appro-
priately masculine or feminine forms. A socio-
logical and critical account of gender asks how
and why gender is enacted differently dependent
upon context, and how the production of ideas
about a person’s gender is always a dialogic pro-
cess, one in which hierarchical and moral distinc-
tions are produced. It also highlights the powerful
effects of gendered ideas in the everyday lives of
LGBT parents, but it ought, too, to provoke us to
ask more difficult questions: that is, whether we
really need gender and how we might challenge
its damaging effects.
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The“Second Generation”:LGBTQ
Youth with LGBTQ Parents

Katherine Kuvalanka

Do lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer
(LGBTQ)' parents have LGBTQ children? Yes,
they do—sometimes—just as heterosexual and
gender conforming parents do. Yet, research on
the psychosocial development of LGBTQ youth
has focused exclusively on adolescents from het-
erosexual- and gender-conforming-parent fami-
lies. This line of inquiry has revealed that LGBTQ
identity formation can be a lengthy and arduous
process for some LGBTQ youth (Savin-Williams,
1996), as they may internalize negative, hetero-
sexist messages from society and, often, family
(Morrow, 2004). In turn, some LGBTQ youth
experience feelings of isolation (Williams,
Connolly, Pepler, & Craig, 2005), which may
contribute to increased risk for mental health
problems, such as depression and substance abuse
(Morrow, 2004). It is unknown, however, whether
these findings can be generalized to “second gen-
eration” youth—that is, LGBTQ youth with
LGBTQ parents. Perhaps having an LGBTQ
parent might ease one’s own coming out process;

'The labels LGBTQ and queer are used throughout the
chapter to refer to all nonheterosexual and gender noncon-
forming identities in general, even though social science
research has not included all participants with these iden-
tity labels equally. More specific terms (e.g., lesbian) are
used when referring to individual study samples or self-
reported labels of study participants.
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on the other hand, second generation youth may
be “doubly marginalized” (Goldberg, 2007, p. 127),
as a result of societal discrimination in relation to
both their own and their parents’ identities.

Youth and young adults who report nonhetero-
sexual and gender nonconforming identities, and
who also have LGBTQ parents, have been included
in a few existing studies (e.g., Bailey, Bobrow,
Wolfe, & Mikach, 1995; Kosciw & Diaz, 2008;
Tasker & Golombok, 1997). The experiences of
these individuals as second generation, however,
have received very little attention in the family and
social science literatures, despite calls for research
on this population (Goldberg, 2007; Mooney-
Somers, 2006). One reason for this lack of attention
is, perhaps, that researchers have been wary of
highlighting the existence of LGBTQ youth with
LGBTQ parents for fear their studies will be uti-
lized as evidence for arguments against LGBTQ
parenting (Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). Given that
LGBTQ parents face institutionalized discrimina-
tion (e.g., some states, such as Mississippi and
Utah, continue to deny same-sex couples the oppor-
tunity to adopt children; National Gay and Lesbian
Task Force, 2011), these concerns are valid.
Furthermore, there are still relatively few studies of
children with LGBTQ parents in general, due in
part to the challenge of accessing LGBTQ-parent
families (Stacey & Biblarz, 2001); thus, recruit-
ment of second generation youth, a subgroup of an
already difficult-to-access population, is likely an
even greater challenge for researchers.

Although little empirical research exists on
their experiences, nonacademic writers and queer
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activists have been discussing the second
generation—and providing many of them with
community and support—for more than 15 years
(COLAGE, 2010; Garner, 2004; Kirby, 1998).
Systematic examination of the experiences of the
second generation, however, may be beneficial in
that challenges—as well as advantages—that are
unique to this population could be revealed
(Goldberg, 2007). For example, although second
generation youth may face societal discrimina-
tion in relation to both their own and their par-
ents’ sexual orientation or gender identities, they
may have more familial support and role model-
ing to help them cope than LGBTQ youth with
heterosexual parents (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008).
Thus, studies focusing on second generation
youth could help family professionals understand
the needs of these individuals and their families
and how to better support them (Mooney-Somers,
2006). Moreover, exploring how the second
generation might—or might not—benefit from
having LGBTQ parents could provide important
lessons for all parents of LGBTQ youth, in that
there may be certain parental behaviors that prove
to be more salient to these youth than their par-
ents’ identity as LGBTQ.

In this chapter, I will first present the primary
theoretical framework, social constructionism, that
hasbeenused to frame this area of study (Kuvalanka
& Goldberg, 2009) and that guides my present dis-
cussion of the second generation. I will then review
what is currently known about the experiences of
second generation individuals from both academic
(e.g., Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009) and nonaca-
demic (e.g., Garner, 2004) sources, including pre-
liminary findings from my current research, based
upon in-depth interviews with 30 LGBTQ young
adults with LGBTQ parents. Lastly, I will address
future research directions for expanding our
knowledge and understanding of the second gen-
eration and their families.

Theoretical Perspective

A social constructionist approach views families,
sexuality, and gender as socially and materially
constructed (Oswald, Blume, & Marks, 2005)
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and contests the heteronormative practice of
legitimating only those relationships that are
based on biological and legal ties (Dunne, 2000).
A social constructionist perspective does not
reduce sexual feelings and gender identity to
essential qualities with which a child is born;
rather, a diverse range of factors are acknowl-
edged as impacting behavior and identity, includ-
ing biological (Hines, 2004) and social processes
(Kitzinger, 1987). According to a social construc-
tionist approach, individuals use their available
social context to understand, create meaning out
of, and assign labels to their experiences, behav-
iors, and identities. Sexual identity formation in
particular is understood as an interactive and con-
tinual process that occurs between the individual
and his or her social environment (Horowitz &
Newcomb, 2001). From this perspective, some
children of LGBTQ parents may ultimately iden-
tify as LGBTQ because of shared genetic or bio-
logical influences, and/or social processes in their
environment that permit gender nonconformity
and/or same-sex exploration without fear of
punishment or censure (Kuvalanka & Goldberg,
2009). Likewise, the unique familial environment
of second generation youth may ultimately
influence their coming out processes, such that
they may experience coming out as different (i.e.,
easier or harder) from some LGBTQ youth with
heterosexual and gender conforming parents,
because of their parents’ sexual/gender identities
(Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009).

According to a social constructionist frame-
work, interpretations are necessarily shaped by
individuals’ everyday interactions with peers,
family members, and others in our immediate
social context. Further, the broader historical,
cultural, and ideological contexts, and the
meanings and ideologies that are dominant
within these contexts, also have significant
influence in this regard (Crotty, 1998; Schwandt,
2000). Therefore, in understanding how second
generation youth develop and make sense of
their sexual and/or gender identities, we must
consider  the  dominant—and  possibly
conflicting—ideologies and institutions that
shape their experiences. For example, the dom-
inant cultural narrative is that heterosexuality
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and gender conformity is privileged in society,
affording heterosexual and gender conforming
individuals symbolic and practical benefits,
such as greater relationship recognition and
support at both interpersonal and institutional
levels (Oswald et al., 2005). Second generation
youth may internalize this narrative, as they
may have perceived and experienced discrimi-
nation based on their parents’ and their own
sexual orientation and/or gender identities.
At the same time, they may construct alterna-
tive, resistant narratives about sexual orienta-
tion and gender identity, insomuch as their
parents may have served as positive nonhetero-
sexual and/or gender nonconforming role
models. Thus, a social constructionist perspec-
tive facilitates theorizing of the ways in which
both society and family have an influence on
how second generation youth subjectively con-
struct and make meaning of their LGBTQ iden-
tities. For example, according to a social
constructionist perspective, whether/how par-
ents share expectations for their children’s
eventual sexual and gender identities, parents’
own level of internalized homophobia, and the
societal narrative that “gay parents raise gay
kids” are all hypothesized to have an influence
on the child’s ease of identity formation.

What Do We Know About the Second
Generation?

The experiences of second generation individuals
have been highlighted in newspaper articles (e.g.,
Kirby, 1998) and queer anthologies (Epstein,
2009; Howey & Samuels, 2000; Sonnie, 2000).
Some empirical research has also been conducted
(Garner, 2004; Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009).
Prior to describing some of these diverse sources,
I will provide a brief overview of the literature on
the gender development and sexual orientation of
children with LGBTQ parents in general, as it
provides a foundation for inquiry into the experi-
ences of second generation youth. The literature
suggests that in many ways, the gender and sexu-
ality development of children from nonhetero-
sexual-parent families appears to unfold similarly
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to that of children of heterosexual parents, but
that in some ways, their development may be
uniquely shaped by having LGBTQ parents.
The limitations of this literature, however, should
be kept in mind, in that it has focused primarily on
White, well-educated, lesbian-parent families.

Gender Development of Children
with LGBTQ Parents

Parental sexual orientation has not proven to be
an effective indicator of successful child develop-
ment, as studies comparing children with LGBTQ
parents and those raised by heterosexual parents
have revealed few differences in cognitive func-
tioning and school achievement, behavioral
adjustment, and social and emotional develop-
ment (see Biblarz & Savci, 2010). Researchers
have generally explored two aspects of gender
development among children with LGBTQ par-
ents: gender identity and gendered role behavior.
Gender identity concerns self-identification as
female or male, and gendered roles refers to those
behaviors and attitudes that are regarded by a
particular culture as appropriately female or male
(Bem, 1974). Assessment of gendered role
behavior to determine whether or not children
are developing satisfactorily assumes there are
behaviors and roles that are appropriate and
“normal” for females and males, and, therefore,
affirms and reinforces gender-role stereotypes
(Fitzgerald, 1999). Nevertheless, studies
document no differences regarding gender
identification between children of lesbian parents
and children of heterosexual parents (Golombok,
Spencer, & Rutter, 1983; Gottman, 1990; Green,
Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray, & Smith, 1986) and have
found “appropriate” displays of gendered behav-
iors/attitudes among children of lesbian parents
(Brewaeys, Ponjaert, Hall, & Golombok, 1997;
Golombok et al., 2003; Gottman, 1990;
MacCallum & Golombok, 2004). A few studies,
however, have found some group differences in
gendered role behavior and attitudes; for exam-
ple, Green et al. (1986) reported that girls of
lesbian mothers were more likely to prefer some
boy-typical activities (e.g., playing with trucks)
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and to aspire to male-typed careers (e.g., engineer,
astronaut) compared to daughters of heterosexual
mothers. Children of lesbian mothers have also
been found to hold less traditional gendered role
attitudes than children of heterosexual parents,
while lesbian mothers have also reported more
liberal attitudes about gender than heterosexual
parents (Sutfin, Fulcher, Bowles, & Patterson,
2008).

Sexual Orientation of Children
with LGBTQ Parents

Some studies that have explored sexual orienta-
tion identification of children with LGBTQ par-
ents have done so seemingly in the interest of
determining whether these children are more
likely to identify as nonheterosexual than chil-
dren of heterosexual parents. This line of inquiry
seems to suggest that it is “bad” if children turn
out to be nonheterosexual (Fitzgerald, 1999);
indeed, according to the heteronormative cultural
ideal, healthy (i.e., “normal”) sexuality develop-
ment is equated with heterosexuality (Oswald
et al., 2005). Nevertheless, until studies utilizing
large, representative samples are conducted, the
question of whether children of LGBTQ parents
are more likely to identify as LGBTQ than chil-
dren of heterosexual and gender conforming par-
ents will remain unanswered. The existing
research, however, suggests that the vast majority
of youth and adults with LGBTQ parents identify
as heterosexual and/or demonstrate no differ-
ences from youth and adults with heterosexual
parents in regard to experiences of same-sex
attraction (Bailey et al., 1995; Gottman, 1990;
Tasker & Golombok, 1997; Wainright, Russell,
& Patterson, 2004).

One study, however, did reveal complex
findings regarding the sexual orientation of chil-
dren of lesbian parents. Tasker and Golombok
(1997) compared 25 young adults with lesbian
mothers with 21 young adults with heterosexual
mothers. Findings revealed no significant differ-
ences between groups with respect to sexual
identity or experiences of same-sex sexual attrac-
tion. However, young adults from lesbian families
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were more likely to have considered the possibil-
ity of having a same-sex relationship and to have
actually been involved in a same-sex relationship.
Tasker and Golombok suggested that having a
lesbian mother appeared to broaden young adults’
views about their potential sexual relationships
(i.e., they were open to the possibility of entering
into a same-sex relationship). Indeed, Goldberg
(2007) reported in her study of 42 adults with les-
bian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) parents that some
participants felt that growing up with a non-
heterosexual parent led them to develop “less
rigid and more flexible notions and ideas about
sexuality” (p. 557).

Three studies (Cohen & Kuvalanka, 2011;
Gabb, 2004; Mitchell, 1998) examined what les-
bian mothers aimed to teach their children about
sexuality-related topics, and found that many of
the lesbian mothers reported that they intention-
ally sought to teach diverse notions of sexuality,
so that their children would know that there are
options beyond heterosexuality. Notably, these
findings seem to be distinct from much of the
research on heterosexual parents (Heisler, 2005;
Martin, 2009). For example, Martin (2009)
explored how heterosexuality was reproduced
and normalized by 600 mothers (all of whom
identified as heterosexual, except for two who
identified as bisexual) with very young children.
Martin found that most of the mothers in her study
assumed their children to be heterosexual,
described adult and romantic relationships to chil-
dren as exclusively heterosexual, and did not dis-
cuss with their children the existence of
nonheterosexual sexual orientations. LGBTQ
parents’ experiences of having nonheterosexual
and/or gender nonconforming identities may
influence their intentions to teach their children
more diverse notions of sexual orientation.
Further, LGBTQ parents who have experienced
stigmatization in relation to their LGBTQ identi-
ties may want their children to learn about sexual
orientation in a different, more positive and
accepting way, devoid of shame and stigma
(Mitchell, 1998).

A handful of studies have investigated LGBTQ
parents’ preferences for their children’s sexual
orientations and have found that these parents
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have diverse perspectives in this regard (e.g.,
Costello, 1997; Gartrell et al., 2000; Javaid,
1993). Javaid (1993) asked lesbian and hetero-
sexual mothers about their attitudes regarding
their children’s sexual behavior and life choices.
Seven out of 13 lesbian mothers expressed “an
acceptance of, but not preference for, homosexual
behavior in their children” (Javaid, 1993, p. 241),
while three reported homosexuality to be more
acceptable for their daughters than their sons, and
three preferred that their children be heterosex-
ual. Notably, all of the heterosexual mothers in
Javaid’s study reported that they preferred their
children to be heterosexual and that they would
be “disappointed” (p. 241) if their children
identified as nonheterosexual. All of the 18 LGB
parents interviewed by Costello (1997) said they
would accept their children’s eventual sexual ori-
entation identities regardless of what they might
be, while 4 went on to state a preference for their
children to be nonheterosexual, and 4 preferred
that their children identify as heterosexual. Those
who preferred heterosexuality for their children
discussed the societal discrimination that non-
heterosexual individuals face.

It seems that LGBTQ parents’ experiences as
sexual minorities in a society that privileges het-
erosexuality influence their hopes and fears for
their children in regard to sexual orientation. In
line with a social constructionist perspective,
some LGBTQ parents may create familial envi-
ronments that are in some ways different from, as
well as similar to, the familial environments pro-
vided by some heterosexual parents. Sexual
minority parents may be more cognizant of the
potential for their children to eventually assume a
sexual orientation identity other than heterosex-
ual. As in heterosexual-parent families, LGBTQ
parents’ feelings about this possibility may have
implications for their children’s own sexual ori-
entation development. Children with LGBTQ
parents may internalize their parents’ openness
to—or possibly anxiety about—the children’s
anticipated  sexual  orientation  identities
(Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009).

But what happens when the child of a LGBTQ
parent actually does come to identify as non-
heterosexual or gender nonconforming? In her
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self-reflective commentary, Mooney-Somers
(2006), a psychology researcher and second
generation lesbian daughter of a gay father,
asserts that there are ways in which the experi-
ences of the second generation may be sufficiently
different from those of the first generation, war-
ranting empirical research on this population.

Defining the Second Generation

The term “second generation” was coined in the
early 1990s by Dan Cherubin, a gay man with a
lesbian mother (Kirby, 1998). In his coming out
about his own and his mother’s sexual orientation
identities, he encountered negative reactions from
others, including lesbian and gay parents them-
selves (Garner, 2004). For example, when Cherubin
marched in a gay pride parade holding a sign that
read “Gay Son of Gay Moms,” he encountered
negative, seemingly homophobic expressions on
the faces of LGBTQ parents (Garner, 2004, p. 176).
Apparently, Cherubin embodied the opposite of
what LGBTQ parents were trying to portray at that
time: that LGBTQ parents raised “normal” chil-
dren—and “normal” meant “‘heterosexual” (Garner,
2004). Indeed, when Cherubin served on an educa-
tional panel about LGBTQ families, a lesbian
mother and co-panelist, who had fought for cus-
tody of her two young children, said to him:
“Nothing personal, Dan, but you’re my worst
nightmare” (Kirby, 1998, p. 2). As a result of his
experiences, Cherubin created an organization for
LGBTQ youth and adults with LGBTQ parents
and named it “Second Generation.” Soon after-
wards, he partnered with COLAGE, a national
organization run by and for individuals with one or
more LGBTQ parents, to expand the network of
support for “second gen-ners” (COLAGE, 2010).
Cherubin’s and others’ experiences as second
generation LGBTQ youth are shared in the
groundbreaking book by writer and queer family
activist Abigail Garner (2004), Families Like
Mine: Children of Gay Parents Tell It Like It Is.
During the course of conducting research for her
book, Garner interviewed more than 50 young
adults with LGBTQ parents, some of whom also
identified as LGBTQ. In her chapter titled
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“Second Generation: Queer Kids of LGBT
Parents,” Garner highlights the diversity of expe-
riences among this group:
Although “second generation” is an umbrella term
for all LGBT kids with LGBT parents, there is no
definitive second generation family experience that
represents them all .... A lesbian daughter of politi-
cally active lesbian mothers, for example, will have
a different second generation experience than a
daughter raised by a closeted gay dad. (p. 179)

Thus, the term “second generation” refers to
all nonheterosexual and/or gender nonconform-
ing individuals with one or more nonheterosexual
and/or gender nonconforming parent—the expe-
riences of whom are just beginning to be acknowl-
edged and understood.

Identifying Advantages and Challenges
for Second Generation Youth

As stated, empirical literature on this population
is scarce but emerging. Kuvalanka and Goldberg
(2009), in the first in-depth study of second gen-
eration individuals that has been reported in the
social science literature, examined the experi-
ences of 18 LGBTQ young adults with lesbian
and bisexual mothers. Many of Kuvalanka and
Goldberg’s (2009) findings echoed and extended
those of Garner (2004), lending credence to her
pioneering discussion of the diverse experiences
of the second generation. Kuvalanka and
Goldberg’s study was a secondary data analysis,
based upon data drawn from two separate quali-
tative research projects that the authors had each
previously conducted. A total of 78 young adults
with LGB parents were recruited, 21 of whom
happened to identify as LGBTQ by adulthood.?

>These were convenience samples; thus, the relatively high
proportion of LGBTQ-identified participants could be
attributed to the method of recruitment and the focus of the
studies. For example, second generation individuals may
be especially inclined to be members of COLAGE, an
advocacy organization for children of LGBTQ parents,
and to participate in studies that investigate the experiences
of LGBTQ-parent families, as they may be interested from
multiple perspectives: children of LGBTQ parents and as
possible future LGBTQ parents themselves.
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Subsequently, 18 of the 21 second generation
participants (ages 18-35 years; M=23.2 years)
were deemed eligible for inclusion in the second-
ary data analysis.> Regarding gender, 11 partici-
pants identified as female, three as male, three as
genderqueer, and one as “gender ambiguous.”
Regarding sexual orientation, seven participants
identified as bisexual, five as queer, three as gay,
one as lesbian, one as “mildly bisexual,” and one
as a “tranny-dyke.” Seventeen participants had
lesbian mothers and two had bisexual mothers
(1 participant had one lesbian and one bisexual
mother).

Potential Advantages for Second
Generation Youth

Both Garner’s (2004) and Kuvalanka and
Goldberg’s (2009) research revealed that having
nonheterosexual parents when one identifies as
LGBTQ may be potentially beneficial, in that
some participants felt they had a less arduous
coming out process than they might have had if
they had heterosexual parents. For example, some
of Kuvalanka and Goldberg’s participants said
that they were able to discover their own non-
heterosexual or gender nonconforming identities
sooner, in that having a nonheterosexual parent
allowed them to explore and question their sex-
ual/gender identities at a younger age than other
youth, which facilitated their own self-discovery.
More generally, participants from both studies
believed that having LGBTQ parents had given
them broader conceptualizations of the potential
sexual or gender identity options available to
them, including those that go beyond the tradi-
tional binaries of gay/straight and female/male.
Furthermore, many of them also did not worry
about rejection upon disclosure of their identities
to their LGBTQ parents. As Charlie, a gay man
with a lesbian mother, explained: “I didn’t have
that added fear of rejection from my mother,

3Three participants from Goldberg’s original study were
not included, because (a) after reading through transcripts,
it was determined that one participant had participated in
both researchers’ studies and (b) two participants in
Goldberg’s subset were considerably older than the rest of
the participants (48 and 50 years old; 13 years older than
the next oldest participant).
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because no matter what, it was always like, there’s
no way she can reject me” (Kuvalanka &
Goldberg, 2009, p. 912).

Perhaps, then, for some second generation
individuals, their parents’ identification, support,
and acceptance may neutralize society’s power-
ful homonegative messages and serve to foster
greater self-acceptance and self-esteem. Indeed,
for some participants, their uniquely supportive
and affirmative familial environments led them
to construct their own emergent identities as nor-
mal and acceptable (Garner, 2004; Kuvalanka &
Goldberg, 2009). Further, some of Garner’s inter-
viewees felt they benefited from having a strong
connection to the LGBTQ community from a
young age, and from having a deep understand-
ing of LGBTQ history and culture. Garner pos-
ited that it is beneficial for second generation
individuals to grow up with “out” and “proud”
parents, who can serve as positive role models,
thus lessening the development of internalized
homophobia among these youth: “LGBT parents
... have the opportunity to pass on a priceless gift
to their second generation children: pride in dis-
covering their authentic selves” (p. 192).

Potential Challenges for Second
Generation Youth

Several participants in both Garner’s (2004) and
Kuvalanka and Goldberg’s (2009) research dis-
cussed the unique challenges they faced as sec-
ond generation youth. For example, some
participants said they felt pressure from their
LGBTQ parents and others to be heterosexual
and gender conforming, and some delayed com-
ing out as LGBTQ due to fears of fulfilling crit-
ics’ assertions that “gay parents raise gay kids.”
David, who identified as bisexual, shared how
this stereotype affected his sexual identity forma-
tion: “T do feel to some extent I didn’t want to be
gay because that just proves the stereotype true
that gay parents will raise a gay child and
shouldn’tbe allowed to have children” (Kuvalanka
& Goldberg, 2009, p. 911). In relation to this,
some participants also expressed annoyance and
feelings of disempowerment as a result of the
commonplace assumption that their sexual or
gender identities were necessarily related to their
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parents’ sexual orientations. Amy, who identified
as queer, revealed:
That’s something that’s really been pushed on
me—like, “You’re like this because of your mom,”
which feels, like, really disempowering in a lot of
ways. And I think that is probably the thing that
has hurt the most ... just this feeling of like, my

claim to my identity is being taken away.
(Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009, p. 911)

Other participants in the Kuvalanka and
Goldberg (2009) study reported that they initially
did not want to be LGBTQ, or that they had
specific concerns related to their own sexual/gen-
der identities, after witnessing the prejudice and
discrimination that their parents had endured. For
example, Tom, who identified as gay, had grown
up hearing his heterosexual father and stepmother
make homophobic comments about his lesbian
mother, which in turn made Tom wary of coming
out to them. Thus, second generation youth are
inevitably confronted with the heterosexism their
parents have faced (Mooney-Somers, 2006), and
some, if not most, understand they may face simi-
lar struggles, which may cause ambivalence or
fear about coming out to family, friends, and soci-
ety. These experiences reveal that havinga LGBTQ
parent is not guaranteed protection against the
influence of societal heteronormativity.

Interestingly, Kuvalanka and Goldberg (2009)
reported that several of their participants said
they did not turn to their lesbian/bisexual mothers
for support during their sexual and gender iden-
tity formation. In particular, sons of lesbian/
bisexual mothers tended to look elsewhere for
support. In addition to the obvious gender differ-
ence between mothers and sons, sons may also be
hesitant to discuss their emerging sexualities with
their mothers because of their perception that
aspects of gay male culture (e.g., pornography)
may clash with their mothers’ (lesbian feminist)
political sensibilities (Jensen, 2004). Furthermore,
it seemed that some mothers’ internalized
homophobia and shame may have inhibited open
discussions about sexual identities, which likely
contributed to some participants’ lack of comfort.
Additionally, a “queer generation gap” (Garner,
2004, p. 181) stemming from differences in social
norms and experiences between the first and
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second generations also seemed to play a role.
For example, some LGBTQ children and LGBTQ
parents disagreed about how “out” to be in their
communities, and also utilized different language
(e.g., queer as opposed to lesbian or gay) to
describe their own identities.

Lastly, participants in both Garner’s (2004)
and Kuvalanka and Goldberg’s (2009) research
discussed their disappointment upon disclosing
their LGBTQ identities to their LGBTQ parents,
especially when parents remained somewhat
closeted themselves in regard to their own identi-
ties. Some LGBTQ parents voiced their fears
about potential heterosexist discrimination their
children might face or worried that others would
“blame” them for their children’s LGBTQ iden-
tity. Some of the gender variant (i.e., genderqueer,
gender ambiguous) participants in Kuvalanka
and Goldberg’s study especially seemed unhappy
with their mothers’ reactions to their disclosures,
as it seemed the mothers had difficulty compre-
hending gender variant identities. Thus, gender
nonconforming second generation youth may
face certain challenges and obstacles in that their
gender identities may be stigmatized or misun-
derstood in the larger societal context (Wyss,
2004) and also, perhaps, within their own
families.

Broadening and Deepening
Our Understanding of Second
Generation Youth

To further examine the experiences and perspec-
tives of second generation individuals through
the first empirical study focused solely on this
population, I aimed to recruit a larger and more
diverse sample than in Kuvalanka and Goldberg’s
(2009) secondary data analysis. Thirty second
generation participants (ages 18-35 years;
M=25.5) wererecruited via the COLAGE Second
Generation listserv, as well as through LGBTQ
offices on college/university campuses across the
country. Although I sought to answer many ques-
tions in this study, in this chapter, I only focus on
two: “Who are second generation youth?” and
“What do they want us to know about them?”
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A description of the study sample deepens
what has been previously documented in regard
to who second generation individuals are. Similar
to the sample in Kuvalanka and Goldberg’s
(2009) secondary data analysis, the majority of
participants (n=21) identified as White, although
4 identified as bi- or multiracial (Native, Chicano,
and White; Black/Native American and White;
Black and White; African-American and White),
3 as White-Jewish, and 2 as Black/African-
American. The majority of participants (n=17)
identified as female and 5 identified as male;
however, the larger sample size allowed for a
greater range of gender identifications, in that 8
participants utilized self-gender labels that fell
outside the female/male binary (e.g., “trans-
genderqueer-fluid;”“‘male-bodied/genderqueer”).
In terms of sexual orientation, the most common
self-identification label was queer (n=16), while
5 participants identified as gay, 3 as bisexual, 2 as
lesbian, and 4 used “unique” labels, such as “gay-
queer-homo” and “queer questioning.” The
majority of participants (n=21) had one or more
lesbian mothers, while 2 reported having a mother
who was a “butch-dyke,” and 1 participant had a
mother described as “queer/gay.” In addition,
3 participants had bisexual fathers, 1 had a gay
father, 1 had a “female-to-male (FTM) transsex-
ual” parent, and 1 had a “male-to-female trans-
gender” parent. Finally, 11 participants grew up
in the Northeast, 7 in the West, 7 in the South,
and 5 in the Midwest. This sample begins to illus-
trate the diversity that exists among second gen-
eration individuals in regard to race and ethnicity,
gender identity, sexual orientation, parent—child
gender and sexual orientation identity combina-
tions, and geographic locale.

This variation that exists in regard to social
location undoubtedly contributes to a diverse
range of experiences among the second genera-
tion—a point made by several participants when
answering the question, “What do you want oth-
ers to know about second generation youth?”” One
theme that emerged from the interview data was
the notion that the second generation is a diverse
group, such that no single participant could rep-
resent all second generation individuals. Many
participants gave voice to this; it is not difficult to
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imagine that Maya, a White, queer woman who
grew up on the West Coast with her bisexual and
lesbian mothers, had a somewhat different sec-
ond generation experience than Chris, a White,
queer FTM transgender man who grew up with a
straight FTM transsexual parent in the Midwest.
For example, both Maya and Chris discussed how
their parents played a role in their gender and
sexual identity development and had very differ-
ent perspectives in this regard. Maya felt that as a
result of growing up with nonheterosexual moth-
ers, it was more “natural” for her to also be with
women. Maya explained:

In developing my own identity and reflecting on

where I came from, it [having lesbian/bisexual

mothers] definitely plays a part in it ... . Growing

up with so many women around me felt safe ... .

So, it seems only natural that being with a woman,

and being in a women’s community, feels safer. It

feels, um, familiar. And ... it certainly plays a part
in my identity.

Chris, on the other hand, said he did not learn
about being transgender or being non-heterosex-
ual from his FTM transsexual father (i.e., his
“egg” father), who identifies as heterosexual and
is married to a woman. According to Chris,

I learned that gender was you were either a man or

a woman, because it seemed like my egg father’s

transition was so fast that it was you’re either male

or female, and that’s what was acceptable ...

.When it comes to sexual orientation, (it was) not

ever talked about ... .For the longest time I hated

myself. I thought, why would god make a person
that looks one way but feels another way, and

whose sexual orientation is apparently an abomi-
nation? Why would he do that?

Maya and Chris provide just one of a myriad
of examples of how experiences related to gender
and sexual identity development can differ
between members of the second generation—and
many participants were aware of these variations.
Jay, a White gay man, who grew up in the
Northeast with a lesbian mother and her partner,
explained,

A big thing that I would want people to know is

that everyone’s story is unique to those people, and

what I’'m saying to you now will likely be different

from the other participants in your study. And I

wouldn’t ever want people to generalize based on
my life story.

A second theme that emerged was the desire
to have others realize and acknowledge that sec-
ond generation individuals exist and deserve
respect. For example, Jessica, a White lesbian
woman who grew up with lesbian mothers in the
Northeast, asserted: “We are here, and we’re not
going anywhere. We’re part of the fabric of queer
culture, we’re a part of the fabric of American
culture, and we’re part of this world just as much
as anyone else.” Some of these participants felt
that studies such as the one they were participat-
ing in could benefit other second generation
youth who do not know other LGBTQ youth with
LGBTQ parents, as well as all people who may
grow to be more aware and accepting of LGBTQ-
parent families. Tina, a White bisexual woman
who grew up in the Midwest with a gay mother,
explained how she, even now as an adult, knows
few other second generation individuals and
LGBTQ-parent families:

I’ve met a couple of different people, but like here
in (my Midwestern state), I don’t really know a
whole lot of people my age. You know I know
people who have younger children, but I don’t
know anybody my age, and you know people don’t
walk around and say, “Oh, hey guess what? My
dad’s gay.” Or “My mom’s a lesbian” ... .You
know, it’s not usually advertised ... .So, I think just
the fact that someone’s doing a study like this, you
know, just to put it out there, whether it ends up in
some book somewhere and some high school kid
reads it or whatever, I think that’s awesome—and,
really, any information that’s put out there publicly
for people.

A final theme, voiced by several participants,
was the desire for others to know that “Our queer
parents did not cause us to be queer.” These par-
ticipants were concerned about and resisted this
assumption. Interestingly, the vast majority of
participants discussed the influence that having
LGBTQ parents had on them; however, for most,
this influence fell short of actually causing their
“queerness.” For example, Kelly, a White, queer
woman who grew up with a queer dad in the
Northeast, stated:

People are only influenced by their families up to a
certain point. Our sexual orientation, sexuality, and
gender identity and expression—while we may
learn many things from our parents ... we have our
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own experiences, and we are growing up in another
time than when our parents did. It [our sexual ori-
entation or gender identity] is not a prescribed
path, and it’s probably more complicated than
many people think.

These complexities that influence gender and
sexual orientation identity development are yet to
be fully explored and understood. Examining the
experiences of second generation individuals
may provide greater insight into familial factors
that influence all youth’s gender and sexual
socialization. Listening to what members of the
second generation want others to know about
them provides a solid base from which to begin
future systematic study of this population.

Next Steps: What Might We Learn
from Further Study of the Second
Generation?

Researchers have just begun to explore the expe-
riences of second generation individuals; thus,
we still have much to learn from further study of
this population. Social constructionism, as previ-
ously discussed, has been used to frame these ini-
tial investigations and could be useful for further
inquiry. For example, a social constructionist per-
spective might lead one to ask: What factors and
processes facilitate and/or impede the second
generation’s formation of their LGBTQ identi-
ties? More specifically, researchers could aim to
better understand, describe, and explain how the
sexual and gender identity development of
LGBTQ youth is influenced by having LGBTQ
parents in a heteronormative society. How does,
for example, the presence of LGBTQ siblings
and other extended family members, as well as
affirming or rejecting attitudes from heterosexual
and gender-conforming family and community
members, play a role in the lives of these youth?
Perhaps if heterosexuality is the “minority” iden-
tity in one’s family or community, LGBTQ indi-
viduals would be able to negate the impact of
societal homo- and trans-negativity.

Other theoretical perspectives, such as inter-
sectionality (Anderson & McCormack, 2010),
would be useful for examining the experiences
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of LGBTQ individuals with LGBTQ parents.
An intersectionality perspective acknowledges
the material ways in which people experience
their multiple, socially constructed identities
(Crawley, Foley, & Shehan, 2008). Thus, indi-
viduals’ social locations pertaining to race, eth-
nicity, and social class—in addition to their
nonheterosexual or gender nonconforming iden-
tities—are thought to be critical to understanding
the full range of experiences of the second
generation. This perspective would lead one to
ask: How do race, ethnicity, and social class
shape queer identity formation (Boykin, 2005)
among second generation youth? How do second
generation individuals navigate cultural differ-
ences in this regard? For example, one African-
American female participant in my research
reported using the sexual orientation self-identity
label of “bisexual” when in the presence of other
African-Americans and ‘“queer” when talking
with Caucasians. Further, consideration of the
ramifications of multiple oppressions is a central
tenet of intersectionality (Crawley et al., 2008).
Thus, how do ethnic and racial minority families
with second generation youth view and cope with
racism in addition to, or in conjunction with, het-
eronormativity? What role does poverty play in
the lives of second generation youth? Do eco-
nomically poor second generation youth and their
families have access to queer-supportive
resources, such as Gay-Straight Alliances in
schools, as well as all that the Internet has to
offer, such as basic LGBTQ information and
online support groups? Very little is known about
LGBTQ people and families of lower socioeco-
nomic status in general—and second generation
youth and their families are no exception.

A life course perspective (Bengtson & Allen,
1993) might also be useful for future study of the
second generation. This perspective highlights
the importance of interpreting second generation
individuals’ experiences as linked to the lives of
others who are close to them and in the context of
historical time (Elder & Shanahan, 2006). A fac-
tor to be explored is the influence of the timing of
parental coming out on children’s sexual and
gender identity formation and their experience of
being a part of the LGBTQ community. Although
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it might be assumed that most LGBTQ parents
serve as life-long LGBTQ role models for their
children, a parent’s disclosure of a nonheterosex-
ual and/or gender nonconforming identity might
happen later in life—perhaps during a child’s
questioning of her/his own identity, or even after
a child has already come out as LGBTQ. Thus,
when a parent comes out is likely to have an
influence on second generation youth’s exposure
to queer identities and communities and, subse-
quently, on their LGBTQ identity formation
(Goldberg, Kinkler, Richardson, & Downing,
2012). For example, having “out and proud” par-
ents from a young age might encourage second
generation youth to more readily accept their own
queer identities. Having parents come out during
their children’s adolescence, when these youth
may be questioning their own identities and also
trying to establish independence from their par-
ents, could perhaps cause some youth to postpone
their own LGBTQ identity formation. Further,
exploration into the “queer generation gap” as
discussed by Garner (2004) could also be pur-
sued. For example, second generation partici-
pants have stated that coming out—and being
out—is very different now as compared to when
their parents were young (Kuvalanka & Goldberg,
2009). How does this generation gap play a role
in the first generation’s role modeling and provi-
sion of support to the second generation? And
does the gap remain, widen, or close throughout
the life course? Thus, examination of relation-
ships between the first and second (and third,
fourth, etc.) generations may reveal intriguing
changes over time.

Conclusion

Answers to the questions raised above would
provide greater knowledge regarding the varia-
tion in experiences among the second generation.
Subsequently, family practitioners might gain the
necessary tools to better support all LGBTQ
youth and their families—including heterosex-
ual-parent families. Perhaps, then, a better under-
standing of how these parents provided
acceptance, understanding, and broad conceptu-

alizations of gender and sexual orientation would
help all parents better support their children.
Based upon our findings that not all participants
viewed their LGBTQ parents as sources of sup-
port (and, thus, being LGBTQ was not a “prereq-
uisite” for parental support), it seems that there
are supportive behaviors that all parents can
embody (Kuvalanka & Goldberg, 2009).

In conclusion, despite the various factors that
likely contribute to the diversity of experiences
and perspectives among the second generation,
several participants in my most recent study
acknowledged that living in a heteronormative
society with one or more LGBTQ parents is a
commonality that they all shared. And, as one
participant posited, this commonality has the
potential to provide both unique benefits and
challenges to all second generation youth:

I think that our experience growing up and existing
in the world is that much richer ... and more
difficult as well ... . It’s outside of the norm and
outside of people’s expectations and, in some
cases, outside of what people find acceptable.

As scholars, we have a role to play in moving
the conversation about second generation youth
beyond the simplistic—and, often, homopho-
bic—debate about whether or not “gay parents
raise gay kids.” Indeed, we have a responsibility
to articulate the richness and diversity in experi-
ences among this population with the aim of
learning more about the second generation and
their families, to improve understanding and,
ideally, acceptance of all families.
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The most significant demographic trend during
the past decade has been the “graying of America”
(Shrestha & Heisler, 2011). The accelerated pace
of the population aging is evident with the actual-
ity that beginning January 1, 2011 approximately
10,000 Baby Boomers (i.e., those born between
the years 1946 and 1964) will turn age 65 each
day. Not only will there be a tremendous growth
in the number of individuals who obtain “senior”
status, but life expectancy has risen from
69.7 years in 1960 to 77.8 years in 2006 (Tootelian
& Varshney, 2010). The dramatic increases in
life expectancy has created a greater likelihood
that individuals will be members of multigenera-
tional families and that children will have
extended relationships with their grandparents
and possibly their great-grandparents. Because
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grandparenthood can begin well before age 65,
with the average age of becoming a first time
grandparent being 47, the majority of grandpar-
ents can expect to experience this family role for
30 or more years (Paul, 2002). Presently, 94% of
older Americans with children are grandparents,
and it is estimated that 50% of older adults with
children will become great-grandparents (Smith
& Drew, 2002). Further, it is estimated that
70 million people were grandparents in 2010
(U.S. News and World Report, 2011).

Historical and contemporary research has indi-
cated that the grandparent—grandchild connection
is of value, either directly or indirectly, for grand-
parents and grandchildren (Bengtson, 2001;
Kemp, 2007; Kivett, 1991; Stelle, Fruhauf, Orel,
& Landry-Meyer, 2010). The actual value derived
from this relationship, however, will vary consid-
erably depending on a multiplicity of factors that
contribute to the quality and experience of the
grandparent—grandchild relationship. Although
researchers have empirically examined the grand-
parent—grandchild relationship for over 50 years,
there has been a lack of attention given to under-
standing the diversity and contextual variation
within this intergenerational relationship when
grandparents self-identify as Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, or Transgender (LGBT).

Accurate estimations of the current number of
LGBT parents and grandparents are not avail-
able. However, using U.S. Census data, the
Williams Institute estimated in 2011 that there
are approximately nine million LGBT individu-
als in the USA, and same-sex couples were
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raising approximately 250,000 children under the
age of 181n 1999. Yet, these are conservative esti-
mates (as many authors have previously dis-
cussed; Goldberg, 2010) given that LGBT
individuals often do not lead openly lesbian, gay,
or bisexual lives (Biblarz & Savci, 2010) and data
are often miscounted (Gates & Cook, 2011).
Optimistically, because the 2010 U.S. Census was
the first time individuals were given the opportu-
nity to report same-sex partners and same-sex
spouses, more accurate and less conservative sta-
tistics will be available in the future about LGBT
parenting and grandparenting. Additionally, with
the increase in same-sex couples adopting chil-
dren, finding surrogate mothers to bear children,
and becoming pregnant through artificial insemi-
nation (Johnson & O’Connor, 2002), the number
of same-sex parents is increasing (Goldberg,
2010). As a result, it is likely that the current and
future aging LGBT population will experience
grandparenthood in greater numbers than previ-
ous LGBT cohorts and, as a result, it is important
to understand the grandparent—grandchild rela-
tionship within the context of LGBT families.

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First,
we provide a brief overview of a life course model
on grandparent—grandchild relationships and the
current literature on the grandparent—grandchild
relationship. Second, we focus on areas where
research is contributing to an emerging picture of
the diversity of grandparent experiences within
the grandparent—grandchild relationship, includ-
ing the salience of sexual orientation to the
grandparent role. Third, we present approaches
and strategies that would enhance programs and
services directed toward LGBT grandparents and
grandchildren, as well as empower both LGBT
grandparents and grandchildren. Lastly, we pro-
vide suggestions for further research.

Life Course Perspective on LGBT
Grandparents’ Relationship
with Grandchildren

The life course perspective is a predominantly
sociological perspective that focuses on familial
relationships. The LGBT grandparent—grandchild

N.A. Orel and C.A. Fruhauf

relationship can best be elucidated from an appli-
cation of major themes within a life course per-
spective on families (Bengtson & Allen, 1993;
Elder, 2003). First, the temporal context refers to
the appraisal of time as it is influenced by age
within the relationship between the LGBT grand-
parent and grandchild, and can be viewed in three
parts: ontogenetic, generational, and historical
(Bengtson & Allen, 1993). Ontogenetic timing is
the unique unfolding of each individual’s develop-
ment that is influenced by family unit changes, and
LGBT grandparents may discover that they are
apprehensive about being a grandparent because
this role reminds them of their mortality.
Generational timing is concerned with how indi-
viduals respond to the changing roles, role transi-
tions, and role expectations that are placed on them
in regard to their own generation within the family.
An LGBT grandparent may welcome the role of
being a mentor to a grandchild instead of being in
the role of the parent. Historical timing refers to
events within the broader social context and how
these societal events influence individual develop-
ment and relationship development. Today, LGBT
grandparents may have greater ease in coming out
to grandchildren than in prior years (Clunis,
Fredriksen-Goldsen, Freeman, & Nystrom, 2005)
when homosexuality was a forbidden topic as it
was thought of as a mental illness, a crime, or
threat to society (Kimmel, Rose, Orel, & Greene,
2006). An LGBT grandparent’s personal history of
disclosing her/his sexual orientation may also
facilitate the process of coming out to her/his
grandchildren (Fruhauf, Orel, & Jenkins, 2009).
Second, the social contexts between LGBT
grandparents and their grandchildren include the
social construction of meanings, cultural context,
and the interplay of macro—micro levels of devel-
opment. An exploration of the experiences of
LGBT grandparents must take into consideration
the similarities between the social construction of
sexual orientation as a sexual minority status and
the social construction of aging. Kimmel et al.
(2006) indicate that both social categories are
evaluated negatively, with flagrant acts of dis-
crimination associated with them. Because it is
possible to conceal sexual orientation and, even to
some extent, chronological age, sexual orientation
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and age have similar social constructions. For
example, within an ageist and heterosexist cul-
ture, the phrase (and former policy) “Don’t ask,
don’t tell” is applicable and often applied to both
older adults and LGBT persons by those who
would prefer that they remain invisible. Yet, there
are other structural statuses including race, class,
gender, and (dis)ability that are not easily con-
cealed and could complicate this issue even fur-
ther (Institute of Medicine, 2011).

A third theme of the life course perspective, a
diachronic perspective (Bengtson & Allen, 1993),
involves the need to look at the dynamic aspects
of roles and relationships and the examination of
both continuity and change in the life course
experience of LGBT grandparent—grandchild
relationships. For example, LGBT grandparents
may come out to their grandchildren when they
determine that grandchildren are developmen-
tally ready, or coming out to grandchildren may
happen over a period of time. Conversely, LGBT
grandparents may refrain from coming out to
their grandchildren if adult children (parents) are
disapproving of grandparents’ sexual orientation
or gender variance.

A fourth theme of the life course perspective
that is important to understanding LGBT grand-
parenting is heterogeneity in structures and pro-
cesses. This theme illustrates how individuals
experience familial and societal relationships
over time and proposes that the lives of one gen-
eration are linked to the lives of other genera-
tions. For example, a lesbian or bisexual
grandmother may experience resiliency in the
face of adversity, and as a result be able to show
family members including grandchildren how to
move forward during difficult times.

Historical Overview

of Grandparenthood and

the Grandparent-Grandchild
Relationship

Prior to discussing the available literature on
LGBT grandparents, it is imperative that a brief
historical overview of grandparenthood and the
grandparent—grandchild connection is presented
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to illustrate the multidimensionality of the
grandparent role and the diversity and contextual
variation of intergenerational relationships. The
majority of early conceptual articles on grandpar-
enting presented grandmothers negatively and
totally ignored grandfathers. For example,
Abraham (1913/1955) labeled grandmothers in
three generation families as “troublemakers,” and
Vollmer’s (1937) article entitled The grand-
mother: A problem in child rearing described
grandmothers as having an unfavorable and nox-
ious influence on grandchildren. While these
early psychoanalytic theorists emphasized the
negative aspects of the grandparent role upon the
psychological development of the child, ethno-
graphic researchers in the 1950s presented a more
favorable view of grandparenting (Apple, 1956).
Social scientists have also recognized the impor-
tance of grandparents and were the first to define
their specific roles and function. Van Hentig
(1946) espoused the “vital role” that grandmoth-
ers played in the life of the family and concluded
that a grandmother’s role is a “primitive but
effective mechanism of group survival” (p. 390).
Grandparents were considered to be a source of
wisdom, strength, and stability, and grandparents
benefited from the high status and prestige that
the role of grandparent was given. This favorable
view of grandparenthood followed the Biblical
prescription, which indicated that grandchildren
would be a restorer of a grandparent’s soul and
sustain them in their old age (Ruth 4:14, Revised
Standard Version).

During the 1960s and 1970s, researchers
began investigating the varying roles of grand-
parents and the grandparent—grandchild relation-
ship (e.g., Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964).
Developmental theorists explored the changing
meaning of grandparenthood according to the
grandchild’s level of cognitive development and
found that the meaning of the grandparent role
for a grandchild was dependent on the grand-
child’s level of cognitive maturity (Kahana &
Kahana, 1971). However, Clavan (1978) concep-
tualized the grandparent role as being a roleless
role because there exists a wide diversity of grand-
parenting behaviors coupled with an absence of
sanctioned rights, obligations, and prescribed
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functions. Collectively, the research on the role
of grandparenting has described this role in terms
ranging from national guard or watch dog
(Hagestad, 1985), arbitrator (Hagestad, 1985),
stress buffer (Bengtson, 1985; Johnson, 1985),
and roots (Hagestad, 1985). Grandparents have
also been considered to be a resource person
(Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964), valued elder
(Kivnick, 1982), mentor (Kornhaber, 1996), con-
veyer of family legacy and culture (Bengtson,
1985), silent savior of children from faltering
families (Creighton, 1991), surrogate parent
(Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964), and the wardens
of the culture (Guttman, 1985).

Unlike norms for other primary family roles,
there are not explicit norms for grandparenting
(Kemp, 2004), and most authors have highlighted
the multidimensionality of the grandparent role
and the issues of variability within the grandpar-
ent—grandchild relationship. Historical scholarly
perspectives on the grandparent—grandchild rela-
tionship (see Szinovacz, 1998) indicate that this
relationship is influenced by the age and gender
of the grandparent and grandchild (Kivett, 1991);
socioeconomic variables such as employment
status, educational level, and economic resources
(Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986); geographical
proximity and frequency of contact between
grandparent and grandchild (Kemp, 2007); psy-
chosocial compatibility (Kornhaber, 1996); per-
sonality characteristics (Kornhaber, 1996);
disruptive life events (Connidis, 2003); and the
mediating effects of parents (Barranti, 1985;
Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Huck, 1993). Further, grand-
parenthood in African-American families,
Latina/o families, and Asian families is mini-
mally investigated. When grandparents of color
are included in studies, researchers tend to exam-
ine crisis events (e.g., grandparents raising their
grandchildren, divorce), particularly as these
events relate to African-American grandparents.
This research is often limited to comparisons
with White families (Hunter & Taylor, 1998).

More recent and contemporary research on
the grandparent—grandchild relationship has
moved away from previous foci and has addressed
the diverse nature of the grandparent—grandchild
relationship (Stelle et al., 2010). For example,
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recent grandparenting literature addresses issues
concerning grandparents who are raising their
grandchildren (Hayslip & Kaminski, 2005), tak-
ing into account racial and social class issues
(Brown & Mars, 2000), international perspec-
tives on grandparenting (Kenner, Ruby, Jessel,
Gregory, & Arju, 2007), and grandparents who
are recipients of primary care from their grand-
children (Fruhauf & Orel, 2008). Further, grand-
fathering (Roberto, Allen, & Blieszner, 2001),
impact of divorce on grandparent—grandchild
relationships (Bridges, Roe, Dunn, & O’Connor,
2007), adult grandchildren—grandchild relation-
ships (Kemp, 2004), and grandparenting when
grandchildren have special needs (Mitchell,
2007) have received attention in the literature,
although limited. These foci take into account
sensitivities to race, ethnicity, class, gender, and
(dis)ability as they are salient to emerging grand-
parenting issues and provide insights into the
continued diversity of grandparenthood.

Of all the aforementioned factors that influence
the grandparent—grandchild relationship as well
as the shift in grandparenting research away from
a unitary focus on White, middle-class families
(Stelle et al., 2010), the mediating role of the
middle generation on the stability of the grand-
parent—grandchild relationship cannot be under-
estimated. While research continues to explore
role expectations for grandparents and investigate
relationships between grandparents and grand-
children, it is the parents who set the conditions
by which the grandparent—grandchild relation-
ship functions (Matthews & Sprey, 1985). The
role parents play in the grandparent—grandchild
relationship over the life course may be espe-
cially important to consider when grandparents
are sexual minorities.

Definition of Families with
an LGBT Emphasis

Although the vast majority of research on fami-
lies has emphasized the experiences of family
members from a heterosexual (heteronormative)
perspective, it is apparent that LGBT persons are
members of families and actively participate in
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their roles as sons, daughters, sisters, brothers,
nieces, nephews, uncles, and aunts. A complete
exploration of the historical understanding of
LGBT family relationships is beyond the scope
of this chapter, but it is important to address the
changing American societal attitudes toward
nonheterosexual orientations and behaviors dur-
ing the past 50 years because this is the lived
history of current LGBT grandparents.

Prior to the Stonewall Rebellion of 1969,
LGBT persons were forced to live secretive lives
in which their sexual orientation was “closeted”
so that a public heterosexual identity could be
managed (Seidman, 2002). Pervasive heterosex-
ist attitudes created hardships for any family
member who disclosed his/her sexual orientation.
The Stonewall Rebellion of 1969 has been
identified as the “turning point” for understand-
ing gay and lesbian identities, and according to
Seidman (2002), “never before had homosexuals
openly declared their sexual identity as something
good while criticizing American society for its
intolerance” (p. 64). More than 40 years have
elapsed from this cultural moment in which
secrecy and closeting was nationally challenged
[see Miller (2006) for a detailed account of gay
historical information]. Contemporary events
such as legalizing same-sex marriages and repeal-
ing “don’t ask, don’t tell” have currently created
adisclosure imperative (McLean, 2007; Seidman,
2002), whereby LGBT individuals are expected
to be open and honest about their sexual orienta-
tion with friends, family, and colleagues. However,
problematic family relationships are still evident
when LGBT persons assume the roles of mother,
father, grandmother, or grandfather as little popu-
lar work along with mainstream society has
addressed these topics. American society seems
to deliver the most criticism, oppression, and
intolerance to LGBT individuals who attempt to
assume the roles that historically have been
identified as key “family” milestones that only
heterosexual individuals and couples experience.
Historically, the terms lesbian mother, gay father,
lesbian grandmother, and gay grandfather have
been viewed as contradictions in terms (Clunis &
Green, 1995; Orel & Fruhauf, 2006) because
homosexuality was viewed as being inconsistent

with the ability to procreate and, as a result,
become a parent and grandparent.

Although the research and scholarship on
LGBT persons who are mothers, fathers, grand-
mothers, or grandfathers has rapidly increased
within the past decade, to date, research on les-
bian mothers dominates the research on LGBT
families, with relatively little scholarship on
bisexuals and transgender people as mothers,
fathers, or grandparents (Biblarz & Savci, 2010).
Therefore, we will begin the discussion on LGBT
grandparents by presenting a brief discourse on
the gendered experience of grandparenting.

Gendered Experience
of Grandparenting

The literature on heterosexual grandparents doc-
uments that there are distinct similarities and dif-
ferences between the experiences of grandmothers
and grandfathers and these relate to how grand-
parenting has been historically conceptualized.
Most notable is that generally when grandfathers
have been examined within the literature there
has been a tendency for grandfatherhood to be
examined through a feminized conception of
grandparenting (Mann, 2007). Because grandfa-
therhood has been examined from a perspective
of how men are similar to and different from
grandmothers, grandfathers are not only seen as
different, but as less important, less active in
intergenerational relations, offering less to grand-
children, and making a limited contribution to the
grandparent—grandchild relationship compared
to grandmothers.

Research has shown that grandmothers have
closer relationships with grandchildren (Silverstein
& Marenco, 2001) and that maternal grandparents
have closer relationships with grandchildren than
paternal grandparents (Chan & Elder, 2000;
Eisenberg, 1988). The finding that maternal
grandparents have closer relationships with grand-
children suggests that the gender of the parent
also impacts the relationship between grandparent
and grandchild. Likewise, the gender of the grand-
child impacts the grandparent—grandchild rela-
tionship, with female grandchildren experiencing
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emotionally closer relationships with grandparents
than male grandchildren (Eisenberg, 1988).

The literature on grandparenting highlights
that being a grandparent is a gendered familial
role and that grandparenting holds different
expectations for behaviors and responsibilities for
men and women (Stelle et al., 2010; Thomas,
1995). However, there is an inconsistency between
the assumption and findings that the gender of the
grandparental generation is an important factor to
consider and the fact that there has been a com-
plete “invisibility” of transgender grandparents
within both the gerontological and LGBT litera-
ture. Likewise, the exploration of the ways in
which gender and sexual orientation influences
grandparenting remains largely unexplored.

Lesbian Motherhood and Lesbian
Grandmotherhood

The most commonly reported number of lesbian
mothers in the USA was estimated to be between
1 and 5 million in the late 1990s, with reports that
the number of lesbian mothers has dramatically
increased (Lambert, 2005). Current national esti-
mates indicate that one in three lesbian couples
are raising children (Gates & Ost, 2004). Accurate
statistics are not available because national sur-
veys omit questions on sexual orientation, single
parenting, informal parenting, and caregiving
arrangements (Tasker & Patterson, 2007).
Likewise, statistics on whether children were
born or adopted within the context of a hetero-
sexual relationship before the mother identified
as lesbian, and those in which self-identified les-
bians adopted or bore children, is difficult to
obtain because generally the classification of par-
ents as lesbian, gay, or heterosexual is not avail-
able. However, the majority of research on lesbian
mothers and their children tends to distinguish
between these two broad types: those who gave
birth to children within the context of a hetero-
sexual relationship and those who chose to have a
child or children through donor insemination
(DI) or adoption (Goldberg, 2010).

Currently, more is known about lesbian moth-
erhood than lesbian grandmothers despite the fact
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that statistically most lesbian mothers will
become grandmothers since 94% of parents
become grandparents (Smith & Drew, 2002).
Biblarz and Savci (2010) indicated that “lesbian
motherhood is a negotiated identity between the
marginalized position of lesbianism and the
mainstream and esteemed position of mother-
hood” (p. 483). Therefore, it is important to
investigate how lesbian grandmothers conceptu-
alize their identity knowing that they are both
members of a marginalized sexual minority and
yet hold a highly regarded and respected position
as a grandmother. It is also important to investi-
gate whether the experiences of lesbian grand-
mothers differ if they are the biological
grandmother, co-grandmother, step grandmother,
or social grandmother; to date no researcher has
addressed this complex topic.

Since the 1980s, there has been discussion of
lesbian grandmothers within popular magazines
(e.g., Lesbian Connection) and anthologies. Some
of these articles and stories highlighted lesbian
grandmothers in an unfavorable manner. For
example, in 1994 a Christian Fundamentalist
magazine (e.g., Alberta Report) protested against
a Vancouver judge who awarded custody of a
child to her lesbian grandmother instead of to her
biological father (Bray, 2008). However, on the
popular 1990s situation comedy “Roseanne,” one
of the key characters played a lesbian grand-
mother. In the collected papers on Lesbian
Parenting, Living with Pride and Prejudice,
Jessica Walker wrote about her lesbian grand-
mother’s struggles with her sexual orientation
and her inability to be with her lesbian partner.
Jessica wrote that she personally “cried over the
tragic way that the lovers had been forced apart”
(Walker & Walker, 1995, p. 165). Three addi-
tional anthologies that included chapters on les-
bian grandmothers were Women in Love: Portraits
of Lesbian Mothers and Their Families (Sevda &
Herrera, 1998), The Lesbian Parenting Book
(Clunis & Green, 2003), and Lives of Lesbian
Elders: Looking Back, Looking Forward (Clunis
et al., 2005). These anthologies shared the per-
sonal narratives of lesbian grandmothers and
highlighted both their struggles and joys of being
lesbian grandmothers.
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Whalen, Bigner, and Barber (2000) published
the first scholarly paper that examined the grand-
mother’s role as experienced by lesbian women.
The nine self-identified lesbian grandmothers
were White, middle class, and well educated and
thus not representative of the population of les-
bian grandmothers. The lesbian grandmothers
perceived their grandmother role as being multi-
faceted, with three primary roles (a) to provide
emotional support to grandchildren, (b) to pro-
vide varied experiences to their grandchildren,
and (c) to support the grandchildren’s parents.
The major reported benefit of enacting the grand-
parent role was receiving unconditional love
from his/her grandchildren; this finding was con-
sistent with previous grandparenting work
(Hodgson, 1992). In fact, Whalen et al. (2000)
indicated that “these women possibly would not
have been distinguishable from those presumed
to be heterosexual grandmothers had they been
included in any of the previous studies on grand-
parenting or grandmotherhood” (p. 52).
Unfortunately, Whalen et al. (2000) did not
explore the effect of the grandmother’s sexual
orientation on the grandparent—grandchild rela-
tionship, and the grandmother’s role was explored
in a socially isolated manner.

In 2005, Serena Patterson conducted individ-
ual interviews with 14 lesbian grandmothers
ranging in age from 41 to 73 who were living in
the greater Vancouver or Toronto areas of Canada.
Of the 14 grandmothers, 11 became grandmoth-
ers through their biological children and 3
became step grandmothers through the adult
children of a lesbian partner. According to
Patterson (2005a), the most significant finding
was that a lesbian grandmother’s identity as a
lesbian occurred late in her life. The majority of
lesbian grandmothers came out when their chil-
dren were adults and/or their heterosexual mar-
riages ended. These women viewed their lesbian
identity formation as “an accomplishment or a
gift of middle age” (Patterson, 2005b, p. 119)
and then negotiated this new identity with their
identities as mothers and grandmothers. The role
of being a lesbian grandmother was celebrated
and “affirms the rightness of their life’s journey”
(Patterson, 2005b).
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Orel (2004, 2006), and Orel and Fruhauf
(2006) were the first to specifically and system-
atically explore the effects of sexual orientation
on the grandparent—grandchild relationship. Their
qualitative research explored the perceptions,
attitudes, and beliefs of lesbian and bisexual (LB)
grandmothers by using the life course perspective
as a guide (Bengtson & Allen, 1993). Applying
the life course perspective to LB grandmothers,
the authors indicated that the grandparent—grand-
child relationship was embedded within the con-
text of the grandmother’s individual choices
across the life span (e.g., decisions to disclose
one’s homosexuality), the structural contexts
within which these decisions were made (e.g.,
level of homophobia within a culture), and the
transitions that grandmothers experienced (e.g.,
previous heterosexual marriages and divorce).

Participants in the Orel (2004) study included
12 self-identified lesbian grandmothers and 4
self-identified bisexual grandmothers who ranged
in age from 44 to 75 with a mean age of 60.9 years.
Twelve of the participants were White, three were
African-American, and one participant identified
herself as “other” (Native American and Latino).
During the face-to-face, semi-structured in-depth
interviews with LB grandmothers, 4 of the 16 LB
grandmothers were completely secretive about
their sexual orientation, with neither their adult
children nor grandchildren being aware of their
self-identification as lesbian or bisexual women.
An important finding was that LB grandmothers’
descriptions of their relationships with their
grandchildren were always placed within the
context of their on-going relationship with their
adult children (Orel & Fruhauf, 2006). LB grand-
mothers who had a strong, intimate relationship
with their adult children were more likely to have
a close relationship with their grandchildren.
Adult children also determined the amount of
access that they, or in some cases their partners,
would have with their grandchildren. Therefore,
adult children mediated the development of the
relationship between LB grandmothers and their
grandchildren. This research supports previous
work suggesting parents are the gatekeepers to
the grandparent—grandchild relationship, and
they can facilitate or discourage the development
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of an emotionally intimate relationship between
the grandparents and grandchildren (Matthews &
Sprey, 1985).

Orel (2006) and Orel and Fruhauf (2006) also
found that adult children’s acceptance of the
grandmother’s sexual orientation determined LB
grandmothers’ opportunities to grandparent and
that adult children’s attitudes toward sexual ori-
entation influenced the direction of the mediating
effect (i.e., facilitating or discouraging) on the
grandparent—grandchild relationship. The LB
grandmothers were aware of the impact that their
sexual orientation had on their relationships with
their adult children and subsequently their grand-
children. For the four LB grandmothers who did
not disclose their sexual orientation to their adult
children or grandchildren, they expressed pro-
found fear and anxiety concerning what would
happen to their relationship with their grandchil-
dren if their homosexuality/bisexuality was
known. The LB grandmothers’ level of concern
was specifically related to assumptions that their
adult children would not be able to accept their
homosexuality/bisexuality and would then pre-
vent them from seeing their grandchildren.
Therefore, adult children are mediators in the
grandparent—grandchild relationship, and they
can also influence or inhibit disclosure. The deci-
sion-making process, and subsequently the abil-
ity to either remain secretive or disclose their
sexual orientation to adult children and grand-
children, was a significant event for all 16 LB
grandmothers. However, the actual process of
coming out to adult children and grandchildren
varied among the LB grandmothers.

Collectively, the limited research on LB grand-
mothers indicates that adult children not only
influenced the formation and maintenance of the
grandmother—grandchild relationship but also
played a profound and significant role in the com-
ing out process of LB grandmothers (Orel, 2006;
Orel & Fruhauf, 2006; Patterson, 2005b). It is
important to note that all LB grandmothers indi-
cated that their sexual orientation per se was not
significant in regard to their ability to assume the
grandmother role and their subsequent relation-
ships with their grandchildren. Rather, the
significance of their sexual orientation was
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related to their ability to have an open and honest
relationship with adult children and grandchil-
dren. Honesty and openness was severely com-
promised when LB grandmothers were fearful of
disclosing an important personal dimension of
their identity—their sexual orientation. This fear
was created and fueled by the heterosexist and
homophobic context over their life course (Clunis
etal., 2005) in which the LB grandmother—grand-
child relationship was embedded (Orel, 2006;
Orel & Fruhauf, 2006; Patterson, 2005a). That is,
LB grandmothers’ past personal experiences with
discrimination fostered intense fears of becoming
alienated from their grandchildren if they were to
disclose their sexual orientation. LB grandmoth-
ers feared that perhaps their adult children also
held culturally sanctioned homophobic attitudes.
Focusing on the intersection of sexuality and
gender, Orel and Fruhauf (2006) also found that
the gender of adult children (parents) played a
significant role in the coming out process of LB
grandparents. Among adult children, it was
women (mothers) who were more likely than men
(fathers) to facilitate understanding of grandmoth-
ers’ homosexuality in their children. A primary
reason that women facilitated LB grandmothers’
disclosure to their grandchildren was that gener-
ally it was women who were more likely to be
aware of their mothers’ sexual orientation. This
finding is similar to general LGBT research that
found that female family members are more likely
to be aware of LGBT kin and more likely to be
directly disclosed to than male family members
(Ben-Ari, 1995; Savin-Williams, 2001).

Gay Grandfatherhood

Just as there are too few studies that have investi-
gated the role of grandfathers in the grandparent—
grandchild relationship, there are even fewer
studies that have investigated grandparenting by
gay grandfathers. Similar to what was previously
reported for lesbian grandmothers, the first publi-
cations that highlighted the role of gay grandfa-
thers appeared on LGBT elder Web sites (e.g.,
American Society on Aging’s Outword) or in
newspaper articles (e.g., Philadelphia Inquirer).
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These articles highlighted gay grandfathers in a
favorable manner and illustrated the diversity in
the role of being a gay grandfather (Hochman,
2008). Gay grandfathers assumed a variety of
roles with their grandchildren that were often
specific to a particular grandchild and/or adult
child, as well as being dependent on the develop-
mental level of grandchildren. They served as a
father figure, an active grandparent, reservoir of
wisdom and culture, a friend, distant figure, and
an absent figure. The majority of grandfathers
expressed that their grandparenting role was not
associated with being gay, but that their sexual
orientation may have influenced the type of
grandfather that they could be if adult children
were not accepting of their homosexuality.
Obviously, gay grandfathers who have appeared
in newspaper articles were not hesitant about dis-
closing their sexual orientation to family mem-
bers. Perhaps it is more socially acceptable for
older men to be out to family members than older
women as LGBT movements began with a focus
on gay male rights (Miller, 2006) and slowly
made visible the LBT population.

To better understand the sociocultural and
sociopolitical context of gay grandfathers’ lives,
Fruhauf et al. (2009) specifically examined the
experiences of gay grandfathers’ coming out pro-
cesses to their grandchildren. Participants in this
study were 11 White gay grandfathers who
ranged in age from 40 to 79 years. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted and the participants
were asked to describe themselves as gay grand-
fathers and to describe their coming out process.
The interviews revealed that gay grandfathers
took different approaches to disclosing their sex-
ual orientation to their grandchildren, but all
grandfathers indicated that adult children played
a profound role in the coming out process. For
example, adult children assisted by answering
questions grandchildren asked about their grand-
father’s partner, where they slept, and if grandpa
loved his partner. This finding illustrates that “in
the coming out process, adult children serve as
mediators between grandparents and grandchil-
dren” (Fruhauf et al., 2009, p. 113) which con-
verges with historical perspectives on the
grandparent—grandchild relationship (Matthews
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& Sprey, 1985) and LB grandmothering (Orel &
Fruhauf, 2006). Consistently, the available
research on LGB grandparents and the LGB
grandparent—grandchild relationship illustrates
the importance of the mediating role of adult
children. Another consistent finding in the avail-
able LGB grandparent research is the emphasis
that LGB grandparents give to being able to dis-
close their sexual orienation to their grandchil-
dren. The strength of these findings warrants a
more detailed description of the coming out pro-
cess for LGB grandparents.

Disclosure of Sexual Orientation
to Grandchildren

It is extremely important to explore, recognize,
and acknowledge the societal expectations of
grandparents and how these expectations play a
role in the coming out process for LGBT grand-
parents and the grandparent—grandchild relation-
ship. Generalized stereotypes about older adults
include the expectations that they are emotionally
and/or physically fragile, asexual, and cognitively
incompetent or senile (Stelle et al., 2010). These
stereotypes are not based in fact, but research
indicates that when LGB grandparents come out
to family members, they often face comments
that reflect these beliefs/expectations (Fruhauf
et al., 2009; Orel, 2006; Orel & Fruhauf, 2006).
One grandmother in Orel (2006) said “when I
told them (grandchildren) that I was a lesbian, the
first thing they said is ‘how can that be—you’re
not having sex, are you?” They probably also
assumed that I was senile” (p. 185). Another
grandfather in this study (Fruhauf et al., 2009)
shared his story about telling his adult son that he
was bisexual and was surprised by his son’s
response—"‘He says to me, well at your age it’s
not like you’re going to be cruising the gay bars
all night long so I guess it really doesn’t matter.”
Conversely, the notion of physical frailty does
not protect older gay men from being viewed as
potential predators. One grandfather shared his
sadness when after disclosing his sexual orienta-
tion to his daughter-in-law, she immediately said
that he could no longer babysit for his



186

granddaughter. He said, “She thought I was now
a threat to my granddaughter. That was the most
hurtful response I have ever received from any-
one... about me being a gay man” (Fruhauf &
Bigner, 2006).

In addition to the generalized negative stereo-
types about older adults, there are also general-
ized positive stereotypes about older adults,
specifically grandparents, which played a role in
the coming out process of LGB grandparents.
These positive stereotypes of grandparents
include being providers of unconditional love
and emotional and instrumental support and serv-
ing as a family guardian or protector. It is the
common expectation that grandparents will pro-
vide unconditional love to their grandchildren.
The gerontological literature clearly posits that
grandparents are expected to be universally
selfless, unconditionally love their grandchildren,
and to be “unassuming and supportive in
exchanges with their adult grandchildren” (Kemp,
2004, p. 507), as well as support grandchildren
when parents are unwilling or unable to provide
emotional support (Roberto et al., 2001). When
LGBT grandparents disclose to their adult chil-
dren and grandchildren, they are seeking both
emotional support and understanding from them.
LGBT grandparents are also asking for uncondi-
tional love. Because LGBT grandparents are ask-
ing for, and not providing, emotional support and
unconditional love, this can be viewed as going
against familial expectations and roles. Family
members are being asked by their eldest family
member to be supportive and willing to increase
their knowledge and understanding and reduce
their homophobic attitudes and beliefs. This
expectation may pose too great a challenge in
some families.

Research on the acceptance of children when
a parent discloses his/her sexual orientation indi-
cates that early adolescence (ages 13-16) is a
more difficult time (Patterson, 1992) because
those in early adolescence are working through
their own emerging sexuality. Current research
(Orel, 2006; Orel & Fruhauf, 2006) on the com-
ing out process of LB grandmothers also revealed
that children in earlier stages of development
tend to experience less stress when their
grandmothers come out to them. However, this is
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known from reports from LB grandmothers and
not the grandchildren themselves. Although there
is a significant amount of research attention paid
to the children of lesbian and gay parents (Savin-
Williams & Esterberg, 2000), there is limited
research that has explored the experiences of
grandchildren of LGBT grandparents (Perlesz
et al., 20006).

The gerontological literature on the grandpar-
ent—grandchild relationship indicates that grand-
parents are expected to guard and protect their
grandchild from both real and imagined foes
(King, Russell, & Elder, 1998). Oftentimes, the
foe is the parent (adult child). It has been com-
monly reported in the family counseling litera-
ture that grandparents and grandchildren get along
so well because they have a common enemy—
the adult child/parent (Walsh, 1989). It is also
well documented that the grandparent—grandchild
relationship is mediated by the parent(s), even
after grandchildren reach adulthood (Matthews
& Sprey, 1985). The available literature investi-
gating the grandparent—grandchild relationship
when grandchildren identify as LGBT shows that
parents act as disclosers for their LGBT children
(Herdt & Koff, 2000; Savin-Williams, 2001).
Parents not only disclosed their LGBT children’s
sexual orientation to grandparents but also
became strong advocates for their LGBT children
by creating a climate of acceptance and demon-
strating a loving stance. Conversely, parents can
hinder the relationship between LGBT grandpar-
ents and their grandchildren through rejection of
homosexuality and a climate of intolerance.

These findings on the coming out process of
LGB grandparents speak to the diversity of
expectations of grandparenthood and underscore
the importance of examining grandparenthood
and disclosure of sexual orientation within the
context of the history of family relationships.
Likewise, the intersections of race, ethnicity, sex-
uality, gender, and the family must be considered
when discussing the coming out process and
LGBT grandparents in general.

Research on the grandparent—grandchild rela-
tionship within communities of color has con-
cluded that grandparents play a central role the
lives of their grandchildren (Burton, 1996) and
that the grandparenting role is highly revered for
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its ability to maintain ethnic identity and familial
bonds between family members. Ethnic minority
groups view grandparents as key to the preserva-
tion of family and minority communities. If
homosexuality is viewed as being antithetical to
issues of family and perpetuation of communities
of color then LGBT grandparents of color would
be less likely to disclose their sexual orientation
than White LGBT grandparents. However, Orel
(2006) found that the strong familial bonds within
communities of color facilitated disclosure for
African-American lesbian grandmothers. As one
participant said, “When I first told them that I
was a lesbian, there was this long silence. No one
said anything. Then my son looks at me and says
‘you’re still my ma and grandma for my kids—
that’s all I need to know” (Orel, 2004).

Collectively, the research on LGB grandpar-
ents revealed that managing disclosure about
sexual orientation was a primary issue for all
LGB grandparents and that the decision to dis-
close or remain secretive was a reflection of
familial and societal relationships over time. The
decision to disclose one’s sexual orientation was
also dependent on the older adult’s perceived
level of homonegativity within the immediate
family unit and within the culture (i.e., neighbor-
hood, workplace). Although the ability to dis-
close one’s sexual orientation to grandchildren
was psychologically salient for LGB grandpar-
ents’ identity, the level of homonegativity within
their culture forced many LGB grandparents to
maintain the illusion of heterosexuality. For
example, LGB grandparents believed that their
sexuality did not define who they were no more
than one grandfather said his hair color defined
him. LGB grandparents who did not disclose or
remained secretive did so to prevent becoming
estranged from their families of origin (Fruhauf
et al., 2009; Orel & Fruhauf, 2006).

Programs and Practice Recognizing
LGBT Grandparents and Their
Grandchildren

While grandparenthood may be the “grand-
generative aspect of old age” (Erikson, 1984,
p. 164) that reflects the instrumental need for
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intergenerational relationships among all popula-
tions, the ability to enact this role intersects with
a multitude of variables within multiple contexts,
most salient of which is sexual orientation within
a heterosexist environment. Clinicians, educators,
counselors, researchers, and practitioners must be
aware of the variance and diversity in intergener-
ational relationships. Those who are working
directly with LGBT grandparents and their grand-
children should have the common goal of strength-
ening the existing intergenerational and
interlocking family bonds to meet the individual
needs of both LGBT grandparents and their
grandchildren. Most importantly, programs and
services aimed toward intergenerational relation-
ships must move away from dominant assump-
tions and discourses of grandparents as exclusively
heterosexual and without gender variation.

From a life course perspective, practitioners
and programs need to recognize the variability in
the experiences of both LGBT grandparents and
grandchildren based on the continued aging of
the grandparent and developmental level of the
grandchild. Programs and practice also need to
address the different experiences of LGBT grand-
parents dependent upon age of the initial transi-
tion to grandparenthood, the duration of
grandparenthood, and most importantly their dis-
closure patterns (i.e., do grandparents use the
assistance of adult children in coming out or do
they take on an approach of coming out alone?).
Attention is also needed for the cultural messages
about sexual orientation within specific cohorts.

Because practitioners typically assume that
grandparents are heterosexual, practitioners
working with LGBT grandparents may overlook
the saliency of grandparents’ sexual orientation
on the grandparent—grandchild relationship.
Practitioners must listen for subtle messages to
learn about an elder’s sexual identity and orienta-
tion. Otherwise, practitioners who assume hetero-
sexuality will overlook the unique challenges,
issues, and concerns of LGBT grandparents.
Unfortunately, for most LGBT grandparents, the
“invisibility” of their status as a grandparent mir-
rors and perhaps compounds their general sense
of invisibility as an LGBT elder. LGBT grandpar-
ents (and their partners) must receive the social
support and recognition that is naturally granted
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to heterosexual grandparents within all cultures.
Practitioners must also recognize that because
LGBT grandparents have developed creative and
resourceful ways to function within a heterosexist
culture as LGBT persons, LGBT grandparents
can provide creative and flexible definitions of
grandparenting and grandparenthood. However,
service providers must be ever mindful that soci-
etal and personal barriers may exist that require
some LGBT grandparents to be closeted to family
members. Research on LGB grandparents clearly
indicates that “coming out” or disclosing one’s
sexual orientation is a life-long process with vary-
ing passages and multiple results.

Implications for Future Research
and Concluding Remarks

Despite the fact that the literature on grandparent-
ing and LGBT families has come a long way,
researchers are only scratching at the surface. As a
result, further research is still needed on LGBT
grandparenthood. The LGBT grandparenting liter-
ature requires a closer examination of the gendered
nature of familial relationships and the role and
expectations of LGBT grandparents. There must
be an understanding of how the role of an LGBT
grandparent builds on previous roles and meanings
of being a gay man, lesbian woman, and bisexual/
transgender persons. In addition to gender, the
intersection of race, social class, ethnicity, and (dis)
ability needs to be addressed in future research.
Research on families where the eldest matriar-
chal or patriarchal figure is gay, lesbian, bisexual,
or transgender must refrain from making com-
parisons between LGBT grandparents and het-
erosexual grandparents—this comparison only
perpetuates heterocentrism. Future research must
conduct independent studies on the B and T in
LGBT. Likewise, further research is needed on
LGBT grandparents from “de novo” families, or
families in which LGBT grandparents conceived
children within the context of LGBT relationships,
rather than in previous heterosexual relationships.
Future research needs to focus on understanding
the implications of differences in race, ethnicity,
cultural environments, socioeconomic status, and
age among LGBT grandparents utilizing the
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intersectionality  perspective that examines
multiple identities and the ways in which they
interact (Crenshaw, 1989; Institute of Medicine,
2011). This will require the development and dis-
tribution of a large-scale national survey that
focuses on LGBT grandparents. The authors have
developed this survey, with distribution begin-
ning in 2012.

Further research is needed on LGBT grandpar-
enting particularly in relation to the intersection-
ality of grandchildren’s gender, parental sexual
orientation, class, race, ethnicity, and sociological
context. Specifically, key research questions
include (a) How do LGBT grandparents simulta-
neously construct sexual identities and grandpar-
enting identities? (b) How does the LGBT
grandparent—grandchild relationship change over
time? and (c) How do LGBT grandparents negoti-
ate the institutions that grandparenting and aging
bring to them, such as schools and senior centers?
This research would include an investigation of
the experiences surrounding grandchildren’s rela-
tionships with the “co-grandparent” or partners of
LGBT grandparents. Most importantly, research
is needed to explore the perceptions, attitudes,
beliefs, and experiences of grandchildren of
LGBT grandparents. Finally, LGBT grandpar-
ents, generally, have not received sufficient atten-
tion in research on LGBT family relationships.
While our review specifically focused on two
subgroups of grandparents (lesbian/bisexual
grandmothers and gay grandfathers), there are
other subgroups of LGBT grandparents who war-
rant attention. These include LGBT grandparents
who suffer from cognitive disorders (e.g.,
Alzheimer’s disease) and LGBT grandparents
who reside in long-term care facilities. Further,
with the increase in the grandparenting literature
toward examining grandparents raising grand-
children it is important to this body of work to
specifically include LGBT grandparents who are
raising grandchildren. Likewise, more research is
needed to explore the unique experiences of
bisexual and transgender grandparents.

Based on the review of literature on the
grandparent—grandchild relationship when a
grandparent identifies as LGBT, a primary con-
clusion can be offered: namely, that one must
consider the diversity and context in which the
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grandparent—grandchild relationship is embed-
ded. Additionally, lifelong patterns of family
experiences, exchanges, and attachment patterns
must be taken into consideration to fully under-
stand current intergenerational relationships.

The tenets of the life course perspective guided
the discussion on the relationship between LGBT
grandparents and their grandchildren. This required
a focus on roles entrenched within the social/his-
torical life course and an examination of individual
differences to relationships in later-life families.
The life course perspective reminds us of the
linked lives of intergenerational relationships and
the diversity and heterogeneity within intergenera-
tional relationships. Likewise, we must be cogni-
zant of the multiple pathways that these
intergenerational relationships follow across time.

Research collectively indicates that managing
disclosure about sexual orientation was the pri-
mary issue for LGB grandparents and that the abil-
ity to disclose sexual orientation to family members
was salient for LGB grandparents’ identity devel-
opment. LGB grandparents’ decision to disclose
or remain closeted was influenced by their percep-
tions of the level of sexism, heterosexism, and
homonegativity within their particular setting and
context, as well as reflecting their familial rela-
tionships over time. Although one could argue that
all LGBT people struggle with decisions related to
coming out, LGBT grandparents are unique in that
their decisions are influenced by their adult chil-
dren. Therefore, any research that explores the
LGBT grandparent—grandchild relationship must
include the perceptions and experiences of all
members of the family to better illuminate our
understanding of contemporary LGBT grandpar-
ent—grandchild relationships.
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Lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individuals
and their families are often presumed to live in
urban “gay Meccas” rather than nonmetropolitan
and more rural parts of the USA (Oswald &
Culton, 2003). However, this urban stereotype is
simply not true, particularly for LGB-parented
families (Gates & Ost, 2004). LGB parents and
their children live in a diversity of community
settings, and these communities vary in their lev-
els of support for LGB families. The purpose of
this chapter is to document what is known about
how the daily lives of LGB families are differen-
tially impacted by where they live. Furthermore,
we will discuss how communities can change to
be more LGB affirming.

Geographical Diversity
of LGB Families

In this chapter, the term “community” is used in
two ways. First, “residential community” refers to
the municipalities or unincorporated places where

R.F. Oswald, Ph.D. () « E.G. Holman, M.S., M.S.W.
Department of Human and Community Development,
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign,

263 Bevier Hall, MC-180, 905 South Goodwin Avenue,
Urbana, IL 61801, USA

e-mail: roswald@illinois.edu; eholman@illinois.edu

A.E. Goldberg and K.R. Allen (eds.), LGBT-Parent Families: Innovations in Research and Implications

LGB families live. Residential communities vary
by degree of rurality/urbanicity and are nested
within counties and states. Second, “LGB com-
munity” refers to the configuration of LGB orga-
nizations and social networks that exist in a
specific place and that promote a sexual minority
group identity as well as LGB-affirming values
(Lockard, 1985). Our place-based approach is
distinct from those who define communities as
face-to-face and virtual social networks (e.g.,
Wellman, 2002). This is because we are concerned
with linking LGB families to social conditions
that are specific to particular places.

Same-sex couples with children tend to live in
places with relatively low concentrations of
same-sex couples and relatively high concentra-
tions of households with children (Gates & Ost,
2004). For example, the east southcentral region
of the USA (Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi,
and Tennessee) has the highest proportion of
same-sex couple households with children
(Gary Gates, personal communication, January 20,
2011; see also Tavernise, 2011). These states
have lower numbers of same-sex couples than
would be expected if the population was ran-
domly distributed (Gates & Ost) and nationally
average proportions of households with minor
children (American Fact Finder, n.d.). Caution
should be taken to avoid generalizing these trends
to single-parent or polyamorous households, as
U.S. Census data operationalizes LGB families
as same-sex partner households with minor chil-
dren. Germane to this chapter is the implication
that LGB families live in places that may lack
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LGB communities and/or that may lack public
support for sexual minorities. For example,
Mississippi has the highest rate of same-sex part-
ner households with children (41.3% of all same-
sex households) but the lowest gay/lesbian
supportive laws ranking (shared with three other
states) (Gates & Ost).

The existence of local LGB communities may
partly depend upon the degree to which a place is
urbanized. Urbanization refers to population den-
sity [urban areas have at least 1,000 people per
square mile; Economic Research Service (ERS,
2007)] and is correlated with greater civic and
economic infrastructure. Because less urban areas
have fewer people and resources, it may be more
difficult to sustain a local LGB community. For
example, Oswald and Culton (2003) found that
LGB life in central and southern Illinois tends to
be organized around informal social networks
that typically do not own, rent, or otherwise con-
trol actual physical meeting spaces or other cul-
tural centers and are thus dependent upon
permission to borrow space from others. The
relatively private nature of these groups makes
them difficult to enter; you may have to know
someone who knows someone. Further, they can
be difficult to maintain given conflicting person-
alities, interests, and geographical dispersion of
members (Oswald & Culton). For example, mem-
bers of three different LGB-parenting groups in
this region struggled with the fact that being an
LGB parent was not reason enough for members
to travel far distances to meetings, or overcome
personal and social class differences among
parents and cohort differences among children
(Holman & Oswald, 2011). These nonmetropoli-
tan constraints contrast with highly urbanized
places such as New York City, where the LGB
Community Center has paid staff responsible for
family programming, which includes at least
monthly social events in addition to support
groups and other services (http://www.gaycenter.
org/families). If an LGB person in New York City
felt that this Center did not meet his or her needs,
numerous other local supports could be pursued.
We do not suggest that formal supports are more
important than informal ones, nor do we discount
the empowerment and solidarity that can come
from organizing rather than simply accessing
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services (see Russell, Bohan, McCarroll, & Smith,
2010). Further, we recognize the importance of
online resources for LGB families (Lev, Dean, De
Filippis, McLaughlin, & Phillips, 2005). Our
point is that LGB families in less urbanized com-
munities may find it more difficult to access
locally available LGB-affirming supports.

Researchers should avoid presuming that LGB
families are involved with a local LGB commu-
nity. Indeed, Gates and Ost (2004) estimate that
one in four same-sex partner households with
children live in communities without other same-
sex couples. When a local LGB community is
accessible, however, then it can play an important
role in providing support (McLaren, 2009;
McLaren, Jude, & McLachlan, 2008; Oswald &
Culton, 2003). For example, LGB people who
are ‘“coming out” find important validation
through identifying and involving themselves in
activities with other LGB people (Rosario,
Hunter, Maguen, Gwadz, & Smith, 2001).
Further, children with lesbian mothers have been
found to cope with stigma more effectively when
they have contact with other children who have
lesbian mothers, and when their mothers are in
contact with other lesbians (Bos, Gartrell, Peyser,
& van Balen, 2008).

Researchers should also consider gender, race,
and class differences among LGB-parented fami-
lies and how they relate to where these families
live. For example, analyses using 2000 Census
data indicate that female same-sex partner house-
holds are more likely than male same-sex partner
households to include minor children (Baumle,
Compton, & Poston, 2009). Further, although
both female and male same-sex partner house-
holds are concentrated in similar areas, males
seem to prefer locations that might be considered
“gay identified” (e.g., San Francisco) whereas the
national distribution of female households is
more dispersed (Baumle et al.). Although these
data are limited by their inclusion of only self-
reported same-sex partner households, the
findings suggest that the location of female
households is less segregated by sexual orienta-
tion than that of male households. Baumle et al.
surmise that this gender difference is due to
economic and family considerations: Because
female households are more likely to have
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children while also having lower incomes, female
same-sex couples have less residential choice and
more interest in child-related amenities found
outside of gay enclaves. One implication of this
is that single and partnered lesbian and bisexual
female-headed families may be less visible as
“LGB families” to members of their residential
communities; others may perceive them as
“mothers” more than as sexual minority women
(see Sullivan, 2004). This may be especially true
in residential communities where mothering out-
side of heterosexual marriage is normative. Gay
and bisexual fathers, on the other hand, may be
more visible because they are primary caregivers
of children and therefore may be read by others
as gender transgressive (Berkowitz, 2008). Being
seen in this way could lead to gay and bisexual
fathers either being overpraised for their father
involvement, or stigmatized for violating mascu-
linity norms.

Analyses using 2000 Census data have also
documented racial differences among same-sex
partner households. First, African-American,
Hispanic/Latino, and Asian-American same-sex
partner households tend to be located in areas
with high concentrations of racially similar
households. For example, African-American
same-sex partner households are most concen-
trated in the south (Dang & Frazer, 2005), and
Hispanic/Latino same-sex partner households are
most concentrated in the southwest (Cianciotto,
2005). Second, racial minority same-sex partner
households are more likely than their White
counterparts to include minor children (Asian
American Federation of New York, 2004;
Cianciotto; Dang & Frazer). Third, although most
children in these families are the offspring of one
partner, those in African-American same-sex
partner households are more likely than their
counterparts in White households to be adopted,
fostered, grandchildren, nieces, or nephews
(Dang & Frazer). More research on ethnic minor-
ity LGB families is needed (Bennett & Battle,
2001), and this research should attend to differ-
ences related to living within a racial majority or
racial minority context. The experience, for
example, of an African American lesbian couple
raising children in Burlington, VT (where 1% of
the same-sex couples households include at least
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one African-American partner and 25% have
children; Gates & Ost, 2004), is surely different
than a similar couple raising children in Pine
Bluff, AR where the majority of same-sex cou-
ples are African-American and presumably most
are parents (Dang & Frazer).

There are also social class differences among
same-sex partner households that intersect with
gender and race. Again according to analyses
using Census 2000 data, same-sex partner house-
holds are stratified such that male households
have higher incomes than female (O’Connell &
Lofquist, 2009). White couple households earn
more than racial minority households (Asian
American Federation of New York, 2004;
Cianciotto, 2005; Dang & Frazer, 2005), and
urban households earn more than rural
(Albelda, Badgett, Gates, & Schneebaum, 2009).
Furthermore, compared to heterosexually mar-
ried couple households with children, both male
and female same-sex partner households with
children are more likely to live in poverty (Prokos
& Keene, 2010). With the exception of higher
poverty among LGB parents and their children,
the above-mentioned economic trends mirror
those for the general US population (ERS, 2004;
Wheaton & Tashi, 2004).

Situating LGB families in community context
encourages examination of family member attach-
ments to their local communities. Residential
place attachment is the sense that one belongs to,
and is invested in, where one lives (Altman &
Low, 1992), and it is associated with greater psy-
chological well-being (McLaren, 2009; McLaren
etal., 2008). Oswald and Lazarevic’s (2011) study
of 77 lesbian mothers living in nonmetropolitan
Illinois found that they were more attached to
their residential communities when they were in
more frequent contact with their families of ori-
gin, when there was a local LGB organization,
and when the mothers were less religious. These
findings imply that place attachment is related to
a local integration of both family of origin and the
LGB community. Given the prevalence of reli-
giously based anti-LGB sentiment in the region
studied by Oswald and Lazarevic, it may be that
less religious mothers are more immune to the
effects of local religious hostility. Levels and
predictors of attachment may vary in other LGB
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subpopulations, however. For example, lesbians
and gay men have higher rates of residential
migration than the general population, and this is
associated with higher educational attainment
(Baumle et al., 2009). It follows that more mobile
LGB parents and their children may experience
lower place attachment, and this may have effects
on the quality of their family and community rela-
tionships. For example, a lesbian mother in
Holman and Oswald’s (2011) qualitative research
on LGB families in nonmetropolitan contexts
reported that she and her family were rejected by
local church members, not because they were les-
bians with children, but because the congregation
did not like outsiders.

Future research should attend to how LGB par-
ents negotiate visibility within their residential
contexts. For example, Holman and Oswald (2011)
interviewed a rural lesbian couple where one part-
ner presented as more masculine. They reported
being perceived by others as a husband and wife
with children. In fact, the more feminine partner
conducted all checkbook transactions in local busi-
nesses so that the more masculine partner would
not be asked to produce identification. A different
participant in the same study described how the
fact that she was a single White mother with an
African-American child meant that (a) people
assumed she was heterosexual because she did not
have a female partner and (b) issues of race were
far more salient than sexuality when negotiating
public spaces (see also Goldberg, 2009).

In sum, contextual research on LGB families
should attend to complexities of geography, gen-
der, race, class, place attachment, and visibility.
The intersectionality approach (De Reus, Few, &
Blume, 2005) that we are advocating will move
the field toward an understanding of LGB diver-
sity that is produced through both social structure
and individual subjectivity.

Residential Community Climate

In addition to identifying residential and LGB
trends related to geographical location and diver-
sity, situating LGB families in community con-
text requires us to theorize the link between
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macro and micro levels. For this we expand upon
Meyer’s (2003) minority stress theory that
identifies minority stress processes (e.g., anti-
LGB victimization, expectations of rejection,
closeting, internalized homophobia) as the mech-
anisms through which health disparities (e.g.,
higher depression rates among sexual minorities)
occur. In Meyer’s model, the link between minor-
ity stress processes and outcomes is moderated
by social support, coping, and LGB identity
salience, integration, and valence. Minority stress
processes are made possible by “general environ-
mental circumstances” (p. 678). Meyer briefly
describes these circumstances as macrosocial
inequalities that lead to minority statuses and
identities, but does not further develop the
construct.

We expand upon Meyer’s (2003) model by
operationalizing circumstances in the environ-
ment as “residential community climate.”
Community climate is defined as the level of sup-
port for sexual minorities within a residential
community (Oswald, Cuthbertson, Lazarevic, &
Goldberg, 2010). This level of support is mani-
fest within both distal and proximal institutions,
norms, and social networks. Distal community
manifestations of climate include the state and
municipal legal codes, political affiliations, eco-
nomic and social service infrastructure, and reli-
gious/moral tone. More proximal manifestations
include workplaces, schools, healthcare settings,
religious congregations, political activism, and
friendship networks. The climate that is apparent
within these institutions, norms, and networks
allows or inhibits minority stress processes,
which leads to outcomes for LGB individuals and
their families.

Research provides support for our hypothesis
that community climate enables minority stress
processes, specifically perceived stigma. For
example, the majority of Herek’s (2009) nation-
ally representative LGB sample (N=662) partly
or fully believed that “most people where I live
think less of a person who is LGB.” The same
endorsement pattern was found for “most people
where I live would not want someone who is
openly LGB to take care of their children.”
Research also links perceived stigma to the
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behavior of lesbian mothers and their children.
For example, a study from the Netherlands found
that mothers who reported higher levels of stig-
matizing interactions within their communities
were more likely to say that they felt they had to
defend their position as a mother, and were more
likely to report that their children had behavior
problems (Bos, van Balen, van den Boom, &
Sandfort, 2004).

In addition to research on perceived stigma,
there is a growing body of evidence demonstrat-
ing that elements of community climate promote
or inhibit the health and well-being of LGB indi-
viduals and their families as specified by minor-
ity stress theory (Meyer, 2003). Below we briefly
describe different elements of community climate
and then summarize and evaluate the research
showing that it has an effect on LGB people and
their loved ones. Much of this research uses sam-
ples of LGB adults and not specifically parents or
their children. These distinctions are highlighted
throughout so it is clear when we are extrapolat-
ing to LGB families.

Legal Climate

Residential communities vary in the legal rights
and protections that they provide to LGB indi-
viduals and their families (Oswald & Kuvalanka,
2008). For instance, state and/or local laws may
be in place to protect LGB people from discrimi-
nation in housing, employment, credit, public
accommodation, and in educational settings.
Further, state laws may provide or deny rights to
LGB adults regarding marriage, adoption, foster-
age, custody, and visitation. For example, if you
live in Iowa, you are protected from discrimina-
tion on the basis of both sexual orientation and
gender identity/expression [National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force (NGLTF, 2009a)]. If you are
criminally victimized for being LGB, Iowa can
prosecute under their hate crimes statute (NGLTF,
2009b). Same-sex couples are allowed to marry
in Towa (NGLTF, 2010). If someone is abused by
the same-sex dating partner, spouse, or roommate
in Iowa, he/she is protected under the state’s
domestic  violence laws (NGLTE, 2005).
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Furthermore, Iowa allows LGB individuals and
same-sex couples to adopt (including second-
parent adoptions; NGLTF, 2008a, 2008b) and
foster children (NGLTF, 2009c).

By contrast, compare Iowa to the adjacent state
of Nebraska. Nebraska allows discrimination in
housing, employment, credit, and public accom-
modation on the basis of sexual orientation
(NGLTF, 2009a), but includes sexual orientation
as a protected category in their hate crimes statute
(NGLTF, 2009b). Regarding couple relationships,
Nebraska has a constitutional amendment that
bans not only marriage for same-sex couples but
also any recognition of domestic partnerships or
civil unions (NGLTF, 2009d). Despite the lack of
same-sex relationship rights in Nebraska, victims
of same-sex domestic violence are afforded the
same rights and protections as heterosexual vic-
tims (NGLTF, 2005). Regarding parenting,
Nebraska bans LGB individuals and same-sex
couples from adopting or fostering children
(NGLTF, 2008b, 2009c¢), including second-parent
adoption (NGLTF, 2008a). This comparison illus-
trates the profound differences in legal climate
that can be experienced simply by crossing from
one state into another. In Iowa, LGB families are
fully recognized. In Nebraska, LGB families are
denied and the citizenship of LGB individuals is
only recognized if they report criminal victimiza-
tion. Thus, the legal climate for LGB families var-
ies dramatically across the USA.

Legal Climate Outcomes

The denial of legal recognition or protection has
a deleterious effect on LGB individuals’ mental
health, as well as the relationship quality within
couples and families. The strongest empirical
evidence for this claim comes from three longitu-
dinal studies; supporting evidence can also be
found in a body of cross-sectional research.

The first longitudinal study (Hatzenbuehler,
McLaughlin, Keyes, & Hasin, 2010) used two
waves of the population-based National
Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related
Conditions to examine whether institutional dis-
crimination led to increased psychiatric disorders
among 577 LGB adults (parental status not
specified); 34,076 heterosexual respondents were
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used as a comparison group. They found that in
states that passed constitutional amendments
banning same-sex marriage, the mood disorder
symptoms of LGB respondents rose by more than
30% from T1 (preelection) to T2 (postelection),
but decreased more than 20% among LGB
respondents living in states without such laws.
Furthermore, generalized anxiety disorder
increased more than 200% among LGB respon-
dents living in states that implemented amend-
ments; no significant change was found for those
living in states without amendments. Comorbidity
(the co-occurrence of two or more disorders) also
significantly increased for those living in amend-
ment states. Heterosexual respondents living in
states with amendments did not have an increase
in mood disorders; when heterosexuals living in
these states did report an increase in a specific
disorder (e.g., generalized anxiety) then the mag-
nitude of change was much smaller than that evi-
denced by the LGB group (61% vs. 248%,
respectively).

Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, and Miller (2009)
also conducted a longitudinal study of this elec-
tion. Despite the limitation of using a nonrepre-
sentative Internet-based convenience sample
(N=1,552), they also found increased depres-
sive symptoms, stress, and negative affect
among LGB adults after the election. A limita-
tion of both of these studies is that neither
examined minority stress processes as media-
tors linking the election to mental health symp-
toms. Further, these studies did not control for
parental status. These weaknesses are improved
upon in the third longitudinal study described
below.

In a study that explicitly tested how legal con-
text impacts LGB parents, Goldberg and Smith
(2011) examined the effects of both stigma and
social support on depression and anxiety symp-
toms among 52 lesbian and 38 gay couples over a
l-year transition to adoptive parenthood. Data
were collected from each partner at three time
points: pre-adoption (T1), several months’ post-
adoptive placement (T2), and 1 year post-place-
ment (T3). The authors found that depression
significantly increased from T1 to T3, and this
change was predicted by an interaction between
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state legal climate and internalized homophobia.
Specifically, lesbian and gay adoptive parents
who reported low levels of internalized homopho-
bia at T1 showed little change in their depressive
symptoms regardless of their state’s legal climate
for adoption. Strikingly though, lesbian and gay
adoptive parents who reported high levels of
internalized homophobia at T1 showed a
significant increase in depressive symptoms at T3
when they lived in a state with a negative legal
climate, and a significant decrease from T1 to T3
when their state was more legally supportive.
A similar pattern was found for anxiety: All par-
ticipants reported an increase in anxiety over
time, but the change was significant only among
those with both high levels of internalized
homophobia and a less supportive legal climate.
This study suggests that living in a hostile legal
context increases both depression and anxiety
among LGB parents, especially if the parents
struggle with internalized homophobia.
Complementing these longitudinal studies,
cross-sectional research (using geographically
dispersed but predominately White, middle-
class samples) has found that legal rights and
protections are beneficial for LGB individuals,
couples, and families. Specifically, LGB adults
with a legally recognized same-sex relationship
reported fewer depressive symptoms and stress,
and higher well-being, compared to those in
committed but nonlegal relationships (Riggle,
Rostosky, & Horne, 2010). In a qualitative study
of married same-sex couples in Massachusetts,
Shecter, Tracy, Page, and Luong (2008) found
that marriage was described by participants as
bringing increased couple commitment,
acknowledgment of their relationship from fam-
ily and colleagues, a sense of societal legiti-
macy, and a reduction of homophobia within
self and others. Also, Canadian lesbian mothers
(who were defined by the authors as living in a
nonheterosexist legal context because they have
full legal rights under Canadian law) were found
to have significantly fewer stigma-related wor-
ries than their American counterparts (Shapiro,
Peterson, & Stewart, 2009). Furthermore, the
presence of nondiscrimination laws has been
associated with higher levels of disclosure and
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social support, and lower levels of internalized
homophobia, among LGB individuals (Riggle
et al., 2010; see also Hatzenbuehler, Keyes, &
Hasin, 2009).

In sum, research is beginning to document a
link between legal climate and the health and
well-being of LGB people and their families.
Although the strongest evidence comes from
longitudinal research, these studies were short
term and therefore we do not know the long-
term effects of legal climate on LGB individuals
or their families. Both qualitative and quantita-
tive designs could be used in long-term longitu-
dinal research. Further, with one exception
(Goldberg & Smith, 2011), evidence is limited
by the lack of attention to minority stress pro-
When measured (e.g., internalized
homophobia in Riggle et al., 2010), these vari-
ables are treated as outcomes rather than linking
mechanisms.

CEeSsses.

Political Climate

The legal climate in a given residential commu-
nity interacts with the political climate. Indeed,
political processes are the vehicle for legislative
decisions, and communities with more conserva-
tive-leaning residents are likely to be less sup-
portive of LGB families. For example, people
with more conservative values are less likely to
support LGB rights (Wood & Bartkowski, 2004),
and more likely to have negative attitudes toward
LGB people (Herek, 2002).

Local political climates are also influenced by
the local racial and economic composition. Latino
communities, for example, tend to highly stigma-
tize homosexuality (Marin, 2003), perhaps due to
a strong support for traditional gender roles
(Herek & Gonzalez-Rivera, 2006). African-
Americans are also more likely than Whites to
condemn homosexuality as immoral, but at the
same time, are more likely than Whites to sup-
port gay rights (Lewis, 2003). Increased educa-
tion, a privilege of the middle and upper classes,
also seems to lead to more liberal political atti-
tudes and acceptance of gay rights (Ellison &
Musick, 1993).
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Political Climate Outcomes
Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Denton, and
Huellemeier’s (2010) content analysis of open-
ended responses from 300 LGB adults (72 of
whom were parents) to a national online survey
found that state-level anti-gay politics had a nega-
tive psychological impact on LGB adults regard-
less of whether or not the respondents lived in
states that had amendments banning same-sex
marriage. Other studies, however, suggest that the
salience of political climate may be heightened
when gay rights are on the local ballot. For exam-
ple, an online survey of 2,511 LGB adults found
that those who lived in states considering a consti-
tutional amendment to ban same-sex marriage
were exposed to higher levels of messages regard-
ing gay rights (Riggle, Rostosky, & Horne, 2009).
Local political activism that flows from the
political climate can have both negative and posi-
tive effects on LGB individuals and their fami-
lies. Regarding negative effects, Russell and
Richards (2003) surveyed 316 LGB adults
involved in the fight against Colorado’s
Amendment Two (see Romer v. Evans, 1996).
These participants reported stressors that they
believed were the result of the Amendment Two
battle, including encountering homophobia from
a multitude of sources, perceiving divisions
within the local LGB community, managing a
sense of danger, failed witnessing (others do not
believe your experience), and internalized
homophobia. Although the parental status of
these respondents was not documented, it is rea-
sonable to infer that these stressors would make
the daily hassles of parenting more difficult,
thereby impacting parent—child relationships. For
example, in the Riggle et al. (2009) study of the
impact on LGB individuals when same-sex mar-
riage amendments are on the state’s ballot, LGB
parents expressed worry about protecting their
children from harm. Also, it is possible that chil-
dren during the Amendment Two battle in
Colorado (or any other LGB-rights struggle)
were aware of the conflict, which could lead them
to worry about the safety and legitimacy of their
families. Extended family members also may be
negatively impacted. For example, Arm, Horne
and Leavitt (2009) interviewed 10 relatives of
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LGB people regarding their experience of anti-
LGB politics and found that relatives were dis-
tressed when they realized that such politics were
having an effect on their loved ones and frustrated
when people they expected to be supportive of
gay rights were not. These studies lend support to
the notion that anti-LGB political activism
impacts not only LGB adults but their children
and extended family members as well.

Positive effects of LGB activism also have been
documented. Civic engagement has been associ-
ated with higher global and psychological health
(Lindstrom, 2004), and thus participating in the
struggle for LGB rights may strengthen individu-
als and families. In fact, LGB adults who lived in
states with an anti-same-sex marriage amendment
on the ballot in 2006 were more involved in LGB
activism, and voted in the 2006 election at higher
levels, than those who lived in other states (Riggle
et al., 2009). Although Riggle and colleagues did
not link civic involvement with psychological or
social outcomes, evidence for this link can be
found in the Russell and Richards (2003) study of
LGB adults involved in the Amendment Two bat-
tle. As a result of their engagement, these respon-
dents developed a point of view whereby they
linked their personal struggles as LGB individuals
to the larger political struggles represented by
Amendment Two. Furthermore, they increased
their LGB community involvement, developed the
confidence to confront others’ anti-gay attitudes,
and provided emotional support to fellow activists.
These changes suggest improved social and psy-
chological well-being, which may translate into
more positive relationships with children or other
family members. In Arm et al. (2009), relatives of
LGB adults who were involved in LGB activism
reported reconfiguring their social networks to
increase support. Also, Short’s (2007) qualitative
study of 68 lesbian mothers showed that involve-
ment in activism helped them cope with homopho-
bia and heterosexism.

Religious Climate

The local religious tone contributes to the overall
climate for sexual minorities in itself, and also by

R.F. Oswald and E.G. Holman

interacting with legal and political systems
(Oswald et al., 2010). Most religious denomina-
tions have an official stance toward the morality
of same-sex desire and behavior, and the legiti-
macy of LGB identities (Siker, 2007). The official
theological stance of a denomination regarding
homosexuality may not be shared by all congre-
gations or adherents (e.g., the Baptist Peace
Fellowship of North America is LGB affirming;
Baptist Peace Fellowship, 2010), but it does
shape what is said and done within religious
organizations as well as other community set-
tings in which adherents are involved (Yip, 1997).
Thus, variations in religious climate are impor-
tant to understand.

Of the 149 denominations counted in the
American Religious Identification Survey (the
decennial census of American religious life), only
6 are officially and unambiguously affirming of
LGB people: Episcopalian, Metropolitan
Community Church (MCC), Reform Judaism,
Unitarian-Universalist, Quaker, and United
Church of Christ (Oswaldetal.,2010). Nationwide,
these affirming denominations account for 6% of
all congregations (16,684 of 268,240) and 41% of
all religious adherents in the USA (5,755,258 of
141,364,420) [Association of Religion Data
Archives (ARDA, 2000a); Reform Judaism esti-
mated at 25% of Jewish aggregate].

Where an LGB family resides partly deter-
mines their access to religious affirmation. For
example, LGB-affirming adherents are most
likely to live in the northeast (ARDA, 2000b).
The northeast also has a high concentration of
states that provide legal recognition for same-sex
couples and LGB parenting; this may reflect an
intersection between the religious, legal, and
political climates. Also notable is that fact that
MCC adherents are most likely found in
Washington, DC, Texas, Florida, Colorado, and
Nevada (ARDA, 2000b). Texas and Florida are
ranked 1 and 5, respectively, in total number of
evangelical congregations (ARDA, 2000c).
Further, Washington, DC has a majority African-
American population (McKinnon, 2001) and no
African-American denomination is officially
affirming of LGB people (Siker, 2007). The high
number of MCC adherents in these locales may
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reflect the fact that LGB people living in these
places were raised religious and are seeking reli-
gious affirmation as adults. Although the MCC is
classified as mainline Protestant, it promotes
church independence and worship styles that vary
widely across congregations. Thus, members may
be finding a worship style that fits their upbring-
ing. Colorado and Nevada are more difficult to
explain. However, the Fort Collins, Colorado
MCC was founded in 1992 (MCC Family in
Christ, 2010), the same year that Amendment
Two passed, further suggesting links among reli-
gious, legal, and political climate.

Religious Climate Outcomes

LGB individuals are affected by religious mes-
sages regarding homosexuality (Rodriguez,
2010), especially if they consider themselves to
be highly religious and/or identify with a particu-
lar denomination (Oswald, 2001). One study
(N=90 same-sex couples) found that this percep-
tion compromised participants’ ability to practice
their religion (Rostosky, Otis, Riggle, Brumett, &
Brodnicki, 2008). In another LGB survey sample,
nearly two-thirds (42 of 66) of participants
reported conflict between their religion and sex-
ual identity and, as a result, reported feeling
depressed, judged by their congregation, and
ashamed of their sexual orientation (Schuck &
Liddle, 2001).

Being faced with religious hostility can also
motivate LGB people to organize within their
denominations to promote LGB-affirming change
(Comstock, 1993). Affirming congregations can
serve as resources and as a source of empower-
ment for LGB individuals by including them in
their services and providing a place to belong
(Rodriguez, 2010). A study of 82 Midwestern
LGB adults indicated that one’s sense of support
from a religious group was related to higher lev-
els of self-esteem in individuals who were reli-
giously oriented (Yakushko, 2005).

Although there are no studies that directly
examine the religious involvement of LGB par-
ents and their children, or religious climate effects
on these families, it is clear that religion is impor-
tant to some LGB parents. For example, in
Oswald, Goldberg, Kuvalanka, and Clausell’s
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(2008) study of relationship commitment among
same-sex couples (N=190), highly religious par-
ents were the most likely respondents to have
both legalized and ritualized their relationship.
Further, qualitative research on children raised by
LGB parents describes their struggles with other
people’s religious-based hatred for their parents
(Goldberg, 2007).

Workplace Climate

The economic structure of a given residential
community influences community climate through
workplace climate. For example, Florida (2002)
found that communities with more jobs in the
“creative” and/or “bohemian” sectors (i.e., pro-
fessional fields with a focus on knowledge pro-
duction, diversity, creativity, and the arts) had
higher rates of same-sex couples in residence.
A different study (Klawitter & Flatt, 1998) found
that communities with higher rates of same-sex
couples in residence were also communities with
more employers who include sexual orientation in
their nondiscrimination policies. This link between
economic sector, workplace climate, and density
of same-sex partner households is theorized to
occur because employers and community leaders
see their economic future as dependent upon
being able to attract top workers regardless of
sexual orientation, and therefore invest in creating
LGB-affirming workplaces and communities
(Florida, 2010; Florida & Gates, 2002).

Creative and bohemian class employment is not
evenly distributed across the USA (Florida, 2010).
Even if it were, only about a third of US workers
are employed in these sectors (Florida). Further,
employment discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation is legal in 30 states [Human Rights
Campaign (HRC, 2008)]. However, the majority
(66%) of Fortune 1,000 companies that are head-
quartered in states that allow discrimination do in
fact have workplace policies prohibiting discrimi-
nation and/or providing domestic partner benefits
(HRC, 2008). For example, Texas allows sexual
orientation discrimination, but is also home to 113
Fortune 1,000 companies, most of which (65%)
have company policies forbidding discrimination
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(HRC). These company policies have been found
to have a greater effect than state or municipal laws
on employee perceptions of workplace climate
(Ragins & Cornwell, 2001). Thus, even though
Texas bans state-level recognition of same-sex cou-
ples (NGLTF, 2009a), those couples may access
support and benefits through their workplace and
may feel that their employer is affirming. Situating
LGB families in community context requires atten-
tion to the locally available workplace climates,
benefits, and protections.

Workplace Climate Outcomes

Research on LGB adult workers has found a link
between workplace climate and well-being. For
example, a survey of 379 gays and lesbians found
that a company’s written nondiscrimination poli-
cies contributed to less job discrimination and
more accepting coworkers; this more supportive
climate was in turn related to increased job satis-
faction (Griffith & Hebl, 2002). Workplace non-
discrimination policies have also been associated
with higher disclosure of sexual orientation at
work (Rostosky & Riggle, 2002), more positive
relationships with supervisors, and increased
organizational citizenship behaviors (Tejeda,
2006), and decreased levels of perceived discrim-
ination (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001). Additionally,
a positive association has been found between
workplace heterosexism —the frequency of expe-
riencing certain behaviors, such as being called a
derogatory term in reference to one’s sexual ori-
entation—and depression (as measured by the
Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression
Scale CES-D) among LGB employees (Smith &
Ingram, 2004). In sum, workplace policies that
affirm the existence of LGB employees commu-
nicate a message of acceptance and belonging
that lead to more optimal outcomes (Button,
2001). A limitation of these studies is that they
rely heavily on professional samples and do not
include job type as a variable in their analyses.

School Climate

Given the fact that school-age children spend the
majority of their waking hours in educational and
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extracurricular settings, and that LGB parents are
involved in PTAs and other school affairs (Kosciw
& Diaz, 2008), the supportiveness of a given
classroom, school, or district surely impacts the
quality of life for LGB families. Anti-LGB bully-
ing and harassment are significant problems in
US schools. For example, a national survey of
middle and high school-aged children with LGB
parents (N=154) and LGB parents with school-
aged children (N=558) found that many students
reported being mistreated by peers and staff; for
example, some students recalled being repri-
manded after disclosing their family structure or
excluded from school events or class projects
because they have an LGB parent (Kosciw &
Diaz). Another report from the Gay, Lesbian,
Straight Education Network (GLSEN, 2001) that
surveyed LGBTQ students indicated that 83%
reported verbal assault, 68% felt unsafe in their
schools, and 41% were pushed or shoved.

School Climate Outcomes

Stigmatizing experiences at school have a nega-
tive effect on children’s psychological health
(Bos et al., 2008). Furthermore, although a
homophobic school climate may not deter par-
ents from being involved, it has been found to
increase parental discomfort when attending par-
ent—teacher meetings (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008).
Similarly, a qualitative Australian study examin-
ing interactions between schools and lesbian-
parented families found that mothers and children
were more private when they perceived the school
climate as more homophobic, and more “out and
proud” when the school climate was affirming
(Lindsay et al., 2006). When the family’s
approach did not match the school climate, paren-
tal discomfort prompted parents to either change
their disclosure strategy (e.g., become more pri-
vate) or actively challenge school policies (not
always successfully).! Although the Lindsay
et al. study was based upon a small nonrepresen-
tative sample, it suggests that parents who are

'In a different publication, this research team reported
parallel results for lesbian mothers’ interactions with
healthcare providers (McNair et al., 2008).
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uncomfortable, and thus more private about their
family situation, may not speak openly and hon-
estly about their children, and may not be as
effective in advocating for their children’s needs.
Parents who are vocal in their resistance to school
homophobia may reap the benefits if they are
successful, but they may also feel further ostra-
cized if the school refuses to change.

Bos et al. (2008) found that children with les-
bian mothers were more resilient in the face of
stigma when they attended a school that included
LGB issues in the curriculum. Unfortunately,
LGB families do not necessarily have access to
these schools. For example, in 2003 only 6% of
public high schools in the USA (approximately
1,200) had a gay—straight alliance (GSA) (Fetner
& Kush, 2008). The existence of GSAs appears
to be linked to the general community climate.
For example, in their national study using publi-
cally available data, Fetner and Kush found that
GSAs were more likely to exist in urban or sub-
urban schools serving more affluent communities
(compared to rural or impoverished communi-
ties). The authors note that in less affluent school
districts, all extracurricular activities suffer,
including those that serve LGB individuals and
families; perhaps too, smaller schools in more
rural communities lack the critical mass to sup-
port specialized programming. A school was also
more likely to adopt a GSA if there was another
LGB organization visible in the community
(Fetner & Kush), a resource often missing in rural
communities. Furthermore, the 21 states which
prohibit discrimination based on sexual orienta-
tion (see NGLTF, 2009a) had a higher percentage
of schools with GSAs (Fetner & Kush, 2008).

Advocating for Community Change

As described above, residential contexts vary,
and each aspect of a community’s climate for
sexual minorities can impact LGB parents and
their families in significant ways. Religious
affirmation, supportive legislation, a visible LGB
community, and recognition and support from
more proximal contexts such as schools and
workplaces can all strengthen LGB families by
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promoting mental health and a sense of social
inclusion. Conversely, a variety of studies that we
have reviewed here demonstrate that LGB par-
ents report increased depression, anxiety, stress,
defensiveness, sense of vulnerability, and
decreased support and disclosure in the face of
negative contexts. A few studies that we reviewed
also provided evidence that the children and rela-
tives of LGB parents are also impacted by com-
munity climate.

Although most of the above discussed research
examined the family—community interface at one
time point, it is important to remember that com-
munities change over time. Attitudes, beliefs,
policies, and legislation are all variable. Illinois,
for example, has a law forbidding the recognition
of same-sex marriage (NGLTF, 2009d), and yet
recently passed a civil union bill allowing same-
sex couples to file for licenses (Huffington Post,
2011). Community support for LGB families
reflects the successful mobilization of citizens
who, over time, create community infrastructures
that are LGB affirming. These movements stem
from LGB individuals and their allies who expe-
rience stigma and discrimination and decide to
resist and advocate for change. Thus, a negative
community climate can contribute to empower-
ment when those affected mobilize themselves to
make positive change. Indeed, the family mem-
bers of LGB individuals in Horne, Rostosky,
Riggle, and Martens’ (2010) interview study were
more likely to be political activists when they
were more knowledgeable about, and affirming
of, LGB personal and political struggles (see also
Arm et al., 2009). Furthermore, LGB people con-
fronted by hostile religious beliefs have orga-
nized to promote LGB-affirmation within their
congregations and denominations (Comstock,
1993). LGB adults who lived in states that voted
to constitutionally prohibit same-sex marriage in
2006 were more involved in LGB activism and
more likely to vote in that election—despite con-
current reports of increased depression and stress
(Riggle et al., 2009). In the fight against
Amendment Two in Colorado, new structures
were created, such as a safe schools coalition,
and heterosexual allies became more active and
visible (Russell et al., 2010).
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Relying on negative pressure to stimulate
organizing for change can, however, result in
dissolution of the movement once success is
achieved. In Colorado, for example, LGB com-
munity cohesion and mobilization fizzled after
Amendment Two was struck down, probably
because there was no longer an imminent threat
against which to organize (Russell et al., 2010).
Some LGB activists in Colorado considered it a
success that the LGB community was less visible
and that LGB concerns had been integrated into
local non-LGB organizations. However, the
reduced LGB community visibility and cohesion
felt like a failing to people who valued having a
sovereign LGB community (Russell et al.). This
conundrum was also observed by Holman and
Oswald (2011) in their qualitative study of how
nonmetropolitan lesbian and gay parents negoti-
ate sexual orientation in public settings. On the
one hand, parents did not want their sexual orien-
tation to matter; on the other hand, they wanted
their children to have contact with other LGB
families. This desire for both fitting in and being
different made it difficult to organize LGB-
specific resources.

Future Directions

The interaction between LGB families and their
local communities is a new area of study; much
of the literature reviewed in this chapter utilized
adult nonparent samples and we inferred rele-
vance to LGB families. Hence we encourage
researchers to incorporate a community lens in
their investigations of LGB-parented families. In
particular we encourage studies that identify how
community climate impacts children with LGB
parents, and how communities can change to
reduce the stigmatization of these families. Three
community features that promote child well-
being in the face of such stigma have been
identified: (a) a visible presence of LGB-parented
families so that they can be in touch with each
other; (b) schools that include LGB issues in the
curriculum or after school activities; and (c) the
presence of a local LGB community that includes
lesbian mothers (Van Gelderen, Gartrell, Bos, &
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Hermanns, 2009). As the above discussion indi-
cates, these resources are not available in all com-
munities. What factors predict their existence,
and how can they be developed and sustained?

In addition, given that LGB-affirming com-
munities are good for LGB families, is it also true
that this affirmation promotes heterosexual
people’s health and well-being, and/or the eco-
nomic viability of residential communities?
Hatzenbuehler et al. (2010) found that heterosex-
ual people were psychologically unaffected by
anti-gay politics; however, their analysis did not
control for the degree to which heterosexual peo-
ple identified with LGB political struggles.
Research on the heterosexual family members of
LGB people does suggest that learning to iden-
tify with LGB concerns promotes both individual
and family well-being (Arm et al., 2009; see also
Horne et al., 2010). In the community develop-
ment realm, pro-LGB policies have been linked
to community viability (Florida & Gates, 2002).
Researchers should operationalize community
climate as it changes over time and investigate
the social and economic impact that increasing
LGB affirmation has on families and communi-
ties in general, not just those that are LGB
identified.
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Carien Lubbe

Current knowledge about lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) families has developed
mainly in a Euro-American (Westernized) cultural
context, which, although characterized by diver-
sity, represents a fairly monocultural perspective
on LGBT families. When examining research
from a non-Western perspective, factors such as
globalization, geographical location, social and
cultural frameworks regarding race, language, and
religion, and localized understandings of gender,
sex, and sexuality need to be recognized.
Accordingly, against a backdrop of major
global change and conflict, postmodern worlds
and traditional patriarchal societies come into
conflict, highlighting inequalities in class, gen-
der, race, culture, ethnic group, and religion that
create patterns of exclusion and marginalization.
Therefore, in exploring non-Western perspec-
tives, can the Westernized terms of homosexual-
ity, gay, lesbian, queer, and so forth be applied
when trying to comprehend and understand what
is taking place in local cultures? Can the exis-
tence of forms of same-sex practices in non-
Western cultures be seen as evidence of or similar
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to same-sex practices viewed from a Western
perspective?

Consequently, a cross-cultural theoretical
framework might assist in interpreting the avail-
able research, allowing for the appreciation of
widely diverse and previously unfamiliar cul-
tures’ indigenous knowledge. In this respect,
cross-cultural approaches study the variations in
human behavior, taking into account the cultural
environment in which the behavior occurs.
Gilbert Herdt (1997) observes that the “cultural
study in non-Western societies stresses the impor-
tance of examining not only the environment in
which same-gendered relations occur, but also
the symbolic systems of beliefs, rules, norms and
social exchanges surrounding sexuality” (p. 19).
Similarly, Kiluva-Ndunda (2005) emphasizes the
complexity of sexual and gender identities in the
sense that different societies or contexts produce
different sexualities based on cultural ideas about
how these should be expressed.

This chapter briefly explores the historical
background of same-sex-oriented people within
non-Westernized cultures, to account for the pos-
sible presence and existence of LGBT-parent
families, as well as to provide a background
against which the diversity and complexities of
same-sex practices in various cultures influence
the way LGBT families should be considered.
After this overview, research from five regions is
explored along significant signposts of gender,
heteronormativity, the legal and political frame-
work, and religious influences.
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A Brief History of Same-Sex-Oriented
People in Non-Western Cultures

How do the possible presence and practices of
same-sex relationships in non-Westernized cul-
turesrelate to global movements and a Westernized
understanding of same-sex practices? Every
country exists within a particular historical and
social context; therefore Westernized defined
terms should be used cautiously and critically
(Khamasi & Maina-Chinkuya, 2005). Nel (2007)
argues that it is even potentially offensive to use
Westernized gender and sexuality categories in
different countries; that even in the Westernized
world the categories are not self-evident, and
there is an even greater need for localized ques-
tions as to what it means to the people in a specific
country. Similarly, in terms of the concept of sex-
uality, Mkhize, Bennett, Reddy, and Moletsane
(2010) argue that “there are no widely accepted,
positive, non-colonial terms for a celebrated and
chosen, non-conventional sexual identity” (p. 12).
It would seem that Western theories and/or termi-
nologies of sexualities cannot capture what is
meant by, or is taking place in, local cultures
(Herdt, 1997; Khamasi & Maina-Chinkuya,
2005; Nel, 2007), and the need arises to discuss
broader considerations before addressing non-
Western families, such as sex, gender, sexual
identity, sexual practices, and sexual orientation.

The same-sex practices reported in the litera-
ture provide a contextual background against
which lesbian- and gay-parent families can be
understood in specific cultural and localized con-
texts. The examples given below indicate the
presence and existence of same-sex practices, but
also illustrate the complexity of taking into
account cultural distinctions. For example, in
Thailand, Tom and Dee same-sex relationships
between females have been documented.
Throughout Mexico, Central America, and South
America, travestis may dress and to some extent
live as women, adapting their clothing, hair, and
bodies in line with their intent. Some have promi-
nent roles in their local community as entertain-
ers, hairdressers, beauticians, and even politicians
(Aggleton, 2009). Similarly, in West Africa, femi-
nized men have an important role to play in
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traditional dance troupes. For example, in Burkina
Faso, such men play an important role in baptisms
and marriages. In Senegal, researchers have
described the existence of ibbi (the receptive part-
ner) and yoo (the penetrative partner) relation-
ships between men (Aggleton, 2009). Similarly,
Nel (2007) mentions the male Azande warriors in
northern Congo who routinely married male
youths who functioned as temporary wives.

Furthermore, Graham (2003) mentions her
fieldwork in South Sulawesi, Indonesia, where
she never met or heard of women involved in
romantic relationships with women, but encoun-
tered fermales involved in romantic relationships
with women. This example illustrates the cultural
factors involved in understanding sexuality and
gender in a specific country. In this case, the fem-
inine partner continues to identify herself as a
woman, while the masculine partner identifies as
a calalai, a female-bodied individual who is
attracted to women, and whose behavior and atti-
tude are more masculine-like. The feminine part-
ner is also referred to as linas. In South Saluwesi,
these couples occupy a place in their society
where they are accepted, and even adopt children
from close relatives, for example. However, there
is no public acknowledgement of their status, and
one partner is expected to be masculine and
actively develop a masculine identity. The women
Graham encountered in her fieldwork stated that
the pressure to become mothers via marriage is
strong. However, they were very creative in nego-
tiating this, either by adopting or marrying, until
they become pregnant and then they choose to
find a linas.

Some authors point to certain words in differ-
ent cultures and languages that refer to the con-
cept of homosexuality. Epprecht (2008) mentions
skesana, matanyola, istabane, and so forth.
Likewise, GALZ (Gays and Lesbians of
Zimbabwe) (2008) refers to hungochani in Shona
and ubunkotshani in Ndebele among others.
Mkhize et al. (2010) mention the derogatory
terms such as Nongayindoda in isiZulu that stig-
matize women who live beyond accepted hetero-
sexual norms of dress, behavior, or desire, and
the terms in Afrikaans moffie and in isiZulu
isitabane that refer to effeminate young men.
The authors highlight the fact that these words
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suggest a strong stigma or social disapproval.
However, the mere fact that such words exist and
some can be traced back over hundreds of years
might indicate to a Westernized reader that forms
of same-sex sexuality do exist.

Taking into account that in 82 countries same-
sex sexuality is considered a crime and even the
death penalty awaits (Ottosson, 2010), accessing
information on LGBT families becomes a com-
plicated affair. In countries such as Bangladesh,
the Maldives, Singapore, and Uganda, people
involved in same-sex practices can be imprisoned
for years or even for life. In countries such as
Iran, Yemen, Mauritania, Saudi Arabia, Sudan,
and the United Arab Emirates, people involved in
such practices can be sentenced to death for their
sexual orientation (Vaggione, 2010). In much of
sub-Saharan Africa for example, homosexuality
is firstly interpreted as “foreign,” and is portrayed
as “un-African” and a “White import” (Nel, 2007,
p. 101). According to some traditional African
beliefs, people of a same-sex sexual orientation
are considered cursed or bewitched by the forefa-
thers. In Malawi, a country hostile to LGBT peo-
ple, individuals with same-sex sexual orientations
are currently imprisoned, blackmailed, or experi-
ence hostile reactions within their communities,
and most live in secret (Watson, 2008). Thoreson
and Cook (2011) also describe personal narra-
tives of people with same-sex sexual orientations
subjected to blackmailing and extortion practices
in countries such as Zimbabwe, Malawi, Nigeria,
Ghana, and Cameroon. The illegality and stigma-
tization of LGBT people foster victimization in
extreme forms. The practice of same-sex sexual-
ity therefore becomes either so rare or hidden in
many of these countries that it becomes almost
unnoticeable.

LGBT-Parent Families
in a Non-Western Context

Sociocultural change and the blending of differ-
ent influences such as the fusion of different cul-
tures since the advent of colonialism,
globalization, and urbanization have all
influenced the way families are shaped (Khamasi
& Maina-Chinkuya, 2005). Like many sociolo-

gists and feminists, Karraker (2011) argues for
an inclusive definition of what constitutes a fam-
ily, defining the family as a “collection of people
related by blood, marriage, adoption, or other
intimate bond, who often but not always share a
common residence over a significant span of
time” (p. 304), and allowing for the incorpora-
tion of the complexities of blended families,
single parents, and the unions of LGBT persons.
The concept of LGBT families is complex and
variations exist within the LGBT community. In
this chapter, the focus is on lesbian- and gay-
parent families; thus, I address research findings
that address either a single parent or two gay or
lesbian individuals together who are acting as
parents to children. A significant exclusion is any
discussion on families with the presence of a
bisexual or transgendered parent, which at this
stage represents a huge silence in the current
available research.

To identify studies on this topic, I conducted a
literature search using English keywords such as
“homosexuality,” “lesbian,” “gay,” “parents,”
“adoption,” “queer,” “homosexual/transgender/
bisexual parents,” “families,” “non-Western,”
“Africa,” and so forth in PsycInfo, Social
Work Abstracts, Sociological Abstracts, ERIC
(Proquest), Social Sciences Citation Index,
Sabinet, and EbscoHost. A wealth of information
in the field of sexuality and especially HIV/AIDS
research was uncovered, but with most emphasis
on individuals, and fewer references to couples,
with LGBT-parent families or LGBT parenting
being almost nonexistent. As mentioned, the
research presented is largely limited to research
published in recognized scholarly journals in the
English language. 1 acknowledge that more
research certainly exists, but with the exceptions
of a few articles that colleagues could translate
from Portuguese and Spanish, only works in
English were consulted.

Non-Western Research on Lesbian-
and Gay-Parent Families

Working within a cross-cultural perspective, the
following section is organized according to geo-
graphic region, to capture the contextual specifics
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of each country. However, certain similarities
emerge, which will be addressed within each
region. The first similarity that emerges from
each region is the way gender and the roles of
women and men are framed within traditional
and normative discourses on the family, illumi-
nating the intersection among gender, parenting,
and sexuality. Second, heteronormativity and the
cultural nuances involved in interpreting homo-
sexuality within a specific country reveal deeper
complexities, indicative of the presence of preju-
dice, discrimination, and stigma. Third, the legal
and political policies and framework of each
country also play an important role, with regard
to LGBT rights but also in informing specific
parental practices such as adoption or the right to
reproductive health. Fourth, the role of religion is
also paramount in a cross-cultural perspective.
Although these four commonalities are used as
guideposts for presenting key information, it
should be noted that definite and complex inter-
sections and interconnections exist across the
four contexts.

South America and Latin America
The Influence of Religion

In this region, the heteronormative assumptions
that result in stigmatization and discrimination
are informed by a religious discourse. Vaggione
(2010) observes that resistance to nonheterosex-
ual parenthood is greatly influenced by the
Catholic Church. The immense historical and
sociopolitical influence of the church can be seen
in the fact that the state bases its legislation on
Catholic doctrine, and any attempt to resist
Catholic principles is considered by various sec-
tors as an attack against the state. The patriarchy
and heteronormativity of the church is seen as
natural and legitimate. Furthermore, many char-
acteristics of motherhood are embedded in the
Virgin Mary’s Catholic model of motherhood;
for example, that a mother sacrifices on behalf
of her children and shows sensitivity and care
for her children (Sardd-Chandiramani, 2010;
Vaggione, 2010).
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Legal and Political Frameworks

Sarda-Chandiramani (2010) states that same-sex
sexualities in Latin America seem to be experi-
encing more social, institutional, and legal recog-
nition. What is interesting is that in most Latin
American countries, non-procreative/same-sex
consensual relationships have never been illegal.
The few countries that maintained such legisla-
tion (Chile and Ecuador) repealed it without prob-
lem in the early 1990s. The exception to this rule
is Nicaragua, which passed a sodomy law in 1992
and only repealed it in 2007 (Ottosson, 2010). The
only country where civil unions for same-sex cou-
ples exist at the national level is Uruguay (Sarda-
Chandiramani, 2010). In addition,
unions have been recognized on local and state
levels in the big cities of Argentina, Brazil, and
Mexico (Ottosson, 2010; Sardd-Chandiramani,
2010). Legal advances, as well as the presence of
individuals and relationships (including families),
confirm that the silence on the existence of same-
sex desires and practices, and the identities built
around them, has long been broken. However,
inequality still exists at many levels, including the
economic, class, race, and social levels (Herrera,
2009; Sarda-Chandiramani, 2010). Furthermore,
the legal advances should still be viewed against
the backdrop of cultural forces that shape Latin-
American societies, as Uziel (2001) notes that
even though the union of same-sex couples is tol-
erated, the family is perceived as the basis of soci-
ety and receives special protection from the State.
The essential concept of family still refers to the
traditional family; same-sex partners who wish to
adopt are seen as a threat to the family, and even
single parenthood is still perceived unfavorably.
It can therefore be deduced that a specific moral
order of types of family exists.

same-SexX

The Intersection Between Religion
and Legal/Political Frameworks:
The Case of Adoption

The intersection between the above-mentioned
legal advances and the role of religion can espe-
cially be seen when it comes to adoption rights.
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The Catholic Church on both a national and an
international level argues that adoption by homo-
sexuals is immoral and in violation of the rights
of the child, and can even be seen as an “act of
violence against minors as their normal develop-
ment would be obstructed” (Vaggione, 2010, p.
218) without the presence of both sexes. Sarda-
Chandiramani (2010) mentions that apart from
the Catholic Church, some Christian evangelical
churches and right-wing conservative parties also
offer strong resistance to marriage and adoption
rights especially for same-sex couples. Feminist
activism and the movement for sexual diversity
have brought the debate on regulating the family
into the public arena, an inevitable issue in estab-
lishing legitimacy and legality for LGBTQ
rights.

Uziel (2001) provides an overview of the judi-
ciary process of adoption in Brazil and, against
the background of a case study, discusses various
reasons for how the law is applied, first in terms
of how masculinity is constructed in Brazil and
second the relationship between homosexuality
and the way the justice system perceives what
constitutes a family. Her data consisted of court
records from 1995 to 2000 in Rio de Janeiro, and
interviews with two judges, five psychologists,
and four social workers involved in evaluations
for adoptions. Uziel’s work shows the gendered
belief in Brazil that the female identity is tied to
motherhood, as women are seen as caretakers of
children. Consequently, men are seen as being
unable to perform such a function, whether for
biological, social, cultural, or judicial reasons.
Therefore, the idea of wanting to be a single
father, and even more so if that man is homosex-
ual, becomes almost unimaginable. This example
highlights the intersection among gender, sexual-
ity, parenthood, and societal beliefs embedded in
a legal framework.

Herrera (2009) describes with regards to Chile
that legislative frameworks and public policies do
not protect lesbian partnerships, nor are adoption
and reproductive technologies available to lesbi-
ans. Chilean society is strongly heteronormative,
and same-sex partners face discrimination on a
daily basis. As recently as 2004, the Supreme
Court ruled that custody be given to the biological
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father, because Karen Atala, who happened to be a
judge, lived with a female partner. The Court ruled
that Atala was not able “to provide them [the chil-
dren] with a proper social environment” (Herrera,
2009, p. 36). Most of the lesbian mothers in
Herrera’s ethnographic study (in which she inter-
viewed 29 lesbians, 10 of whom were mothers)
had children from a previous marriage. She found
that the lesbian mothers hid their sexual identity to
protect their relationship with their children, out of
fear for custody battles and being labeled as
incompetent mothers. This dilemma is similar to
current Westernized societies where legal protec-
tion does not yet exist, or resembles earlier findings
where legal protection does not yet favor lesbian
or gay couples and their families.

Traditionalist Discourses on
Motherhood and the Family

Traditionalist discourses on motherhood and gen-
der are intertwined with heteronormative ideals on
what constitutes a family constitutes and the roles
that mothers and fathers ought to play. Alvarez
and Alvares-Gayou Jurgenson (2003) reiterate the
strong relationship between motherhood and fam-
ilies in Mexico, and refer to the heteronormative
assumption that motherhood is only associated
with heterosexual women: “Lesbian women who
are interested, desire, aspire or actually exercise
maternity are not only not understood, but perse-
cuted, criticized or stigmatized” (p. 66). They
studied 10 heterosexual and 10 lesbian women
who were equivalent in age, educational level,
number of children, years living with a partner,
and socioeconomic status. Their findings revealed
that heterosexual and lesbian mothers perceived
maternity and being a mother in similar ways.
Herrera (2009) discusses the gendered iden-
tity of families in Chile, namely the heteronorma-
tive assumptions that place great emphasis on
motherhood. Much of what it means to be a
Chilean woman (identity) centers on one’s chil-
dren, and a woman achieves a sense of purpose in
her life by becoming a mother. Furthermore,
society expects a mother to be feminine, sensi-
tive, caring, and always giving of herself.
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As mentioned earlier in the section on religion,
these characteristics of motherhood are strongly
influenced by religious frameworks. Some of the
women Herrera interviewed associated mother-
hood with heterosexuality and had difficulty
associating motherhood with homosexuality,
while others commented on homophobia as being
the biggest obstacle, thinking of the potential
influence it could have on their children.

Therefore, Herrera (2009) argues that tradi-
tional and transgressive elements coexist in the
experiences and perceptions of motherhood in the
narratives of the Chilean lesbians that she inter-
viewed. This argument is congruent with Ellen
Lewin’s (1993) observation, based on her sample
of mostly White lesbian mothers in the USA, that
motherhood legitimates a lesbian’s experiences.
However, Herrera contends that, for Chilean les-
bian couples, the traditional notions of mother-
hood are important, as they hope to gain legitimacy
and social acceptance for their families. She
argues that traditional discourses continue to have
power over how people comprehend and create
families. By embracing tradition and following a
path of assimilation rather than differentiation, the
families want to be included in the milieu of what
is accepted. Chilean lesbians therefore do not dif-
ferentiate themselves from the heterosexual model
of parenthood, but adjust the existing model to
normalize their families. They embrace tradition
as much as they can, and follow the traditional
expectations of family life. Herrera concludes that
Chile has not yet consolidated alternative models
of family and motherhood. However, she asserts
that, with or without realizing it, the lesbian cou-
ples in her study are challenging the traditional
family model by “(a) eliminating the father as par-
ent, (b) the equality of gender roles within the
couple, and (c) the centrality of care and affection
in kinship” (Herrera, 2009, p. 50).

However, the various factors in negotiating par-
enthood are considered against the specific cultural
background of Chile, where lineage and a secure
bloodline are of importance. For example, as in a
Western context, artificial insemination is the pre-
ferred option, as the children have some resem-
blance to the birth mother. In Chile, however,
lesbian women cannot opt for assistance in hospi-
tals and clinics and must use their own networks
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for obtaining donors, whether known or unknown.
Since self-insemination is the only option, the part-
ner also plays a significant role. The involvement
of both women as a couple correlates with the
emphasis that Chilean society places on the
significance of parenthood as a couple. The “other
mother,” her role as well as her place in the struc-
ture of the family, becomes important. However,
the other mother is neither legally nor, in many
instances, socially recognized, placing her in a vul-
nerable and fragile position (Herrera, 2009).

Another important issue that Sardd-
Chandiramani (2010) raises is that the common-
ality in terms of the Spanish language in Latin
American countries has led to strong research and
advocacy being generated in this region, but has
also “made the region somewhat insular” (p. 201).
An informal search on Google, Google translate,
and Google Scholar confirms the presence of
scientific articles written in Spanish and
Portuguese. Forging cross-cultural ties between
Latin America and other world regions might
advance our understanding of local culture.
However, a perusal of the bibliographies of the
articles reviewed confirmed that a great deal of
research from the USA, UK, and Western Europe
has been used, especially, to inform the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of gender, sexuality, identity,
and parenting. Still, closer ties with the Latin
American region might reveal ways in which dif-
ferent cultures and perspectives have been blended
to advance our current knowledge on what family
life holds for LGBT parents and their children.

In conclusion, heteronormative assumptions
of traditional family life are strongly embedded
within a religious discourse in South America
and Latin America, where the legal and political
frameworks are also strongly influenced by reli-
gion. These intersecting influences certainly pres-
ent challenges for lesbian- and gay-parent
families to establish legitimate and fully recog-
nized families.

Israel
From the literature it would seem that two main

forces are present in Israel, modernization and
Westernization (Lavee & Katz, 2003; Shechner,
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Slone, Meir, & Kalish, 2010). Simultaneously,
the centrality of the traditional nuclear family
dominates as a distinctive feature (Lavee & Katz,
2003; Shechner et al., 2010).

In examining research findings from Israel,
the legal/political framework creates certain fea-
tures that allow the emergence of lesbian- and
gay-parent families. However, strong traditional-
ism where the stability of the family is highly
valued provides an interesting backdrop against
which the legal changes can be viewed.

Legal/Political Framework

Israel is a country where same-sex couples have
been offered some rights of marriage since 1995,
and joint adoption of children has been legal
since 2008 (Ottosson, 2010). Lavee and Katz
(2003) describe Israel as a child-oriented society,
where children are highly valued by their parents
and by society as a whole. Women receive a birth
allowance, and families continue to receive
allowances and tax deductions based on the num-
ber of children they have. Free medical care is
provided for all mothers and children up to the
age of three.

Ben-Ari and Livni (2006), however, caution
that the liberal perspective of the courts does not
necessarily reflect the public’s attitude. What is
interesting is that at the time when early articles
on lesbian and gay parenting were written, Israeli
law viewed the biological mother as a single
mother, and the partner did not have any parental
rights. The couples, however, perceived them-
selves as equal in status. Of note is that Shechner
et al. (2010), who examined fatherless families in
Israel by interviewing 30 women from two-
mother lesbian families, 30 single heterosexual
mothers by choice, and 30 mothers from two-
parent heterosexual families, confirmed this in
the fact found that lesbian mothers did not differ
from heterosexual mothers in their psychological
and parental adjustment.

Ben-Ari and Livni (2006) explored the sub-
jective experiences of eight Israeli lesbian moth-
ers. The age of the children ranged from 2 months
to 13 years. All the pregnancies were planned,
with seven of the eight couples opting for
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anonymous donor insemination. Ben-Ari and
Livni’s research provides insight into the estab-
lishment of equality in a lesbian couple relation-
ship prior to and following the birth of a child,
influenced by the legal status of same-sex rela-
tions in Israel. They found that a significant
strategy to attempt to regain equality was in the
couple’s pursuit to access all possible legal rights
and is significant since adoption rights were only
granted in 2008, 2 years after the research
findings have been published. In addition to the
above, the couples also used other strategies,
such as having both partners become pregnant
and give birth and deciding that both parents
will raise the children. The quest to establish
equality should also be seen against the back-
drop of the strong traditionalist discourse on
motherhood present in Israel.

Traditionalist Discourses on
Motherhood and the Family

Lavee and Katz (2003) maintain that strong tradi-
tionalism is present especially with regard to the
family in Israel, as they argue that the family is
“stronger and more stable than in other industri-
alized nations” (p. 213). Within this strong fam-
ily, a vast diversity of family patterns exist in
terms of family values, attitudes toward gender
roles, and lifestyle choices. Lavee and Katz reject
the notion of a clear, monolithic Israeli family.
The blend of predominantly Jews (about 80%)
and non-Jews of mainly Arabic descent also
brings the cultural orientation of individualism
versus collectivism to the fore. Despite these two
different orientations, Ben-Ari and Lavee (2004)
maintain that the centrality of family dominates.
A finding that emerged that is especially relevant
to the Israeli context is the high value that is
placed on motherhood and the family. Ben-Ari
and Livni (2006) assert that, after becoming
mothers, the lesbian women in their sample
reported feeling more accepted and less margin-
alized by both members of the community and
their families of origin. Participants mentioned
that their families of origin supported their deci-
sion to become pregnant, even if they did not
approve of a lesbian lifestyle. Lesbian couples
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reported a change in attitude, including the
partner, with the birth of a biological grandchild.
This change reflects the Israeli culture where
womanhood is equated to motherhood, and giv-
ing birth outside the traditional framework of a
family is quite acceptable and even encouraged.
The mainstream identity of motherhood over-
shadows the marginalized identity of being a les-
bian, and therefore supports the legitimization of
the lesbian couple.

Shechner et al. (2010) found that family pro-
cesses such as satisfaction with the relationship
and parental and couple adjustment shaped the
well-being of families, regardless of sexual ori-
entation. Another finding, which is well estab-
lished in the literature, was that lesbian couples
shared more equally in their parental duties.
Furthermore, single heterosexual mothers were
the most vulnerable group, as they received less
positive social support from their families and
friends, indicating that their single status marks
their deviation away from the normative family
and gives them minority membership. The tradi-
tional heterosexual married mothers received the
highest level of positive family support, but les-
bian mothers also attained high levels of positive
family support, as motherhood provides an ave-
nue to become part of the normative ideal of
establishing a family.

Eastern Europe

Eastern Europe is such a diverse region, and it
would be arrogant to create the impression that a
comprehensive overview of this region is repre-
sented here. Research in the Czech Republic as
well as Slovenia could be obtained and is dis-
cussed in terms of the legal frameworks and
heteronormativity.

Legal/Political Framework

In 2006, the Registered Partnership Act of Same-
Sex Persons was passed, granting gay and lesbian
couples legal security. However, the law does not
include provisions of any adoption arrangements;
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it explicitly excludes any individual with the
registered status from adopting a child. The
Czech Family Act enables both married couples
and single individuals to adopt children, given
that a proper environment for the child is pro-
vided. According to Poldskovd (2007), her
research using interpretative phenomenological
analysis is the first project on lesbian and gay
families to be conducted in the Czech Republic.
Poldskova (2007) interviewed 10 lesbian families
(20 female parents and 13 children), focusing
mainly on parenting experiences. Three couples
had children from previous heterosexual mar-
riages, four couples had undergone anonymous
donor insemination at foreign clinics, and one
couple had used donor insemination themselves
with a known donor. In addition, two couples
were in co-parenting agreements with gay male
couples. PoldSkovd (2007) mentions that some
single lesbian women have managed to adopt a
child, but they hid their sexual orientation and
therefore their sexual orientation is not reflected
in official records. Furthermore, Czech legisla-
tion does not allow for women without a male
partner to apply for donor insemination and,
although not explicitly stated, women either use a
foreign clinic or manage to navigate past the
standard procedures.

Heteronormativity and Parenthood

In Poldskova’s (2007) research, subtle indicators
of heteronormativity were expressed through the
concerns raised by some parents about their chil-
dren’s healthy development in terms of future
sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender
role behaviors. Some parents also ensured that
their children had sufficient exposure to gender
role models via their families or social networks,
while others also made an effort to break away
from gender stereotypes in raising their children,
exposing their children to a wide variety of toys.
In common with findings from Western-based
research, the mothers negotiated the choice of
children’s surnames, either adopting the biological
mother’s surname or the social mother changed
hers as a demonstration of her commitment to the
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family and as a way to gain public recognition.
Children born from previous marriages kept
their fathers’ surnames so as not to stigmatize
the children, or mothers obtained permission
from the fathers to change the child’s surname.
Some families even created new surnames to
establish a new identity. The issue of what to call
the two mothers was also raised, whereby, for
example, children referred to both women as
“parents,” or referred to the social mother as
“aunt” or calling her by her name. With regard to
the negotiation of the gender roles assigned to
parenting, women valued the equal distribution
of power within their relationship and explicitly
moved away from traditional role expectations
(Poldskova, 2007).

Similarly, Svab (2007) reiterates the heter-
onormativity present in Slovenian society, in
which LGBT parenthood becomes almost
unthinkable for the gay men and lesbians whom
she interviewed. She established that 42% of her
respondents wanted to have a child, while 20%
were undecided. Even though they wanted chil-
dren, they mentioned that they did not think it
was possible and expressed anxiety over the
potentially negative consequences of homopho-
bia for the children.

Svab and Kuhar (2005) report that Slovenia is
marked by homophobia, and violence against gay
men and lesbians is common. In Slovenia, gay
and lesbian couples cannot adopt children, and
reproductive technology, such as artificial insem-
ination, is not an option for women without male
partners. In this context, same-sex parenthood is
both legally impossible and socially unaccept-
able. Moreover, the social and political climate of
the country creates a barrier where thoughts of
parenting are silenced. Participants suppressed
their desire to have children and rationalized it as
unwanted, mentioning that children need two
gendered role models, while others made use of
more positive forms of coping, such as taking
over social roles for nieces and nephews, or
becoming part of the social networks of other gay
men and lesbians who had children (gvab, 2007;
Svab & Kuhar, 2005). By engaging in these
repressive thoughts, gay men and lesbians subtly
reinforce the heteronormative ideals and repro-
duce discriminatory beliefs.
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South Africa

A multitude of family formations have evolved in
South Africa, as a consequence of the cultural,
political, and economic conditions as well as per-
sonal choice. Simultaneously, what needs to be
understood about South Africa is its diversity, the
tension between a developed and developing
economy, and the life worlds of its people.

Even the deployment of the terms “Black™ and
“White” in South Africa is not simple. As collec-
tive terms, they reflect the diversity present in
issues such as class, ancestry, language, educa-
tional experience, the stories of their families
under apartheid, and so forth. Nevertheless, they
can be useful as, generally speaking, Black women
represent the most vulnerable group in South
Africa in terms of poverty, class stratification, and
gender inequality (Mkhize et al., 2010).

Furthermore, lesbians, most notably Black les-
bians, are subjected to violence in townships and
other urban settings. Between 2006 and 2009, 10
cases of rape and murder of lesbian women were
reported in South Africa (Gunkel, 2010; Mkhize
etal., 2010). Such incidents are informed by cultur-
ally sanctioned homophobia and hate speech, based
on perceptions that homosexuality is un-African,
that gay men and lesbian cannot be afforded the
same constitutional protections and rights, and that
homosexuality should be criminalized and con-
demned from a religious point of view. In addition,
the cultural intolerance emanating from varied
notions of what is correct and proper gender behav-
ior and what is not also affects different perceptions
of people (Mkhize et al., 2010). Such intolerance
occurs in spite of the current legal climate in which
the Constitution guarantees the protection of all
citizens, irrespective of sexual orientation.

In the almost 20 years since the new
Constitution was written in 1994, there has been
little research on LGBT families in general, and
lesbian- or gay-parent families in particular.
Potgieter’s (1997) doctoral study was the first in-
depth study addressing issues related to Black
lesbians; although families are not the main focus
of her research, she did explore discourses on
motherhood from the perspective of Black South
African lesbians (Potgieter, 2003).
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Localized Discourses on Motherhood

Potgieter’s (2003) groundbreaking work in South
Africa illustrates the complexity of working in a
non-Western environment, as well as the richness
that can be obtained when research is undertaken
to understand experiences and discourses from a
local context in particular. Potgieter conducted
six individual interviews and 10 focus groups (63
women in total). She observed that Black women
in South Africa, as in other non-Western contexts,
do not necessarily use labels familiar to
Westernized societies to define themselves as les-
bian. Since she conducted her interviews in the
informal settlement of Khayelitsha near Cape
Town, the languages of English and Xhosa (an
official yet indigenous language) were used, and
many women labeled themselves “nongayindoda,
the Xhosa word for gay” (Potgieter, 2003, p.
138). However, many chose to speak in English,
as one participant said, “We do not talk about this
‘secret’ in Xhosa” (Potgieter, 2003, p. 142). This
comment alludes to the speculation that some
forms of gayness do exist in African culture,
although the difference between practices and
identities should be treated with care.

The findings emphasized the essentialist
notion that it is important and a natural instinct to
have children; indeed, many of the women shared
that they had heterosexual sex to have a baby. In
my opinion, this way of conceiving a child might
either be because other forms, such as artificial
insemination, have not been explored or that
access to this service is limited, or it might even
be too expensive. Alternatively this practice reso-
nates with reports that in African and other non-
Western societies women who have same-sex
relationships are assisted by men who fulfill cer-
tain functions, such as helping women reproduce
(Chacha, 2003; GALZ, 2008; Potgieter, 2003).

Motherhood also assisted the participants in
achieving “adult status” in the eyes of the commu-
nity (Potgieter, 2003, p. 144). Potgieter (2003)
explored the contradiction and tension between the
normalizing discourse of being similar to hetero-
sexual women, while also positioning themselves
as lesbians and challenging certain traditional
roles. However, doing routine household tasks and
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having a baby gave them “a comfortable space to
‘be’ lesbian” (Potgieter, 2003, p. 148).

Research Findings from Lesbian-
and Gay-Parent Families Similar
to Westernized Societies

Pockets of research are starting to appear in South
Africa, mainly from postgraduate studies that
include lesbian and gay parents who are willing
to participate; most often, these participants come
from more affluent sectors in society. Six research-
based studies could be found focusing specifically
on LGBT families via official search engines and
informal networking across South Africa. A syn-
opsis of the main findings of the above six studies
can be summarized in two themes, namely chil-
dren’s experiences and parenting experiences
against the backdrop of heteronormativity.

Children’s Experiences Embedded
in Heteronormativity
Lubbe (2005) focused on the experiences of chil-
dren growing up in lesbian-parent families. Nine
children in total from five households were inter-
viewed, ages ranging from 9 to 18 years. In four of
the five families the children were born in a previ-
ous heterosexual marriage, while the other fami-
ly’s children were adopted. In this study, the main
findings suggest that the children experienced dif-
ferent levels of “okayness” in having lesbians par-
ents, they were aware of others’ open-mindedness
or not, and they expressed the need for openness
in their relationships with others. The findings are
consistent with Annandale’s (2008) research,
which explored the experiences of adolescents
with gay parents. In-depth case studies were car-
ried out with three adolescents, each of whom had
a gay father. Annandale found that the participants
were affected by the discovery of their father’s
homosexuality; however, they chose to eventually
accept their father’s sexual orientation and
expressed the wish to establish open and trustwor-
thy relationships with their fathers.

Similarly, Lubbe and Kruger (2012) explored
the disclosure practices of a South African-born
adolescent raised in a lesbian-parent family in the
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USA. Dominant discourses that influenced
disclosure were identified, namely religion,
school, friends, acquaintances, and society at
large, as well as individual emotional well-being.
Protective factors against heterosexism were sup-
port from parents, friends, and significant others
(Annandale, 2008; Lubbe & Kruger, 2012;
Lubbe, 2008), as well as schools with an accept-
ing and open-minded atmosphere (Judge, Manion,
& De Waal, 2008; Lubbe & Kruger, 2012; Lubbe,
2007; Pon, 2008). Judge et al. (2008) shared an
anecdote of a lesbian couple of color (a particular
race category in South Africa) who adopted two
daughters to give both parents equal status. They
shared their experiences of adoption before the
Civil Union Act (prior to 2006), as one partner
had to adopt the child as a single mother, while
with the second adoption the legal changes cre-
ated by the Act made it much easier. They also
shared that the school was very supportive when
they told members of the school system about
their changed marital status.

Parenting Experiences

and Heteronormativity

Two qualitative studies have explored the parent-
ing experiences of lesbian couples who chose to
have children through assisted reproductive tech-
nology, namely artificial insemination and in vitro
fertilization (Suckling, 2009; Swain, 2009).
Furthermore, Pon (2008) conducted the first
study of adoptive gay parents and their experi-
ences with the preschool system. Key themes on
parenting centered on the experiences of general
heterosexism through social interactions, as well
as significant institutional challenges, most nota-
bly from the medical, legal, and religious
domains. Religion emerged as the most homopho-
bic and exclusionary discourse toward parents in
Pon’s study. This subtheme of religion is also
present in the studies of Lubbe (2005) and Lubbe
and Kruger (2012). Lack of social support from
friends and family resulting in feelings of isola-
tion were evident in Suckling’s (2009) research.
Other themes included concerns about providing
male role models or a “father” figure, as well
as equipping their children to come to terms
with their family unit and their conception.
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The participants in Pon’s study also prepared
their children with social and emotional skills to
handle possible prejudice and discrimination
from their peers and teachers, indicative of the
heteronormativity of society. Being proactive in
the schools facilitated the process of acceptance
and acted as a discourse of empowerment (Pon,
2008). All three studies are indicative of the
highly reflective skills of negotiating what it
means to become and be a parent.

What can be deduced from research being
done in South Africa? Members of the middle to
upper classes are adopting and having children
with the help of assisted reproductive technolo-
gies, and previously married LGBT individuals
are keeping custody of their children in the cur-
rent more liberating legal environment. There are
a variety of experiences within and between fam-
ilies, as is the case in other Westernized coun-
tries. Also, true of any family irrespective of the
parent’s sexual orientation, there is a continuum
of experiences from highly functioning families
that encounter the occasional homophobic inci-
dent here and there, with children being well
adjusted, “okay,” open and proud; to couples
struggling with intense rejection, nonacceptance,
and internalized homophobia. Most findings
cohere with what is known in Westernized societ-
ies, mainly because research is done in partner-
ship with White, middle-class participants. What
remains silenced and invisible in research is that
when race, ethnicity, and lower socioeconomic
factors are explored, research becomes almost
nonexistent, as is perhaps also the case in most
other Westernized societies. Furthermore, even
though South Africa has a very advanced consti-
tution and legal arena, living as a family in a het-
eronormative  patriarchal ~ society, = where
differences, distrust, fear, and hatred are on the
rise, can be a totally different story.

Imagining Lesbian- and Gay-Parent
Families in Traditionalist Cultures

Other small vignettes found in scholarly work on
same-sex practices reveal the presence of LGBT
families, although their focus is not on parenting
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or LGBT families per se. The occurrence of
woman—woman marriage in Southern African
countries is not ordinarily seen as lesbian, even if
occasional sexual exchange may occur, but has
always taken place in African societies with vary-
ing degrees and for different reasons (Matebeni,
2008). Instances of these marriages are found
among the Venda, Balobedu (Lovedu), Pedi,
Zulu, and Narene peoples. Such marriages are
performed for two main reasons: (a) because the
woman marrying is in a powerful position as a
result of owning land and property, and (b)
because she is childless. The female husband
remains the most important “father figure” for
children born to women marriages, and sons con-
tinue her lineage (Chacha, 2003; Matebeni, 2008;
Morgan & Wieringa, 2005; Nel, 2007). Chacha
(2003) argues that woman—woman marriages are
predominantly a precapitalist tradition on the
African continent and flourished in the nineteenth
century. This highlights the intersection among
sexuality, gender, marriage, and cultural tradi-
tions, such as the economics of production,
resource control, and social security.

Women marriage also happens among sango-
mas (traditional healers), although not all sango-
mas explicitly self-identify as lesbians (Mbali,
2009; Munro, 2009; Nel, 2007). One example is
the narration of the relationship between the
female husband and the ancestral wife by
Nkabinde (2008), where she shares the story of
Hlengiwe, who came to be married to
Ntombikhona. In Hlengiwe’s words, she men-
tions that she had been in love with Ntombikhona
for more than 12 years, and the children loved her
as their mother. The sexual relationship between
them is secret though. Hlengiwe says that “she is
100% a lady” and they are “just two women lov-
ing each other” (Nkabinde, 2008, p. 116). This
story illustrates the presence of children living
with two mothers, but whether we can equate
their family structure and identify it as a lesbian-
parent family remains questionable.

In another example, GALZ (2008) describes
the phenomenon of mine marriages in South
Africa, focusing on the Basotho people (people
from Lesotho), where new mine workers choose
a husband who will look after him and his
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interests, called Komba-E-Kehle or mteto ka
sokisi. A case study is presented by Epprecht
(2008) about a man who had a wife in Lesotho,
taking on a male husband and living in an apart-
ment in town. The man is referred to as the sec-
ond wife and is accepted by the family and the
wife in Lesotho, who is quoted as saying “I’'m
very lucky that my husband is going out with a
gay” (Epprecht, 2008, p. 169). Epprecht states
“Hlohoangwane adopted the dress and manners
of a respectable modern, middle-class housewife
and adopted children to complete the marriage”
(p- 170). This statement also alludes to the pres-
ence of children and the existence of another
variety of a gay-parent family.

The various forms and variety within South
Africa are found in another example from the
Sesotho culture where limited and discreet
female—female physical intimacy is allowed:
Co-wives of one husband are allowed to express
physical affection for one another that includes
kissing and snuggling. In common with a Kenyan
example, a widow can take a young woman in
marriage if she has the resources to pay bohali
(cattle as price or token of agreement for a mar-
riage to take place). The wife in this type of mar-
riage is supposed to get pregnant by a discreet
arrangement with a man who would have no
claims to the offspring. The female ntate (father,
Sir, or Mister) is entitled to show affection for her
wife as well. Another form that is allowed is
female—female setsoalle, which has no material
benefits or costs, but the emotional benefits are
widely accepted and admired. This setsoalle
friendship is supported by men as they claim that
it makes their wives more loyal and loving
(GALZ, 2008).

Africa

The complexity of finding and doing research in
the rest of Africa becomes daunting. Epprecht
(2008) confirms the presence in Africa of men
who have sex with men, and women who have
sex with women. However, he cautions that they
do not necessarily identify this as lesbian or gay
behavior, nor do they necessarily take on such a
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specific identity. Heterosexual marriage and
reproduction are highly valued in most African
societies. In instances where same sex or “pseudo-
homosexualities” are allowed, it occurs within
the confined spaces of specific rituals or desig-
nated social roles. Furthermore, the laws crimi-
nalizing homosexuality were imposed by
colonialism, and African leaders adopted the
colonial laws post independence. Another chal-
lenge is the invisibility of lesbian women, bisex-
ual women, and transgender persons, due to the
fragility of human rights on the African continent
(Gunkel, 2010; Nel, 2007; Ottosson, 2010).

Morgan and Wieringa (2005) give an exam-
ple of a self-identified lesbian couple in Kenya
who started the process of adopting two chil-
dren, but foresaw that they would immigrate to
the USA given the stigmatization of LGBT peo-
ple in Kenya. The authors mention two other
examples of lesbians considering motherhood,
indicating that the presence of lesbian- and gay-
parent families might become a possibility in
the future.

In Tanzania and Uganda same-sex practices
are so forbidden that there is no or little evidence
of lesbians or gay men having children. Narratives
from Namibia reveal opposition to motherhood
from lesbian women, as they relate it to having
sex with a man before you can have children.
Some self-identified lesbians from Namibia do
have children which they now raise with their
partners, having had sexual relationships with
men when they were younger or having been
raped. Morgan and Wieringa (2005) also explore
the position of lesbian men who are mothers to
their own biological children, but also fathers to
the children of their partner.

The literature emerging from Africa, such as
the untold stories on blackmail, stigmatization,
and imprisonment in Malawi (Watson, 2008),
and blackmail and extortion of LGBT people in
sub-Saharan Africa (Thoreson & Cook, 2011),
reveals the confrontation of stigma, discrimina-
tion, hate crimes, and violation of basic human
rights on an individual level. These violations
force me to ask how, if individuals are silenced, is
it possible for families to not be almost absent
and invisible as well.

Concluding Remarks

Institutional, social, and cultural forces shape and
regulate same-sex sexualities globally. Laws and
government policies, as well as religious prac-
tices, undeniably have an impact on same-sex
sexualities and, consequently, on LGBT-parent
families. Before more families can be open and
dare to venture into a heteronormative world,
basic human rights need to be secured.

From the research that has emerged over the
last few years, the claim that LGBT families do
exist out there can be made; whether they them-
selves identify as LGBT though might be a totally
different matter. Much more research is needed
within an indigenous framework where partner-
ships between researchers and participants are
fostered to acknowledge, value, and produce
local knowledge. If questions related to same-sex
identity are never asked, claims that LGB T-parent
families do not exist will continue to go unchal-
lenged. Non-Western perspectives on LGBT-
parent families bring to light a world of fragile
rights and vulnerable families.
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Eden B. King, Ann H. Huffman, and Chad I. Peddie

The workplace is a critical context in which to
understand the experiences of lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual, and transgendered (LGBT) parents. A grow-
ing body of research emerging from the disciplines
of organizational and counseling psychology
provides important evidence regarding LGBT
workers. In her comprehensive review of the lit-
erature on LGBT people in the workplace, man-
agement scholar Belle Ragins (2004) described
three dominant challenges faced by LGBT peo-
ple. First, Ragins reflected on the issues that arise
as a function of the fact that the invisibility of an
LGBT identity often leads to assumptions of het-
erosexuality. LGBT workers who have not dis-
closed their sexual or gender identity may be
subject to indirect discrimination as their cowork-
ers disparage gay or lesbian people or make “gay”
jokes. In contrast, LGBT workers who have dis-
closed their identity face different issues, such as
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backlash and discrimination as a result of their
disclosure (King, Reilly, & Hebl, 2008). These
outcomes illustrate a disclosure dilemma wherein
many LGBT workers encounter negative out-
comes regardless of the disclosure decision they
make. This dilemma can result in psychologi-
cally demanding and constant efforts to manage
an LGBT identity at work (Button, 2001) to avoid
discrimination.

Indeed, the second challenge Ragins (2004)
described is negative coworker reactions. Ragins
argued that LGBT workers likely face negative
coworker reactions due to the perceived control-
lability of sexual orientation and to the threats
that some coworkers experience in response to
LGBT people. These threats include a tangible
threat (fear of health and safety), a symbolic
threat (defensiveness of moral or political views),
and personal threats (questions regarding one’s
own sexual identity). This framework is consis-
tent with experimental evidence that heterosexual
job applicants are rated (Horvath & Ryan, 2003)
and treated (Hebl, Foster, Mannix, & Dovidio,
2002) more positively than gay and lesbian appli-
cants. In addition, Ragins’ ideas about negative
reactions are also consistent with survey data
which demonstrate that as much as 66% of
LGBT people report experiencing discrimination
(Croteau, 1996) and more than a third of gay and
lesbian professionals indicate encountering
sexuality-related physical or verbal harassment at
work (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001).

The third and final challenge Ragins (2004)
highlighted is the lack of social support that
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LGBT people likely find inside and outside of
the workplace. Because of their minority status
and the concealability of their identity, LGBT
workers may find it difficult to identify other
LGBT people at work. This lack of connection
may make it difficult for LGBT employees to
access both tangible and psychosocial resources
(King et al., 2008). For example, LGBT people
might not know who it is safe to ask about
accessing same-sex partner benefits, or who to
talk to about experiences of heterosexism. At an
institutional level, some of the structures (fami-
lies, schools, churches) that support members of
other stigmatized groups (such as women and
ethnic minorities) are not always as welcoming
of or helpful to LGBT people (Ragins, 2004).
This lack of support, both internal and external
to their workplaces, can lead to feelings of isola-
tion. In sum, research has demonstrated that
LGBT people encounter numerous challenges in
the workplace.

However, very little empirical evidence has
considered the unique challenges that may
emerge when LGBT people balance the demands
of work with the responsibilities of family (i.e.,
work—family conflict). Although a substantial
body of psychological research on the work—
family interface has explored antecedents and
consequences associated with work—family
conflict among heterosexual workers (see Eby,
Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005),
little is known about the ways in which the
work—family interface is experienced by LGBT
people. Thus, the goal of this chapter is to inte-
grate the growing body of research on LGBT
workplace issues with primarily heterocentric
research on the work—family interface. We will
begin by briefly discussing the major conclu-
sions of work—family interface research. Next,
we will synthesize research on LGBT workplace
and family issues to highlight the concerns of
LGBT parents and the ways in which these expe-
riences might be improved. We will conclude by
offering potential next steps for research and
practice with the hope of building understanding
related to potential barriers and opportunities for
LGBT parents at work.
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The Work-Family Interface

Research on the intersection of the work and fam-
ily domains has burgeoned in the past two
decades, dismantling the expectation that the bal-
ance of these two domains could be achieved
through the enactment of traditional gender roles.
These traditional gender roles frame men as
“breadwinners,” whose sole responsibility is in
the workplace, and women as “homemakers,”
whose sole responsibility is child and household
labor (Eagly, 1987). Surges of women entering
the workforce beginning with the second wave of
the feminist movement of the 1960s created fam-
ily settings where traditional gender roles were
no longer functional (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky,
& Prottas, 2002). Today, most parents, regardless
of family structure, are balancing multiple roles
that blend work and family responsibilities.
Importantly, as implied by the heterocentric
description of the evolution of the work—family
interface above, very little of this rapidly growing
area of research has focused on the ways in which
LGBT people balance work and family. A recent
methodological review of work—family research
in organizational psychology and management
identified no studies on LGBT families (Casper,
Eby, Bordeaux, Lockwood, & Lambert, 2007).
Instead, existing organizational/management
research (including that of this chapter’s authors)
tends to take a heterocentric approach wherein
parents are implicitly defined as opposite-gender,
married, cohabiting couples (see Dunne, 2000).
This presumption is particularly problematic in
light of the fact that research on LGBT families
in other disciplines (such as family psychology
and sociology) generally does not directly address
the work experiences of LGBT people. Here we
will briefly review organizational scholarship on
the work—family interface as a basis for building
understanding of the ways in which simultaneous
involvement in family and work is experienced
by employees. Next, we describe the ways that
parents, scholars, and employers might be
informed by fully integrating LGBT parents in
conceptualizations of the work—family interface.
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Theoretical Models of the Work-Family
Interface

The term “work—family interface” refers to the
experiences that occur at the intersection between
work and family domains. Common perspectives
that address this interface include work—family
conflict (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, &
Rosenthal, 1964) and work—family enrichment
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). A common theme
underlying each of these perspectives is their reli-
ance on role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1978), which
posits that people are involved in multiple roles
that can affect one another. A “work™ role is
defined as the engagement in activities that result
in the provision of monetary goods and services
which sustain living (Piotrkowski, Rapoport, &
Rapoport, 1987). “Family” roles entail involve-
ment, obligation, or responsibility to collections
of individuals related by marriage, biology, or
adoption (Piotrkowski et al., 1987). Activities
related to the family domain involve contribu-
tions to the sustaining of family well-being such
as child care or food preparation.

Whereas many researchers initially conceptu-
alized the work—family interface as a unidirec-
tional phenomenon whereby experiences at work
were observed to impact those of the family,
researchers now realize that this interface is actu-
ally bidirectional (Frone, Russell, & Cooper,
1992). The most common term used to capture
the negative aspects of the work—family interface
is work—family conflict. The concept of work—
family conflict hinges on the scarcity hypothesis,
which posits that the treatment of roles in the
work and family domains are incompatible to a
certain extent (Kahn et al., 1964). Role conflict
emerges when the demands of one role make it
difficult to fulfill the demands of another role.
Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) defined three dis-
tinct forms of work—family interrole conflict:
time-based conflict, strain-based conflict, and
behavior-based conflict. Time-based conflict cap-
tures situations where participation in either work
or family events is prevented by simultaneously
occurring responsibilities in the other domain. As
an example, a parent might miss a parent—teacher
conference due to a meeting at work. Strain-
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based conflict involves the affective experi-
ences—such as anxiety, stress, and tension—that
arise due to demands in both domains. Finally,
behavior-based conflict stems from a discrepancy
between styles of behavior in both roles. For
example, a partner may be expected to be loving
and supportive at home, while assertive and
authoritative as a supervisor at work.

Although much of the research devoted to the
work and family interface focuses on the negative
effects of one domain on the other, it is important
to realize that under certain conditions the inter-
action of work and family can have positive
effects (Barnett & Hyde, 2001; Greenhaus &
Powell, 2006). Researchers investigating positive
work—family interactions suggest that participat-
ing in multiple roles may be beneficial, such that
one’s participation in one role can enhance per-
formance in another role (e.g., work—family
enrichment; Barnett & Hyde, 2001).

Consequences of the Work-Family
Interface

A growing body of research (limited to hetero-
sexual workers, most of whom have children) has
established that work—family conflict is linked
with important outcomes in work settings as well
as in other areas of life (e.g., Greenhaus &
Beutell, 1985). For example, with regard to work,
meta-analytic work has uncovered a strong nega-
tive relationship between work—family conflict
and job satisfaction (Allen, Herst, Bruck, &
Sutton, 2000). Additionally, Allen et al. (2000)
identified unfavorable relationships between
work—family conflict and affective organizational
commitment, turnover, and job performance.
Similarly unfavorable relationships emerge
between work—family conflict and other aspects
of life. Again, meta-analyses found a strong neg-
ative relationship between work—family conflict
and life satisfaction (Allen et al., 2000). Allen
et al. (2000) also identified negative relationships
between work—family conflict and both marital
and family satisfaction. These findings were
found to hold among professionals working in a
wide variety of occupational settings.
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A relatively small set of studies has consid-
ered the positive outcomes of work—family
enrichment. Positive work—family interactions
have been found to hold favorable relationships
with work outcomes including job satisfaction
andorganizational commitment (Van Steenbergen,
Ellemers, & Mooijaart, 2007). Similarly, work—
family enrichment is positively associated with
individual outcomes such as well-being and sat-
isfaction (Van Steenbergen et al., 2007).

Factors that Influence the Work-Family
Interface

In addition to investigating important outcomes
of work—family conflict and enrichment, research-
ers have also explored the factors that might facil-
itate a positive work—family interface (almost
exclusively among opposite-sex couples with
children). Eby et al. (2005) reviewed predictors of
the work—family interface including family char-
acteristics, job attributes, organizational charac-
teristics, spouse variables, and individual
differences. This review demonstrated strong
relationships between elements of the work
domain and work—family conflict such as work
demands (e.g., work hours; Grzywacz & Marks,
2000), involvement in work (Carlson & Perrewé,
1999), and an unsupportive organizational culture
or supervisor (Nielson, Carlson, & Lankau, 2001).
Similarly, empirical research has demonstrated
that family characteristics such as concerns about
child care (Buffardi & Erdwins, 1997) and the
degree to which individuals identify psychologi-
cally with their family role (Carlson & Perrewé,
1999) can increase work—family conflict. There
have been fewer studies on predictors of work—
family enrichment. Research has shown that char-
acteristics such as self-esteem, family support, job
characteristics, and supervisor support and fam-
ily-related characteristics such as family member
support are all positively related to work—family
enrichment (Grzywacz & Marks, 2000).

One individual difference variable that has
been shown to influence the work—family inter-
face of heterosexual employees is gender. Gender
plays an important role in the work—family
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interface in part because of the ideology of gender
roles described at the outset of this section. In the
work domain, men are perceived to be fulfilling
the ideals of masculinity by focusing on their
careers, whereas women are seen as eschewing the
feminine gender role by engaging in the same
behavior (Eagly, 1987). Equally problematic is the
parallel process in the home domain: women who
focus on their families are seen as embodying
femininity, whereas men sometimes receive social
penalties for heavy involvement in their families
(such as working part-time; Eagly & Steffen,
1984). Ultimately, in line with Eagly (1987), social
expectations about the roles of men and women
are perpetuated through gendered behaviors.
Indeed, women in heterosexual relationships
tend to be responsible for the majority of house-
hold and child-care labor irrespective of their
employment status (see Coltrane, 2000).
Importantly, however, evidence regarding gender
differences in work—family conflict is mixed,
with some studies suggesting women experience
more conflict than men (Behson, 2002) and oth-
ers suggesting comparable levels of conflict
(Duxbury & Higgins, 1991). More nuanced anal-
yses of gender differences in the factors that give
rise to work—family conflict point to the variable
impact of specific conditions; for example, in
their study of 131 men and 109 women, Duxbury
and Higgins (1991) found that being oriented
toward work was a stronger predictor of conflict
for women than men, whereas being oriented
toward family was a stronger predictor of conflict
for men than women. One generally consistent
finding is that becoming a parent tends to have
more detrimental effects on the careers of women
than men. In one survey study of nearly 100
supervisor—subordinate dyads (King, 2008), het-
erosexual men and women with children reported
equivalent levels of commitment to work and
desire for development and advancement, but
their supervisors perceived the fathers to be more
committed to work and interested in development
and advancement than mothers. Moreover, these
inaccurate perceptions accounted for gender dis-
crepancies in pay and promotions, whereby men
were paid more than women and were more likely
to be promoted. Such findings are consistent with
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the notion that women’s workplace advancement
is often blocked by a “motherhood penalty” or a
“maternal wall” (Williams, 2004).

In summary, there is a large and growing body
of evidence on predictors and outcomes of the
work—family interface for opposite-sex, cohabi-
tating, married couples (Casper et al., 2007). But
what of families of LGBT people?

The Work-Family Interface of LGBT
Parents

Empirical data regarding the work—family inter-
face for people in same-sex relationships are
scarce. In fact, it has only been since 1990 that
the U.S. Census has collected data regarding
unmarried partners. Researchers have begun to
explore the experiences of LGBT parents in part
by inferring an LGBT identity for individuals
who indicate that they have an “unmarried part-
ner” of the same sex (Prokos & Keene, 2010).
Evidence from the Census suggests that these
couples tend to be more highly educated and
more inclined to hold two incomes than hetero-
sexual families (Black, Sanders, & Taylor, 2007).
Additionally, the Census estimates that 22% of
male same-sex couples and 33% of female same-
sex couples have children, whereas approxi-
mately 45% of heterosexual couples have children
(Simmons & O’Connell, 2003).

It is not yet clear whether empirical findings
on the work—family interface of heterosexual par-
ents can be generalized to LGBT parents. On the
one hand, O’Ryan and McFarland’s (2010) inter-
view-based study of five lesbian and four gay
couples found that LGBT parents use strategies
that are not unlike those of heterosexual parents
to balance work and family (e.g., carefully weigh-
ing work decisions and creating positive social
networks). In addition, Mercier’s (2006) inter-
view-based study of 21 lesbian parents suggested
that workplace flexibility was considered a
benefit for family in much the same way as it is
for heterosexual parents. Tuten and August (2006)
studied 58 lesbian mothers and found that work
characteristics such as job role autonomy, fewer
hours worked, and supportive work—family
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culture and policies reduced work—family conflict
in a manner consistent with the research on het-
erosexual couples. On the other hand, however, it
should be noted that the extent to which these
women were “out” at work predicted work—
family conflict over and beyond these typical
variables (Tuten & August, 2006). These findings
suggest that there are unique characteristics of
the workplace (such as the extent to which
coworkers and supervisors are supportive of
LGBT workers) that might need to be taken into
account for LGBT employees.

Some research points to other potential work—
family differences between heterosexual and
LGBT employees. For example, in a longitudinal
study of 29 lesbian couples (58 women) who
were becoming parents, it was predicted that
work characteristics typically affecting hetero-
sexual couples’ relationships, such as hours
worked and organizational support, would simi-
larly affect lesbian parents. However, contrary to
hypotheses, these variables were not related to
the partners’ relationship conflict (Goldberg &
Sayer, 2006). One of the explanations for differ-
ences in the experience of work—family conflict
between LGBT and non-LGBT individuals may
relate to gender dynamics; LGBT-parent families
experiences of work—life conflict and balance
may inevitably differ from those of heterosexual-
parent families because the partners are of the
same gender. Indeed, in support of this notion,
studies of families involving lesbian parents have
often found that work, household, and child-care
labor are often shared more equally in lesbian
couples than in heterosexual couples (e.g.,
Patterson, Sutfin, & Fulcher, 2004). Given the
mixed nature of these findings, it is important to
consider the theoretical perspectives that might
help to explain the experiences of LGBT parents
at the intersection of work and family domains.

Applying and Extending Existing
Theories to LGBT Parents

The limited body of research directly focusing on
how LGBT parents experience and manage
work—family conflict points to the need to develop
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a deeper understanding of the work—family inter-
face of LGBT parents. To achieve this deeper
understanding, a critical next step is to examine
the ways in which existing theories of the work—
family interface and of LGBT workplace experi-
ences can be useful in understanding the
work—family interface of LGBT people.

Role Theory

As the dominant model used to understand the
work—family interface in heterosexual parents,
role theory (Katz & Kahn, 1978) has the capacity
to provide insights about LGBT parents.
Specifically, in recognizing that people sustain
multiple roles —each of which is accompanied by
pressure, expectations, forces, and behaviors—
that can be mutually conflicting, role theory high-
lights the importance of considering all of the
roles individuals occupy. Like their heterosexual
counterparts, working LGBT parents are engaged
in the roles of work and family. However, unlike
their counterparts, LGBT parents may experience
expectations, forces, and pressures from their
social identity group. That is, being LGBT may
constitute an additional role for some people that
can potentially enhance or conflict with their
other roles.

On the conflict side, being LGBT may some-
times make it difficult to fulfill the demands of
work and parent roles. For example, LGBT peo-
ple who work in jobs in which their identity is
particularly stigmatized may face feelings of
inauthenticity (if they do not disclose their iden-
tity) or discrimination (if they do disclose) that
could interfere with their work-role behaviors. As
another example, because many Americans
endorse a traditional view of family as consisting
of opposite-sex parents and children (Collins,
1998), LGBT parents may also occasionally
experience conflict between their LGBT and par-
ent identities. For example, LGBT parents likely
want to express their sexual identity openly in
their communities while also wanting to protect
their children from the negative consequences of
bigotry. Indeed, one semi-structured interview-
based study with six daughters of lesbian parents
found that lesbian mothers had carefully prepared
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their children for heterosexism by openly defining
and discussing sexual orientation and warning
them about the possibility of future incidents
(Litovich & Langhout, 2004). On the enhance-
ment side, being a parent might help LGBT peo-
ple in ways that are similar to heterosexual people.
According to an expansionist perspective (Barnett
& Hyde, 2001), people can gain positive views of
the self, additional avenues of social support, and
even stress relief through involvement in parent-
ing. It is possible that becoming a parent could
help LGBT people connect with their coworkers
and supervisors through shared experiences. In
addition, parenthood may act as unique informa-
tion that distances LGBT people from negative
stereotypes (see Singletary & Hebl, 2009).

Stigma Theory

Grounded in Erving Goffman’s (1963) influential
book, Stigma: Notes on the Management of
Spoiled Identity, stigma theory suggests that par-
ticular characteristics are imbued with social
meaning. A stigma, which originally referred to a
mark burned into the skin of thieves in ancient
Greece, is a characteristic that is devalued in a
particular context. Holders of stigmas are typi-
cally subject to economic disadvantage, stereo-
typing, and discrimination (Crocker, Major, &
Steele, 1998). Stigmas vary along several dimen-
sions, two of the most meaningful of which are
concealability and perceived controllability
(Crocker et al., 1998). According to Goffman,
individuals with stigmas that are concealable,
like LGBT people, must uniquely decide whether,
how, when, and to whom to disclose their iden-
tity. Individuals with stigmas that are perceived
to be controllable, like LGBT people, are likely
to be blamed for their identity or condition and
thus might face particularly negative reactions
(Goffman, 1963).

Research on LGBT people from the perspec-
tive of stigma theory has demonstrated that people
with nonheterosexual sexual identities are targets
of stereotyping and discrimination that is emblem-
atic of stigma. For example, one experimental
field study demonstrated that job applicants were
treated more negatively when they wore a hat
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that said “gay and proud” than when they wore a
hat that said “Texan and proud” (Hebl et al.,
2002). The stigma perspective has also yielded
insights about the dilemmas that LGBT people
face in their decisions regarding disclosure of
their sexual identity to their coworkers, supervi-
sors, and clients. As an example, using an experi-
ence sampling methodology with 50 LGBT
workers, King, Mohr, Peddie, Jones, and Kendra
(2010) found that LGBT people felt like they had
to make a decision about whether or not to reveal
their sexual identity while at work an average of
nine times over a 3-week period. In addition,
stigma theory has been used to help explain per-
sistent negative beliefs about and attitudes toward
LGBT people; the extent to which people believe
homosexuality to be a choice (and therefore a
“controllable condition”) is associated with more
negative stereotypes and prejudice about LGBT
people (Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008).

In stigma theory, the emphasis on the conceal-
able nature of an LGBT identity has important
implications for LGBT parents in two primary
areas: (a) disclosure disconnects, and (b) access
to resources. In her discussion of concealable
stigmas, Ragins (2008) described the processes
involved with disclosing a stigmatized identity
across work and nonwork domains. Her theoreti-
cal paper highlighted the interface between work
and nonwork disclosures, and argued that the
level of disclosure across these domains could be
indicative of identity denial (“out” in neither
domain), identity disconnects (“out” in one
domain but not the other), or identity integration
(“out” in both domains). Because LGBT parents
must balance their own personal concerns about
disclosure as well as their concerns about their
children, they may be vulnerable to identity dis-
connects, which, Ragins argued, creates psycho-
logical incongruence, stress, and anxiety.

Moreover, LGBT parents’ disclosure dilem-
mas may make it difficult to access helpful
resources in both work and nonwork domains. In
the work domain, the availability of particular
work-life policies may not result in positive gains
for some employee groups including LGBT peo-
ple (Ryan & Kossek, 2008). One of the reasons
for this variability in utility of work—life benefits
is that supervisors often serve as gatekeepers
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with regard to work—family benefits such as fam-
ily leave, flexible work schedules, and telecom-
muting. Thus, the interpersonal relationships
between LGBT parents and their supervisors
could pose challenges to managing the intersec-
tion of the work and family domains. In fact, evi-
dence suggests that in all employees, the
relationship between the supervisor and subordi-
nate may be responsible for employees’ reluc-
tance to partake in such benefits due to fear of
retribution (Bowen & Orthner, 1991). LGBT par-
ents therefore likely face multiple barriers to
accessing resources. First, they must disclose
their parental status, which may also make them
vulnerable to discussions of their sexual identity.
In other words, LGBT people may have to “out”
themselves at work when they become parents.
Second, not all benefits available to heterosexual
employees may be universally available to same-
sex parents (Ryan & Kossek, 2008). Third, LGBT
parents often must rely on their supervisor’s
equanimity to allow them to utilize benefits.

Similar barriers may be encountered by LGBT
parents who have not disclosed their sexual iden-
tity widely outside of work. Many heterosexual
parents manage care for their children by relying
heavily on immediate family members such as
grandmothers (Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, &
Driver, 1996). When LGBT parents have not dis-
closed their sexual identity to their families, or
when their families have not fully embraced their
LGBT identity, LGBT parents may not have
access to the potentially useful support of
involved families. Fears about losing control over
sexual identity disclosure may also make it harder
for LGBT parents to gain the benefits of involve-
ment in social organizations (e.g., “mommy’s
day out” groups or church organizations) that
provide support. The disclosure dilemmas that
are central to stigma theory imply several distinct
issues that LGBT parents could face at the inter-
section of work and family.

Minority Stress
The second major theoretical lens that has been

brought to bear on the experiences of LGBT
workers is minority stress. Drawing from general
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views of stress as physical, mental, or emotional
strain or pressure that can be due to conditions in
the social environment, Meyer (2003) suggested
that members of stigmatized groups experience a
unique form of minority stress. LGBT people
tend to live their lives, residing and working, in
close proximity with heterosexuals and few other
LGBT people (Waldo, 1999). According to
Meyer (2003), LGBT people experience not only
general stressors that are common to nonminority
groups but also distal stressors (e.g., discrimina-
tion and violence) and proximal stressors (e.g.,
expectations of rejection, identity management
efforts, and internalized homophobia). Consistent
with general models of stress, the accumulation
of stressors can ultimately affect mental health
outcomes. In addition to its numerous applica-
tions in counseling psychology (see Meyer,
2003), the minority stress perspective has been
used to help explain some of the workplace expe-
riences of LGBT people. For example, fear of
disclosing a nonheterosexual identity is a unique
minority stressor that has been correlated with
job attitudes and career outcomes (Ragins, Singh,
& Cornwell, 2007).

A direct extension of this theory to LGBT par-
ents might suggest that an LGBT identity may
exacerbate the stress of the work—family inter-
face. The implication is not only that LGBT peo-
ple would generally experience more stressors
than non-LGBT people but also that LGBT par-
ents would experience more stressors than LGBT
people who are not parents. In other words,
because less than a third of same-sex couples
have children (Simmons & O’Connell, 2003),
LGBT parents may comprise a minority or sub-
group within LGBT communities. Framed in this
way, being an LGBT parent could be seen as a
predictor of work—family conflict. It is also pos-
sible that the stressors experienced by LGBT
people could exacerbate the consequences of
work—family conflict. Take as an example a com-
mon experience of work—family conflict: a break-
down in child care. The stress of this breakdown
might be worse for LGBT parents than for het-
erosexual parents because the latter group may
have easier access to work- and nonwork
resources (such as emergency care services
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through work or familial care). Finally, an LGBT
identity could in some cases buffer the conse-
quences of work—family conflict; it is possible
that LGBT parents have developed resilience and
coping strategies that help them deal with such
stressors (Meyer, 2010). More research is needed
to address each of these important questions.

An Intersectionality Perspective

To this point, we have discussed the potential
experiences of LGBT parents in general without
describing the wide variability that exists within
this population or the nuances that emerge at the
intersection of sexual orientation, gender, ethnic-
ity, or socioeconomic status. A theoretical para-
digm that is applicable to both minority stress
and stigma theories while attending to these
important identities is the perspective of intersec-
tionality. From the lens of critical race and femi-
nist theories (Crenshaw, 1988), intersectionality
underscores the notion that people who are mem-
bers of multiple stigmatized social identity cate-
gories have unique experiences (Cole, 2009). For
example, Crenshaw (1988) examined the inter-
section of gender and race in her exploration of
African-American women. She found that dis-
crimination associated with membership in one
stigmatized identity group can be compounded
when another stigmatized identity is also pos-
sessed. Consistent with this, survey research
(Berdahl & Moore, 2006) indicated that ethnic
minority women faced a “double jeopardy”: not
only did women report more sexual harassment
than men but also minorities reported more eth-
nic harassment than did Whites; minority women
experienced the greatest amount of harassment
overall. Similarly, it has been argued that LGBT
people of color may face more discrimination
than LGBT people who are White (Moradi et al.,
2010). In response to this, Meyer (2010) con-
tended that although there may be an internal
conflict between racial and sexual identities such
that perceptions of oneself as a particular sexual-
ity interfere with values associated with one’s
race, LGB people of color can have positive
racial and sexual identities.



15 LGBT Parents and the Workplace

An intersectionality perspective might be par-
ticularly useful in considering the workplace
experiences of LGBT parents, who may be stig-
matized as a function of their sexual identity as
well as their parental status (in addition to gen-
der, race, and other characteristics). Research on
heterosexual parents suggests that women (but
not men) face stigmatization in the workplace
when they become parents (e.g., Cuddy, Fiske, &
Glick, 2004). Heterosexual women with children
are perceived as less committed to work and less
interested in advancement than are women with-
out children or men (King, 2008). It is possible
that (consistent with a “double jeopardy” per-
spective) these negative effects of maternal status
are exacerbated among lesbian women, who pos-
sess the devalued characteristics of being women,
mothers, and gay. However, there is some evi-
dence that lesbians with children actually have
higher income (Baumle, 2009) and perceived
work commitment (Peplau & Fingerhut, 2004)
than their gay male and heterosexual counter-
parts. More research is needed to reconcile these
contradictory findings.

An intersectionality perspective might also
help to frame efforts toward understanding how
LGBT parents from different socioeconomic
groups experience the work—family interface.
The notion of work—family balance, a theoretical
equilibrium among the time, affect, and behavior
experienced across multiple domains, may be a
luxury for many families whose jobs do not eas-
ily support the costs of food, shelter, and health
care. The work—family interface for such people
may be characterized by extremely long hours or
a “patchwork” of multiple jobs, desperation and
anxious moods, and