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Introduction

In the last 10 years, there has been increased
attention given to the demographic analysis of
same-sex couples and their families. This atten-
tion may be attributed to multiple factors, includ-
ing current debates and social movements
regarding issues of sexual orientation and legisla-
tive rights. Additionally, one paramount factor
contributing to the increased attention is the avail-
ability of better data on same-sex households.
While these data are limited, the inclusion of
various measures and indicators of sexual orien-
tation and access to large-scale nationally repre-
sentative data gives demographers a starting point
to examine issues of sexual orientation. Currently,
there is growing support for the argument that
sexual orientation does have an effect on demo-
graphic processes and life outcomes. This
chapter presents an overview of the current
demographic research on same-sex families. It
describes how same-sex families are understood
by demographers, limitations to this demographic
research, and demonstrates how demography can
illuminate issues of same-sex families. This chap-
ter also draws on research outside of demogra-
phy, primarily from family studies, to further
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highlight substantive concerns and future
directions for demographic research.

Overall, there has been very little academic
research conducted on same-sex couples and
families. While some empirical data, most of
which is qualitative, has been collected on gay
and lesbian families (primarily within psycho-
logical and sociological family studies), this
research is quite limited, resulting in gay men
and lesbians being effectively ignored within
family studies (Allen and Demo 1995; Demo and
Allen 1996). Some undergraduate family studies
textbooks suggest that the primary reason for this
is due to the relatively small population of sexual
minorities (Starbuck 2002; Benokraitis 2011).
However, one might also speculate that the social
stigma of homosexuality, stereotypes, and issues
of social tolerance could play a part in the types
of questions considered and data collected on gay
and lesbian families.

The population size of gay and lesbian families
is still in question. Sociological family studies
texts cite conservative estimates on gay and
lesbian families, suggesting that they comprise
at least 5% of families in the United States
(Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1999). Demographic litera-
ture has suggested there are just over 600,000
same-sex unmarried partner households in the
U.S. as of the 2000 Census (Smith and Gates
2001), the 2008 American Community Survey
estimates 565,000 households (Gates 2009), and
most recently the 2010 Census has released
estimated counts of 646,464 same-sex partner

257

International Handbooks of Population 5, DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-5512-3_14,

© Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2013



258

households (O’Connell and Feliz 2011). These
estimates, as will be discussed later, are conser-
vative, given that they do not include single-parent
families headed by gay men or lesbians, and do not
include couples who choose not to identify their
relationship as a “same-sex partnership” on census
surveys. These data nonetheless indicate that there
is a notable subpopulation living in gay and
lesbian families, warranting an assessment of
their demographic characteristics and outcomes.
This chapter explores many of these issues, includ-
ing prevalence, demographic characteristics, and
outcomes, relative to heterosexual families.

Background on Same-Sex Families

The family plays an important role in society and
for individuals. It is in the family that we spend the
most time and where we learn how to participate
in society. Often, our strongest social and emo-
tional attachments are to our families. However,
there is great diversity among families just as with
the individuals that comprise them. Macro factors
such as urbanization, the presence of market econ-
omies, education structures, and the move towards
individualism, have all had an effect on how
families are defined and organized (Waite 2005).
Additionally, social tolerance, legislation and pub-
lic policy, and social movements have a strong
influence over who is allowed to marry, when indi-
viduals are likely to marry, and who is expected to
make decisions in the family.

As with heterosexual families, same-sex fami-
lies come in many shapes and sizes. They are
influenced by similar contextual factors, such as
education and workplace expectations. However,
same-sex families may also face issues that are
not always applicable to heterosexual families.
For example, since most jurisdictions deny same-
sex couples the right to legally marry, they do not
share the same legal rights and protections as
married heterosexual couples and, because of
this, nor do their children (Demo et al. 2000;
Cahill et al. 2002). Moreover, there are many
laws, policies, and practices in the U.S. and inter-
nationally concerning the regulation of adoption,
foster care, child custody, and visitation issues
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which are biased in favor of heterosexual people,
their relationships, and their families—also limiting
constructions of families (Cahill et al. 2002).

Same-sex relationships and families often face
more social biases; they are frequently taken less
seriously and are less accepted than their hetero-
sexual counterparts. Same-sex partners may feel
less free to show affection towards one another in
public or to talk about their home life while at
work. Also, compared to heterosexual couples,
they are less likely to be extended “couple” privi-
leges with respect to invitations, occupational
benefits, and so forth, or to be viewed as authentic
couples (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1999, 2008). Such
factors influence the organization and health of
families and relationships.

A discussion of issues related to sexual orien-
tation leads to many important questions for
social scientists and demographers wishing to
have a greater understanding of same-sex fami-
lies. For example, many who object to the mar-
riage of same-sex individuals argue that marriage
is a necessary environment for the raising of chil-
dren and that since gay men and lesbians cannot
procreate naturally, they should not be permitted
to marry. Nonetheless, many same-sex partners
are raising children despite these “biological”
limitations. The presence of children in same-sex
households then raises questions such as: How do
children come to be in the household? Are they
adopted or are same-sex partners employing other
means to have children biologically? How are
children and families affected by the lack of legal
and social recognitions afforded their heterosex-
ual counterparts? While demographic research
may not yet be able to answer all of these ques-
tions, the discussion in this chapter lays the foun-
dation to present a more complete picture of
same-sex families and enhance what has already
been learned from family studies research.

Family Studies Research on Same-Sex
Families

Family studies research on same-sex families
tends to concentrate primarily on individuals
within same-sex families—their attributes, feelings,



14 The Family and Gay Men and Lesbians

and behaviors. The social and emotional effects
on children growing up in Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual,
and Transgendered (GLBT) families have also
been examined (Allen and Demo 1995; Stacey
and Biblarz 2001; Biblarz and Savci 2010).
Although there are many reasons to study same-
sex families and relationships, it could be argued
that the literature has been concentrated in areas
that have also been the center of the “family val-
ues” debate in mainstream America. Many of the
research questions posed tend to focus on prov-
ing or disproving elements of this debate, such as
examining the effects of these relationships on
children or assessing how same-sex families
affect or may affect heterosexual society.

Most findings on same-sex couples and fami-
lies have come from a few large-scale family stud-
ies (see Blumstein and Schwartz [1983] or the
Lawrence Kurdek series [1987, 1992]), and vari-
ous other small-scale studies, all of which used
convenience samples consisting of respondents
who were overwhelmingly white, middle-class,
young adults with above-average levels of educa-
tion (Blumstein and Schwartz 1983; Kurdek 1987,
1992). They have found that, like most heterosexual
individuals, gay men and lesbians seek and desire
secure, intimate relationships. Gay men and lesbi-
ans also look for the same relationship qualities as
their heterosexual counterparts, such as spending
time together, sharing intimate feelings, having
equal power in their relationships, and being
monogamous (Starbuck 2002; Kurdek 1992). The
majority of current research indicates that there is
little difference between same-sex partners and
heterosexual cohabiting couples when it comes to
issues of stability, conflict, problem-solving, deci-
sion-making, interpersonal violence, and the
division of household labor (Demo et al. 2000;
Sarantakos 1996; Carrington 1999). Likewise,
rates of relationship dissolution are about the
same for gay men, lesbians, and cohabiting het-
erosexuals, all of which are higher than those for
married heterosexual couples (Starbuck 2002).
These findings support the notion that same-sex
households and families are similar to unmarried
heterosexual households and families. The findings
could also lend support to the idea that a marriage
contract does provide an increased barrier to
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dissolution, something to which most gay men
and lesbians do not have access.

It is also argued that same-sex partners and
their families may be more stable than has been
suggested in the family literature (Gottman et al.
2002). The National Gay and Lesbian Task Force
has asserted that same-sex partners exist in large
numbers, and they are “stable, productive house-
holds and have many of the same needs as do
opposite sex couples” (Bradford et al. 2002: iv).
There have been no clear explanations provided
in the current literature to account for the lower
levels of stability of same-sex unmarried partners
in comparison to married partners. For instance,
dissimilarities in rates of stability between het-
erosexual married couples and same-sex couples
cannot be definitively attributed directly to sexual
orientation. Instead, additional factors, such as
external stresses stemming from heterosexist
norms, lack of social privileges, legal rights, and
other issues may also be contributing to the
observed instability.

Methodological issues in family research may
also be contributing to overstated or inaccurate
instability measures for gay male and lesbian
families. Findings within family studies rely
heavily, or in some cases solely, on data that are
often well over 15 years old and are not nation-
ally representative. Moreover, research has been
based on the ideal of the traditional marriage
construct. This may well affect the manner in
which researchers have undertaken analyses
(Brines and Joyner 1999). Frequently, they tend
to view cohabitation as a form of “trial marriage”
rather than as its own form of relationship, with
unique attributes and characteristics (Brines and
Joyner 1999). These views are likely to affect
how surveys are designed and how behaviors are
interpreted. For example, it is often assumed that
couples have a higher level of commitment to
one another and to their relationship by the mere
fact that they are married. In contrast, unmarried
cohabiters are viewed as less committed and
their relationships as less serious compared to
married couples. This has implications for same-
sex couples who cannot legally marry and whose
relationships go unrecognized or are viewed as
illegitimate.
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However, in a recent review of new scholarship
on GLBT families, Biblarz and Savci (2010) note
the rapid growth of work in the past decade within
family studies. They assert that this is due to an
increase in available data that include questions
and measures of sexual orientation (including
both nationally representative data collection
projects and more focused qualitative studies),
and better research designs being employed by
social scientists (Biblarz and Savci 2010). This
increase in research and its diversity regarding
researchers, questions of interests, and methodol-
ogies (longitudinal, surveys, interviews, etc.) has
led to a more cumulative knowledge regarding
GLBT families.

Moreover, it should be noted that findings and
conclusions from prior family studies research
has overwhelmingly indicated that gay male and
lesbian parents are just as capable of raising
children as are their heterosexual counterparts
(Stacey and Biblarz 2001; Cianciotto and Cahill
2003; Biblarz and Savci 2010). Likewise, most
of the major child advocacy organizations recog-
nize “gay and lesbian parents as good parents,
and assert that children can and do thrive in gay
and lesbian families” (Cahill et al. 2002: 69). These
organizations include: the American Academy
of Pediatrics, the American Psychological
Association (APA), the National Association of
Social Workers in conjunction with the APA,
the American Psychoanalytic Association, and
the American Academy of Family Physicians
(Cahill et al. 2002).

Demographic Research on Same-Sex
Families: Substantive Concerns

As a fledgling field, the social demography of
same-sex families is inundated with many
issues including the lack of nationally represen-
tative data sets, concerns of measurement and
conceptualization, and the social stigma and
assumptions surrounding sexual minorities. In
addition, these issues directly affect one another
and what is demographically known about
same-sex families.

D.R. Compton
Defining Family

In studying same-sex families, one large issue
derives from the diverse definitions and concep-
tualizations of families, and more specifically
same-sex families. Academically, family has
been defined as individuals having either bio-
logical or marital associations that are culturally
recognized (Waite 2005; Baca Zinn and Eitzen
1999). Families have also been described as
being responsible for the bearing and the raising
of children, for comprising the structure within
which individuals reside, and for being the means
by which property is shared and passed down
(Waite 2005; Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1999).
Howeyver, others have asserted that these sorts of
definitions, often based on legal or structural
terms, are quite problematic in reference to fami-
lies outside of the ideal nuclear heterosexual
family type. They are often too narrow or are not
inclusive of some of the increasingly more com-
mon “alternative” family types, such as cohabit-
ing couples without children, GLBT families,
and “families of choice” (Weston 1991; Cahill
et al. 2002; Waite 2005). Most typically, GLBT
families refer to families that consist of at least
one gay male, lesbian, bisexual, or transgendered
parent with one or more child, or to a gay or
lesbian couple irrespective of whether children
are present (Cahill et al. 2002). Also popular in
family studies, is the term “gay families”—where
gay is employed as an umbrella term for GLBT
and holds to the same definition as GLBT fami-
lies (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2008). However, these
terms have been criticized because families do
not have sexual orientations, rather it is individu-
als who make up families that have sexual orien-
tations (BacaZinn and Eitzen 2008). Nevertheless,
these terms persist in family literature.
Conversely, “families of choice” are defined
more by emotional ties rather than legal terms or
blood relations; they can include friends, lovers,
co-parents, children and/or relatives from prior
relationships—most anyone, who provides emo-
tional and/or material support (Weston 1991;
Cahill et al. 2002). Weston (1991) notes that “fam-
ilies of choice” have become a very real option for
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many gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered
people who have been shunned from their own
biological families. Most notably, “family of
choice” does not include an actual parameter for
sexual orientation, such as with gay or GLBT fam-
ily terminology. It could be argued, however, that
the notion of choice delegitimizes this conceptual-
ization of a family as a “real” family further mak-
ing this term problematic and controversial too.

In the 1970s researchers began to focus more
on the household form and its variations, due in
part to social changes in the life course, such as
increases in age at first marriage and in the per-
centage of single-headed households (Seidman
1993; Weston 1991). This created a shift in the
understanding of definitions and roles associated
with the family and, consequently, affected how
scholars studied the family. This new way of
looking at the family resulted in changing con-
ceptions of family and, thus brought a greater vis-
ibility of gay male and lesbian families. However,
the major challenge for gay male and lesbian
families is still confronting the ideology of domi-
nant American culture. As Weston (1991) notes,
homosexuality is associated with deviance, sin-
gleness, and unnaturalness, all of which directly
counter the traditional image of the family that
encompasses heterosexuality, morality, and
nature (Weston 1991). Moreover, in application
to topics of the family, this ideology has been
especially resilient to change. This resilience also
speaks, at least in part, to the lack of available
data on GLBT families, as there is a significant
cultural lag between these understandings and
empirical research.

In addition to the aforementioned terms and
issues, demographic research has also drawn on
same-sex families, along with same-sex couples,
same-sex partners, and same-sex unmarried part-
ners to reference gay and lesbian families (Baumle
et al. 2009; Gates 2009; Black et al. 2000).
However, the conceptualization of these terms
differs based on the survey parameters under
which the data are collected (as will be discussed
in more detail in the next section). Given that the
majority of demographic research on same-sex
families has come from census data that do not
specifically address sexual orientation, definitions
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are limited to households which encompass
“same-sex unmarried partners.” As such, this
definition is a subset of gay and GLBT families,
since most definitions of a family would also
include single parents. In accordance with this
demographic work drawing on census data, this
chapter utilizes same-sex families and gay and
lesbian families to speak to households that are
organized around two same-sex unmarried part-
ners, regardless of the presence of children. This
phrasing is in line with most of the economic and
social demographic research that employs the
census data (Black et al. 2000).

Data and Measures

To date, there are only five nationally representa-
tive datasets in the U.S. from which we are able
to demographically examine issues of homosexu-
ality and same-sex families in the United States.
There is the General Social Survey (GSS), the
National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS),'
National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG),? and
the Census and American Community Survey
(ACS). Depending on the survey, the manner in
which homosexuality and families are measured
varies due to how sexual orientation has been
defined and conceptualized by researchers. Sexual
orientation can be defined in terms of sexual
behavior, sexual desire, and self-identification, or
any combination of the three (Laumann et al.
1994). Most commonly, analyses draw on self-
identification and behavioral measures of sexual
orientation (Baumle et al. 2009). For example,
the GSS includes only behavioral measures of
homosexuality, while the NHSLS and NSFG
has measures of all three conceptualizations.

! The National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS)
was conducted in 1992 by Edward O. Laumann and his
associates (see The Social Organization of Sexuality:
Sexual Practices in the United States [1994]).

> The Cycle 6 and, the newly released, Cycle 7 of the
National Survey of Family Growth were conducted in
2002 and 2006-2008 respectively, by the National Center
for Health Statistics (National Center for Health Statistics
2004, 2010).
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The U.S. Census and ACS only allow for the
analysis of self-identified same-sex unmarried
partners who lived in the same household.

Regarding the demographic analysis of same-
sex families, the census and ACS data are argu-
ably the best, and certainly the largest, datasets
on same-sex partners (Black et al. 2000; Baumle
et al. 2009; Gates 2009). The U.S. Census seeks
to enumerate all American households decenni-
ally, while the ACS samples the population yearly.
Both surveys are conducted by the Census Bureau
and provide wide-ranging information concern-
ing demographics, economics, and the spatial
distribution of the U.S. population (Gates 2009).
Gates (2009) asserts that the census and ACS data
“provide vital and widely trusted information
about same-sex couples and their families that
cannot be acquired from any other data sources”
(Gates 2009: 1).

It is via the “unmarried partner” response that
individuals are able to identify as being unrelated
and living in a household in a “marriage-like”
relationship with one another. It is assumed
that these data represent same-sex households
(male-male or female-female) occupied by part-
nered individuals in a gay relationship (Baumle
et al. 2009; Black et al. 2000, 2003; Simmons and
O’Connell 2003; Walther and Poston 2004; Gates
and Ost 2004). While they do have limitations,
the census and ACS data have given researchers
the ability to examine under-explored issues
regarding sexual orientation. These data are not
generalizable to the entire GLBT population.
For one they do not include single individuals.
They do not encompass those who do not identify
as living in a “marriage-like” relationship, nor do
they directly address sexual orientation or trans-
sexuality. To draw on these data, one must under-
stand and employ the same clear-cut definition of
what a same-sex partner is, as dictated by the
Census Bureau (Black et al. 2000; Smith and
Gates 2001; Gates and Ost 2004; Walther and
Poston 2004). These data, however, are very use-
ful for the study of same-sex families as long as
researchers are clear about to whom the data refer.
The importance of this cannot be overstated.

There are obvious methodological limitations
regarding the conceptualization and measurement
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of sexual orientation, and its application to
demographically studying same-sex families.
First, there is a lack of a common, consistent
definition in surveys, as noted in the “Defining
Families” section of this chapter. Second, there
are problems obtaining sufficiently representative
sample sizes, as the GLBT population is consid-
ered to be relatively small and hidden. Third, and
most notably, there is the absence of questions
that address sexual orientation in large-scale data
collections. These limitations are related to the
social stigma attached to homosexuality that
affects survey design and the manner in which
individuals respond to survey questions about
sexual orientation and behaviors (Laumann et al.
1994; Baumle et al. 2009).

These methodological problems are the same
problems that are inherent in gathering and ana-
lyzing data on most stigmatized groups. While
data and analyses have been highly criticized due
to these methodological limitations, the research
derived from these data, in combination with the
fact that the American public has become more
socially tolerant of homosexuality, has led to
increased discourse and greater visibility of
GLBT populations and issues. All of these fac-
tors have resulted in a cycle that creates more
conversations, controversies, questions, and
research that culminates in better data and better
understanding of the GLBT population and sub-
populations.

Empirical Findings
Same-Sex Parents and Their Children

Thus far, most demographic research analyzing
same-sex partners and their children has been
largely descriptive—limited to summations of
various parenting rates and general demographic
breakdowns (Smith and Gates 2001; Cahill et al.
2002; Simmons and O’Connell 2003). As with
the family literature, there have been very few
demographic studies specifically addressing
same-sex families, or the children of gay male
and lesbian parents. Once again, this is largely
due to the lack of quality data addressing these
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Table 14.1 Data sources of demographic same-sex family research

Data source

Adults Children
Badgett (2001) Voter research surveys, Yankelovich
monitor, GSS, NHSLS, Census
Baumle et al. (2009) Census, ACS Census
Black et al. (2000) Census, ACS GSS, NHSLS, Census
Black et al. (2003) Census, GSS
Cahill et al. (2002) Black Pride Survey
Cianciotto and Cahill (2003) Kaiser family foundation poll, Census
Gates and Ost (2004) Census
Gates (2009) Census, ACS
Gates et al. (2007) Census Census
Laumann et al. (1994) NHSLS
Gates and Ost (2004) Census, ACS
Simmons and O’Connell (2003) Census, ACS Census
Smith and Gates (2001) Census
Walther and Poston (2004) Census, ACS

subjects. There are relatively few quality surveys
from which to estimate the number of children
with gay male and lesbian parents and it is
difficult to draw reliable conclusions from these
studies, as most of them are not based on repre-
sentative samples. Table 14.1 contains a list of
data sources for demographic research on same-
sex families.

Regarding children in same-sex households,
Badgett (2001) notes that according to the Voter
Research Surveys and the Yankelovich Monitor,
the proportion of children in lesbian households
is roughly equal to that in heterosexual women’s
households, whereas gay male households are
about half as likely as heterosexual male house-
holds to have children. However, data from the
General Social Survey/National Health and
Social Science Life Survey (GSS/NHSLS) and
the 1990 Census suggest that there are somewhat
lower numbers of children in same-sex house-
holds (Badgett 2001). According to work done
by Black and his associates (2000), the combined
GSS-NHSLS data indicate that 28% of lesbians
and 14% of gay men have children in their house-
holds (Black et al. 2000). Data from the 1990
U.S. census indicate lower percentages of chil-
dren in same-sex, as compared to heterosexual,
households. According to the 1990 census, only

20% of female same-sex households and 5% of
male same-sex households have children, com-
pared to 57% of married households (Black et al.
2000; Badgett 2001). Badgett (2001) asserts that
this sizable difference in the census data between
same-sex and heterosexual families is perhaps a
reflection of the exclusion of single-parent house-
holds, or a bias in reporting patterns for same-sex
households where couples with children may be
less likely to disclose their relationship on the
census questionnaire.

In a report on educational policy and issues
affecting GLBT youth, Cianciotto and Cahill
(2003) state that estimates range between two and
eight million gay and lesbian parents in the U.S.
With respect to the number of children with one
or more gay, lesbian, or bisexual parent, a range of
from one to fourteen million has been estimated
(Cianciotto and Cahill 2003). A poll conducted in
2000 by the Kaiser Family Foundation indicates
that 8% of the 405 self-identified gay, lesbian, and
bisexual respondents had children under 18 in
their households (Cianciotto and Cahill 2003).
The Black Pride Survey 2000 indicates that 21%
of the black gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgen-
dered participants reported being biological par-
ents, while 2.2% reported being adoptive or foster
parents (Cahill et al. 2002). Moreover, 12%
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reported currently living with children, while 25%
had at least one child (Cahill et al. 2002).

Drawing on the 600,000 same-sex unmarried
partners enumerated in the 2000 U.S. Census,
Simmons and O’Connell (2003) find that 34% of
the female same-sex unmarried partner house-
holds and 22% of the male same-sex unmarried
partner households contained at least one child
under 18. Cianciotto and Cabhill (2003: 1) assert
that for female same-sex unmarried partner
households, this rate “is not that much lower than
the percentage of married opposite-sex house-
holds with children (46%) or the percentage of
unmarried opposite-sex households with chil-
dren (43%).” They observe, however, that male
same-sex partner households “parent at about
half the rate of married couples (22% vs. 46%)”
(Cianciotto and Cahill 2003: 1).

Using the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample
of the 2000 U.S. Census, my coauthors and I
(Baumle et al. 2009) explored demographics
related to same-sex families and their households.
The next three sections draw on, and expand, this
work.

Prevalence and Composition
of Same-Sex Families

The census data permit an exploration of the
prevalence and characteristics of same-sex fami-
lies. Drawing on the 5% PUMS sample for the
2000 Census (at current the 2010 data is not fully
available for analysis), we found that same-sex
unmarried partner households contain 31,972
male and 32,756 female partners, for a total of
64,728 same-sex unmarried partners. There are
30,973 other members in these households
including 21,111 individuals under the age of 18.
Of those under the age of 18, 20,868 can be
identified as children in same-sex unmarried part-
ner households.? Overall, 15% of male same-sex
partners and 21% of female same-sex partners
have children present in their household.

3 The other 243 individuals under 18 were identified as:
head/householder (33), unmarried partners (111), board-
ers (72), and housemates (27).
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The same-sex partners in this sample are pre-
dominantly white and have attended at least some
college. On average the male partners are 45 years
old with a household income of $79,000 and the
female partners are 43 years old with an income
of $67,000.

Over 57% of the male unmarried partners and
50% of the female unmarried partners are catego-
rized as “never married.” With regard to children
in the household, 85% of the male households
and 78% of the female households, report having
no children. A comparison of some of the demo-
graphic characteristics of same-sex households
to different-sex households appears in a later
section.

With regard to other household members,
children are the primary co-residents with same-
sex partners (as compared to other familial or
non-familial household members). Table 14.2
shows the relationship of all individuals in the
household to the householder. Excluding the
unmarried partners, the next five largest catego-
ries of people in the households are: “children”
(21%), ““other non-relatives” (1.6%), “‘stepchildren”
(1.6%), “grandchildren” (1.5%), and “housemates/
roommates” (just over 1%).

One challenge faced when drawing on the
census data is that the census question about
children is not phrased in a manner that permits
a distinction between biological or adopted chil-
dren. Moreover, it cannot be determined whether
the children belong to another member in the
household (Badgett 2001). These data limitations
restrict a complete understanding of the relation-
ships within the families of gay men and lesbians.
However, children can be identified in relation to
the householder and children have been catego-
rized as being an adopted child or a natural-born
child of the householder. This, of course, does not
reflect how the child might or might not be related
to the unmarried partner who is not listed as the
householder on the census form.

In Table 14.3, we take a closer look at the chil-
dren in same-sex households and their relation-
ship to the householder. As previously mentioned,
there are 20,868 children in the sample. There are
8,381 children in gay male partnered households
and 12,487 in lesbian partnered households.
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Table 14.2 Relationship to head of household of same-sex households (2000)

All ages Under 18
Relationship to head Frequency Percent (%) Frequency Percent (%)
Head/Householder 32,364 33.8 33 0.2
Child 20,167 21.1 16,169 76.6
Adopted child 867 0.9 723 34
Stepchild 1,490 1.6 1,200 5.7
Child-in-law 291 0.3 11 0.1
Parent 675 0.7 0 0.0
Parent-in-law 216 0.2 0 0.0
Sibling 994 1.0 137 0.6
Sibling-in-law 244 0.3 19 0.1
Grandchild 1,436 1.5 1,279 6.1
Other relative 255 0.3 101 0.5
Grandparent 31 0.0 0 0.0
Aunt or Uncle 69 0.1 0 0.0
Nephew, Niece 555 0.6 358 1.7
Cousin 187 0.2 33 0.2
Unmarried partner 32,364 33.8 111 0.5
Housemate/Roommate 1,073 1.1 27 0.1
Roomers/Boarders/Lodgers 691 0.7 72 0.3
Foster children 156 0.2 156 0.7
Other non-relatives 1,576 1.6 682 3.2
Total 95,701 100.0% 21,111 100.0%
Table 14.3 Relationship of children to head of household of same-sex households (2000)
Relationship Frequency in gay Frequency in lesbian Percent of
to head households households Total children (%)
Child 6,657 9,512 16,169 77.5
Adopted child 258 465 723 3.5
Stepchild 472 728 1,200 5.8
Child-in-law 6 5 11 0.1
Sibling 68 69 137 0.7
Sibling-in-law 11 8 19 0.1
Grandchild 494 785 1,279 6.1
Other relative 36 65 101 0.5
Nephew, Niece 149 209 358 1.7
Cousin 17 16 33 0.2
Foster children 40 116 156 0.7
Other non-relatives 173 509 682 33
Total 8,381 12,487 20,868 100.0%

Although the 5% PUMS data include 21,111
individuals under the age of 18, 243 individuals
whose indicated relationships were inconsistent
with that of a parent/child relationship were
dropped. These individuals appeared to fall out-
side the “child” category, either because (1) they

were living as adults, as indicated by their
assignment to the “head/householder” or “unmar-
ried partner” relationship categories, or (2) their
relationship to the householder was indicated as
“housemates/roommates” or “roomers/boarders/
lodgers,” suggesting a non-parental relationship.
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However, the “other non-relatives” category was
included due to its size and the ambiguity of the
category in association with a parental relation-
ship. For example, this may be a logical choice
for categorizing children who have been infor-
mally adopted by the householder.

The majority of the children in the sample are
white; however, the racial and ethnic breakdown
of children is more diverse when compared to the
racial and ethnic breakdown of the same-sex
unmarried partners in the sample. On average,
children are 8 years old, with an education level
between the first and fourth grades. As shown
in Table 14.3, “children,” “adopted children,”
“stepchildren,” “grandchildren,” and “other non-
relatives” comprise the top five relationships for
children to householder; these categories account
for just over 96% of all the children in these
households. Children identified as the “children”
of the householder likely include children who
are the biological offspring of the householder.
They may also be children who were products of
artificial reproductive technologies and/or sur-
rogacy. In such a case, even if the householder
did not contribute biologically to the birth of the
child, he or she still might consider the child his
or her “natural child.”

The “adopted child” category is most likely
used by an individual who has engaged in the for-
mal legal adoption of a child (in the past or dur-
ing the current relationship), or who has adopted
the child of their partner (Baumle et al. 2009).
Children in this category could also be the natural
born child from a previous heterosexual relation-
ship or a child resulting from artificial reproduc-
tive technologies (i.e. in the case of a female
same-sex couple, one woman might bear the
child and the other might formally adopt the
child). It is further assumed that the “stepchild”
category refers to children of one partner who are
from prior relationships—irrespective of type,
whether heterosexual or same-sex.

The above-mentioned categories are the more
easily reasoned and recognized categories,
whereas the “other non-relatives” category poses
a greater challenge because we are unable to
ascertain the actual relationship between the chil-
dren and same-sex partners. Past work has sug-
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gested that this is a reasonable category for
children who have been informally adopted by
the head of household (Baumle et al. 2009).

Specifically addressing adopted children,
Gates et al. (2007) find that 4% of adopted chil-
dren in the United States are being raised by
gay or lesbian parents—3% of which are in
single parent households and 1% in coupled
same-sex households. They, further, estimate
that 14,100 children are fostered by a gay or
lesbian parent (Gates et al. 2007). This number
represents close to 3% of children in all forms
of foster care. In considering just non-kin foster
care, the percentage doubles to 6% where 5%
are estimated to be in a single gay or lesbian
parent home and 1% in same-sex coupled homes
(Gates et al. 2007).

Factors Affecting the Presence of
Children in Same-Sex Households

In examining factors affecting the presence of
children in same-sex households, it is important
to consider both individual and contextual char-
acteristics of same-sex partners. As such, demo-
graphic characteristics of same-sex parents and
their households (race, ethnicity, household
income, age, previous marital status) could be
important predictors of children in same-sex
households. In addition, contextual characteristics
such as region of residence and whether house-
holds were located in a state with restrictive state-
level family laws could play a role.

Baumle and colleagues (2009) drew on the
2000 Census Public Use Microdata sample and
found that the odds of having a child present in
the household are 40% higher for lesbians com-
pared to gay men, controlling for other demo-
graphic characteristics. Results also indicate that
racial or ethnic minorities are more likely to have
children present in their households. With regard
to household income, partners in households
where children are present earn slightly less than
those who live in households where there are no
children. Regional location did not appear to have
a significant effect on the presence of children in
same-sex households.
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The largest predictor of children being present
in a same-sex household is whether individuals
had indicated a previous marital relationship on
the census. According to the census data, approx-
imately half of same-sex unmarried partners may
be categorized as having been previously mar-
ried, which could indicate a heterosexual rela-
tionship. Individuals who indicated a previous
marital relationship were almost three times more
likely to have a child in their household than
those who marked the “never married” or “not
applicable” category. While this result does not
speak to how the children come to be in same-sex
households, it does lend support to the notion that
many children present in same-sex households
may be from previous heterosexual marriages
and relationships.

Continuing this line of research, we sought to
further investigate the effects of state-level vari-
ables on the odds of children being present in
same-sex households (Baumle and Compton
2011). Specifically, we examined whether formal
law plays a central role in family formation out-
comes for gay men and lesbians when consider-
ing the effect of both positive and negative family
laws (such as whether gay men and lesbians are
able to adopt and foster, and matters of surrogacy
and second parent adoption irrespective of sexual
orientation), as well as “pro-gay” and “anti-gay”
legislation outside of family laws (i.e. the pres-
ence of sodomy and antidiscrimination laws).

Employing a multilevel analysis, we found
that negative formal laws appeared to play little
or no role in family formation outcomes. Laws
prohibiting same-sex couples from adopting, fos-
tering, or surrogacy had no statistically significant
effect on the presence of children in households.
However, laws prohibiting second parent adop-
tion did result in lower odds of children being
present in a household. Further, positive laws —
measured as a combination of adoption and sec-
ond parent adoption laws* — increased the odds of

4 The same states had positive laws for both types of adop-
tion, thus we were unable to distinguish whether the adop-
tion or the second parent adoption laws might be playing
a greater role in producing this positive effect.
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children being present. Overall, these results are
compatible with prior sociolegal research finding
that individuals are less likely to consult formal
law in decisions regarding their everyday lives —
particularly with regard to family matters — but
are more likely to do so with regard to family
issues concerning “business” matters, such as
wills, estates, guardianship, and transfers of prop-
erty (Baumle et al. 2009).

These results further indicate that, overall,
living in a state with antidiscrimination legislation
increases the odds of a child being present, and
that higher concentrations of same-sex partners
in the state increases the odds of children being
present. The presence of an anti-sodomy law
did not have a statistically significant effect on
the presence of children in same-sex house-
holds. These findings lend further support to
the notion that a “friendly” environment might
increase the prevalence of children in same-sex
households, but that negative laws are less
powerful predictors.

Overall, these analyses show the importance
of considering both individual and contextual
characteristics when examining outcomes for
same-sex families, especially considering the
current legal and political climate and controver-
sies surrounding the GLBT population.

Demographic Comparisons Across
Couple Types

Another goal in demographically studying same-
sex families and households is to assess the degree
to which same-sex partnerships are comparable to
heterosexual married and unmarried partnerships.
Politically, it has been argued that providing legally
sanctioned marriages to gay men and lesbians is
unnecessary because they provide no real benefit
that cannot be gleaned through contractual agree-
ments. However, research indicates that married
individuals are healthier, live longer, and tend to
have more assets and accumulate more wealth than
individuals who are not married (Waite 1995; Waite
and Gallagher 1999; Blumstein and Schwartz
1983). In addition, and as previously discussed,
the stability of same-sex relationships has been
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questioned and same-sex relationships are
generally considered by family studies literature
and society as less stable with lower levels of com-
mitment than relationships where individuals are
married.

In work with Baumle et al. (2009), we found
that same-sex couples largely fall between unmar-
ried heterosexual couples and married couples
with regards to their demographic characteristics
and their standard of life and relationships com-
mitment variables. These include social and eco-
nomic indicators of relationship commitment and
stability, most notably home ownership, the pres-
ence of children, and living in a dual-income
household. While the rates for the presence of chil-
dren in their same-sex homes are considerably
lower compared to heterosexual couples and les-
bian partners appear to be slightly more educated
than the all other partner types, these data suggest
that same-sex households may be more similar to
married households than previously suggested by
family studies. For example, it appears that same-
sex couples have greater financial commitments
and dependence on one another than do hetero-
sexual unmarried partners, although these do
appear to be less than those of heterosexual mar-
ried households. Sixty-seven percent of same-sex
partners own their homes, compared to 46% of
unmarried heterosexual partners and 82% of mar-
ried households. On average, same-sex unmarried
partner households report $77,708 in household
income, whereas unmarried heterosexual partner
households report $55,798 and married house-
holds report $77,669. On the surface it may appear
that same-sex households make more than cross-
sex households. However, compared to married
heterosexual men, partnered gay men earn
significantly less, but slightly more than hetero-
sexual unmarried partnered men. Conversely, part-
nered lesbians earn more than both their married
and unmarried counterparts (Baumle et al. 2009).

Additionally, 71% of same-sex unmarried
partner households have dual labor force partici-
pation, compared to 74% of unmarried partner
households and 64% of married partner house-
holds. These results also could support the notion
that there may be an income or wealth advantage
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for those who are married compared to those who
are not or cannot marry.’

Findings from more recent data sources, like
the 2007 and 2008 American Community Survey
(ACS), further support the notion that same-sex
couples differ from heterosexual cohabiting part-
ners. Drawing on the 2007 ACS data, O’Connell
and Lofquist (2009) found that heterosexual
unmarried partners tend to be younger, less edu-
cated, and have lower household incomes than
same-sex partners and heterosexual married part-
ners. However, heterosexual married couples are
least likely to be in an inter-racial relationship,
least likely to both be employed, and most likely
to own their homes according to the 2007 ACS
data (O’Connell and Lofquist 2009).

In addition to assessing how same-sex and
opposite-sex couples compare, demographic
analyses using census data have also been con-
cerned with examining how “married” same-sex
partners might differ from “cohabiting” same-sex
partners. These questions arise particularly in
relation to the self-selection of the “unmarried
partner” versus “spouse” categories of the “rela-
tionship to the head of household” question on
the U.S. Census. Before 2004, same-sex couples
did not have access to legal marriage. This does
not mean that same-sex couples did not endeavor
to organize their relationships as if legally mar-
ried; indeed, some couples identified on surveys
as “married” even in the absence of a legal mar-
riage. In 2004, Massachusetts became the first
state to legalize same-sex marriage. Connecticut
and California (which briefly allowed same-sex
marriage, but currently does not) followed suit in
2008. As of January 2012, Towa, Vermont, New
Hampshire, the District of Columbia, and New
York have also legalized same-sex marriage,
while Rhode Island, Maryland, New Mexico, and
Illinois recognize same-sex marriages granted
from other states (NGTLF 2010).°

> For more discussion on issues related to income and
same-sex families and households see Chap. 13.

¢ This list does not speak to civil unions or domestic part-
nerships, rather it solely refers to same-sex marriage
recognition.
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Currently, the U.S. Census Bureau does not
allow same-sex partners to indicate a spousal
relationship on the census due to guidelines set
forth by the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act
(DOMA) which defines “marriage” and “spouse”
for federal purposes. As such, same-sex partners
that do identify a spousal relationship are edited
into the “unmarried partner” category in public
use files. However, the internal data files do con-
tain the edited responses, allowing data to be
teased out via imputation flags in the more recent
ACS data and in the upcoming 2010 Census
(O’Connell and Lofquist 2009).

So, are households that indicate ‘“unmarried
partner” different from households that indicate
“spouse”? According to the most recent ACS
data, they are in fact different. Drawing on the
2007 ACS data, partners that indicate a spousal
relationship are slightly older, more likely to have
children, and more likely to own their homes
compared to partners that indicate an unmarried
partner relationship (O’Connell and Lofquist
2009). Moreover, same-sex spouses are less likely
to have an inter-racial partner and less likely to
have both partners employed (O’Connell and
Lofquist 2009). The 2008 ACS data also indicate
that same-sex spouses are different from same-
sex unmarried partners (Gates 2009). Consistent
with the 2007 data, same-sex spouses are older,
twice as likely to be raising children, more likely
to be homeowners, and have lower employment
rates than their unmarried partners. Additionally,
same-sex spouses are most likely to be female, to
have lower education levels, and lower incomes
than their unmarried counterparts (Gates 2009).

Compared to heterosexual married spouses,
same-sex spouses are similar in age, education
levels, income levels, homeownership rates, and
whether they were in an inter-racial relationship.
However, they differed in that they were less
likely to be raising children and they are slightly
less likely to have both spouses working com-
pared to the heterosexual spouses (Gates 2009).

Lastly, it is important to note the theoretical
and methodological concerns about comparisons
among these couple types. For example, it is pos-
sible that a small proportion of same-sex couples
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may be different-sex couples that miscoded their
or their partner’s sex. Likewise, these numbers do
not capture couples who do not self-identify as
unmarried partners, due to the stigma or concerns
of confidentiality, nor are we able to infer rela-
tionship of children in the household to anyone
other than to “person #1.” This last issue is per-
haps the most problematic for studies of same-sex
families drawing on the census data. As such,
caution should be used when drawing conclu-
sions about same-sex couples and their families.
Nevertheless, these analyses do shed light on
same-sex families, their children, and the manner
in which their relationships compare to those of
heterosexual relationships. They also draw atten-
tion to issues of same-sex marriage and how mar-
ital status (whether couples are legally married or
perceive themselves to be married) may be an
especially important variable of interest for future
demographic summaries of same-sex couples
and their households.

Theoretical Issues and Research
Directions

Kinsey argued that it was impossible to enumer-
ate how many gay men and lesbians are in the
population (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 2008). This
was primarily due to the lack of data and the
difficulty in counting a hidden and stigmatized
population. Although strides have been made, to
date, we still have no count of the gay male and
lesbian population and are still grappling with the
same theoretical and methodological issues.
Available data are limited and are prone to criti-
cism. However, with an understanding of the data
limitations and conceptual assumptions, reliable
counts at the household level are increasingly
possible, allowing better access to same-sex part-
ners and their families.

The 2000 Census gave us the largest-ever
nationally representative dataset with which to
study same-sex households. It may have even
spurred the increased attention given to demo-
graphic analyses of same-sex partners and their
families in the last 10 years, along with growing
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social movements related to issues of sexual ori-
entation. It is expected that the 2010 Census will
improve upon the 2000 data, giving us better
counts and descriptions of same-sex households.
As with the 2000 questionnaire, the 2010 ques-
tionnaire will not explicitly address sexual ori-
entation of individuals, but it will continue to
allow the census to recognize relationships of
same-sex partners. It will also mark the first
official count of same-sex couples who self-
identify as spouses (Conant 2009). Data released
to the public will essentially be edited to show
only unmarried partners (as with the 2000 data)
and same-sex spouses will not be recognized in
accordance with Federal DOMA guidelines,
however, supplementary data and special reports
have been released regarding the numbers of
same-sex households—married and unmarried.
According to the Census Bureau’s preferred
estimates, as of April 2010, there were 131,729
same-sex married households and 514,735
unmarried partner households for a grand total
of 646,464 same-sex partner households. This is
an 80% increase from the 2000 estimates of
total same-sex partner households (O’Connell
and Feliz 2011).7

The 2010 Census marks the first census since
the inception of state-recognized same-sex mar-
riage. Moreover, it will better capture the impact
of state-level legislation concerning gay and les-
bian families (such as non-discrimination laws,
and laws regarding fostering, adopting, and
reproductive technologies) that have been in
effect for more than 10 years. This is significant
because even though legislation may take effect,
there is generally a lag between when it is enacted
and its impact.

Future work should consider, and continually
assess, the changing social and legal landscape
and its impact on same-sex families. As demog-
raphers, we know that context is important for
understanding social behavior and outcomes. For
example, it will become more important to sepa-

7 Only summary file counts and preferred estimates have
been released at time of publishing.
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rate same-sex unmarried partners and same-sex
married partners as more jurisdictions enact
same-sex marriage, granting married couples
access to certain rights and privileges that are
attached to legal marriage. However, caution
should also be taken when considering the same-
sex married partners and their characteristics as
their numbers do greatly exceed the administra-
tive data on same-sex marriages (O’Connell and
Lofquist 2009; Leff 2009). In 2000, 30% of same-
sex couples indicated a spousal relationship at a
time when none of them could have been legally
married to one another (Leff 2009). At present,
there are approximately 35,000 couples that have
been legally married, primarily in California and
Massachusetts, and 10 times this rate are identi-
fying spousal relationships (Leff 2009). This sug-
gests that same-sex couples may be applying
their own conceptualizations of marriage to rep-
resent their relationships (many may have had
commitment ceremonies or feel that they live as
if they were married), rather than the very formal
legally defined definition of marriage that the
census employs.

Findings such as the over-estimation of
spouses illuminate the complexities of working
with surveys that do not consider issues of sex-
ual orientation during their construction. Future
population and family surveys should consider
this population and related issues of sexual ori-
entation during their construction. Furthermore,
future demographic research should be willing
to draw on qualitative and multi-method analy-
ses in order to improve our understanding of
same-sex families and their understandings of
the category meanings related to surveying.
Drawing solely on quantitative surveys does not
provide a complete picture and we are still
unable to ascertain some of the most basic ques-
tions about same-sex families. While research-
ers can be more confident in enumerating how
many children are in same-sex households (or
those who choose to identify as same-sex house-
holds), very little is known about how they come
to be in these households and the complexities
of their relationships to household members and
the state.
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Nevertheless, drawing on nationally repre-
sentative survey data has allowed us to shed light
on the presence of same-sex families and their
children, and has given us insight to how they
demographically compare to heterosexual fami-
lies. Given the current social, political, and legal
climate, this may be especially important because
there are many social assumptions that surround
same-sex families and sexual orientation. For
example, same-sex partners are often associated
with privilege—being white, educated, and
wealthy. However, income analyses have found
that, at the individual level, gay men earn less
than married men (Baumle et al. 2009), and
approximately 20% of children belonging to gay
couples live in poverty compared to 10% of
children belonging to heterosexual couples
(Conant 2009). Likewise, one might assume that
external structural (legal and social) barriers and
added financial resources may render it chal-
lenging for two individuals of the same-sex to
have children, absent a prior heterosexual rela-
tionship. However, there is not a notable differ-
ence in income between same-sex households
with children and those without (Baumle et al.
2009). With large-scale nationally representative
data, stereotypes can be replaced with factual
information.

Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed the demographics of
the families of gay men and lesbians, including
conceptualizations of family, obstacles in study-
ing same-sex families, and some suggestions for
future research. It is evident that the environment
for demographically studying same-sex families
is much better now than compared to 10 years
ago. Descriptively, we know a great deal more
about same-sex families and their households.
We have also begun to make inferences about
how same-sex families are organized and how
issues related to being a sexual minority affect
them. However, within family demography, the
study of same-sex families is still a very minor
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subset of the field. Most demographic research
does not consider issues of sexual orientation in
relation to greater demographic processes and
transitions (largely due to the lack of data). As
such, many gaps and questions remain.
Nevertheless, there are reasons for continued
optimism that our access to this population will
continue to open up (especially via the 2010
Census). Reliable counts and portrayals of same-
sex families are possible, as is the on-going
access to improved measures and data. Hopefully,
this will further develop to a point where demo-
graphic research on same-sex families contrib-
utes to an overall understanding of demographic
processes and transitions and, ideally, lead to a
point where most, if not all, family demogra-
phers will consider issues of same-sex families
when they think about survey and research
designs, and demographic behaviors.
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