
are only legal in a few states, more women than men have entered into these legal­
ized relationships. In Vermont, twice as many women as men have had civil unions 
(Solomon et aI., 2004). In Massachusetts in 2004, the first year of that legislation, 
65% of same-sex marriages were female (BeIge, 2(05). And in San Francisco, 
where same-sex marriages were performed for about a month in early 2004, women 
predominated. 

What could account for this difference in gender ratios between Europe and the 
US? Although it is impossible to know the actual number of lesbians and gay men 
in any society, most studies (e.g., Laumann et aI., 1994) have more gay male than 
lesbian respondents. Thus, one could argue that the ratio of gay men to lesbians 
who have legalized relationships in European countries more accurately rellects the 
gender ratio. Secondly, Soland (1998) theorized that fewer lesbians than gay men 
took advantage of the Danish registered partnership legislation because until 
recently same-sex partners could not adopt children, including children of their 
p3l1ner. A third argument is that two men in a couple on average would have higher 
incomes than two women. Thus, gay men may benefit more from the financial 
aspects of legalized relationships, such as inheritance (all the European countries 
with same-sex legalized relationships have national health care coverage, so this is 
not an issue). Finally, Soland suggests that more lesbians questioned the notion of 
marriage as ocially conservative. It is possible that radical politics among lesbians 
are more prevalent in Scandinavian and northern European nations than in North 
America as a whole. 

In the United States, legalized relationships are only at the statewide level. Thus, 
in contrast to Europe and Canada, same-sex legalized relationships in the US are 
primarily a symbolic act, and it is possible that women are socialized to value the 
symbolism of marriage more so than men. Most benefits of marriage are at the 
federal level (e.g., inheritance, retirement, social security, sponsoring a partner 
from another country for US immigration, tiling joint income tax; Cahill. Ellen, & 
Tobias, 2002) and so men, \vhose higher incomes may have more to gain from legal 
marriage, may not be interested. 

There has been surprisingly little research about same-sex marriage other than 
the gender ratio. We do not know, for example, what motivates couples to get 
married (or have civil unions, domestic partnerships, or informal commitment 
ceremonies) when they do. 

Attitudes by the General Public About Same-Sex Couples 

In the past few years the US media has focused on the issue of same-sex marriage. 
Pol iticians, religious leaders. educators, and members of the general public discuss 
whether same-sex marriage is feasible on legal or moral grounds, whether it is good 
for children, and whether it will impact heterosexual marriage. It is not uncommon 
to read in the media that lesbians and gay men do not form lasting relationships, 
that they are promiscuous, that they expose young children to sex, or that. ame-sex 

marriage will cause the end of traditional marriage. Herek's (1994) research with 
random-digit dialing telephone surveys found that only one in three people reported 
knowing someone lesbian or gay. Those that do have lesbian or gay male acquaint­
ances, t~'iends, or family men;b~rs have more positive attitudes about lesbians and 
gay men. As Peplau, Veniegas. and Campbell (1996. p. 2.'10) stated: "Many 
Americans do not view lesbians and gay men as real people, but rather as abstract 
symbols who challenge conventional role. for women and men and who threaten 
traditional religious and family values ....and a common belief is that same-sex 

couples have transient and troubled relationships." 
When it comes to marriagc. the public opposes legalizing same-sex marriage by

a strong margin. A July 2003 opinion survey indicated that 59'70 of Americans
opposed allowing gays and lesbians to marry compared with 32% who were in favor
(Lochhead, 20(3). When asked about support of "legal agreements giving many of
the same rights as marriage." 51 Ok were opposed and 4 J o/r, in favor (Lochhead).
A multitude of factors accounts for this opposition. Yep et al. (2003) state that the
debate in the mainstream media has consisted of "historicaL philosophicaL religious,

moral, politicaL legaL personaL and emotional grounds" (p. 46).
Most LGBs grew up in families and now live in neighborhoods and work with people 

who hold such attitudes. As a result LGBs may internalize these negative attitudes about 
themselves. They may delay coming out to their families and friends or joining LGB 
communities in order to avoid negative stereotypes. Their own partnered relationships 
may be affected by these cultural views of the behm'ior of lesbians and gay men. 

Testa, Kinder. and Ironson (1987) askcd 380 college students to read hypothetical 
profiles of leshian. gay male, or heterosexual couples. The profile of each couple 
had a high, medium, or low description of how much the couple was "in love." 
College ~students were asked to complete a modilied version of the Dyadic 
Adiu~ment Scale about the couple's degree of relationship satisfaction and also the 
qu~tlity or love present in the relationship. Lesbian and gay male couples were 
perceived as being less satisfied with their relationship and less in love than 
heterosexual couples. despite the fact that [he profiles were written so as to he 

identical except for the gender of the partners. 

Lesbians and Gay Men who were Previously 'Married
to Heterosexuals

The general heterosexual public may not know Illuch about same-sex couples. hUl 
LGBs know a great deal about heterosexual marriage. Fairy tales in childhood 
end with c()upl~s gelling married and living "happily ever after.·· Most orlicial 
documents ask about marital stalUS. There are other constant reminders about the 
importance of marriage. Popular song.. te1e\'ision shows, magazines. books, and 

advertised products focus on marriage themes. 
And. in fact, many LGBs have been previously heterosexually married. An early 

survey by Bell and Weinberg (1978) found 130/(' of African American gay men, 20% of . - ~



European American gay men, 47% of African American lesbians, and 35% of European 
American lesbians had been married. Although these data indicate that lesbians were 
more likely to have been previously man'ied then gay men, gay men had been in their 
fonner marriages for longer periods than lesbians. In a study of same-sex registered 
partnerships in Norway and Sweden (Andersson, Noack, Seierstad, & Weedon-Fekjaer, 
2004), one-quarter of lesbians had been previously heterosexually manied, which was 
also the case for prior marriages of their heterosexual counterparts. 

Wyers (1987) interviewed 74 lesbian and gay male participants who were sepa­
rated or divorced from heterosexual malTiages. Fonner marriages of lesbians lasted 
8.6 years on average, compared with J I years for fonner marriages of gay men. 
Additionally, gay men were about twice as likely to rate their former marriage sat­
isfying than were lesbians. Only 26.5% of female participants were aware of their 
lesbianism when they got married, compared with 68.8% of men who were aware 
that they were gay. Few participants had disclosed their sexual orientation to their 
former spouse before marriage. Among the gay men, 81 % found the coming out 
process during marriage to be difficult, compared with 53% of lesbians. 

LGBs Currently Married to Heterosexuals 

This review has not begun to discuss the ways in which self-identified LGBs ditfer 
from women and men in heterosexual marriages who covertly have sexual relation­
ships with same-sex individuals. In many cases, the spouses, the children, and/or 
, ociety at large, are unaware of the same-sex relationship. Three books on this phe­
nomenon are And Then J Met 7his Woman: Previously IHarried Women's Journeys 
infO Leshian Relationships (Cassingham & O'Neil, 1993), Married Women Who 
Love Women (Strock, 2000), and When Husbands Come Out o{the Closet (Gochros, 
1989). but there has been little systematic research on such families. 

Such closeted couples surely differ from "out" same-sex couples in myriads of 
ways, but finding samples for research would be challenging. For example, Wyers 
(1987) set out to study lesbian and gay male parents who were heterosexually mar­
ried, separated, or divorced. The study was widely publicized in the Portland, 
Oregon area. but only two out of 74 people who agreed to participate were currently 
married. Yet one could speculate that, even today, LGBs who are heterosexually 
married yet partnered with same-sex lovers may be a very large subgroup, 

Changes in Same-Sex Relationships over Time 

Are same-sex relationships today similar to those of 30 years ago? The late 1970s were 
the beginning of research of san1e-sex couples, most notably by Anne Peplau and her 
colleagues and by Blumstein and Schwartz. This was the height of the second wave of 
the feminist movement, and, not surprisingly, feminism played a role in lesbians' lives, 
Peplau and her collaborators (Peplau, Cochran, Rook, & Padesky, 1978) asked 

lesbians to rate the importance to them of \ariou statements about romantic/sexual 
relationships. A factor analysis yielded two factors: one on dyadic attachment (having 
a close, monogamous and permanent relationship with shared activities) and the other 
on personal autonomy (having an indepcndent and equal relationship), About half the 
sample belonged to current feminist organizations. Feminism was positively associ­
ated with personal autonomy and negatively with dyadic attachment. It is possible that 
feminism would be less imp0l1ant for younger lesbians today. 

Both Diamond (2005) and Savin-Williams (2005) ha\'e conducted longitudinal 
research with sexual minority youth. Although their research does not focus on 
couples. it is apparent that concepts of sexual orientation hm'e changed drastically 
in the past decade. Sexual orientation and self-identity are more tluid and flexible, 
more resistant to easy categorization, and may be independent of sexual behavior. 
As this age cohort enters long-term partnered same-sex relationships. they may 
appear markedly different from older generations. Much of the research reviewed 
later may be inapplicable to this younger generation as they enter adulthood. 

Given all These Methodological Issues, What does 
the Research Say About Same-Sex Couples? 

All of the issues discussed are potential methodological problems when conducting 
research about same-sex couples. We do not know much about how the complexity 
of dimensions of sexual orientation affects the two members of the couple. and their 
relationship. If studies included more bisexual women and men, how would this 
change the results? What if the heterosexual comparison groups were more similar 
in recruitment method. or demographics? Would it be possible to study LGBs who 
are currently heterosexually married? And how will increased legality of same-sex 
marriage affect same-sex couples? The following review describes what is known 
about same-sex couples, including factors that are similar to married heterosexual 
couples and those that are unique to same-sex couples. Despite the challenges 
involved in studying LGB couples m'er time. it is impressive that a numher of 
researchers have managed to obtain the consent of following couple. as they live 
their lives. 

Demographic Similarity Within Couples 

A large literature on married heterosexual couples indicates that demographic 
similarity ("assortative mating") is a predictor of relationship satisfaction (e.g., 
Adams. 19791. Laumann et a1. (1994) describe how assortative mating among 
heterosexuals is the norm. gi\'cn how schools. colleges. neighborhoods. and the 
military are stratified by such factors as age. social class. race. ethnicity, and religion. 
They speculate that LGBs might meet partners in settings (e.g .. gay bars. LGB 
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