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ABSTRACT. Leshians, gay men, and bisexuals (LGBs) often have het-
erosexval siblings. The authors have conducted several research projects
comparing siblings of different sexual orientations, given that siblings
usually have the same ethnicity, race, parental socioeconomic status,
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ang rehgious background This revicw arlicle presents research on
LGBs and heterosexuals, all recrudled via siblings. In general, heterosex-
ual siblings are more manstream in terms of being in long-term relation-
ships, having children, belonging to a formal religion, and having more
contact withtheir famly of ocigin. L.GR siblings are more politically hb-
eral, more highly educated, and have moved away (rom their families of
origin. The arucle speculates about how siblings who grow up in the

same families could be so demographically different in adulthood. fAs-
ticle copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: i-
B00-HAWORTH. E-muail address: <docdelivery @ havorthpress.com> Website.
<http:/www. HaworthPress.com> © 2005 by The Hawarth Press, Ine, All rights
reserved. ]

KEYWORDS. Siblings of lesbians, gay men. and bisexuals; sisters and
brothers of lesbians, gay men, and bisexuzls; siblings and demographic
factors

Consider the following two anecdotes:

George is a 32-ye-old gay man froni a large, [rish-Cathollir_: fam-
iy of s1x siblings. Three of his brothers are gay and one of his two
sisters 1s bisexual. When George was in first grade. lus motber be-
come romantically involved with a woman (Gearge’s frst grade
weacher-a nun') and has lived with her ever since.

When she was 17, Rebecca escaped from an arranged marriage 1n
an vlea-religions Hasidic Jewish community. She took a bus to
San Francisco. where she is currently in law school and in a rela-
tonship with anothesr woman, Her five brothers and (wo sisters
have all marricd and remained in the Hasidic community. Rebecca
has little conmact with them.

George and Rebecea are redl people (though their names and some
ideatifying information huve been changed). Both are l}nusua|~fcw fam;-
hies in the United States have (hat many children, very few people are Ha-
sidic, and 11 )5 very rare 10 have so many people in one f:_amlly sdentify as
LGB. Yet George and Rebecca represent the extremes of what this article
wil} focus on: do LGB individuals come from families that are also non-
trachvonal. or are they the ones who got away from conventional fami-
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lies? Our research projects find thas one of these extremes s much more
common than the other, and this will be described below.

How much do most LGBs know about their friends’ and lovers’ sib-
lings? Probably not too much given that LGBs tend to socialize more
with [riends than with family of origin (Kurdek & Schmids, 1987).
LGBs who are closeted may never have introduced their lover or LGB
friends (o their siblings so that the only information we have about (hose
§iblings is via anecdotes and photographs. In the LGB COMIMUIMILCES, We
spend a lo¢ of ume discussing our parents (e.g., should we come out to
them: will they accept our lover as a member of the family), but other-
wise probably spend more time describing our ex-lovers, therapists, and
pets than our relatives, mcluding our siblings.

Yel there 1s something fascingting about LGBs and their siblings.
Most people are the same general age as their siblings and also the same
race and ethnicily. They were raised in the same re igious tradition. De-
spite the increasing divorce rate and concomitant blended families,
most siblings grew up in the same household and agended the same
schaols at least for a while. The parent(s) or other adults who 1ook care
of themn had a particular income, educational level, and occupanon, so
that siblings. especially if close in age, came from similar sociceco.
aomic backgrounds. But now, 1n adulthood, ane of those sibhings idenu-
(ies as LGB and one as heterasexuval. How did this come about? What
other factors are different (or simifar) among siblings who differ in sex-
ual orientation?

SIBLINGS AS A COMPARISON GROUP FOR LGDs

We did not set out to conduct a profile of LGB and heteroscxual sib-
Nings. Instead, we were looking for a good way 1o fiud heierosexuals
who could serve as a comparisan group for LGBs. Researchers who
study LGBs and want to compare them with heterosexuals face 2 nuim-
ber of methodological obstacles. One way Lo find targe numbers of
LGBs is to distribute questionnaires at LGB communly events (such as
gay pride marches) or organizations (such as lesbian bars) or place
advertisements asking for pariicipants in LGB newslelters or maga-
zines. The problem is that such sources do vot yield 100 many helero-
sexual partcipants. Conversely, if researchers use general sowces
(e.g., random telephone calls, ads jn city newspapers), only a (iny fraction
(1t02%) of participants will identity as LGB. This necessitates conlact.
ing thousands of participants 10 obtain even a small sample of LGBs, Fi-
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nally, it is possible to recruit participants from LGB community sources
and just compare the results to published studies of the “general popula-
tion,” presumed heterosexual. This too has some weaknesses—the two
samples were often collected in different ways or at different times.
Also, LGBs are usually demographically different from general survey
data, so the researchers have to control statistically for these differ-
ENnces.

One solution we had to this methodological dilemma was the idea of
recruiting LGBS via community sources and then asking thesm to recruit
their heterosexual siblings. That way, LGB and heterosexual partici-
pants would be surveyed via the same methods, the same time period,
and the same measures. Our first study was designed to focus only on
lesbians and their heterosexual sisters. We knew that we wanted to in-
clude leshians who were not out to their heterosexnal sisters so we made
sure that the questionnaires did not state anywhere that ours was a study
of sexual orientation. Among many demographic items and other
subscales in the questionnaire were Lwo items about sexual orientation
(versus, for example, three about religion). Our main interest was the
feasibility of the study—for instance, would enough heterosexuat sisters
participate?

This first study (Rothblum & Tactor, 1999) tanght us a number of
things. In many cases lesbians bad multple sisters and all of them
wanted to participate. In hindsight, this had a major benefit: the re-
sponse rate of the index participants (the original participants who con-
tacted us) was much higher than those of their sisters. But, with multiple
sisters, we ended up with nearly identical numbers of lesbians (314) and
heterosexual women (315). Furthermore, some of the respondents (133)
were bisexual 50 we could compare bisexual women with Jesbians and
heterosexual women. Finally, some index participants had sisters who
were themselves lesbian or bisexual. This allowed us to compare index
patticipants with siblings who were similar in sexual orientation to see
if recruitment method (e.g., bisexual women who actively sought us out
versus those dragged into the study by their sisters} made a difference (it
didn’t).

Our second study (Rothblum, Balsam & Mickey, in press) recruited
lesbians, gay men, and bisexual women and men, and their stblings
(whether heterosexual or LGB). Once again, we wanted to include
LGBs who were not out to their siblings but we also wanled to survey
LGBs about a number of issues specific to the coming out process. Con-
sequently, we sent every participant a questionnaire printed on white
paper, and sent LGB partictpants an additional questionnaire on laven-
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der paper with items about the LGB experience. Based on the self-rating
of sexual orientation, there were 348 heterosexual women, 125 bisexual
women, 332 lesbians, 185 heterosexual men, 38 bisexual men; and 226
gay men in this study.

The third study took advantage of the recent same-sex civil union
legislation in the state of Vermont. We obtained copies of all ¢civil union
certificates from the first year of this tegislation (July 1, 2000, to June
30, 2001) and wrote to all the couples. We also wanted to compare these
civil unjon couples (two-thirds of whom were lesbians, ten percent peo-
ple of color, and 80% from outside Vermont) to same-sex couples in
their friendship circle who had not had civil unions, and also with het-
erosexual married siblings and their spouses. The analyses we will re-
port on here are only those of civil union couples and heterosexual
married couples recruited from their siblings (that is, we will not be dis-
cussing results of same-sex coupies not in civil unions). This sample
consisted of 212 lesbians in civil unions, 219 married heterosexual
women, 123 gay men in civil unions, and 193 married heterosexual
merl.

This study (Solomon, Rothblum & Balsam, in press) differed from
our first two studies in several ways. First, we had access to a whole
population (rare in LGB research, where many participants are closeted
or unknown to the research teamy), even though we had limited funding
and thus only sent questionnaires to a subset of this sample. Further-
more, the civil union certificates also contained some information (year
of birth of both partners, their race and ethnicity, educational level,
where they lived, and whether they had been married heterosexually),
which allowed us 1o compare characteristics of our sample with the
whole population. This study was limited to couples in legal relation-
ships (whether lesbian, gay, or heterosexual). Unlike the first cwo stud-
1es, we included only lesbian and gay maie coupies in ¢ivii unions who
were out to their heterosexual married siblings.

The results of these studies point out many differences among les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and heterosexual siblings (whenever we refer to dif-

ferences we mean those that were statistically significani). A few words

of caution are in order. Not all variables mentioned below were in-
cluded in all three studies. We compared participants separately by gen-
der. Thus, beterosexuat men were compared with gay men {(and in Study
2 to a very small sample of bisexual men). Heterosexua) women were
compared with lesbians and in Study 2 with bisexual women (Study 1
also included bisexual women in some analyses). We will present the
results in three general areas: (1) education and moving away from the
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family of origin; (2) relationships, children, and division of labor: and
(3) religion and politics.

FINDINGS
Education and Moving Away from the Family of Origin

Lesbians and bisexual women have higher levels of education than
do heterosexual women; the effect is weaker for gay men. Prior conve-
nience stucdies have found lesbians to be highly educated (e.g., Brad-
ford, Ryan & Rothblum, 1994: Morris & Rothblum, 1999}, This fact
was often interpreted as the result of convenience sampling: for exam-
ple, 1t was assumed that educated individuals would be more likely to
subscribe 1o LGB periodicals and thus see ads about research. But our
research shows this effect even when lesbians are compared with their
heterosexual sisters. In all three studies, lesbians have higher educa-
tional levels than heterosexual women. In the two studies that included
bisexual women, they too surpass the educational levels of heterosexual
women. On average, lesbians and bisexual women have a college de-
gree or some graduate training whereas heterosexual women have some
years of college but not a degree.

Our studies were not longitudinal, so we cannot identify which came
first—coming out as lesbian or bisexual versus obtaining higher educa-
tion. For example, heterosexual women may have married or had chil-
dren ar a young age (more about these variables later). Thus,
heterosexual women may have dropped out of college or started college
at a later age. Furthermore, universities in most countries are located in
major cities bul in the United States these can also be in rural or isolated
locations including prestigious colleges (e.g., Cornell) and iand grant
universities (e.g., University of Ilinois) that have graduate depart-
ments. There are many variables involved in atiending a particular col-
lege such as identifying a college that offers what you want, being
accepted by that college, and being able to afford attending thatcollege.
Women with husbands and children might be less likely to aproot their
tamilies in search of higher education.

Lesbians may particularly seek out education because they are aware
that they will not marry a man with a kigher salary 1o suppzar[ them or
supplement what they earn. Thus, they need to think seriously of their
education preparing them for a job or career (see Dunne, 1997: 1998 for
lesbians’ career preparations and choices).
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These possibilities assume that higher education follows coming out
as lestan or bisexval. The converse may be true as well. Faderman
(1991) has argued that colleges expose women to feminism and lesbhian-
1sm. In that case, the sibling who attended college 1s the one more likely
to come out as a sexual minority. Are there ways in which the daughter
who moves away 1o attend college or who seeks a higher level of educa-
tion than ber siblings or parents is already predisposed to be more inde-
pendent or to seek out novel experiences? Either way, a lesbian or
bisexual sexual orientation is associated with mgher education.

Education was not as strongly associated with sexual orientation
among inen. Gay men have higher levels of education in one study but
not the other. Bisexual men have similar levels of education to hetero-
sexual men (and thus lower levels than gay men). 1t is bikely that for het-
erosexual men, marrlage and children are nol barriers o higher
education the way they are for heterosexual women. Furthermare, the
possibility that colleges may be a way that students tearn about LGB is-
sues may be less salient for men, because gay men reach developmental
milestones in the sexual 1dentity process atearlier ages than do women
(Garnets & Kimmel, 2003).

LGBs are underpaid relative (o their educational level. Despile
higher educational levels, we {ound no significant differences im incorme
between LGB and heterosexual siblings. In the general population, in-
come and educational levels are correlated (people with more educa-
tion, on average, earn more money). This means that LGBs are
underpaid for their educational level. It is possible that LGBs face dis-
crimination in the workplace or in hiring practices so that their income
15 not commensurate with their abilities (Badgett, 2001}, Itis also possi-
ble that LGBs prioritize workplace factors other than income such as
choosing to work for a company with gay-affirmative practices or one
that is in a liberal Jocation. Or, LGBs may select jobs that have a social
justice component rather than those aimed at advanceinent or bigh in-
comes. Whatever the cause, it 1s important to point out that the corapara-
ble income between LGBs and heterosexual siblings counters the
stereotype in the media that LGBs (especially gay men) are financially
very well off.

Heterosexual women are more likely 10 be homemcakers. The role of
homemaker 1s reserved almost exclusively for women who are hetero-
sexually married. In all three studies, about one-fifth to one-quarter of
heterosexual women are homemakers which is not a role that has high
status in our society. For men and also for women who are not masried,
very few identify with the role of homemaker.
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Gay men luive inoved to large ciries. Both convenience sueveys
and nationally repeeseniative studies have found a high proportion of
gay men Jive in large orban aceas (e.g., Laumann, Gagnon, Michael &
Michaels. 1994). It s bard to know from those studies whether gay men
have moved to large citics or whether thosce researchers were dis-
proportionally targeting urban gay men (e¢.g., by using snowball sam-
pling or disiributing sorveys at large gay events). Qur rescarch
consisiently shows that gay men live 1n large cities about twice as often
as do heterosexual men recruited from siblings who presumably grew
up in the same place. Thus, tt s likely that gay men gravitate from rural
areas and smaller cities to the large, urban arcas known for their pay
communities.

Lesbians, too, have moved awuay from their family of origin. In Study
|, lesbiang live further in miles from therr mother and father than their
helerosexual sisters. They have also moved to their ¢urrent location
from a greater distance than have their heterosexual sisters In Study 2,
lesbians had attended a college that was further from home than the one
that heterosexunal women atiended.

There are different reasons why lesbian, bisexual and heterose xuul
women move to a new location. We asked parlicipants how Jong they
had livedin their carrent location, and the reason lor moving there. Les-
bans and bisexual women are more likely than heterosexual women (o
repor( that they had moved for their own cducation. Converscly, hetero-
sexual women are more likely than lesbians or bisexual women o indi-
cale that they had moved for their partner's job or their child’s
education. Heterosexnal women have lived in their current location for
more ycars than lesbians or bisexual women These resulis point to
ways Lhat lesbians prioritze their own lives, whereas helerosexual
women move {or husbands or children. One could speculate that gendey
roles in hetevosexual relationships do not ailow women as much choice
over geographic moves for theyr own career or education to the exient
that men have. Gay, bisexual, and heterosexual men do not differ on
these variables. :

Lesbians percerve less support from familv than do heterosexual
wonten, and gay men percetve more support from friends than do het-
erosexnal men Stady 3 asked couples about perceived social support
from family and friends Heterosexual mamed women perceive mote
supporl from fawity of ocigin than do lesbians in civil unions (gay men
do nol differ from heterosexual men on this measure). However, gay
men perceive more support from frends than do heterosexual marmed
men (Jesbians do not differ from heterosexual women on this measure).
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These results fit with the resulis described above (hatlesbians attended a
college that was further away and also live further from their parents in
adulthood. Thus, lesbians may leave home because there is less (o llose
or else lesbians may drify apartemaotionally from their families of oriein
because they live further away. Gay mea may also move {0 large cugic‘;
to fing fn_epd.m or else have more friends because they live in a lar é
cily. deahpnal male gender roles may not allow heterosexual men %o
have close friendships, whereas male friendships are highly valued in
gay male communities. These geographic moves may enable lesbians
nr!d gay men (o be more owt (for example, to friends and co-wo-rkatrr.)
without the knowledge of their family, h
Heterosexual couples have more contac with famity of origin than
do same-sex couples. Study 3 asked a number of questions aboul con-
(act with family of origin. Heterosexual married women have nmore con-
tact with their mother than do leshians in civil unions, and also initiale
more contact with their pattner’s mother and father. Heterosexual mt-u'-
ried men imnate mere contact with their partner's father and alsore a‘m
that U)cwl father makes then feel “part of the famﬂy.“‘compd\rcd \Sith
g4y mensn civil unions. These results mesh with the findinos above that
LGBs hlave moved further away from their parengs. Parcnt:muy be less
supporitve of their LGB children so that LGBs have less reason o visjlt
or contact their parents. LGBs may not be “out” to their parents and rh.us
waould ot want to introduce their partner (o their parents, or meer their
partner's parents. Finally, LGBs may have less in common with thejr

family of origin (e g.. values, poljtics. Ii
: g 3, politics, lifestyl ) ‘ne .
time with then. P yte, ete.) and thus spend less

Relationships, Children, and Division of Labor

He!w'c{.\‘exnals herve been in velaticnshipy longer thun LGBs. Swidies
Iand 2 did not focus specifically on couples In those studies lesbianls
are no less likely than heterosexual women Lo be in 1 pal [ncred‘rclatinn-
ship. When we looked only at women in partnered relationships, lesbi-
ans have been in their current relationship for a shorter duraliunl(u;( to
SEVEN Years on average) than heterosexual women (12 years on -aver.-
age). Bisexual women are less likely to be in a partnered relationsh
than eiiher lesbian or heierosexual women, and have been in their r‘ela[j
tionship f9r a shorter duratian (five years on average) than heterosexual
women. }-0{ men, the resulis are somewhat different. Gay men are less
likely to be in partnered relationships than are heterosexual or bisexulu‘!
men. But when we looked only at men who were in partnered relation-
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sl}lps, the difference in length of relationship among gay (nine years)
bisexual (seven years), or heterosexnal {10 years) men was not signiﬁ-‘
cant. In Study 3, which focused only on couples in Jegalized relation-
ships, couples were asked when they first met, when they began dating
and when they moved in together. On all these measures, heterosexual
pnarpgd couples report more years than do lesbian or gay male couples
tn civil unions. For exarple, heterosexual married couples have lived
together for 15 years on average, compared with nine years for lesbians
and 12 years for gay men in civil unions.

A number of factors may influence relationship longevity. For het-
erosexuals, marriage is not only personally desirable, but something
that family and friends encourage and support. LGBS may not have the
support of their family to enter into same-sex relationships, and in fact
family members may even be relieved when the same-sex relationship
breaks up (for example, hoping that the next partner will be heterosex-
ual). Whereas heterosexual marri age is a federal, legal institution, this is
not the case for same-sex marriage. Thus, same-sex couples can break
up without a legal divorce (even for same-sex couples in civil unions in
Vermont, 80% are from out of state where the legality of the relation-
ship 1s not recognized).

Gay men are less monogamous than heterosexuals or lesbians. Study
3 asked couples whether they had had sex outside their relationship and
also whether they had an agreement that non-monogamy was permitted
under certain circumstances. Relatively few lesbians in civil unions or
heter_ose‘xual married women or men report this. However, 40% of gay
men in civil unions have an agreement that non-monogamy is permitted
and over half have had sex outside their current relationship. Prior re-
search has also found that non-monogamy is an accepted part of gay
male culture (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Peplau et al., in press)
and that gay male couples had a specific agreement about sex outside
their relationship (Hickson, Davies, Hunt, Weatherburn, McManus &
Coxon, 1992). '

LGBS are less likely to have children than heterosexuals. Despite the
media focus on leshian and gay parents, LGBs are less likely to have
children than heterosexual siblings. In Study 2, over half of heterosex-
ual women and men have children, compared with 34% of bisexual
men, 19% of lesbians, 14% of bisexual women, and 9% of gay men.
Among couples in Study 3, 80% of married heterosexuals have chil-
dren, compared with 34% of lesbians and 18% of gay men in civil un-
10n8. The fact that heterosexuals are more ltkely to have children may
also explain why they remain in relationships for a longer duration—per-
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haps even staying in unhappy relationships for the sake of the children.
However, there are increasingly more options for LGBs wanting to be-
come parents and there is more societal support (both emotional and
tangible, such as laws allowing adoption by two same-sex parcnts).
Thus, this difference may be minimized in the future.

Same-sex couples share housework, childcare, and finances more
than heterosexual couples. Study 3 included subscales of housework
and finances (whose income pays for specific items such as rent or gro-
ceries). We also asked participants with children what proportion of the
childcare they do. Not surprisingly, given prior research (Peplau &
Spalding, 2000), lesbian and gay male couples share these activities
equally, whereas heterosexual married couples are more polarized, with
women doing most of the childcare and housework and men paying for
more items. These results are particularly interesting because all hetero-
sexuals in that study had a lesbian or gay sibling or in-law so they were
benefiting from a couple in theirimmediate family who could serve as a
model for equality. Thus, it seems that male/female gender roles and
scripts are hard for heterosexual married couples to escape. In contrast,
lesbians and gay men are less traditional because there are no scripts for
male-male or female-female couples.

Religion and Politics

LGBs are less religious than heterosexuals. We asked participants to
indicate their religion while growing up, their current religion, the im-
portance of religion, and how often they attend religious services. Not
surprisingly, LGB and heterosexual siblings do not differ in childheod
religion—over three-quarters were raised in a formal religion, usually
Catholic or Protestant. In adulthecd, heterosexuals are generally still
practicing the religion in which they were raised. However, LGBs are
more likely to report that their spiritual beliefs in adulthood do not {it a
formal religton, or that they have no religion. LGBs raised Jewish
{about 10%) still identify as Jewish in adulthood possibly because being
Jewish is viewed as a cultural and ethnic identity as well as a religious
one.

Lesbians and bisexual women also report a lower frequency of at-
tending religious services than heterosexual women, We did not find
this difference for men, atthough gay male couples rate religion as less
important to them compared with heterosexual married men. lt is not
surprising that LGBs have moved away from traditional religions in
adulthood. The same factors that permit some individuals to question a
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conventional sexual orientation may also result in questioning of con-
ventional religious practices. In addition, most formal religions are not
supportive of being LGB, resulting in many LGBs feeling alienated by
their church or synagogue,

LGBs are more politically liberal than heterosexuals. Only Study 3
asked participants about their political views. One question asked how
participants would describe their political outlock, from extremely lib-
eral to extremely conservative. Another asked how sympathetic partici-
pants felt towards the feminist movemenst. LGBs are more liberal and
pro-feminist than heterosexuals, who are closer to the mid-point on
these items.

Which Siblings Become Leshian, Gay, Bisexual, or Heterosexual?

Who 15 more rypical: George or Rebecca? Our studies do not show
that LGBs typically come from non-traditional families (although this
had been our guess before we began this research). Quite the contrary,
there 15 strong evidence that LGBs are the outliers (no pun intended!)
among their siblings. They are the ones who get away, both geographi-
cally and emctionally. Gay men end up in large cities and receive their
social support {rom friends rather than family. Lesbians and bisexual
women move for their own education, attend calleges that are turther
from home than those that heterosexual women attend, and are more
highly educated than their sisters. In sum, although Rebecca in the anec-
dote at the beginning of this article is an extreme case (with many sib-
lings and from an ultra-religious family), LGBs are more likely to come
from traditional families like hers.

How do Jesbians and gay men, reared in traditional famities, become
different and get away (or get away and then become different)? It will
always be challenging to conduct longitudinal research on the coming
out process for lesbians and gay men. Many LGBs report feeling differ-
enteven ata young age though they may not have come out until adult-
hood. However, many heterosexuals report feeling different in
adolescence as well. The number of LGBs in the general population (or
at least those willing to identify as such to researchers) ts very small
(Laumann et al., 1994) so extremely large numbers of adolescent and
young adult sibling groups would have to be followed over time for
even small samples of LGBs to be identified eventually.

A host of demographic factors in our research studies differentiate
LGBs and heterosexual siblings so it is bard to know the progression of
these factors. Do LGBs go to liberal colleges or progressive cities and
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then become less (raditionally religious? Or do less religious siblings
obtain higher education because there is less pressure for them (o get
martied? Does lower support from fainilies and less conlact with these
famulies precede or follow moving away? Or does beiag LGB result in
less famuly support? Do liberal politics precede or follow coming out as
LGB?

We do not want to ignore LGBs who come from alternative families.
George, in the anecdote at the beginniug of this article, comes {rom an
unusual family but most of us know LGBs who have another LGB sib-
ling or LGB parent or whose siblings are themselves quite non-tradi-
tional in other ways. For example, more children are being reared by
LGB parents who are out about their own sexual orientation. Recently,
Stacey and Biblarz (2001) reviewed the literature on children reared by
lesbian mothers. Even though the sample sizes are small and the chil-
dren were often sull quite young when the research was conducted,
there 1s evidence that, overall, the children of lesbians may be more non-
traditional than those of heterosexuals.

We are also aware that traditional families are declining in frequency.
U.S. Census data indicate that 5.5 mullion Americans were living to-
gether and not married in 2000, compared with 1.] million in 1970, and
nearly half of single mothers in 2000 had never been married (Eskridge,
2001). More than half of all marriages ultimately end in divorce. Thus,
children who come from traditional families are becoming the excep-
tion rather than the norm.

Who becomes bisexual? Evenin Study 2, where we made a concerted
effart (o recruit bisexuals, we ended up with fewer bisexual women than
lesbians or heterosexual women and a very small sample of bisexual
men. Nevertheless, even these small samples show many statistically
significant effects illustrating the importance of not generalizing from
lesbians and gay men to bisexuals.

Looking across the results above, bigexual women are more like
leshians than helerosexual women on many variables, including edu-
cational level, religion in adulthood, duration of their current rela-
tionship, children, years they have lived in their current location, and
reasons for moving. Like lesbians, over 70% of bisexual women
have never beer married to men. However, bisexual men are more
like heterosexual men than gay men, including educational level,
currently being in a relationship, having children, and size of city or
town. About half of bisexual men had ever been married compared
with only 13% of gay men.
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What could explain these differences beiween bisexval women and
men? Possibly, bisexual women are more connected with lesbian or-
ganizations, events, and communities so that bisexual women are (or
become) more demographically similar to leshians (for example, by
knowing more women in their communities who are highly educated or
not religious). Maybe more women than men identify as bisexual (ac-
couniing for the larger number of bisexual women in our sample). 1€ is
possible. that there are more organizations for bisexual women than
men, or that women are more likely to join these groups. Or, there may
be more bias against bisexual men than bisexual women in the dominant
sociely,

Who becomes heterosexual? Qur vesearch consistently finds that
LLGBs have heterosexual siblings who are, on the whole, quite tradi-
tional. Thus, LLGBs have siblings who are married, have children, and
five closer to where they grew up. These heterosexuval siblings belong to
formal religions and attend religious services. Their educational level is
more in line with U.S. Census data. They are emotionally closer to their
family of origin. The women do honsework and childcare, and the men
take care of the finances.

Although it may not seem surprising thai heterosexuals come from
traditional families, our research raises the quesiton of how heterosexu-
als remain traditional even when they have an LGB sibling. Why are
these heterosexual siblings not tempted to move further away from
home, or attend graduate school? Are they out io their local community
about having an LGB sibling? Or is there extra pressure by parents on
siblings to rematn faithful to family values when one child has come out
as LGB?

Other researchers have shown that siblings may experience the same
family environment quite differently. Feinberg and Hetherington
{2001) argue that parents wreat children in different ways on variables
such as warmth and negativity so that parenting should be viewed as a
within-family vanable. Additionally, siblings may emphasize charac-
feristics that highlight their own unigqueness in order to de-identify with
one another (e.g., Schachter, 1985).

A recent book entitled The pecking order: Which siblings succeed
and why (Conley, 2004) focuses on how siblings within the same family
can have such different life paths. Using large databases, the author
found that birth order is less important in predicting success than family
size, attention and guality fime from parents, and how much of the fam-
ily's economic resources are devoted to the sibling. Based on inter-
views, Conley speculates that sexnal orientation interacts with family
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income to influence siblings. Those siblings who are LGB and from
wealthy families will be downwardly economically mobile (e.g., less
likely to inherit the family business) whereas those from poor families
will be upwardly mobile (Jeaving home to find the middle-class LGB
communities). Rebecca’s father was on welfare when she was growing
up. She has had more formal secular education than her siblings or par-
ents so her story fits in with Conley’s theory. However, regardless of how
society defines success, Rebecca’s Hastdic family would consider her a
failure since she has not married a man or had children, and she is nolon-
ger religious. Also, in many traditional families, being married, having
children, being religious, living close to the family of origin, engaging in
strict gender roles, and following the politics of the religious leader are
the norm. Thus, it could be argued that Rebecca’s siblings may be non-
traditional in other ways that were not the focus of the present studies.

These studies also are not representative of people of color since the
overwhelming majority (about 90%) of respondents in cach study
were Buropean American. Consequently, people who are African
American, Latina/o, Asian American, Pacific East Islander, Native
American, or of non-American origin are underrepresented. In Study
3, where we have data about everyone who had a civil union in Ver-
mont, the percentage of respondents of color in our sample who had
had civil unions was the same as people of color in the whole civil un-
ion population. Perhaps fewer lesbians and gay male couples of color
who desired to be joined in civil unions were willing to travel to Ver-
mont, a state that is known to be particvlarly (i.e., 95.5%) whiie. Also,
gays and lesbians of color may not have the same financial resources
as their European American cohorts, This would inhibit their ability to
pay for the travel and lodging costs of a trip to Vermoot, Simu larly, in
Studies 1 and 2, fewer participants of color may have been able to af-
ford subscriptions to LGB magazines (where we placed our ads about
the study) or gone to LGB bars or bookstores (where our study an-
nouncements were posied).

Our research just scratches the surface of all the ways in which sexual
orientation of siblings may affect their lives. We have focused mainly
on demographic factors, and we suspect that there are a host of develop-
mental, psychological, sociopolitical, and economic factors as well. We
don’t know which factors precede others, nor do we know which ones
precede or follow coming ont as LGB versus heterosexual. But we do
know that siblings are a rich source of data, as well as a methodological
innovation for comparing LGBs with heterosexual who grew up in sim-
lar environments yet are different in adulthood.
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