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may, therefore, not face the stressors postulated for lesbian mothers of
being much older than other members of the gay community with similar
life experience or encountering men their own age who are much further
along in the coming-out process (Morris et al., 2002).

Additional differences may exist between gay men and lesbians in the
coming-out process. Regardless of their parenting status, gay men appear
to be aware of their sexual identity at a much earlier age than lesbians.
Gay men had smaller variances than lesbians in the ages at which they
achieved milestones, with standard deviations ranging from 4 to 8 years
for gay fathers and non-fathers compared to 6 to 10 vears for lesbian
mothers and non-mothers. Overall, these findings appear to fit with prior
theory and research suggesting that gay men come out earlier and in a
more sequential pattern than women (e.g., Diamond & Savin-Williams,
2004: Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor, 1994),

The last hypothesis was also supported by the data. Lesbian women
who had children before coming out (BC mothers) reached all six mile-
stones in the coming-out process later than lesbian mothers who had
children after coming out (AC mothers). Therefore, the study’s findings
replicated the earlier research by Morris et al. (2002), although BC
mothers in the present study came out 4 to 8 vears later than AC mothers,
compared to a 3 to 5 year difference in the Lesbian Wellness Survey.
The experience of BC mothers may be very different from that of AC
mothers. BC mothers experienced a substantial gap between first notic-
ing a same-sex attraction (age 21 on average) and becoming active and
identified as lesbian, on average not disclosing to others until age 34 on
average. During this period, they may have experienced considerable
distress related to raising children while being closcted. As Morris et al.
(2002) noted, BC mothers may have been delayved in their ability to come
out due 1o having children and husbands. BC mothers may have also been
significantly older than lesbians at similar stages in the coming-out pro-
cess and than AC mothers with children of equivalent age. BC mothers
may initially find they have little in common with AC mothers and lesbi-
ans without children, particularly if BC mothers have raised biologically-
conceived children in heterosexual mainstream culture while many AC
mothers may have planned to have their children through alternate meth-
ods (e.g., via adoption or donor insemination) and to raise them in the
alternate GLB community. Initial adjustment to a lesbian community
may therefore be particularly difficult for the BC mothers group.

Sequential or stage models have both their benefits and their obvious
limits. Mean scores tend to highlight turning points in sexual identity
development whose significance may vary according to the individual.

Ciay and Lesbian Parenting in Context ik

Results from the current study should not be interpreted to prescribe
specific developmental ages at which individuals normally pass through
milestones. Mean scores tend 1o obscure the fact that specific individu-
als reach milestones in different orders. For instance, while mean scores
may indicate that lesbian mothers first disclosed their sexual identity at
age 27, AC mothers disclosed when they were 21, and BC mothers when
they were approximately 35 years of age.

LIMITATIONS

The study has a number of limitations most of which are familiar to
GLB researchers. The Civil Union Study sample consisted primarily of
European-American, well-educated, and affluent participants consis-
tent with samples found in prior GLB research. The current study’s
generalizability is limited to individuals with the above demographic
characteristics and who are most likely the more visible members of the
GLB population.

Couples that had civil unions during the first year of that legislation
may be considered pioncers who are perhaps more socially and politi-
cally active than others. A majority of couples did not live in Vermont,
and therefore risked discrimination by making their same-sex relation-
ships a matter of public record while not reaping legal benefits from the
union. These individuals may have felt particularly comfortable with
their economic status, social support, and sexual orientation, although
demographics suggest they are similar to participanis in other GLB stud-
ies. As with other research on lesbians and gay men. the current study
included participants who open in their sexual orientation. Recruiting
lesbians and gay men who are less out is challenging given the hidden
nature of this population.

The Civil Union Study guestionnaire (Solomon et al., 2004) was not
designed specifically for a parenting study, and the present study’s anal-
yses were run on an existing data set. In addition, the study faced an al-
most universal problem in research with gay men: the recruitment of an
adequate sample size of gay fathers. However, the inclusion of 40 gay
couples provides one of the largest samples in the past two decades of
research with gay fathers.

A combination of quantitative and qualitative research may also help
GLB researchers and community members to identify both patterns and
unique experiences of this heterogencous population. Large population-
based surveys and questionnaire research such as the Civil Union Study
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provide important information regarding larger patterns and potential
differential impact of factors such as gender, parenting status, and outness
at the time of becoming a parent. Continued study of individual narratives,
particularly longitudinal research such as that conducted by Gartrell et al.
(1996, 1999, 2000) and Patterson (1992, 1996) will help generate addi-
tional research questions and provide memorable examples for advocacy
and clinical interventions.

During the current era, it may be particularly important to sponsor and
publicize research about lesbian and gay male parents. As same-sex
marriage and parenting have become more visible and technologically
feasible, they have also become more controversial and political. Con-
servalive movements to ban gay marriages and civil unions, as well as
same-sex adoption, have been gaining momentum in recent years. Even
in liberal geographic locations, prospective GLB parents and community
members will regularly make behavioral decisions that hide or reveal their
sexual identity, and these choices can impact well-being, social support,
parenting decisions, and economic status.

NOTE

1. Participants in same-sex couples were asked 1o identifly their sexual orientation.
Of these 593 panicipants. 570 identified as lesbian or gay, while only 23 identified as bi-
scxual. Thus, for the remainder of this study. we will refer 1o panticipants in same-sex
relationships & leshians and gay men. and those in opposite-sex relationships as hetero-
sexuml women and men.
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