


Civil Behavior

Researchers surveyed hundreds of lesbian couples who made their relationships legal with
a Civil Union in Vermont. Some preliminary findings.

his same sex marriage
law is driving me
crazy,” says Nancy, a
lesbian couples thera-
pist in Massachusetts.
“Every couple brings it
up. There are those
who got married and
want to show me their electronic slide
shows. And others who explain to me at
length why they are politically against
marriage. Then there are the couples
where one wants to get married and her
lover doesn’t. And last week I had a
client who was devastated because she
saw a photo in the newspaper of the mar-
riage of the ex-lover she had always
wanted to marry!”

Nancy’s anecdote illustrates how
hot—and how controversial—a topic
legalized relationships have become
among lesbian couples. Lesbians can
now get legally married in Canada,
Spain, Belgium, and the Netherlands. In
the U.S., they can have a Civil Union in
Vermont, an AB205 domestic partner-
ship in California, and marriage in
Massachusetts. Other states and locali-
ties provide legal benefits for lesbian and
gay male couples. The mainstream
media make it sound like every lesbian
couple can’t wait to tie the knot. And
many have. But we all know lesbians
who live in places where they could
legalize their relationship, but have cho-
sen not to.

When Vermont became the first state
to legalize same sex partnerships in the
U.S., my colleague at the University of
Vermont Sondra Solomon and I decided
to survey these couples. What, we asked
ourselves, was the general profile of the
lesbian couple in a Civil Union? Could it
tell us anything about the kind of les-
bians who’d be likely to legalize their
bond? How did they differ from hetero-
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sexual, legally married couples?

To make things easier for us, Civil
Union certificates were a matter of pub-
lic information. Furthermore, of the
2,475 couples who had Civil Unions,
two-thirds were women and about 80
percent were from out of state. So we
had a national sample, including lots of
lesbians. We wrote to every couple, ask-
ing for their participation, and also asked
them to distribute surveys to a same sex
couple in their friendship circle who had
not had a Civil Union. Then, because the
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Partnered Lesbians vs.
Straight Women

When we compared the gay women
to the straight marrieds, what we found
surprised us very much. Lesbians—
whether they were in Civil Unions or
not—have much higher levels of educa-
tion than married heterosexual women.
Eighty percent of heterosexual women
reported having children, compared
with one-third of lesbians.
Heterosexual women are more reli-

Lesbians set up less traditional roles
around finances and housework.
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media kept comparing these couples to
married heterosexuals, we also asked if
they had a heterosexual married sibling
who was willing to participate. We

received a grant from the Gill
Foundation and had funding to survey
400 couples in each group: lesbians with
Civil Unions, lesbians who had not had
Civil Unions, and married heterosexuals.

gious, whereas lesbians are more likely
to say that their spiritual beliefs do not
fit a mainstream religion. And lesbians’
political beliefs are much more liberal
than heterosexual women’s.

We asked couples when they first
met, first began going out together, and
first moved in together. In all cases, het-
erosexual women had been with their
spouses longer than lesbians and their
partners. For example, heterosexual
women had lived with their current
spouse for fifteen years on average, com-
pared with nine years for lesbians.

Lesbians perceive less support from
their families of origin than do hetero-
sexual married women. Lesbians may
leave their home state to find a support-
ive lesbian community, or else they may
have drifted apart emotionally from
their families of origin because they live
further away. Heterosexual married
women have more actual contact with
their family of origin than do lesbians,
and they also initiate more contact with
their partner’s family.

We surmise that homophobia and the
closet were behind this set of findings.




Parents may be less supportive of their
lesbian daughters, and the daughters
thus have less reason to visit or contact
their parents. Lesbians may not be out to
their parents and thus not eager to intro-
duce their partner to their parents, or
meet their partner’s parents. Finally, les-
bians may have less in common with
their family of origin (e.g., values, poli-
tics, lifestyle, etc.) and thus spend less
time with them.

Same sex couples share housework,
child care, and finances more than bet-
erosexual couples. We asked couples
about housework, child care, and
finances, including whose income pays
for specific items such as rent or gro-
ceries. Not surprisingly, lesbian couples
tend to share these activities equally,
whereas heterosexual married couples
are more polarized, with women doing
most of the child care and housework,

and men paying for more items. These
results are particularly interesting
because all heterosexuals in our sample
had a lesbian or gay sibling or in-law,
and therefore had the potential to bene-
fit from a couple in their immediate fam-
ily who might serve as a model for
equality. So it seems that male/female
gender roles are hard for heterosexual
married couples to escape. In contrast,
we concluded that lesbians set up less
traditional roles around finances and
housework because there are no similar
scripts for female-female couples.

Lesbians in Legalized
Relationships vs. Lesbians
Who Aren’t

Lesbians in Civil Unions reported
that they are more out to others than
those not in Civil Unions. This finding is
not surprising, especially given that Civil

Unions in Vermont automatically
become public information. The finding
was consistent, moreover, with studies
on lesbian parents, who were more like-
ly than non-parents to be out, especially
to their neighbors and fellow parents at
their kids’ schools.

But there were no other major differ-
ences between these two groups. We
were surprised to discover how consis-
tent the profiles were between lesbians in
Civil Unions and those who are not,
since we hoped to get some clues to why
it is that some, but not all, lesbian cou-
ples choose to legalize their relation-
ships. However, we are now beginning
to contact couples after three years to see
how their relationships have changed—
or ended, if that’s the case. We expect to
find more differences over time between

lesbians in legal relationships and their
“unhitched” peers. @
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