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"Sometime during the day that Susan and I decided to have a relationship. we heard 
a knock at the door. Rushing from different places in the house to answer it. we 

opened the door together. To our ama7.ed delight. there on our doorstep rode a 
magnificent ship. No ordinary ocean-going vessel this but a luxury liner tiered with 

staterooms. looking for all the world like a great 110ating wedding cake. 'Our rela
tion Ship!' we cried joyously in union" (Johnson. 1991. p. I). 

Heterosexuals are not the only ones who are socialized to value romantic love. 
sexual relationships. marriage, and "living happily ever after" with a partner. Not 

only is the research on same-sex couples sparse compared to the enormous literature 
on heterosexual married couples. but there are some intriguing methodological 
issues that will also be the focus of this chapter. Who. for example. is lesbian. gay. 

bisexual. or heterosexua\') In the absence of legal marriage. what constitutes a "couple"? 
What are the criteria that researchers hme used to define same-sex couples in their 

studies, and what kinds of heterosexual couples have been used for comparison 
purposes? What about lesbians, gay men. and bisexuals (LGBs) who were previ

ously married to heterosexuals. or those who are still in heterosexual marriages? 
And how has all this changed over time? 

Same-sex couples researchers have investigated many of the same issues that 
interest heterosexual couples researchers, including demographic factors. relation
ship satisfaction. division of labor, the role or children. conflict. and relationship 
terminations. This literature wi II be re\·iewed. with the exception of the role of 
children in the lives of same-sex couples. That topic will be covereo by Charlotte 
Patterson in this volume. 

In addition. there are many unique factors that same-sex couples face. and some 
of the'e have been the focus of research. Does it matter if the two partners are dif
ferent in level of outness') How does the presence of two women or two men in a 
relationship affect sexual activity. inclucIing monogamy') What is leshian "merger" 
and gay male "disengagement''') How dn same-sex couples relate to their families 
of origin? Where do same-sex couples turn for social support') \Vhat is the role of 
ex-lovers in the LGB comlllunities,) 

This chapter will also review the status of same-sex marriage and other forms of 

legalized same-sex relationships. There has been little research on same-sex couples 
in legalized relationships anywhere in the worlo. How does legal status affect 
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same-sex couples, compared with m<m-iage for heterosexual couples? What about 
same-sex couples who do not want marriage? This is a new area. with little data 
so far. 

Most of the research on same-sex couples has had mostly white participants. 
Using data from the 2000 US Census. Rosenfeld and Kim (2005) found that same-sex 
couples are more likely to be inter-racial than m'e heterosexual couples. Yet little is 
known about lesbians and gay men of color in relationships. including interracial and 
interethnic couples. A notable exception has been the research of Mays and Cochran 
(see Peplau, Cochran. & Mays, 1997, for a review) that surveyed 1,400 African 
American lesbians and gay men, and this research will be reviewed later. There is still 
little published about LGBs in relationships who are Latina/o. Native American. or 
Asian American, as well as those who are immigrants or political refugees. 

Finally. the whole concept of focusing on the psychological aspect of the 
individuals in romantic relationships is a western concept. Dion and Dion (1993. 
pp. 53-54) state: "They met, fell in love. decided to marry (or cohabit). and hoped 
to live happily ever after.·' To many North Americans, this depiction of the develop
ment of an intimate relationship between a woman and a man has been an enduring 
prototype, and its features seem very familiar ancl self-evident. This depiction, 
however, retlects several assumptions about the nature of intimate, opposite-sex 
relationships that are culturally based. These assumptions are by no means univer
sally shared. particularly in non-Western societies; even in Western societies. this 
view of love. intimacy, and marriage has not always prevailed." This review will 
focus on same-sex couples who mostly reside in the United States and other 
Western nations. Consequently, the focus of research studies on such concepts as 
romantic love, personal autonomy. and intimacy that are typical of individualistic 
societies would not be typical of more collectivistic societies such as Taiwan, 
Pakistan. Japan, and China (Dion & Dion). 

What is Same-Sex Sexual Orientation? 

Most of the psychological studies of LGBs have recruited survey participants by 
placing announcements in lesbian or gay newsletters, distributing surveys at gay/ 
lesbian organizations or events. or leaving questionnaires at gay bars. feminist 
bookstores, gay or lesbian churches, or gay restaurants (see Rothblum. 1994. for a 
reviel,v of methodology). The assumption underlying such recruitment methods has 
been that women and men who fill out surveys asking about LGB issues are lesbian. 
gay. or bisexual. In fact, there are a number of dimensions of sexual orientation that 
are not highly intercorrelated. 

Laumann. Gagnon, Michael, and Michaels (1994) interviewed close to 3.50n 
individuals using representative sampling. They examined various dimensions of 
sexual orientation including behavior (sexual activity with a same-sex partner), 
desire (same-sex sexual attraction), and identity (self-identity as LGB). Only 24 
women and 49 men in this large sample identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or "other." 

Among women in the total sample. 150 (8.6%) reported some same-sex behavior. 
desire or identity. but only 23 women reported all three dimensions. Among men. 
143 (10.1 %) reported some same-sex behavior. desire or identity. but only 34 

reported all three dimensions. 
Morris and Rothblum (1999) examined the degree to which 2.393 women who 

answered a "Lesbian Well ness Survey" were distributed on five aspects of lesbian 
sexuality and the coming out process. The five aspects were (a) Sexual Orientation 
(numerical rating of sexual identity from exclusively lesbian/gay to exclusively 
heterosexual): (b) Years Out (length of time of elf-identity as lesbian/gay/bisexual): 
(c) Outness/disclosure (amount of disclosure of sexual orientation to others): 
(d) Sexual Experience (proportion of sexual relationships \."ith women): and 
(e) Lesbian Activities (extent of participation in lesbian community e\'ents). The
correlations found among these dimensions \\'ere significant but modest. indicating
that being lesbian is not a homogeneous experience. Closer examination by the
demographic characteristics of race/ethnicit)' and age re\'eaJed a diversity of experience.
African American. Native American, and Latina respondents had moderate correla
tions among the aspects of the lesbian experience. whereas those of European
American and Asian American respondents tended to be mild or nonsigniticant.
The results indicate that researchers who are studying one aspect of sexual orienta
tion (e.g.. sexual activity) should not infer such behavior from another dimension

(e.g.. self-identity as lesbian). 
Given this heterogeneity of sexual orientation. there has been little research 011 

how these dimensions interact when two individuals become partnered in a same
sex relationship. How do these dimensions affect how same-sex couples meet each 
other. what makes them attractive to each other. and what makes them decide to 
enter into a relationship? Do women and men who hm'e had exclusi\'ely same-sex 
relationships become partnered with similar others. or with partners who have been 
heterosexually married') Do bisexuals become involved with partners who also 
identifv as bi. exual? What if one partner identities as gay and the other as ''1'm not 
gay. I just love Eric"') Do these dimensions change over time. perhaps resulting in 
conflict within couples') How do these similarities and differences affect satisfac
tion in the relationship') This is an area badly in need of research. with potentially 

complex and interesting interactions. 

Who is Uisexual'? 

Although this chapter (and many other re\'iews) refers to LGBs. the truth is thaI 
very little research has focused on bisexual women and men. Some studies recruit 
same-sex couples. but do not ask about sexual identity. This issue is fmther com
plicated by the fact that bisexuals are less likely than lesbians and gay men to use 

labels in identifying their own sexual orientation (Rust. 1995). 
How many participants in same-sex couples research identify as bisexual? 

Schreurs and Buunk (1996\ report that 90/1' of their participants in female same-sex 



relationships in the Netherlands identified as bisexual. II % refused to label 
themselves, and 80% identified as lesbian. About 10% of the IAOO African 
American respondents in Mays and Cochran's sample identified as bisexual 
(Peplau et a!., 1(97). 

Bisexual women and men are an interesting group for further research, since 
they have often been in sequential relationships with women and men. There has 
been relatively little research on bisexuals' gender roles, but it would be interest
ing to see whether bisexuals assume more traditional gender roles when in rela
tionships with ditlerent-sex than when with same-sex partners. If that were the 
case, then childhood socialization and Illodeling Illay have less to do with part
ners' roles in relationships (e.g., adult gendered division of labor) than gender of 
current partner. 

Who are the Heterosexual "Controls"? 

It is not easy to find LGBs and heterosexuals using the same sources. Researchers 
who recruit participants via subscribers to LGB periodicals and membcrs of LGB 
organizations will find few heterosexuals; those who recruit participants via "main
stream" sources will tind few LGBs. Consequently, heterosexual comparison 
groups are often far froIll ideal. 

Green, Bettinger, and Zacks (1996) compared 52 lesbian couples and 50 gay 
mal'e couples recruited via convenience samples with 1.140 heterosexual married 
couples from a national study and 218 heterosexual married couples from another 
study. Gottman et a1. (2003) compared 22 gay male and 18 lesbian couples recruited 
in Berkeley, California, around 2000 with a sample of married heterosexual couples 
recruited in B!oomi ngton, Indiana, in 1983. Heterosexual married couples were 
selected for comparison purposes if they matched the relationship satisfaction and 
length of relationship of the same-sex couples. Although this is the only study to 
match heterosexual and same-sex couples on length of relationship. the large dif
ference in geographical region and decade in which the study was conducted leaves 
a lot to be desired. In his longitudinal study. Kurdek (2003) recruited lesbian and 
gay male couples without children via LGB periodicals and snowball sampling. 
The heterosexual comparison group was recruited from newlywed announcements 
in the Dayton, Ohio, newspaper. Thus, over time. many of the heterosexual samples 
bad children whercas the same-sex sample did not. 

What further complicates the difficulty in finding appropriate heterosexual com
parison groups for LGBs is that studies of LGBs tind them to be demographically 
very different from heterosexuals in the general population. For example, gay men 
tend to live in large cities, lesbians are highly educated, and both lesbians and gay 
men are not very religious. This could be due to actual di fferences between LGBs 
and heterosexuals. or to the very different recruiting sources that have been used. 

I have argued in the past (see Rothblum, Balsam, Solomon. & Factor, 2005, for 
a review) that a useful comparison group for LGB would be their heterosexual 

siblings. Siblings are generally the same race. ethnicity, and age cohort. and grew 
up with the same religion and parental socioeconomic stalus. My research on LGBs 
and their siblings (Rothhlum & Factor. 200 I; Rothblum, Balsam, & IVlickey, 2004; 
Rothblum et al.) has shown that lesbians are more highly educated. have occupa
tions with greater stalus. are less religious. and more geographically mobile than 
heterosexual women. Heterosexual women are more similar to census data in terms 
of marriage. children, religion. and homemaker status. Gay men have moved to 
large cities and are more highly educated than heterosexual men. In general. bisexual 
women are more comparable demographically to lesbians whereas bisexual men 
are more similar to heterosexual men. 

Our research on same-sex couples who had civ'il unions in Vermont during the 
first year of that legislation (Solomon. Rothblum. & Balsam, 2004, 2005; Rothblum 
et aI., 2005) also compared them with married heterosexual siblings and spouses. 
This ensured that the couples were similar on agc. race. ethnicity. and religion in 
childhood. Once again there were numerous demographic differences in adulthood. 
Lesbians in civil unions were more highly educated. less likely to belong to a for
mal religion, less likely to attend religious services. and less likely to have children 
than heterosexual married women. Gay men in civil unions were more likely to live 
in large cities. less likely to belong to a formal religion. rate religion as less impor
tant, and less likely to have children than heterosexual married men. 

These results demonstrate that siblings are a feasible comparison group for 
LGBs. including same-sex couples. It is not possible to tell whether the demo
graphic differences may be the cause or consequence of sexual orientation. 
Nevertheless, these results indicate that same-sex couples diller from heterosexual 
married couples on a number of factors, not just sexual orientation. 

In the Absence of Legal Marriage, What is a Couple? 

The vast majority of the heterosexual couple literature has focused on married cou
ples. When cohabiting heterosexual couples are included in research, they are usu
ally considered a m()re nontraditional type of relationship and compared with 
married couples (e.g .. Blumstein & Schwam., 1983). In the absence of legal mar
riage, who i~ included in studies of same-sex couple~?

Researchers who have studied same-sex couples have used various criteria. 
Some have included anyone who was in a same-sex relationship. no matter how 
recently. For example. Caron and Ulin (19Sl7) did not place a limit all length of 
relationship: their sample of lesbians had been together from 2 months to 25.5 
years, with a mean of 4.5 years. In contrast, Schreurs and Buunk (1996) included 
only lesbian couples who had been together a minimum of 3 years. Gottman et '11. 
(2003) stipulated that same-sex couples had to be living together for at least 2 years. 
In their qualitative study of 50 same-sex couples frolll Massachusetts who had 
either been married or not. Porche. Purvin. and Waddell (2005) stipulated that 
couples had to have been together for at least 1 year. Elizur and Mintzer's slUdy of 



J2l gay men in Israel stipulated that the men had to have been in their relationship 
for at least 5 years. 

Thus it is difficult to know how the results of each study were influenced by the 
criteria they used for couple inclusion. For example, Kurdek's (1989) research has 
found that relationship satisfaction was higher in lesbian and gay male couples who 
had been together longer. Sexual frequency among gay male couples declines with 
length of the relationship (see Peplau, Fingerhut, & Beals, 2004, for a review). 

In one of the only studies to focus on long-term couples, Mackey, Diemer, and 
O'Brien (2004) recruited 108 same-sex couples who had been together for at least 
15 years; their sample of lesbian, gay male, and heterosexual couples had been 
together a mean of 30 years. These authors found that the best predictors of rela
tionship satisfaction among all three types of long-term couples were psychologi
cally intimate communication and minimal conflict. Variables such as contlict 
management styles, couple decision making, expressing physical affection, equity, 
quality of sexual relations, and the importance of sex were not predictors of rela
tionship satisfaction. 

For same-sex couples not in legalized relationships, it may be difficult to define 
the relationship. As Green and Mitchell (2002, p. 552) describe the possibly varie
ties of relationships, "Is it a best friendship. a social acquaintanceship, a romantic 
involvement, a lifelong primary commitment, a temporary dating relationship, a 
mainly sexual encounter, a commercial exchange, a temporary separation, a men
toring arrangement, an ongoing affair secondary to a primary relationship, or a 
former-Iovers-now-friends bond?" Furthermore, one member of the couple may 
have a very different interpretation of the relationship than the other, given that 
same-sex couples may not have a formal period of dating or being "engaged." a 
wedding, involvement of their families of origin in decisions about the relationship, 
or children (Green & Mitchell). 

Same-Sex Couples who are Married or 
in Legalized Relationships 

There are fe\-v places in the world where same-sex couples can legalize their relation
ship.ln 1989. Denmark became the first nation in the world to have gay and lesbian 
registered partnerships (Soland, J998). Currently only Belgium. Canada, the 
Netherlands, and Spain have legalized matTiage for same-sex couples at the federal 
level. Countries with registered same-sex cohabitants or civil unions at the federal 
level include Australia, Brazil, Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany. Great 
Britain, Greenland, Hungary, Iceland, Israel, New Zealand, Norway, Portuga'l, South 
Africa, Sweden, and Switzerland (see Wintemute & Anderaes, 2001, for a review). 
Other countries may have legalized same-sex relationships in some cities or counties 
but not in the whole nation (e.g .. Buenos Aires, Argentina) and the United States 
falls into this category. Currently only Massachusetts has legalized marriage for 
same-sex couples (only for those who reside in the state); Connecticut, Vermont. 

New Hampshire. and New Jersey have civil unions: and California. Hawaii. Maine, 
Washington. Oregon. and the District of Columbia have domestic partnerships. 

The list of countries and regions offering legalized same-sex relationships can 
be misleading. For example. same-sex couples in Belgium can get legally married. 
but this does not include legal coparenting status. Denmark has had registered 
partnership for same-sex couples since 1989, but these partners could not adopt 
each other's children until 1999 (Lund-Andersen. 200]). In contrast. a number of 
US states and the District of Columbia currently permit a child to have two legal 
mothers or two fathers (Eskridge. 200 I). 

The majority of US state have introduced legislation prohibiting recognition of 
same-sex man'iage from other states. Because the US Constitution stipulates that 
the laws of one state. including marriage. should be recognized by other states, the 
Defense of Marriage Act was signed into law in 1996. which states that no US state 
is required to honor same-sex marriages from other states. Purthermore. opponents 
of same-sex marriage are currently advocating for a constitutional amendment ban
ning same-sex marriage at the national level in the US. 

Not all LGlls Want Same-Sex Marriage 

Based on the media focus on same-sex marriage. one could conclude that all same-sex 
couples would malTY given the chance. In fact, this topic is not without controversy in 
the LGB communities (see Rothblum. 2004. for a review). Yep. Lovaas. and Elia 
(2003) have presented a model of two competing sexual ideologies in the US. The 
assimilOlionisl position argues that all people have the right to get manied, and that 
marriage results in stable relationships. In contrast. the radical position assel1s that 
malTiage is an oppressive institution. and that same-sex relationships should be unique 
and freely chosen. not mimicking heterosexual norms. 

Heter.osexuals who do not believe in marriage are likely to discuss this with 
potential partners at an early stage of the relationship. LGBs did not grow up in 
societies where same-sex marriage was a possibility. Now that some couples can 
get married or legally partnered. this may cause conflict within the relationship 
when one partner wants the legality and the other one does no!. There has been very 
little research on same-sex couples in legalized relationship in any nation. including 
comparisons between same-sex couples who do and do not choose to legalize their 
relationship. 

Due to the very nature of their definition as "same-sex" legal relationships. 
national registries keep data of the number of female vs. male couples. Thus. one 
of the few facts known about legal same-sex partnerships is the ratio of men to 
women. Waaldijk (2001) ha~ provided the numbers of same-sex partnerships in 
Denmark. Norway, Sweden. Iceland. and the Netherlands for each year since the 
legislation began. In all these countries men predominated. usually in a ratio of 3: I. 
In Canada too. slightly more male than female couples ha\'e married (http://www. 
gaydemographics.org). In contrast. in the United State~ where same-sex partnerships 



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 



pride marches) that are less demographically stratified. Rosenfeld and Kim (2005) 
argue that both inter-racial couples and same-sex couples are more geographically 
mobile and more likely to live in urban settings. This frees them from parental 
control and makes them more likely to meet similar others. 

So far, little research has explored assortative mating in lesbian and gay couples, 
and the results have been mixed. Peplau et a1. (1997) found that African American 
lesbians and gay men were generally similar to their partners in age, educational 
level, and employment status. However, over one-third of African Americans were 
in inter-racial relationships (30% of lesbians and 42% of gay men). This is in 
marked contrast to US census data on heterosexuals, where only 2.1 % of African 
women and 4.6% of African American men marry spouses who are not African 
American (in Peplau et a1.). 

Peplau. Padesky, and Hamilton (1982) proposed that demographic simjlarity 
between lesbian partners would predict greater satisfaction. Contrary to expecta
tions, the results showed that relationship satisfaction was not significantly related 
to similarity on age, number of previous lesbian relationships, level of education, 
and/or the degree of religiousness. Kurdek and Schmitt (1987a) explored the rela
tionship of partner homogamy on demographic factors and relationship satisfaction 
among 44 heterosexual married, 35 heterosexual cohabiting. 56 lesbian, and 50 gay 
male couples. Even though gay male couples showed greater discrepancies between 
partners in age, income, and education than the other three types of couples, no 
significant correlation was found between similarity on demographic factors and 
relationship quality. Todosijevic, Rothblum, and Solomon (2005) examined partner 
similarity among 199 lesbian couples and 114 gay male couples who had civil 
unions in Vermont. Couple similarity on income and education was not related to 
relationship satisfaction. However, similarity in age was related to relationship 
satisfaction among gay men, whereas a greater age difference was related to rela
tionship satisfaction among lesbians. 

Outness to Others 

Given the mixed results on demographic similarity and relationship satisfaction 
among same-sex couples, it is possible that couple similarity in level of outness 
rnay be more important for relationship satisfaction than couple similarity on 
demographic variables. For example. similarity on actual age (a demographic 
variable) may be less impol1ant than developmental stage in the coming out process 
(including level of disclosure to others). Couples who are discrepant on outness 
may have conflict around such issues as where to live (e.g., in an obvious gay 
neighborhood), whether to bring a partner to work-related social events, and how 
to introduce their partner to family members. Jordan and Deluty (2000) investi
gated the correlation between outnes, and relationship quality in 305 lesbians in 
committed relationships. Their results indicated that the degree of openness 
regarding sexual orientation was positively con'elated with relationship satisfaction 

and that discrepancy in outness between partners Vias negatively correlated with 
relationship satisfaction. Caron and Ulin ( 1997) surveyed I24 lesbians in coupled 
relationships via con\'enience sampling in Maine. There was a significant correla
tion between self and partner's degree of openness to others. 

In contrast, u,ing data from 784 lesbian couples surveyed in J979 for the 
American Couples Study by Blumstein and Schwartz (1983). Beals and Peplau 
(200 I) found that discrepancy in outness among partners was not predictive of 
relationship quality. Todosijevic et a1. (2005) assessed similarity in level out out
ness among 199 lesbian and I 14 gay male couples who had civi I unions in Vermont. 
There wa no significant con'elation between relationship satisfaction and similarity 
in level of outness. 

Sexual Activity 

Prior researchers have reported thal gay men have sex more frequently. and lesbians 
less frequently. than heterosexual married couples (Blulllstein & Schwartz, 1983; 
Peplau et al .. 20(4). Solomon et al. (2005) found that lesbian couples (those who 
had had civil unions in Vermont and those not in civil unions) had sex less fre
quently than did married heterosexual women. Heterosexual married women were 
more likely to report that their partner initiated sex. and that they themselves were 
more likely to refuse sex. than were women in lesbian couples. 

When couples consist of two women. they lack someone socialized to be the 
sexual initiator (Blumstein & Schwartz. 1983: PepJau et al.. 2004; Rothblum & 
Brehony, 1993). Lesbian couples. being female. may spend more time on romance 
than on genital sex. but it is also true that in Western societies "rea'" sex consists 
of genital activity (cL McCormick. 1994; RothblulTl & Brehony). This is a domain 
where lack of traditional roles may reduce relationship satisfaction among lesbians. 
In contrast. gay men report having sex more often than do heterosexuals and 
lesbians (e.g .. Blumstein & Schwarz). 

Monogamy 

Whereas monogamy is highly valued among lesbian and heterosexual couples, 
non-monogamy is often an accepted part of gay male culture (Blulllstein & 
Schwartz, 1983: Peplau et al.. 2004). For example. Blumstein and Schwartz 
emphasized the importance of impersonal sex with strangers ("tricking") as fol
lows (p. 295): "But the trick mentality allows many men to have sex without 
emotional involvement. This is why gay male couples c<lntolerate very high rates 
of non-monogamy." 

Researchers in the United Kingdom found that the majority of gay male couples 
had a specitlc agreement about sex outside their relationship (Hickson et al.. 1992). 



Peplau et a1. (1997) found African American gay men to be more non-monogamous 
than African American lesbians. Similarly, Solomon et a1. (2005) found that gay 
men were less monogamous than married heterosexual men. Whereas few lesbians, 

heterosexual women, or heterosexual men had had sex outside their current rela
tionship, non-monogamy was reported by over one-half of gay men. Furthermore, 

non-monogamy was an accepted part of gay men's relationships in that over 40&70 
of gay men in civil unions and those not in civil unions had an agreement that sex 
outside their relationship was permissible in some circumstances, whereas 5% or 
fewer of lesbian and heterosexual couples had such an agreement. 

Kurdek (1988b) recruited 74 gay male and 47 lesbian couples via ads in LGB 
periodicals and snowball sampling. All lesbian couples were monogamous 

whereas about half the gay male couples were not. There were no demographic 
differences between monogamous and non-lllonogamous gay male couples 

except that the non-monogamous couples had lived together longer. Blasband and 
Peplau (1985) surveyed 17 monogamous and 23 non-monogamous gay male 
couples. The couples did not differ on any variable, including relationship satis
faction. However, Peplau et a1. (1997) did find that non-monogamy was corre

lated with relationship dissatisfaction among both African American lesbians and 
gay men. 

Although non-monogamy is much less common among lesbians than among 
gay men, there has been little focus on "polyamory" or non-monogamy among 

lesbians (see Munson & Stelboum, 1999, for an anthology on this topic). Wbat 
factors correlate with non-monogamy for lesbians, and bow do non-monogamous 
lesbians negotiate their relationships in a culture of monogamy? For example, is 

there a difference between sex outside the primary relationship (non-monogamy) 
without emotional attachment vs. a relationship consisting of three people 

involved with and committed to each other (polyamory)'i There has been virtually 
no research on this phenomenon. 

Overinvolvement vs. Autonomy 

The notion that lesbians in couples are at risk for becoming "merged" or overinvolved 

stems from theoretical articles by lesbian therapists and mental health professionals 

in the early 1980s (e.g., Kaufman, Harrison, & Hyde, 1984; Krestan & Bepko, 1980; 
McCandlish, 1982; Roth, 1985). According to this concept, women are socialized to 

be relational. and thus two women in a relationship may become overinvolved with 

each other. In contrast. gay male couples are theorized to be overly autonomous and 
disengaged. HO\vever, there has been little empirical research about this concept. 

Solomon et a1. (2004) found that lesbian couples (those in civil unions and those 
not in civil unions) did more leisure activities as a couple, attended more social events 
with their patineI', and had more mutual friends, than did heterosexual women. In 

contrast. gay men did not differ from heterosexual men on the first two of these 
variables, though they did have more mutual friends than did heterosexual men. 

Schreurs and Buunk (1996) sUJ"\eyed I III lesbian couples In tile l~elnerianUs

who had been together for at least 3 years. They included \arious measures about 
closeness, including emotional dependency, intimacy, autonomy, equity, and 

social support from others, and participation in the lesbian community. Autonomy 
and intimacy were not correlated, indicating that these are independent measures. 

However. autonomy was negatively correlated with emotional dependency, and 

positively correlated with equity in the relationship and greater participation in 
the lesbian community. In a regression equation of factors contributing to rela
tionship satisfaction. 36% of the \ariance was accounted for by intimacy, emo

tional dependency, equity, and autonomy. This study was important in pointing 
out two issues: that intimacy in lesbian relationships is not related to lack or 

autonomy, and that both emotional dependency and autonomy are associated with 

relationship satisfaction. 
Green et al. (1996) compared 52 lesbian couples and 50 gay male couples 

recruited via convenience samples with 1,140 heterosexual married couples 
from a national survey. Couples completed measures of cohesion (emotional 

closeness), flexibility (adaptability), and relationship satisfaction. Lesbian cou
ples scored highest on the measure of cohesion. but gay men scored higher on 

this measure than did heterosexual married couples. Lesbian couples scored 
highest on the measure or flexibility, and both lesbian and gay male couples had 

higher scores on this measure than did heterosexual couples. Both cohesion and 
flexibility were positively correlated with relationship satisfaction. Thus. the 

concepts of lesbian merger and ga. male disengagement do not show much 

empirical evidence. 

Division of Household Tasks 

As Green et al. (19<)0) ha\'e pointed out. the general public often believes that 
lesbians and gay men play "male" and "female" roles in relationships. They state 

(p. 219): "Yet this same public remains largely unconscious ... about its own prob

lematic conformity to the ~ocially constructed 'butch/femme' roles in hetero

sexual relation~hips."
Kurdek (1993) studied the allocation of household tasks in le~bian. gay male, 

and heterosexual married couples. Lesbian couples tended to share tasks, and both 
lesbian and gay male couples diyided tasks so that each partner performed an 

equal number or tasks. In married heterosexual couples. women did the majority 

of household tasks. 
Solomon et a1. (2005) examined the di\ision of household tasks and finances 

among same-sex couples \\lho had civil unions in Vermont. their coupled 
same-~ex friends who hac! not had ci\"il unions. and married heterosexual siblings 

and spOLlses. Compared with lesbian and gay male couples (whether or not they 
were in civil unions), married heterosexuals had a more traditional. gendered 



division of household tasks and finances (women did the housework and men paid 
for mere items). Money and housework are not unrelated concepts; Blumstein and 
Schwartz (1983) noted the relationship between money and power. Those who earn 

a higher income (men) do less housework than those who earn a lower income 
(women). In this regard, same-sex couples are a model for ways of equalizing the 

division of housework. 
One of the problems in studying division of labor among heterosexual couples 

is that gender is confounded with income. Because most men earn higher incomes 
than most women, it is hard to know whether women do more of the housework 
because of gender role socialization, or because they have less power due to earn

ing less money than their male partners. Analysis of division of household labor 
among same-sex couples in the Solomon et al. (2005) study allowed examination 

of income di fterence without the confound of gender. Sexual orientation was a 
stronger predictor of the division of household tasks than was income difference 
within couples. For both women and men, only sexual orientation made a unique 

contribution to the model that predicted division of household labor. Thus, being 
in a same-sex relationship is more important in equalizing housework than is hav
ing similar incomes. 

What is interesting about the results by Solomon et al. (2005) is that the mar
ried couples in this study are not typical heterosexuals. because each hetero
sexual respondent was the sibling or in-law of a lesbian or gay man. In order to 

participate in this study, same-sex couples had to be "out" to the sibling and in
law who were sent questionnaires. This raises questions about how wome 1 and 

men are socialized to assume gendered roles in adult relationships, because het
erosexuals grew up in the same households as some of the lesbians and gay men 
in this study. 

Nevertheless, some researchers have criticized the equal division of labor 
among same-sex couples as exaggerated. Part of the problem is that when a 
couple consists of two women or two men, it is difficult to conduct between
partner comparisons across a large number of participants (see for example, 

Oerton, 1998. for a discussion). Carrington (1999) dealt with this problem by 
interviewing 52 same-sex couples in the San Francisco Bay Area and also 

accompanying and observing eight couples for a week as they went about 
household duties. He found a large variety of patterns of domestic labor among 

same-sex couples. 

Heterosexual women are also unique among other groups in that they alone 
typically identify as homemakers if they are not employed outside the home. This 

idcntity is rarely assumed by lesbians or gay men in couples when one partner is 

not employed. Dunne (1997,1998) interviewed 60 nonheterosexual women in the 
United Kingdom. What was striking to these women as they came out as sexual 
minorities was a realization that they could not rely on men for an income. Dunne 

states (1998, p. 3): "It could be seen. for example, that a lesbian lifestyle both 
necessitates and facilitates financial self-reliance." Consequently. a number of 

women obtained higher education or changed to higher-paying jobs (often blue
collar and more nontraditional for women). 

Power 

Blumstein and Schwartz surveyed 12.000 couples in the I\')70s. What was unique 
about this study was the inclusion of 788 lesbian and 969 gay male couples as well 

as heterosexual married and heterosexual cohabiting couples. Much of the focus of 
their book American CO/lples is the issue of power in couples. For example. they 
found that the partner who earns a higher income has more power relative to their 
partner, except in lesbian couples. where relative income does not affect power. 
Among lesbian. gay male. and heterosexual cohabiting couples. the partner with a 

higher income has more control over the couple's recreational activities. The 1110re 

powerful partner in all types of relationships is more likely to refuse sex. 
Reilly and Lynch (J 990) asked lesbian couples about power sharing (e.g .. who 

has more say in the relationship. who initiated sexual activity. who had final say 
about what they did together). Their sample consisted of 70 lesbian couples from 
New England who had lived together for at least I year (median length of relation

ship was 2.9 years). Couples were divided into those in which both partners 
reported that the relationship was equal, those in \vhich both partners agreed that 

one partner had more power. and those in which the partners disagreed about power 
sharing. Power sharing coulu not be attributed to age. income. education. or asset 

di [Terence bet ween partners. 

Conflict 

Kurdek (1994) examined self-reported conflict in his sample of lesbian. gay male. 
anu heterosexual married couples without chiluren. Twenty areas of conflict were 

factor analyzed into six factors: power (e.g., being critical). social issues (e.g., poli
tics and social issues), personal flaws (e.g .. drinking alcohol and smoking), distrust 
(e.g., distrust or lying). intimacy (e.g .. sex). and personal uistance (e.g .. job COIll

mitment). Issues around intimacy and power were areas of conflict for all three 
types of couples. Heterosexual couples had more conflict around sQcial issues [han 
uid lesbian and gay male couples. Kurdek explains this by the fact that lesbian and 

gay male couples. as members of stigmatized groups. may have greater similarity 
on political and social issues than do heterosexual couples. Lesbian and gay male 

couples argued more o\'er issues of distrust. which might be due to the presence of 
ex-lovers in the LGB communities and friendship circles. Conflict \vas related to 

relationship dissatisfaction in all three types of couples. 
Gottman has conducted extensive physiological and behavioral observations of 

marrieu heterosexual couples to examine correlates of conlJic! and relationship 
duration ( ee Gottman. 1979. I\,)94. for a review). There was extensive media cov

erage of his first behavioral study of same-sex couples (Gottman et al .. 200]) in 
which he compared 22 g.ay male couples ( 12 happy and 10 unhappy) and J 8 lesbian 

couples (10 happy anu 8 unhappy) recruited via cOll\enience samples in Berkeley, 



California, with heterosexual married couples recruited in Bloomington, Indiana, in 
1983. Forty heterosexual married couples from that data set were selected as a 
comparison group because they matched the same-sex couples in relationship 
satisfaction and length of relationship. 

The results indicated that same-sex couples showed less negative affect 
belligerence, whining, and fear/tension, and greater affection, humor, and joy/ 
excitement than the heterosexual married couples. The authors interpret these 
findings in light of equity in same-sex couples as follows (Gottman et aI., 
2003, p. 88): "[t is well known that the status hierarchy in heterosexual rela
tionships breeds hostility, particularly from women. who tend to have less 
power than men. and who also typically bring up most of the relationship 
issues. Because there are fewer barriers to leaving homosexual compared to 
heterosexual relationships, homosexual couples may be more careful in the 
way they accept influence from one another. Thus, we suggest that the process 
variables by which they resolve conflicts may be the very glue that keeps these 
relationships stable." 

Contact with Family of Origin 

Parents and relatives of heterosexuals are generally aware when their son or 
daughter gets married and usually stay involved with the couple. In contrast. 
lesbians and gay men may not be out to their family of origin, and even if they 
are, feel some disapproval or lack of acceptance of the relationship. What is the 
effect of contact with family of origin on same-sex couples? 

First. research with LGBs and their siblings indicates that heterosexual 
siblings are geographically closer to their family of origin. Lesbians live 
further away from their mother and father than do their heterosexual sisters 
(Rothblum & Factor, 2001) and lesbians attended a college that was further 
from home than the one that heterosexual women attended (Rothblum et aI., 2004), 
As mentioned earlier. gay men tend to live in large cities (Rothblum et al.). 

Murphy (1989) surveyed 20 European American, middle-class lesbians, all of 
whom were in partnered relationships, had no children, and were "out" to their 
parents. Participants reported that being out to their parents decreased their sense 
of isolation, made it easier to come out to other family members, and enabled them 
to live their lives without compartmentalizing themselves. Nevertheless, partici
pants reported that their parents often ignored their partner, and also tended to Iike 
their daughter's partner more when they thought she was a friend. before the 
daughter came out to them. 

Caron and Ulin (1997) surveyed 124 lesbians in coupled relationships via 
convenience sampling in Maine. Openness to immediate and extended family was 
correlated with relationship satisfaction, whereas openness to coworkers was not. 
In contrast. Green et al. (1996) did not fi nd a correlation between outness to 
mothers, fathers, or siblings and relationship satisfaction. 

In the study of same-sex couples who had ci\'il unions in Vermont and their 
heterosexual maITied siblings and spouses. Solomon et al. (2004) asked a number 
of questions about contact with family of origin. Heterosexual married women had 
more contact with their mother than did lesbians in civil unions. and also initiated 
more contact with their partner's mother and father. Heterosexual married men 
initiated more contact with their partner's father. and also reported that their father 
makes them feel "part of the family:' compared with gay men in civil unions. These 
results mesh with the findings that LGBs have moved further away from their 
parents. Parents may he less suppol1ive of their LGB children so that LGBs have 
less reason 10 visit or contact their parents. LGBs may not be "out" to their parents 
and thus would not wanl to introduce their partner to their parents. or meet their 
partner's parents. Finally. LGBs may have less in common with their family of 
origin (e.g.. values. politics, lifestyle. etc.) and thus spend less time with them. 

Mays, Cochran. and Rhue (1993) intcrviewed eight African American lesbians. 
all currently partnered \I'ith African American lovers. The participants reported that 
the African American community tended to \velcorne them. Most of the women 
referred to their lover as a "friend." although they acknmvledged that their families 
knew that these were lover relationships. However. when the participants had been 
involved with lovers who were not African American in the past. there waS less 
acceptance by their family of origin and the African American community. Some 
of the participants had also felt marginalized when inl'oll'edwith white women and 
had consciously chosen an African American lover. 

Social Supports and Communities 

Kurdek and Schmidt (1987b) examined sources of perceived social support for 
lesbian, gay male. and heterosexual couples. Heterosexual married couples per
ceived more support from family than did lesbian or gay male couples. Lesbian and 
gay male couples perceived more social support from friends. and social support 
from friends was related to lower psychological distress. Kurdek (1988a) found that 
for lesbian and gay male couples. the most common sources of upport were. in 
order. friends. partners. family. and coworkers. High social support was related to 
positive psychological adjustment. and discrepancies between partner. in social 
SUpp0l1 were related to lower relationship quality. Eleven years after Kurdek began 
his longitudinal couples study (2004). he concluded that lack of social support from 
family was the only domain in which same-sex couples were deficient relative to 
heterosexual married couples. 

Solomon et al. (2004) asked couples in same-sex ci il unions and married 
heterosexual siblings ami spouses about perceived social support from family and 
friends, Heterosexual maJTied women perceived more SUppOlt from family of origin 
than did lesbians in ci\'il unions (gay men did not differ from heterosexuall1len on this 
measure). However. gay men perceived more SUppOI1 from friends than did hetero
sexual married men Oesbians did not differ from heterosexual women on this measure). 



These results fit with the results described that lesbians attended a college that 
was further away and also live further from their parents in adulthood. Thus, 

lesbians may leave home because there is Jess to lose, or else lesbians may drift 
apart emotionally from their families of origin because they live further away. 

Gay men may also move to large cities to find friends, or else have more friends 
because they live in a large city. Traditional male gender roles may not allow 
heterosexual men to have close friendships, whereas male friendships are highly 

valued in gay male communities. These geographic moves may enable lesbians 
and gay men to be more out (for example to friends and coworkers) without the 
knowledge of their fami ly. 

Kurdek's (2003) 7-year longitudinal study comparing heterosexual married 
couples recruited from Dayton, Ohio, and lesbian/gay male couples recruited 
from LGB periodicals included a measure of satisfaction with social support. 

Heterosexual couples had higher satisfaction with social support from own family 
and partner's family than did lesbian and gay male couples. Lesbian couples had 
higher satisfaction with friends and partner's friends than did heterosexual cou
ples. Kurdek (198Sb) also found that for lesbian and gay male couples, high 

satisfaction with social support was related to greater relationship satisfaction. 
Elizur and Mintzer (2003) included social support from friends and friends' 

acceptance of their relationship in a path analysis of relationship satisfaction and 

relationship durability among 121 gay men in Israel who had been in a relationship 
for at least 5 years. Both social support from friends and perceived acceptance of 
the relationship from friends were related to relationship satisfaction. In contrast, 

social support from family and family support of their relationship were not cor
related with relationship satisfaction. 

May, Chatters, Cochran, and Mackness (1998, p. 74) describe how the families 

of choice created by LGBs are similar to the concept of "fictive kin" (i.e., nonbiological 
networks) among African Americans. Beals and Peplau (200 I) reanalyzed the 

lesbian data set of the American Couples Study (Blumstein & Schwarz, 1983) to 

look at leshians' social involvement in their communities. They found a curvi
linear relationship between involvement in lesbian community activities and 

relationship satisfaction - those couples who were moderately involved were 
most satisfied with their relationship. 

Relationship Terminations 

Green et al. (1996) compared heterosexual, lesbian, and gay male couples who had 

been partnered for at least 6 months. Heterosexual couples had been in their current 
relationship for a longer time period than same-sex couples, and the authors specu

lated on a number of reasons for this. Married heterosexual couples receive more 
support from family of origin and society to stay together. and may also stay 
together for religious or traditional values. even if unhappy in their relationship. 

Furthermore, heterosexual marriecl couples are more likely to have children than 

are same-sex couples, and divorce has more legal and economic obstacles than 

terminations for couples who are not legally married. 
In Kurdek's II-year follow-up of his longitudinal study (2004), he found that 

same-sex couples terminated their relationship sooner. on merage, than heterosexual 
married couples, especially heterosexual married couples with children. Using a 
wide variety of relationship measures, including psychological adjustment. person

ality traits. relationship styles. connict resolution, and social support. he cOllcluded 
that same-sex couples fare beller than heterosexual married couples on 76°/( of all 
variables. Thus, it is likely that same-sex couples terminate relationships sooner 

than married heterosexual because there is an absence of formal barriers (such as 

legal divorcc, child custody. etc.). 
What happens when same-sex couples break up':' \Vhen lesbian and gay male 

couples are closeted, there Illay he little support from others, including friends. 
coworkers, and family members. Family members who might he supporti\'e when 

heterosexuals divorce may express hope that their lesbian or gay relative will now 
find a partner of the opposite sex. Morton (1998) reviewed some issues following 

"lesbian divorce." including lack of legal and economic protections. When lesbian 
or gay male couples were coparenting children. a relationship termination may 

offer one partner no access to the child that is not legally theirs. 
Green et al. (1996) follo\.ved their sample of 52 lesbian couples over 2 years. At 

that second assessment period, 48 couples could be contacted and 14 of them had 
terminated the relationship. These couples had lower scores on cohesion and nex
ibility at Time 1 than did couples who were still together. There was no relationship 

between outness to family of origin and termination. 
In Kurdek's longitmj,inal study (] 992), 10 out of 80 gay lllale couples had 

separated (12%) compared \\ith 12 out of 53 lesbian couples (22%). These were 

compared with similar intact couplcs at each assessment period. Couples wlw 
separated were younger. reported more negati\e affectivity. lower relationship 

satisfaction, and more independence (e.g .. lived together for a shorter time 
period, were less likely to pool finances). Later on. Kurdek (1998) compared 

relationship dissolution for lesbian, gay male. and heterosexual couples after Year 
Fivc. Couples \\'ho terminated their relationship were more likely at Year One to 
have low Ie\'els of intimacy. low levels of equality. nonconstructive prohlem sol\

ing, and fewer barriers to leaving the relationship. /\utonomy at 't'ear One was not 

related to relationship termination. 
What about terminations of legal same-sex relationships. including marriage') 

Despite the fact that gay men are more likely to enter into registered partnerships 
than are lesbians. the divorce rate in Denmark is higher for leshians ( 16.2%) than 
for gay men (11.49;'; Wockner. 19971. Noack, Seierstad. and Weedon-Fekjaer 

(2005) found a divorce rate of StI, after 4 years and 160/(' after 6 years alllong 
same-sex couples \\'ho had registered partnerships in Norway. After 6 years 

lesbians had a di\'orce rate of 210/" compared with 13% among gay men in 
Norway. Other risk factors for divorce in Norway for same-sex couples were 

being younger. hming a greater age difference bet\\een partners. and having a 

partner who was not from Norway. 



The Importance of Ex-Lovers 

Lesbians and gay men tend to remain friends with their ex-lovers. Given the 
small size of the LGB community, it is not surprising that there is pressure for 
ex-lovers to remain friends, so that it will not divide the community. Yet there 
has been little research on this phenomenon unique to same-sex ex-lovers. 
Solomon et at. (2004) found that lesbian and gay male couples were much more 
likely to report that ex-lovers were still friends, compared with heterosexuals. 
Similarly, Harkless and Fowers (2005) studied contact with ex-lovers and found 
that lesbians and gay men had more contact with ex-lovers than did heterosexuals, 
including telephone contact, in person contact, desire to see the person, contact 
at social gatherings, and having a current friendship. Weinstock (2004) referred 
to the phenomenon as "FLEX" (ti'iends and family connections among ex-lovers). 
She points to a number of avenues for future research about the blurred boundaries 
between friends and lovers, especially when they are found from "the same-sex 
pool" (p. 2 J 5). 

Conclusion: Relation Ships Still at Sea 

What do we know about same-sex couples at this time? More specifically, what 
does the ideal LGB "relation Ship" (Johnson, 1991) look like') First, it does not 
appear as though LGBs need to find same-sex partners who are demographically 
similar to them, or even similar in level of outness, since those factors are generally 
not related to level of relationship satisfaction. Gay men are likely to have sex more 
often than other types of couples, though over time sex with their partner decreases 
and sex outside the relationship increases. In contrast, lesbian communities are 
encouraged to redefine what sex means between two women (or else lesbians 
should be socialized to initiate genital sex more often). 

Despite the popular belief that lesbian couples are "merged" and gay male cou
ples are disengaged, the research does not generally support this notion. Furthermore, 
same-sex couples could serve as role models for heterosexuals on how to divide up 
household tasks and finances. The behavioral research of Gottman et al. (2003) also 
implies that same-sex couples are good mode'ls for heterosexuals on how to discuss 
areas of contlic!. 

On the other hand, same-sex couples have less contact with families of origin 
- LGBs move away and lose contact or else lose contact and have more freedom to 
move away. This may permit lesbians and bisexual women to pursue higher levels 
of education than their heterosexual sisters, and may be the reason that gay men 
gravitate toward large cities. Similarly, LGBs perceive less social support from 
families of origin, which may again be a cause or consequence of lack of contact 
with families or the greater geographical distance from them. Instead, LGBs seek 
out their "families of friends"' in the LGB communities, including ex-lovers. It will 

l
be interesting to see if same-sex couples have increased contact with laIllIlJes at 
origin if heterosexism decreases in society and/or same-sex relationships become 

more legitimate. 
Same-sex couples do not slay together as long as married heterosexuals. and this 

I may be the result of lack of legal marriage. less likelihood of having children, 
greater autonomy, or less stigma attached to being single than among heterosexuals, 
They do not stay together as long as heterosexuab because there is less social sup
port (by families of origin or society in general) for same-sex couple to be together 

and less social resistance to breaking up. 
A number of changes in the coming decades will soon render much of these 

researches obsolete. If more countries legalize same-sex marriage. then researchers 
are likely to focus on married same-sex couples and compare them with married 
heterosexual couples, LGB youth may grow up to view sexual orientation as more 
Iluid and flexible than same-sex couples today. so that sexual orientation may 
become a continuous rather than a categorical dimension for studying relationship 
satisfaction anu longevity, Some of the methodological problems described at the 
beginning of this chapter may be improved. so that LGB samples include more 
bisexuals and more people of color. and use better heterosexual comparison groups 
(such as siblings). In sum. same-sex relation Ships may consist of a whole new 

armada - a sea change. so to speak. 
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