121 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
I5 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 conflict
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-lovers-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 few places in the world where same-sex couples can legalize their relation-
ship. In 1989, Denmark became the first nation in the world to have gay and lesbian
registered partnerships (Soland, 1998). Currently only Belgium, Canada, the
Netherlands, and Spain have legalized marriage 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, Portugal. 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
partnerships for same-sex couples since 1989, but these partners could not adopt
each other’s children until 1999 (Lund-Andersen, 2001). 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. 2001).

The majority of US states have introduced legislation prohibiting recognition of
same-sex marriage 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. Furthermore, 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 LGBs Want Same-Sex Marriage

Based on the media focus on same-sex marriage, one could conclude that all same-sex
couples would marry 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
assimilationist position argues that all people have the right to get married, and that
marriage results in stable relationships. In contrast. the radical position asserts that
marriage is an oppressive institution. and that same-sex relationships should be unique
and freely chosen. not mimicking heterosexual norms.

Heterosexuals 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 not. 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) has 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 3:1.
In Canada too. slightly more male than female couples have married (http:/www.
gaydemographics.org). In contrast, in the United States 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 al., 2004). In Massachusetts in 2004, the first year of that legislation,
65% of same-sex marriages were female (Belge, 2005). 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 al., 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 reflects 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
partner. 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 socially 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, filing joint income tax; Cahill, Ellen, &
Tobias, 2002) and so men, whose 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.
Politicians, 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 same-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. friends, or family members have more positive attitudes about lesbians and
gay men. As Peplau. Veniegas, and Campbell (1996, p. 250) stated: “Many
Americans do not view lesbians and gay men as real people. but rather as abstract
symbols who challenge conventional roles 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 marriage. the public opposes legalizing same-sex marriage by
a strong margin. A July 2003 opinion survey indicated that 59% of Americans
opposed allowing gays and lesbians to marry compared with 32% who were in favor
(Lochhead. 2003). When asked about support of “legal agreements giving many of
the same rights as marriage.” 51% were opposed and 41% 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 o 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 behavior of lesbians and gay men.

Testa. Kinder. and Ironson (1987) asked 380 college students to read hypothetical
profiles of lesbian, 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.”
Colleee students were asked to complete a modified version of the Dyadic
Adjusvlmem Scale about the couple’s degree of relationship satisfaction and also the
quality of 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 the profiles were written so as to be
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 much about same-sex couples. but
LGBQS know a great deal about heterosexual marriage. Fairy tales in childhood
end with couples getting married and living “happily ever after.” Most official
documents ask about marital status. There are other constant reminders about the
importance of marriage. Popular songs. television 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 13% 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 married then gay men, gay men had been in their
former 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 married, 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 marriages. Former marriages of lesbians lasted
8.6 years on average, compared with 11 years for former 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 differ
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
society at large, are unaware of the same-sex relationship. Three books on this phe-
nomenon are And Then I Met This Woman: Previously Married Women’s Journeys
Into Lesbian Relationships (Cassingham & O’Neil, 1993), Married Women Who
Love Women (Strock, 2000), and When Husbands Come Out of 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 same-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 various 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 independent 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 important for younger lesbians today.

Both Diamond (2005) and Savin-Williams (2005) have conducted longitudinal
research with sexual minority youth. Although their research does not focus on
couples. it is apparent that concepts of sexual orientation have changed drastically
in the past decade. Sexual orientation and self-identity are more fluid 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 over time, it is impressive that a number of
researchers have managed to obtain the consent of following couples 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. 1979). Laumann et al. (1994) describe how assortative mating among
heterosexuals is the norm. given 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






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 al. (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” (friends 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. 215).

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 L.GBs 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 models for heterosexuals on how to discuss
areas of conflict.

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

be interesting to see if same-sex couples have increased contact with tamilies of
origin if heterosexism decreases in society and/or same-sex relationships become
more legitimate.

Same-sex couples do not stay together as long as married heterosexuals. and this
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 heterosexuals because there is less social sup-
port (by families of origin or society in general) for same-sex couples 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
fluid and flexible than same-sex couples today. so that sexual orientation may
become a continuous rather than a categorical dimension for studying relationship
satisfaction and 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.

Acknowledgment 1 would like to thank Nanette Gartrell. Marcia Hill. and Anne Peplau for their
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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