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ABSTRACT. A growing body of scientific literature demonstratesthat children who grow up with 1 or 2 gay
and/or lesbian parentsfare aswell in emotional, cognitive, social, and sexual functioning as do children whose
parents are heterosexual. Children's optimal development seemsto beinfluenced more by the nature of the
relationships and interactions within the family unit than by the particular structural form it takes.

CURRENT SITUATION

Accurate datitics regarding the number of parents who are gay or lesbian are impossible to obtain. The secrecy resulting
from the stigma till associated with homosexuaity has hampered even basic epidemiologic research. A broad estimate is

that between 1 and 9 million children in the United States have at least 1 parent who is leshian or gay.!

Mogt individuas who have aleshian and/or gay parent were conceived in the context of a heterosexud relationship. When
aparent (or both parents) in a heterosexua couple "comes out” as lesbian or gay, some parents divorce and others
continue to live as a couple. If they do decideto live separatdy, either parent may be the resdentia parent or children may
live part-time in each home. Gay or leshian parents may remain single or they may have same-sex partners who may or
may not develop stepparenting relationships with the children. These families closdy resemble stepfamilies formed after
heterosexud couples divorce, and many of their parenting concerns and adjustments are Smilar. An additiona concern for
these parents is that pervasively heterosexist lega precedents have resulted in denia of custody and restriction of visitation
rights to many gay and lesbian parents.

Increasing socid acceptance of diversity in sexua orientation has alowed more gay men and lesbians to come out before
forming intimate relationships or becoming parents. Leshian and gay adults choose to become parents for many of the same
reasons heterosexud adults do. The desire for children is abasic human inginct and satisfies many peopleswish to leave a
mark on history or perpetuate their family's story. In addition, children may satisfy peopl€'s desire to provide and accept
love and nurturing from others and may provide some assurance of care and support during their older years.

Many of the same concernsthat exist for heterosexud couples when they consder having children aso face leshians and
gay men. All parents have concerns about time, finances, and the responsibilities of parenthood. They worry about how
children will affect their relationship as a couple, their own and their children's hedlth, and their ability to manage their new
parenting role in addition to their other adult roles. Lesbians and gay men undertaking parenthood face additiona
chalenges, including deciding whether to conceive or adopt a child, obtaining donor sperm or arranging for a surrogate
mother (if conceaiving), finding an accepting adoption agency (if adopting), making legdly binding arrangements regarding
parental relationships, creating a substantive role for the nonbiologic or nonadoptive parent, and confronting emationa pain
and redtrictions imposed by heterosexism and discriminatory regulations.

Despite these challenges, leshians and gay men increasingly are becoming parents on their own or in the context of an
edtablished same-sex relationship. Mot leshians who conceive a child do so using dternative insemination techniques with



adonor's sperm. The woman or women may choose to become pregnant using sperm from a completely anonymous
donor, from a donor who has agreed to be identifiable when the child becomes an adult, or from afully known donor (eg,
afriend or ardative of the nonconceiving partner). Leshians aso can become parents by fostering or adopting children, as
can gay men. These opportunities are increasingly available in most states and in many other countries, dthough they are
il limited by legd statutes in some places.

A growing number of gay men have chosen to become fathers through the assi stance of a surrogate mother who bears their

child. Others have made agreements to be coparents with a single woman (lesbian or heterosexual) or aleshian couple 24
Still other men make arrangements to participate as spoerm donors in the conception of a child (commonly with alesbian
couple), agreeing to have varigble levels of involvement with the child but without taking on the respongbilities of parenting.

When aleshian or agay man becomes a parent through dternative insemination, surrogacy, or adoption, the biologic or
adoptive parent is recognized within the legal system as having full and more or less absolute parentd rights. Although the
biologic or adoptive parent's partner may function as a coparent, he or she has no forma legd rights with respect to the
child. Mogt sate laws do not alow for adoption or guardianship by an unmarried partner unless the parenta rights of the
firg parent are terminated. An attorney can prepare medica consent forms and nomination-of-guardian forms for the care
of the child in the event of the legd parent's death or incapacity. These documents, however, do not have the force of an
adoption or legd guardianship, and there is no guarantee that a court will uphold them. Some states recently have passed
legidation that alows coparents to adopt their partner's children. Other Sates have dlowed their judicid systemsto
determine digibility for forma adoption by the coparent on a case-by-case basis. Coparent (or second-parent) adoption
has important psychologic and legd benefits.

Historically, gay men and lesbians have been prevented from becoming foster parents or adopting children and have been
denied custody and rights of vistation of their children in the event of divorce on the grounds that they would not be
effective parents. Legd judtifications and socid beliefs have presumed that their children would experience stigmétization,
poor peer relationships, subsequent behaviora and emationd problems, and abnormal psychosexud devel opment. During
the past 20 years, many investigators have tried to determine whether thereis any empiric support for these assumptions.

RESEARCH EVIDENCE

The focus of research has been on 4 main topic aress. Investigators have concentrated on describing the attitudes and
behaviors of gay and lesbian parents and the psychosexua development, socid experience, and emotiond datus of ther
children.

Parenting Attitudes and Behavior, Per sonality, and Adjustment of Parents

Stereotypes and laws that maintain discriminatory practices are based on the assumption that lesbian mothers and gay
fathers are different from heterosexud parents in ways that are important to their children's well-being. Empirica evidence
revedsin contragt that gay fathers have substantia evidence of nurturance and investment in their paternd role and no

differences from heterosexua fathersin providing appropriate recreation, encouraging autonomy,® or desling with generd

problems of parenting.® Compared with heterosexual fathers, gay fathers have been described to adhere to stricter
disciplinary guiddines, to place greater emphasis on guidance and the development of cognitive skills, and to be more

involved in their children's activities.” Overal, there are more similarities than differencesin the parenting styles and attitudes
of gay and nongay fathers.

Smilarly, few differences have been found in the research from the last 2 decades comparing lesbian and heterosexud

mothers self-esteem, psychologic adjustment, and attitudes toward child rearing.82 Lesbian mothersfall within the range of
normal psychologic functioning on interviews and psychol ogic assessments and report scores on standardized measures of

self-esteem, anxiety, depression, and parenting stress indistinguishable from those reported by heterosexua mothers10

Leshian mothers strongly endorse child-centered attitudes and commitment to their maternal roles™13 and have been



shown to be more concerned with providing male role models for their children than are divorced heterosexua mothers.814
Leshian and heterosexud mothers describe themsdves smilarly in marital and maternd interests, current lifestyles, and

child-rearing practices.2* They report similar role conflicts, socia support networks, and coping strategies. 1216
Children's Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation

The gender identity of preadolescent children raised by leshian mothers has been found consgtently to bein line with their
biologic sex. None of the more than 300 children studied to date have shown evidence of gender identity confusion, wished
to be the other sex, or consstently engaged in cross-gender behavior. No differences have been found in the toy, game,
activity, dress, or friendship preferences of boys or girls who had lesbian mothers, compared with those who had
heterosexua mothers.

No differences have been found in the gender identity, socid roles, or sexud orientation of adults who had a divorced
homosexual parent (or parents), compared with those who had divorced heterosexual parents.1”-19 Similar proportions of
young adults who had homosexua parents and those who had heterosexud parents have reported fedings of attraction
toward someone of the same sex. 22 Compared with young adults who had heterosexual mothers, men and women who
had |leshian mothers were dightly more likely to congder the possibility of having a same-sex partner, and more of them
had been involved in at leest a brief relationship with someone of the same sex, 19 but in each group similar proportions of
adult men and women identified themselves as homaosexud.

Children's Emational and Social Development

Because mogt children whose parents are gay or lesbian have experienced the divorce of their biologic parents, their
subsequent psychologic development has to be understood in that context. Whether they are subsequently raised by 1 or 2
separated parents and whether a stepparent has joined either of the biologic parents are important factors for children but
are rardly addressed in research assessing outcomes for children who have aleshian or gay parent.

The condderable research literature that has accumulated addressing thisissue has generaly reveded that children of
divorced leshian mothers grow up in ways that are very Smilar to children of divorced heterosexud mothers. Severd
studies comparing children who have alesbian mother with children who have a heterosexud mother have failed to
document any differences between such groups on personality measures, measures of peer group relaionships, sef-
esteem, behaviord difficulties, academic success, or warmth and quaity of family relationships 21115162021 Chj|dren's
self-esteem has been shown to be higher among adolescents whose mothers (of any sexua orientation) were in anew
partnered relationship after divorce, compared with those whose mothers remained single, and among those who found out

at ayounger age that their parent was homosexual, compared with those who found out when they were older.22

Prevalent heterosexism and stigmati zation might lead to teasing and embarrassment for children about their parent's sexud
orientation or their family congtdlation and restrict their ability to form and maintain friendships. Adult children of divorced
leshian mothers have recalled more teasing by peers during childhood than have adult children of divorced heterosexud
parents.22 Nevertheless, children seem to cope rather well with the challenge of understanding and describing their families
to peers and teachers.

Children born to and raised by leshian couples so seem to develop normaly in every way. Ratings by their mothers and
teachers have demongtrated children's socid competence and the prevaence of behaviora difficulties to be comparable

with population norms.82 In fact, growing up with parents who are leshian or gay may confer some advantages to
children. They have been described as more tolerant of diversity and more nurturing toward younger children than children

whose parents are heterosexual . 222

In 1 study, children of heterosexud parents saw themselves as being somewhat more aggressive than did children of
leshians, and they were seen by parents and teachers as more bossy, negative, and domineering. Children of leshian



parents saw themsalves as more |ovable and were seen by parents and teachers as more affectionate, responsive, and

protective of younger children, compared with children of heterosexua parents.®>27 In amore recent investigation, children
of leshian parents reported their self-esteem to be smilar to that of children of heterosexua parents and saw themsdlves as

similar in aggressiveness and sociahility. 1°

Recent investigations have attempted to discern factors that promote optima well-being of children who have leshian
parents. The adjustment of children who have 2 mothers seemsto be related to their parents satisfaction with their
relaionship and specificaly with the divison of responsbility they have worked out with regard to child care and household

chores. 2 Children with lesbian parents who reported grester relationship satisfaction, more egditarian division of

household and paid |abor,2? and more regular contact with grandparents and other relatives® were rated by parents and
teachers to be better adjusted and to have fewer behaviora problems.

Children in dl family congtellations have been described by parents and teachers to have more behaviord problems when
parents report more persond distress and more dysfunctiona parent-child interactions. In contrast, children are rated as
better adjusted when their parents report greater relationship satisfaction, higher levels of love, and lower interparenta
conflict regardiess of their parents sexud orientation. Children apparently are more powerfully influenced by family
processes and relationships than by family structure.

SUMMARY

The smal and nonrepresentative samples studied and the relatively young age of most of the children suggest some reserve.
However, the weight of evidence gathered during severd decades usng diverse samples and methodologies is persuasive
in demongtrating that there is no systematic difference between gay and nongay parents in emationa hedlth, parenting skills,
and atitudes toward parenting. No data have pointed to any risk to children as aresult of growing up in afamily with 1 or
more gay parents. Some among the vast variety of family forms, histories, and relationships may prove more conducive to
hedlthy psychosexua and emotiona development than others.

Research exploring the diversity of parentd relationships among gay and leshian parentsis just beginning. Children whose
parents divorce (regardless of sexud orientation) are better adjusted when their parents have high sdf-esteem, maintain a
responsible and amicable relationship, and are currently living with a partner.223L Children living with divorced lesbian
mothers have better outcomes when they learn about their mother's homosexuality a ayounger age, when their fathers and
other important adults accept their mother's leshian identity, and perhaps when they have contact with other children of
lesbians and gay men. 2224 Parents and children have better outcomes when the dauinting tasks of parenting are shared, and
children seem to benefit from arrangements in which lesbian parents divide child care and other household tasksin an

egdlitarian manner?® aswell as when conflict between partnersiis low. Although gay and lesbian parents may not, despite
their best efforts, be able to protect their children fully from the effects of stigmatization and discrimination, parents sexua
orientation is not avariable tha, in itsdlf, predicts their ability to provide a home environment that supports children's
development.
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