Two Moms and a Baby/Two Dads and a Baby

How Many Lesbians and Gay Men Have Children? 

· The current increase in the number of lesbians and gays parenting children has led several researchers to coin the terms “lesbian baby boom” or “gayby boom” to describe this phenomenon (Fassinger, 1991; Patterson, 1992; Wells, 1997; Weston, 1991) 

· The 2000 Census Report is the first time any government institution has gathered and published information on same-sex families. 

· The 2000 US Census Bureau report found that 301,026 lesbian families and 293,365 gay male families identified as unmarried partners. 

· Of the reporting lesbian couples, approximately 103,252 (34.3%) were raising children; approximately 65,420 (22.3%) of gay male families were raising children (Simmons & O'Connell, 2003).

Are lesbians and gay men more likely to abuse children?

· It is not uncommon for minority groups to be represented as dangerous to vulnerable members of society. 

· African American men have often been falsely accused of raping White women (Herek, 2003; Hill Collins, 1998). 

· During the Middle Ages, Jews were associated with disease, filth, degeneration of communities, and the stealing and murder of children (Herek, 2003; Herman, 1998). 

· Antigay activists continue to assert that lesbian and gay people molest children. 

· This argument has been used to exclude gay scouts and scoutmasters from the Boy Scouts of America. 

· During the wake of the recent Catholic church scandals when the church was accused of covering up for priests who were routinely abusing young men, the Vatican’s early response was to declare that gay men should not be ordained into the ministry (Herek, 2003).

· Many individuals who believe lesbians and gays abuse children simply do not understand the terminology used to describe sexual abuse of children by adults and draw incorrect conclusions from the data. 

· For example, the term “homosexual molestation” is sometimes used to describe an adult male molesting a male child or an adult female molesting a female child. 

· Similarly, the term “heterosexual molestation” is used to describe an adult male molesting a female child or an adult female molesting a male child. 

· While this terminology does not describe the sexual orientation of the perpetrator, it is easy to see how these terms can be misleading (Herek, 2003).

· Sexual orientation, whether heterosexual or homosexual is an adult sexual attraction to other adults. 

· Pedophilia, however, is an adult sexual attraction to children. 

· Research has never found a connection between homosexuality and pedophilia.

· Current research suggests that children in lesbian and gay families are actually at decreased risk for sexual abuse by their parents than children living in heterosexual families (Freund et al., 1989; Groth & Birnbaum, 1978; Groth & Gary, 1982; Groth et al., 1982; Jenny et al., 1994; McConaghy, 1998; Newton, 1978).

Does having lesbian or gay parents have any negative effects on a child?

· Scholars generally agree that there are some interesting differences between children raised by heterosexual parents and those raised by same-sex parents; however, those differences are not necessarily grounds for denying same-sex families the basic rights enjoyed by heterosexual families (Anderssen, Amlie, & Ytteroy, 2002; Belcastro et al., 1993; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001).

· In fact, some have questioned why the majority of the research to date upholds heterosexual parenting as the gold standard to which others must strive. 

· They suggest that research on same-sex parenting may encourage the development of rich and intriguing new theories about human development and diverse new ways of looking at the family unit (Anderssen et al., 2002; Benkov, 1995; Clarke, 2000; Stacey & Biblarz).

· Research that assessed statistical differences between the development of children of heterosexual mothers and the development of children of lesbian or gay parents in three key areas: gender behaviors and preferences, sexual behavior and preferences, and 

· overall self-esteem and sense of well-being

Gender Behaviors and Preferences

· Most researchers who have studied differences in gender behaviors and preferences report finding no significant differences between children of lesbian mothers and children of heterosexual mothers (Golombok, Spencer, & Rutter, 1982; Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray, & Smith, 1986; Hoeffer, 1981; Hotvedt & Mandel, 1982; Steckel, 1987).

· However, a few studies have noted some interesting differences. 

· Children of lesbian mothers, particularly daughters, may be more likely to dress, play, or behave in less sex-typed ways than children of heterosexual mothers (Green et al.). 

· Sons of lesbian mothers may be less aggressive, have more androgynous play preferences, and be less likely to conform to traditional gender constructs than sons of heterosexual mothers (Green et al.; Steckel). 

· Wells (1997) theorizes that lesbian mothers may be more apt to encourage their sons to experience feelings rather than repress them; moreover, they may encourage their daughters to challenge the gender boundaries imposed on women in our culture. 

· Whatever the cause of these differences, preliminary findings would suggest that the children of lesbian parents may be more androgynous—possessing both traditional masculine and feminine traits—than children of heterosexual parents. 

· Some research looking at gender-typed behaviors has found that psychologically androgynous individuals have higher self-esteem and tend to be more psychologically well adjusted than individuals who are masculine, feminine, or undifferentiated, especially if they possess high levels of both masculinity and femininity (Alpert-Gillis & Connell, 1989; Bem, 1977; Boldizar, 1991; Flaherty & Dusek, 1980; O'Connor, Mann, & Bardwick, 1978; Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975; Waterman & Whitbourne, 1982).

Sexual Behavior and Preferences

· Most studies of same-sex parenting have reported there are no differences in the sexual behavior and preferences of children of lesbians when compared to children of heterosexual women (Bailey, Bobrow, Wolfe, & Mikach, 1995; Tasker & Golombok, 1995). 

· Indeed, the vast majority of lesbians and gay men are raised by heterosexual parents. This suggests that sexual orientation is not a learned behavior. 

· One study that followed children into adulthood found that a significantly higher number of adult children with lesbian mothers reported having experienced a same-sex erotic encounter, or were open to the possibility of such an encounter in the future, when compared to adult children of heterosexual mothers (Tasker & Golombok). 

· However, based on self-identification, the adult children of lesbian mothers in this study were not statistically more likely to identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual when compared to the adult children of heterosexual mothers. 

· Tasker and Golbomok (1997) found that daughters of lesbian mothers may have a stronger sense of agency and liberation from traditional gender roles than daughters of heterosexual mothers. 

· They found that adolescent and young adult girls raised by lesbian mothers were more sexually adventurous and less chaste than those raised by heterosexual mothers.

· In another study that explored intergenerational transmission of sexual orientation from gay or bisexual fathers to their sons, researchers (Bailey et al., 1995) found that 10% of the sons of gay or bisexual fathers were also non-heterosexual.

· Depending on the statistics used to calculate the overall number of gay and bisexual men, this finding could suggest a slightly higher incidence of non-heterosexual orientation in adult sons of gay or bisexual fathers.

· It is important to point out the insidious heterosexism found at the core of all studies on the sexual behaviors and preferences of children of homosexual parents. 

· The mere existence of these studies suggests a moral judgment that being lesbian or gay is a negative or less-desirable outcome for children.

· This assertion is not shared by all individuals and must not be overlooked when considering the research on these issues (Anderssen et al., 2002; Clarke, 2000; Fitzgerald, 1999).

Overall Self-Esteem and Sense of Well-Being

· Researchers interested in the overall self-esteem and sense of well-being in children of lesbians and gays have studied a variety of indicators including children’s self-esteem, depression, anxiety, behavior, popularity, concern for others, level of harassment, cognitive functioning, employment, and tendency to seek counseling. 

· Generally, this research reported no differences between children of lesbians and gays and children of heterosexuals (Chan, Brooks, Raboy, & Patterson, 1998; Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua, & Joseph, 1995; Golombok et al., 1982; Green et al., 1986; Hotvedt & Mandel, 1982; Huggins, 1989; Patterson, 1994a, 1994b; Steckel, 1987; Tasker & Golombok, 1995). 

· Research that found differences between these two groups suggests that children of lesbian and gay parents may actually be more psychologically robust than children of heterosexual parents (Mitchell, 1998; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001; Tasker & Golombok). 

· Children of same-sex parents are likely to face a certain amount of social stigma, yet the similarities in child outcome studies suggest there may be compensatory processes occurring in lesbian and gay families that could prove helpful to children from many different types of families (Stacey & Biblarz).

Are children with lesbian and gay parents more likely to be harassed or bullied?

· The few studies that have asked this question found that while children of lesbian or gay parents develop peer relationships comparable to children of heterosexual parents (Golombok et al., 1982; Golombok, Tasker, & Murray, 1997; Green et al., 1986), they may be more likely than heterosexual children to be teased or bullied.

· However, the intensity of those confrontations is similar to that experienced by children of heterosexual parents (Tasker & Golombok, 1995). 

· For the children of lesbian or gay parents who experienced teasing or harassment, the teasing was most often directed toward boys and frequently questioned the child’s sexual orientation (Tasker & Golombok). 

· Children of lesbian or gay parents have also reported investing considerable energy in hiding or controlling what their friends know about their parents’ sexual orientation (Lewis, 1980; Pennington, 1987; Tasker & Golombok, 1995; Wyers, 1987).

· In a series of interviews with adolescent and adult children of lesbians, Saffron (1998) found that while these children may have taken measures to hide their mothers’ sexual orientation, they overwhelmingly agreed that having a lesbian mother was a positive experience for them. 

· Children of lesbian parents reported that they grew up in a supportive environment where they were encouraged to be the unique individual they were born to be. 

· These children were accepting of marginalized individuals and their families, and sensitive to the political views and values of others. 

· The children studied expressed a sense of uneasiness with labels and the imposition of limitations on other individuals. 

· They felt a sense of responsibility to educate others around them about ignorance and prejudice. 

· Daughters of lesbians felt they were more free, independent, assertive, questioning, and self-confident as a result of having a lesbian mother.

· They preferred egalitarian relationships where mutual respect and individuality were valued. 

· For the children of lesbians and gays in this study, family membership was earned based on the quality of the relationship, not on the sharing of genes.

Strategies for helping children with same-sex parents cope with bullying.

· Children at risk for bullying or harassment may benefit from a number of support systems and coping strategies. 

· In one study (Lewis, 1980), children of lesbian and gay parents reported that even when their counselor knew their mother was a lesbian, the counselor was too embarrassed to talk their mother’s sexual identity. 

· As a result, this issue was never discussed and the children found counseling unhelpful. 

· In contrast, these children reported a sense of relief and solidarity with their siblings after sharing their stories with the researcher. 

· The researcher noted that the positive effects appeared to be related to the fact that siblings were interviewed together in the absence of their mother by an adult with unbiased acceptance of their thoughts and feelings (Lewis). 

· These findings suggest that children of lesbian and gay parents thrive in an open and accepting environment of unconditional positive regard for others. 

· COLAGE is an international organization that provides support to children of non-heterosexual parents. 

· COLAGE offers online support/ discussion groups, a pen-pal program, scholarships, a quarterly newsletter, links to summer camps and conferences, personal web page links, and other resources for children of non-heterosexual families (http://www.colage.org).

What do children need to know about their parents’ sexual identity?

· Lesbian mothers and gay fathers should be prepared to provide age-appropriate answers to a number of questions:

· What does it mean to be lesbian or gay?

· What makes someone lesbian or gay?

· If I have a lesbian mom or gay dad, does that mean I will be lesbian or gay too?

· How do you know someone is lesbian or gay?

· Are there a lot of lesbians and gays? Where are they?

· Should I hide my lesbian or gay parents from my friends (Berzon, 1978)?

· Perhaps the most important thing for lesbian parents to know is that parenting is not a perfect art. Anything they say can be modified in a subsequent conversation (Martin, 1993). 

· In fact, over time they will find that they must repeat and elaborate as their children learn and grow (Martin). Their children will tell them what, when, and how much they need to know at any given time (Martin). 

· There are a number of excellent adult-oriented and child-oriented books to assist lesbian parents in talking to their children about sexual identity. 

Appendix A

National Organizations Specializing in Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Law

American Civil Liberties Union

National Gay and Lesbian Rights Project

132 W 43rd St

New York, NY 10036

Tel: 212/549-2627

Fax: 212/869-9061

Website: http://www.aclu.org

Gay & Lesbian Advocates & Defenders (GLAD) 

30 Winter Street, Suite 800

Boston, MA 02108

Phone: 800-455-GLAD or 617-426-1350 

Email: gladlaw@glad.org 

Website: http://www.glad.org 

Lesbian and Gay Immigration Rights Task Force 

230 Park Ave, Ste 904 

New York, NY 10169 

Tel: 212/818-9639 

Fax: 212/573-6075 

Email: http://info@lgirtf.org

Website: www.lgirtf.org

Lambda Legal

120 Wall St, Ste 1500

New York, NY 10005

Tel: 212/809-8585

Fax: 212/809-0055 

Email: legalhelpdesk@lambdalegal.org 

Website: http://www.lambdalegal.org

National Center for Lesbian Rights

870 Market St, Ste 570

San Francisco, CA 94102

Tel: 415/392-6257

Fax: 415/392-8442 

Email: info@nclrights.org 

Website: http://www.nclrights.org
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