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ABSTRACT

LESBIAN MOTHER FAMILIES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF PERCEPTIONS
OF INSTITUTIONAL AND INTERPERSONAL SUPPORT

By

Lucy Renee Mercier

Social and political discourse on gay and lesbian families, increased public
knowledge of single-parent and same-sex families, and the notoriety of a few
lesbians in popular culture recently have focused attention on lesbian mother

families. In response, social science researchers have begun to examine some

of the conditions and circumstances of lesbian mother families. This project
attempted to provide an in-depth exploration of the interactions within lesbian
mother families and between these families and the social environment.

This study used a modified snowball sampling technique to recruit 125

self-identified lesbian mothers living in Michigan. Respondents completed

questionnaires that gathered information on demographics, relationship status, ."':-:l
family composition, and level of support for sexual orientation. In addition,

descriptive data on respondents’ children were gathered. While the

questionnaire data provided important information about the sample of lesbian

mother families, the focus of the study was on face-to-face interviews with a sub-

sample of 21volunteers selected from the questionnaire sample. Interviews

centered on the completion of genograms and eco maps for respondent families.

Data were collected on types of relationships, satisfaction with relationships,



relationship strengths and relationship stressors for interactions within families
and between families and their environments.

Analysis of interview data for partner-partner, parent-child, sibling,
household-children’s schools, and household-mothers’ work relationships
revealed that the lesbian mothers in this study were strongly committed to caring
for their children and to maintaining their families. Respondents were open about
sexual orientation, were highly involved in their children’s schools, and used
creative strategies for balancing work and family. Areas of stress as well as
strategies for responding to challenges to family survival and success were
highlighted.

Implications of the study for policy, practice, and research are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

While families headed by lesbian mothers do not represent a new family
form, recent publicity about lesbian mothers may make it seem so. Significant
social and political discourse on gay and lesbian family policy, increased public
knowledge about alternative fertilization, and the notoriety of a few lesbians in
popular culture have focused attention on same-sex couples as parents. While
gay and lesbian parenting has been debated by legislative and judicial bodies
and the media for the past few years, social scientists have been collecting data
about families headed by lesbian and gay adults since the 1980’s. For the past
two decades, psychologists, sociologists, social workers and cultural
anthropologists have reported on lesbian mother families, and have begun to
describe the particular challenges faced by lesbians and their children in the
United States and other western cultures (Parks, 1998).

The profession of social work is uniquely concerned with the intersection
between human beings and the social environment. Social workers are also
charged with a responsibility to understand and assist members of
disadvantaged groups, especially those for whom oppression is the result of
social conditions (National Association of Social Workers, 1996). Thus, the study
of lesbian mother families is relevant to social work in that it directly responds to
the profession’s charge to “promote sensitivity to and knowledge about
oppression and cultural and ethnic diversity” (p. 5)

Most social scientists agree that lesbians are increasingly involved in

motherhood (e.g. Amup, 1995; Lewin, 1993; Weston, 1991). In the past, most



lesbian mothers were involved in parenting the children born to them through
heterosexual partnerings (Lewin, 1993). Changes in reproductive technology and
in interpretation of family law seem to have resulted in greater overall numbers of
actively parenting lesbians (Patterson, 1995), as more women choose to have
children within the context of a primary relationship with another woman or within
the social environment of the lesbian community (Martin, 1993). The experiences
of these women suggest a number of special issues and problems that are
properly the focus of social work research and analysis.

Contemporary lesbian parenting is influenced by social, economic,
interpersonal and individual factors. That is, the visibility and viability of lesbian-
headed families are influenced by definitions of sexual orientation and deviance,
availability of wage labor, and social support for women living independently from
men (Laird & Green, 1996). Oppression, as well as opportunity to overcome
discriminatory practices and conditions, shapes the context in which lesbian
mothers create and nurture their families (Hartman, 1996). Such factors influence
the individual experiences and outcomes of lesbian mothers, while they help to
frame the social conditions that impact all American families.

The topic of sexual orientation in social work and family theory is important
because of its relationship to issues as diverse as gender roles in family life,
understanding of family structure and function, the impact of social support and
social policy on family life, and the role of individual experience in the success of
families. Descriptive research that uses demographic data to explore the

relevance of sexual orientation with respect to oppression is difficult to



accomplish because of the reluctance of research subjects to identify
themselves. However, anecdotal evidence and several national surveys reveal
that gay men and lesbians experience significant problems in daily life: rejection
by families of origin and important sources of interpersonal support; employment
discrimination; denial of certain employment-related benefits (e.g. domestic
partner programs and family leave); barriers to legally-recognized marriage (and
thus all the federal and state benefits that marriage allows); threats to child
custody; and increased risk of anti-gay violence (Harvard Law Review, 1990). In
addition to these rather concrete issues, lesbians and gay men report that social
stigmatization, and the fear of subtler forms of discrimination or rejection,
negatively impact the quality of their lives (Steinhorn, 1985).

A'major theme of contemporary family research is its increasing
recognition of diverse families (Berardo, 1991). As definitions of family move
away from conventional gender constraints, new knowledge emerges that
emphasizes an understanding of family as a complex and changeable arena for
working through interpersonal, economic, political and other relations (Ferree,
1991). While important research on mainstream families continues, sociological
understanding of non-traditional families is vital to the continuing development of
knowledge in the field. Lesbian mother families “provide a fertile testing ground
for family theories and simultaneously pose ... challenges for dominant family
theories” (Demo & Allen, 1996. p. 423).

In addition, lesbian mother families share important commonailties with

many contemporary families, so exploration of the experiences of lesbian



mothers also has important implications for many parents outside of the lesbian
community. Research on lesbian mother families helps to illuminate the larger
questions asked by social scientists trying to understand alternative family forms
and increases understanding of the relationships between gender, sexuality and
family. Single heterosexual mothers or fathers, gay men who parent, unmarried
cohabiting heterosexual parents, and grandparents who raise grandchildren may
experience many of the conditions impacting lesbian-mother families.

This project proceeded from earlier studies of lesbian mothers, with a
particular emphasis on the exploration of institutional and interpersonal support
and obstacles in the social environments of lesbian mother families. It rested on
the assumption that lesbians are challenged by social, economic, and
interpersonal factors and that these conditions influence their experiences as
members of families. Rather than focusing on problems, however, | hoped that
the nature of this research design would yield data that reflect both obstacles and
opportunities in the respondents’ families and social interactions.

While demographic data were collected and quantitatively analyzed, the
primary focus of this study was on rich descriptions of relationships within the
family and between the family and systems in the social environment. By using
face-to-face interviews in a qualitative research format, | hoped to bring the
voices of lesbian mothers more directly into the academic conversation about

their lives and experiences.



Chapter 1

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The literature on lesbian mothers is surprisingly abundant. Most of the
social science research on lesbian mother families is found in the disciplines of
sociology and psychology. In addition, social workers have written about this
population from both social policy and clinical perspectives, while Lewin (1993)
and Weston (1991) offer two notable anthropological perspectives. | have also
included in this review important works from the lesbian press. Pies’ (1988) and
Martin’s (1993) books are widely read and cited as source books for lesbian
mothers and are included here in order to more directly reflect the experiences
and concemns of lesbian mother families.

Much of the research on lesbian mother families has been conducted
without evidence of a formal connection to a larger research agenda. While a
few of the studies reviewed here included references to theoretical or conceptual
foundations for research activities, the majority of the studies were exploratory or
descriptive in nature. The condition of research on lesbian mother families, then,
seems to parallel that of research on other types of families. Knowledge building
about lesbian mothers has not always followed the conventions of theory building
(Sprey, 1991). Because the research on lesbian mothers is interdisciplinary and
issue-driven, its theoretical development has been uneven. For example, studies
influenced by liberal feminist concern about equal access to resources (e.g.,

Martin, 1993) occur side-by-side with increasing numbers of projects influenced



by feminist standpoint theory and intersectionist analyses (e.g., Mitchell, 1996).
While the diverse theory bases are not necessarily exclusive, they may rely on
completely different world-views, and thus the conclusions drawn from the
studies do not always complement each other.

The following section is an overview and critical analysis of the research
on lesbian mother families. Throughout, | have attempted to provide context for
various approaches to studying lesbian mothers. As Sprey (1991) pointed out,
research on the family is subject to trends and currents, many of which provide
opportunities for enhancing the quality of the research, as well as the relevance
of the knowledge gathered. Recently, researchers seem to agree that lesbian
mother families are unique, diverse, and impacted by a wide range of influences
and factors. Dahlheimer and Feigal (1991), for example, emphasized the
interplay of individual, relational, social, political, economic and other factors in
the lives of lesbian mothers. While the research on lesbian mother families has
often failed to follow a coherent research agenda, it is beginning to address the
wide range of factors impacting these families.

The topic of lesbian mothers is embedded in the development of
knowledge about women and their experiences, and in the consideration of the
ways in which women, as members of a distinct social group, experience and
manage diverse circumstances. Traditional social science research has often
ignored women's experiences, misinterpreted women's responses, or dismissed
women's issues as unimportant (Stacey & Thome, 1985). Even when women's

concemns have been addressed in research and practice, the limitations of



conventional social science epistemology have impaired researchers’ chances of
producing results that are relevant for women (Harding, 1991). Similarly, in the
unique circumstances under which social scientists adequately address issues of
gender, frameworks for knowledge often have failed to account for variance in

women's experience in terms of ethnicity, sexual orientation, age and other axes

—_———

of difference (Smith, 1990). These epistemological shortcomings limit the
usefulness of conventional research. More importantly, restrictive frameworks for

~

kn&wledge producx_e a#glimate of false knowledge, leading practitioners and v
researchers alike to accept the false assumptions upon which conventional social
research is often based.

In this chapter, | will review the existing literature on lesbian mothers and
their families. The review begins with an overview of four major research
summaries that provide a foundation for the detailed examination of studies
covered in subsequent sections. Literature on legal issues is surveyed in order
to provide background on policy issues and to explore the historical significance
of child custody issues with lesbian mothers. Writing about clinical intervention
with lesbian mother families, and studies of Iesbi;'is' decisions about parenting
provide knowledge about practice concerns with lesbian mothers. Research that
compares lesbian mothers with other populations, as well as more recent studies
tha—t;onsider lesbian parenting as a unique experience, are reviewed for their

relevance for knowledge development in the field of family studies. The chapter

concludes with the research questions that provided the basis for this study.



Research Summaries

Scholarly and systematic research about lesbians has been conducted for
approximately the past 40 years (Tully, 1995). In contrast to the large body of
literature that explores sex roles, female psychosocial development and various
attitudes and behaviors of heterosexual women, the research on lesbians has
been relatively circumscribed. Specific studies of lesbian mothers are even more
limited in number and scope. Since the 1980’s however, researchers have
begun to acknowledge lesbian parenting with greater attention to the
characteristics of lesbian mother families, as well as to the processes by which
these families are built and maintained (Parks, 1998).

The writing on research and research trends in the study of lesbian
mothers reflects a self-consciousness about the ways in which knowledge
development occurs in the social context. Research summaries serve to place
the study of lesbian mothers into a cultural and epistemological perspective,
clarifying the significance of specific research questions as well as the selection
of research subjects. The research summaries reviewed here place the
contemporary study of lesbian mothers into an historical framework.

The research.on lesbian mothers tends to fall into general categories
based on the focus of the researchers. The categories themselves are
instructive, insofar as they reflect the general viewpoint of the research
community and the state of knowledge development in relation to lesbians as
mothers. Four recent works reviewed and analyzed trends in research related to

lesbian mothers. These authors used the implicit categories suggested by



research questions and outcomes to examine trends in research on lesbians
overall. The research summaries also projected future trends and suggested
frameworks appropriate for the study of lesbians and lesbian families. The
following is a review of those summaries.

Joan Laird (1994) examined the major themes and trends in research on
lesbians with an emphasis on the ways in which the positivist paradigm restricts
understanding about the unique strengths of lesbian families. Laird identified the
major research themes related to lesbians as: causation of homosexuality; gay
and lesbian mental health; coming out; gay and lesbian couple relationships; and
children of lesbian parents. She noted that these themes reflect the research
community's "deficit-based stance" (p. 268) and its emphasis on individual,
psychological and cognitive constructs. Laird argued for a re-vision of lesbian life
as one in which women move from one cultural context to another with relative
ease.

Carol Tully (1995) examined the major historic themes in research about
lesbians in detail. She found that, beginning in the 1950's, research on lesbians
focused on the etiology of lesbianism, especially the role of childhood
experiences, family relationships, and genetics. A review of the data collected
over four decades of study on the ‘causes’ of lesbianism exposed the research
as inconclusive. Like Laird, Tully noted that, between the 1960's and 1980's,
researchers shifted from focusing on lesbianism as pathology to an exploration of
lesbian identity development, and social integration. Since the 1970's, research

has emphasized the strengths of lesbian respondents by examining their social



behavior, intimate relationships, political and occupational roles, sexual norms,
and families of origin. Since the 1980's, studies that focus on adolescence,
adulthood, midlife, and aging have collected data on the spectrum of experiences
and issues encountered by lesbians across the life span. Tully described a final
trend in research about lesbians, namely, the focus on clinical intervention with
lesbians and their families. In contrast to the early deficit-driven research on
etiology and psychological functioning, these studies focus on the role of the
helping professional in assisting lesbians to manage the unique stressors of
living as an oppressed minority.

Allen and Demo (1995) reviewed the research on lesbians by examining
the ways in which the family relations of lesbians and gay men have been
described in the social science literature. They reviewed articles published in
nine professional journals, concluding that the published research on these
families remains limited. However, they noted that gays and lesbians have
gained a modest visibility in the literature since 1980. Nevertheless, Allen and
Demo insisted that this trend toward greater visibility is generally superficial. "For
the most part, lesbians and gay men, as individuals or couples, but rarely as
members of families, are mentioned at the beginning or end of an article in a list
of examples of diverse experience" (p. 17).

The most recent review of the literature on lesbian mothers (Parks, 1998)
called for research that explores the ways in which lesbian mother families
develop and function outside of traditional social support systems. Parks

emphasized the heterogeneity of lesbian mother families, with particular attention
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to each lesbian mother’s “parenthood history” (p. 387), and to the unique
structures and relationships formed in various lesbian mother families.

The exclusionary methods and practices of family researchers are
highlighted by each of the preceding research summaries. Allen and Demo
(1995) challenged the use of large, demographic data sets in which information
about sexual orientation has not been collected and decried the practice of
assuming that marital status or parenting role is a valid indicator of heterosexual
orientation. Parks (1998) pointed out the limitations of small sample sizes and
the continued concentration of white, middle class women as both researchers
and respondents in this area. Continued integration of lesbian and gay
standpoints into the family studies research paradigm is suggested through non-
traditional frameworks such as biculturalism, life course perspective, social
ecology and feminist theory (Allen & Demo, 1995) and ethnographic and feminist
research methods (Laird, 1994; Tully, 1995).

Legal Concerns

Research and writing about lesbian mothers has long been associated
with issues of family and civil law, such as child custody and inheritance rights.
While much of the writing on legal aspects of lesbian motherhood is oriented
toward the legal community, several authors provide summary material relevant
to this review and so are mentioned here.

A fundamental issue for lesbian mother families is the way in which
lesbians' access to socially- and legally-sanctioned family forms is restricted by

traditional definitions of family. The implications of exclusion from the institution
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of family are especially profound for lesbian couples. Since same-sex couples
are not offered the option of legally recognized marriage, even strongly
committed, long-term lesbian relationships are marked by the absence of legal
protections automatically afforded heterosexual couples. Death benefits,
inheritance laws, and the protections normally provided by trusts and wills are not
ensured for surviving members of lesbian couples, and may limit ability to provide
for children (Harvard Law Review, 1990). Similarly, state laws systematically
discriminate against gay and lesbian families in other arenas such as housing,
workers' compensation benefits and tort actions where the plaintiff is a same-sex
partner of a victim (Harvard Law Review, 1990). Some lesbian couples attempt
to subvert these legal realities by drawing up legal documents, such as powers of
attorney, wills, and trusts, but even then, few have the assurance of well-
established legal precedent in support of their families. In the event that one
member of a lesbian couple dies or becomes incapacitated, biological relatives
can and do challenge the claim of the remaining partner over children and
property.

Legal concerns around child custody and parenting rights/obligations are
complex and evolving issues for lesbian mothers (Martin, 1993). In Western
culture, parental obligation for the support and care of minor children is regarded
as one of the primary functions of family life. In addition to the obligations of
acting as guardians of their children, parents have important privileges, including

the right to associate with and live with their children, and to make innumerable
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decisions regarding their children's health, education, activities and other
functions (Curry, Clifford & Leonard, 1994).

Besides these everyday obligations and advantages, parental status offers
some powerful legal protections, especially when questions arise over the
competence of parents to take care of their children. Thus, in cases where the
custody of a child is disputed in court, the law generally favors the biological/legal
parent(s), except when remaining with the parent would not be in the "best
interests of the child" (Harvard Law Review, 1990). Historically, discovery of a
custodial parent's homosexuality has been sufficient cause to legally challenge
child custody arrangements. Today, while most courts no longer award custody
to the heterosexual parent solely based on sexual orientation, such
considerations are legal and are applied (Rivera, 1987; Harvard Law Review,
1990).

Arguments against lesbian mothers in custody suits traditionally have
invoked stereotypes about lesbians as emotionally immature, unstable, non-
maternal, and likely to expose children to sexual abuse (Falk, 1989).
Alternatively, the courts have heard arguments suggesting that children of
lesbian mothers are likely to be teased by peers, that the mother's
romantic/sexual relationships will not allow adequate time for parenting, and that
children will become mentally ill by exposure to their mothers' lifestyle (Kleber,
Howell and Tibbits-Kleber, 1986). The most common argument against awarding

custody to a lesbian mother, however, has been the assumption that children
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raised by lesbians are more likely to become homosexual themselves (Falk,
1989).

Beyond the obvious and debatable assumption that heterosexual parents
and children are more desirable than homosexuals are, the implications of such
legal arguments in separating mothers and children are enormous. As early as
three decades ago, studies investigating these assumptions about lesbian
mothers found them to be unsubstantiated by empirical data (e.g., Browne &
Giampetro, 1985; Rand, Graham & Rawlings, 1982). A review of research on
lesbian mothers and child custody reveals that "research regarding lesbian
motherhood has consistently failed to provide any evidence for necessarily
inferior parenting styles" (Kleber, Howell & Tibbits-Kleber, 1986, p. 86). In spite
of consistent social science evidence that lesbian mothers are often
indistinguishable from their heterosexual counterparts, judges and family court
referees continue to consider such arguments in hearings for custody, visitation
and parental rights (Harvard Law Review, 1990: Polikoff, 1986; Robson, 1994).

Law and custom act simultaneously as protection and hazard for lesbian
parents. Lesbians who are the biological mothers of their children are often
favored in child custody disputes because of traditions which privilege birth
mothers over all others in determining the "best interests of the child" (Polikoff,
1986). Thus, even in cases where neglect or abuse is alleged, legal precedent
exists which steers the court toward continued placement with the mother until /
unless gross endangerment to the child is substantiated. Even in cases where

the sexual orientation of the mother is considered, more and more courts are
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deciding in favor of the biological mother of the child (ren), not because the court
accepts or supports diversity in family structure, but because the rights of
biological parents are considered preponderant in such cases (Harvard Law
Review, 1990).

On the other hand, the law disadvantages lesbian mothers who are not
the birth mothers of their children. Non-biological mothers are often unable to
obtain legal custody or guardianship of children they have supported and raised
since birth, even after the death of the child's birth mother. Similarly, even when
the birth mother or adoptive mother desires a co-parent to be legally recognized
so that support obligations, insurance coverage and others benefits can be
assured, the courts may not allow the action (Hitchens, 1979; 1988).

In lesbian mother families, the non-biological /non-adoptive co-parent lives
in "a legal as well as social and emotional netherworld" (Muzio, 1993, p. 225).
The implication of invisibility for this sub-group of lesbian mothers is important in
exploring the formation and maintenance of lesbian mother families. The
planned two-parent lesbian mother family, in particular, challenges the
assumption that there can be no more than one mother at a time in a family.

Some states are beginning to test provisions for two unrelated people to
adopt the same child by allowing lesbian co-parents to carry out second-parent
adoptions. Some second-parent adoptions use precedents set by step parent
adoptions (Harvard Law Review, 1990). Others rely on recent adoption reforms
to re-interpret adoption law. In second-parent adoptions, legal parents may

chose adoptive parents for their children. In some courts, by naming themselves
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and their female partners as these new adoptive parents, mothers have been
able to legally affirm the existing co-parenting relationship. The procedure is not
without risk and expense. A home study must be completed by a licensed social
service agency. Mothers must voluntarily relinquish their legal rights to the
children, if only for a brief time. Social service and court fees run into thousands
of dollars in most cases. Finally, many judges simply refuse to grant second-
parent adoptions. As of April 1997, courts in the District of Columbia and 21
states had approved second-parent adoptions by lesbian and gay couples, but
the process is not universally available even in those areas (Lambda Legal
Defense and Education Fund, 1997).
Clinical Perspectives

Although writing about legal concerns was an early focus in the lesbian
mother literature, the contemporary focus in the field is on writing by and for
clinicians who encounter lesbians as individuals and members of families in
distress. Literature in this category emphasizes the professional obligation of
therapists, educators, and social service practitioners to familiarize themselives
with sexual minorities and to use realistic and empowering strategies in their
clinical work with lesbians and their families. The presence of these articles in
the social science literature speaks to the authors' continued perception that sub-
standard service is provided to lesbian mother families. In addition, as with other
populations, clinical literature impacts problem definition and the construction of

knowledge about a population (Ganong & Coleman, 1994).
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Marny Hall (1978) introduced a number of themes about lesbian
motherhood that have echoed through the literature for nearly 20 years. Using
anecdotal data, she described the stressors experienced by lesbians who must
deal with disclosure of their sexual orientation and a changing socio-political
climate, including threats to child custody, ambivalence about the role of the co-
parent in the family, concerns about gender socialization for male children, and
disclosure of parental sexual orientation to children. Since Hall's initial work,
several authors have restated the problems encountered by lesbian mothers.
Child support and child custody litigation (Erlichman, 1988; Steinhorn, 1985),
problems in social relationships and communication with children (Patterson,
1994; Steinhorn, 1985), and heterosexism in the practice community (Crawford,
1987; Markowitz, 1991) are frequently reviewed and discussed as common
experiences for lesbian mother families.

Therapists and other human service professionals continue to struggle in
their relationships with lesbian mother families. Evidence of this struggle is found
in nearly all of the clinical literature on lesbian mother families, which continues to
include exhortations to: acknowledge the existence of lesbian mother families; to
confront individual and institutional heterosexism; to increase education about
lesbian mothers’ special needs and resources; and to increase advocacy for
lesbian mother families in the judicial system, treatment context and professional
community (Dahlheimer & Feigal, 1991; Erlichman, 1988; Hall,1978,;

Kirkpatrick,1987; Steinhorn, 1985).
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A few writers have addressed clinical issues relevant to lesbian mother
families more specifically. Markowitz (1991) discussed the emerging importance
of ritual in gay and lesbian families. Joanna Rorhbaugh (1992) addressed issues
unique to lesbian mother families, including maternal competition over providing
and receiving nurturing, benefits discrimination, acceptance by extended family
and lesbian friendship networks. Chambers (1998) and Morton (1998) focused
on the emotional, legal and social implications of lesbian family dissolution.

The writing on general practice issues is essential for the naive or
uninformed practitioner and helps to inform the development of research
questions. However, a small body of literature exists that addresses more
specialized practice arenas or discusses application of social science theory to
practice principles or techniques. Clinical intervention with lesbian mother
families is beginning to gain recognition as a legitimate focus for the practice
community. Specific family therapy practice techniques such as genograms,
sociograms and family sculpting (Shernoff, 1984), behavioral change tasks
(Baptiste, 1987) and adaptation of conventional couples and family therapy for
lesbian mother families (Ussher, 1991) are important contemporary currents in
the clinical literature. Although most of this clinical writing continues to be
focused on stable and articulate family members who are voluntarily seeking
treatment, other types of lesbian mother families are beginning to be recognized
as well. Faria (1994), for example, wrote about family preservation with severely

dysfunctional lesbian mother families.
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Clinical perspectives on lesbian mother families reflect both changing
social realities and remarkably stable attitudes toward lesbian mother families. In
a recent, brief review of clinical issues with gay and lesbian families, Charlotte
Patterson (1994) summarized aspects of gay and lesbian family life identified as
clinically relevant in the practice literature. Her discussion echoed previous
authors’ work that dealt with family relationships, legal and economic issues,
social support and psychological well-being. This relatively recent publication is
noteworthy in that its introduction includes nearly the same discussion of the way
in which "the concept of gay and lesbian families is viewed as an oxymoron" (p.
62) as articles published nearly 20 years earlier.

While relative ignorance about lesbian mother families remains, social
realities seem to be in transition. For example, Pies’ (1987) discussion of social
group work for lesbians contemplating parenting emphasized the relative
isolation in which these families existed. In contrast, Sears (1994) emphasized
the power of institutional policies in creating nurturing environments for these
families and for educating the public about the positive aspects of alternative
family forms. His work outlined anti-harassment guidelines, ideas for developing
curriculum about gay and lesbian families, and proposals for including
appropriate role models in the school environment. As more rigorous and theory-
directed studies of lesbian mothers become common, the literature on clinical

work with these families is likely to become more sophisticated as well as

increasingly useful.
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The Decision to Parent

In contemporary mainstream family research, decisions about whether or
not to become a parent are often relegated to studies of adolescent sexual
behavior (e.g., Miller & Moore, 1991). In contrast, the writing that examines
decisions made by lesbian individuals and couples to parent constitutes a
significant category in the research on lesbian mother families. Pies’ (1988)
landmark book on pathways to lesbian parenting, although written for a lay
audience and published by the lesbian press, heralded an important trend in
social science research on lesbian mother families. Early works included
material on options for becoming a parent, legal issues for lesbian mothers,
dynamics of co-parenting, and family-of-origin reactions to lesbian mother
families. In addition, both Pies (1988, 1989) and Martin (1993) addressed topics
like diversity in family structure, the role of employment and money in parenting
decisions, the impact of children on adult intimate relationships and the role of
gender in lesbians' decisions to parent.

While few of these studies used conventional research to support their
assertions, many theorized about important issues such as how lesbians make
decisions about methods of becoming parents, the interaction between parenting
and lesbian partnerships, and the implications of work and money for parenting
decisions. Written from a lesbian feminist perspective, Pies’ (1988) work, in
particular, includes material throughout on single lesbians, lesbians of color and
lesbians with disabilities, and has acted as an important catalyst for subsequent

inclusive social science research. Similarly, Weston (1991) skillfully integrated
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interview narratives with her own observations and insights to describe the
complex of relationships that are understood to constitute ‘family’ as a created
phenomenon within the lesbian and gay community. Weston successfully
articulated the unique unimportance of biology in defining lesbian and gay
families. "Biological relatedness appeared to be a subsidiary option ranged
alongside adoption, co-parenting, and so on, within the dominant framework of
choice that constituted families we create" (p.189). Ailthough limited by both its
methodology and its broad focus, Weston's research significantly focused on
understanding the meanings of lesbians' experiences of parenting, from the
importance of the appearances of their children to the ideology of choice in the
decision to parent.

Kenney and Tash (1992) further developed many of the anecdotal themes
from the early writing on pathways to parenting. Their work culminated in a four-
stage model of the lesbian childbearing experience. In their view, lesbians first
must deal with their own projections of the impact of children on their identity,
community relationships and family of origin. Once the decision to conceive is
made, women must explore options for conception, including choices between
using a known or anonymous donor, clinic or home insemination and the use of
assisted insemination or intercourse with a man. Once pregnancy occurs, many
lesbian's primary dilemmas involve deciding whether to deliver the child in the
hospital or in an altenative location, such as at home. In addition, locating a
supportive health care provider who is sensitive to the concems of the emerging

lesbian family is important. Finally, post-delivery concerns such as co-parenting,
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partner adoption, and community acceptance are cited as important dilemmas
experienced by lesbians who decide to parent.

The literature on lesbians’ decisions to become mothers outlines several
areas of potential difficulty for these families. Rohrbaugh (1989) noted three
themes common to the parenting decisions of lesbians: lesbian identity,
relationships with parents and couples issues. Related to these issues are
problems such as the legal "invisibility" of the co-parent, the role of the donor in
the life of the child, and decisions about coming out to extended family and
employers.

Very recently, studies that explore lesbians’ parenting decisions have
begun to focus on more specific aspects of the decision-making process. Muzio
(1996) explored the ways in which narrative therapy can influence lesbian
mother's experience of becoming a family. McCrohan's (1996) analysis of
lesbians’ attitudes toward becoming parents, for example, concluded that, while
nearly one half of her lesbian respondents had seriously considered methods for
becoming parents, partnered lesbians and lesbians who affiliate with lesbian
mothers are more likely to choose to become mothers themselves. Not
surprisingly, in this study, community support for lesbian mothers, such as
support groups and information on parenting options, was found to encourage
lesbians to consider parenting.

Research on lesbians' decisions to become parents reveals the complexity
and the potentially painful dilemmas that these decisions can bring. Each author

reviewed here emphasized that these decisions do not occur in a vacuum and
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that helping professionals play important roles as advocates, advisors, educators
and enablers. Gaps in the research are evident, with the likely result that social
science research and social service provision will continue to be less than
relevant for many lesbian mother families.

Comparative Studies

One way to study lesbian mothers is to contrast them with other parents.
The practice of comparing lesbian mothers with other groups is usually one that
concedes the dominant paradigm. That is, this comparison accepts heterosexual
parenting as normal and, therefore, preferred. Even researchers who
acknowledge the oppressed status of lesbians (Pagelow, 1980) or the
stereotypes reflected in problem-oriented research (Harris & Turner, 1985) use
the measure-and-compare design, often in response to justice system concerns
about lesbians’ ability to parent. These studies are limited by their focus on the
heterosexual-parenting model. They are included here because they do provide
(sometimes incidentally) relevant information on lesbian mother families.

Most studies that compare lesbian mother families with other family types
find that the families are remarkably similar. Like heterosexual single mothers,
lesbians are preoccupied with child custody, housing and employment (Pagelow,
1980). In addition, lesbian mothers have been found to be similar to
heterosexual mothers in terms of. marital history, financial status and level of
stress (Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray & Smith, 1986); sex role attitudes and
interactions with children (Harris & Turner, 1985); and, parenting skills and

couples’ relationships (Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua & Joseph, 1995). Like gay
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fathers, lesbians reported high levels of satisfaction, communication, cooperation
and enjoyment of their children (Harris & Turner, 1985). In a study of African
American mothers (Hill, 1987), lesbian mothers were found to respond to the
development of independence in their children in much the same way as their
heterosexual counterparts. Neither lesbian nor heterosexual mothers tended to
interfere with the relationships between their children and the children's fathers.
A notable exception to this parade of similarities is that heterosexual single
mothers sometimes make more of an effort to provide an opposite-sex model for
their children (Harris and Turner, 1985).

Some comparative studies have attempted to highlight the difficulties
encountered by lesbian mothers in their daily lives. When compared with
heterosexual sihgle mothers, for example, lesbians perceived higher levels of
oppression in terms of housing, employment, and child custody (Pagelow, 1980).
Not surprisingly, lesbian mothers have been found to have smaller incomes than
their gay male counterparts (Harris & Tumer, 1985; Turner, Scadden & Harris,
1990). Relationships with ex-spouses and reconciling homosexual identity with
status as parent have been found to be significantly more problematic for lesbian
mothers than for gay fathers (Tumer, Scadden & Harris, 1990). In all, though,
comparative studies that emphasize the challenges to lesbian mother families
have been relatively rare.

Comparative studies seem to focus on revealing strengths and skills in
lesbian mother families. Pagelow (1980) concluded that the lesbian mothers she

studied used more positive and creative coping strategies than heterosexual
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mothers did when coping with obstacles to self-sufficiency and child custody. In
her sample, lesbian mothers more often showed independence in their work and
social lives by seeking self-employment opportunities. Lesbian mothers also
have been found to be more politically active, to exhibit more self-confidence,
and to seek leadership roles and attention from others more frequently than
heterosexual mothers (Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray & Smith, 1986).

Lesbian mothers have also been found to use more flexible child-
socialization practices. In Harris & Turner's (1985) survey, lesbian mothers were
less likely to encourage sex-stereotyped play and were more likely to perceive
that exposure to the mothers' lesbianism could benefit their children by
increasing the children’s empathy, tolerance and open-mindedness. Hill's (1987)
comparison of African American heterosexual and lesbian mothers found the
lesbian mothers to be more flexible in their parenting style, more accepting of
their children's sexuality and more likely to minimize gender differences between
their male and female children.

Importantly, several of the studies that compared lesbian mothers with
other groups did not consider the relationship status of the lesbian mothers in
analyzing the data. Pagelow (1980) apparently never asked about the
relationship status of her lesbian mother subjects. Harris and Turner (1985) and
Green and colleagues (1986) compared samples of gay and lesbian parents with
heterosexual single parents, even though their demographic profiles indicated
that more than half of the homosexual parents lived with a same-sex partner.

For the most part, all three studies attempted to compare lesbian mothers who
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were previously heterosexually married to divorced heterosexual women. While
these researchers do address the potential effects of divorce as a life event for
mothers and their children, they effectively ignore the existence of lesbian family
structures and support systems that exist outside of the heterosexual model.

Most recently, comparative studies have begun to address the design
limitations of the early studies. For example, Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua and
Joseph (1995) examined lesbians parenting as couples by focusing exclusively
on lesbian couples with children born to them through donor insemination, using
a matched group of heterosexual couples for comparison purposes. The planned
lesbian-couple families were found to be remarkably similar to their heterosexual
counterparts on variables like parents’ relationship quality and parenting skill.
Interestingly, the lesbian couples were found to be more aware of parenting skills
than their heterosexual counterparts. Since women in this study scored higher
than men on this variable regardless of sexual orientation, the authors attribute
the finding to gender rather than to sexual orientation.
Studies of Lesbian Family Life

A substantial body of literature addresses the family circumstances
experienced by lesbians in general, but few studies specifically focused on the
experiences of lesbian mother families until recently. Throughout the past
decade, studies of lesbian mother families have acknowledged that, whether
their children join the family in heterosexual or lesbian contexts, lesbian mother
families exhibit unique family structures and processes. As was seen in the

review of comparative studies, recent research marks a significant departure
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from early studies of lesbian mother families by acknowledging the partner status
of lesbian co-parents and by avoiding the potential confounding variables of
divorce, step parenting, and custody arrangements through sampling methods.
This section summarizes social science literature that addresses family
structures and processes, family blending, satisfaction, and the impact of
ecological variables on lesbian mother families.

Becoming a parent can have substantial impact on the lives of lesbians,
whether single or coupled. McCandlish (1987) reported on the shifting patterns
of child caring in lesbians couples with newborn babies. She noted that birth
mothers in her study were more likely to assume primary care in early months,
while non-biological mothers’ roles increased when the children reached their
first bithdays. McCandlish also reported on the reduction in sexual intimacy
experienced by new mothers in her sample. In another study of early parenting,
Stiglitz (1990) found that, like heterosexual couples, lesbian birth mothers
reported dissatisfaction with increased dependency in the relationship. In Stiglitz’
sample, non-biological mothers complained of being left out of early mother-child
bonding. Again, both partners reported significant decreases in sexual contact
and emotional intimacy. Stiglitz highlighted the inadequacy of the heterosexual
model for predicting the impact of parenting in lesbian mother families, citing
important differences in the relationship dynamics of lesbian couples and
heterosexual pairs.

Several studies have addressed relationship satisfaction, division of

household labor, and attitudes toward parenting in lesbian mother couples.
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Patterson’s (1995) work explored the relationship between childbearing and
allocation of household responsibilities and between division of labor and
satisfaction of lesbian mother couples. Unlike similar heterosexual couples,
lesbian couples shared household tasks and decision making almost equally,
although lesbian biological mothers were more involved in childcare while lesbian
co-parents worked more hours outside the home. The couples reported
relatively high levels of relationship satisfaction. Lesbian couples who shared
child care tasks more evenly showed particular benefits, including greater
satisfaction for the biological mothers and better psychosocial adjustment for the
children. Patterson’s results confirmed other studies (Hand, 1991; Osterweil,
1991) in which relationship satisfaction and chore equality were quite high in
parenting lesbian couples.

Several studies grounded in feminist theory have examined the impact of
the social environment on lesbian mother families. These studies suggest that
the oppressive and threatening circumstances surrounding lesbian mother
families induce many women to challenge the dominant culture through
purposive individual and group behaviors. For example, Ainslie and Feltey
(1991) found that lesbian mothers encouraged their children to recognize and
explore options to conventional gender roles and ways of relating to others in the
children’s environments. Similarly, Lott-Whitehead and Tully's (1993)
respondents reported that their efforts to maintain the integrity of their non-
traditional family form is a vital function of the lesbian parenting role. Lesbian

mothers in their sample were highly conscious of threats to child custody,
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inequity in parental rights, and the need for discretion in self-disclosure about
their lesbianism.

Lack of recognition as a family is a major source of stress for lesbian
mothers (Hare, 1994). Lott-Whitehead and Tully (1993) found that lesbian
mothers experienced the highest degree of stress in those parts of their
environments over which they had little control (e.g. schools). Lesbian mothers
who were comfortably out of the closet, who received the support of extended
family, and who lived in environments perceived as socially liberal reported lower
levels of family stress.

Data about the impact of race on lesbian mother families is very rare.
Greene (1990) proposed that the high levels of stress experienced by African
American lesbian mothers may increase isolation and decrease the effectiveness
of their child-rearing activities. She summarized the difficult and contradictory
context in which African American lesbians rear their children. "In addition to the
challenges that all Black mothers face in child-rearing, Black lesbian mothers
must manage the additional stress of coping with the Black and White
communities’ homophobia, which is intensified by the heterosexual and
homosexual communities’ expressions of racism” (p. 211). Greene highlighted
the powerful contradictory messages of heterosexism and racism in American
culture. Because of exposure to such messages, African American lesbian
mothers may worry that they will confirm stereotypes about non-white mothers,
or losing custody of their children if they admit to parent-child conflict or

ambivalence about parenting.
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As Greene pointed out, lesbian mother families are impacted by the
lesbian community, as well as by mainstream culture and expectations. For
white lesbians, the impact of motherhood may be segregation within their own
communities. For example, respondents in Lott-Whitehead and Tully’s (1993)
study reported experiencing a lack of support from within the lesbian community.
They attributed the lack of support to a segment of women who they described
as "anti-family, anti-children” (p. 276). Actions and perceptions of the lesbian
community were important themes in family life. Ainslie and Feltey (1991) found
that lesbian mothers were impacted by the role of a friendship network, which
provided instrumental and emotional support. Their study also highlighted by
ways in which political beliefs, especially feminism, structured lesbian family and
community interactions. Ainslie and Feltey’s study, in particular, transcended the
individualism that marked many related studies because it translated information
about lesbian mothers into data about lesbian mother communities.

Lott-Whitehead and Tully (1993) used an ecological perspective when
examining the reciprocal relationships between lesbian mothers and their
environments. Their work revealed several significant strengths in the lesbian
families they studied, including openness about differences, importance of
nurturing and respect for children, and commitment to the family. Hare's (1994)
interviews of lesbian mothers reinforced the notion that lesbians are committed to
their families. Interestingly, parenting lesbian couples in Hare’s study revealed
that they identified more strongly with heterosexual parenting couples than with

child-free lesbians.
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Each of the studies mentioned in this review provides a glimpse into the
individual, family, and community experiences of lesbians and their children.
None, however, provides a comprehensive look at these families. Ethnographic
research is unique in its ability to provide a more vivid impression of the realities
of lesbian mother families. Weston's (1991) groundbreaking ethnographic study
of lesbian and gay families used the narratives of her respondents to define her
research. In this way, she opened the door to a deeper understanding of
complex relationships within lesbian mother families and between lesbian
mothers and the social environment. Although lesbian mothering was not the
focus of her book, Weston discussed cultural expectations for parenting, gender
in lesbian mother families, the role of non-biological mothers, and the reactions of
families of origin to parenting by lesbians.

Lewin (1993) used a comparative model, embedded in an ethnographic
design, to examine the themes and images of lesbian motherhood. The result is
a detailed picture of the meaning of motherhood in these families. As with
previous comparative studies, similarities between lesbian mother families and
single heterosexual-mother families were evident, including financial worries,
managing a household, finding child care, and dealing with pressures from
family, friends and the work place. Beyond the pragmatics of daily life, though,
Lewin concluded that lesbian mothers share an essential quality with other
mothers in American culture. "My findings show ... not that lesbian mothers
resemble heterosexual mothers in a way that minimizes the importance of their

lesbianism but that lesbian mothers, like other mothers, share in the system of
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meaning that envelopes motherhood in our culture” (p. 182). With its focus on
“the ambiguities, areas of overlap, and occasional blurring of boundaries
between gay/lesbian and heterosexual experience” (p. 181), Lewin's work stands
as a model of qualitative research with lesbian mothers.

The most recent book-length work on lesbian mother families goes even
further to explore the complexities of same-sex parenting. Wright (1998)
intensively interviewed five lesbian step families to uncover how they negotiate
the intersections of sexual orientation, parenting and family blending. Wright
noted that lesbian step families confront gendered models of parenting by
successfully carrying out roles traditionally labeled ‘mothering’ and ‘fathering’
without respect to the gender of the parents, and by modeling egalitarianism to
their children. In addition, Wright concluded that chronic, subtle acts of ‘erasure,’
such as being left out of extended family activities, constitute a powerful stressor
for lesbian mother families. Although a small study, her work addresses some of
the deficits of larger studies that failed to acknowledge the heterosexist gestalt in
which the respondents lived. Her work heralds a new wave of research that
acknowledges both the variability and the complexity of lesbian mother families.

Much of the literature on lesbian family life remains descriptive, and
methodology and sampling strategies restrict the generalizeability of results.
Nevertheless, these studies reveal the rich and unique nature of this particular
family form. In general, the literature reviewed here hinted at the strengths and
successes of lesbian mothers, while emphasizing that social, legal, economic

and other factors distinguished these families from other, more mainstream
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family configurations. Besides providing information on family structure and
processes, these studies highlight the ambiguities experienced by non-biological
mothers, the role of family of origin and community in ongoing support of the
lesbian mother family, and the unique ways in which the presence of children
impacts the lesbian couple's relationship.

Research Questions

This review of the literature reveals that research about lesbian mothers
has begun to shift from a focus on deviance and pathology to the identification of
unique structures and strengths. The deficit model used in the past several
decades engendered research that highlighted potential individual, interpersonal,
institutional and socio-cultural obstacles for lesbian mothers. More recently,
researchers have suggested ways in which lesbian mothers share traits with
heterosexual parents. Although a general outline of lesbian family life is
suggested by the research, the ways in which lesbian mothers frame their
interactions with their families and communities in light of their unique
circumstances are just beginning to be explored. Relatively little is known about
how lesbian mothers cope with their responsibilities as parents, partners,
workers, and community members. Still less is known about the particular
innovations, successes and potentials of lesbian mother families in the contexts
of their own communities.

Because researchers have only recently adopted a strengths perspective

with this population, potential research questions abound. The field of social

work is fundamentally oriented toward research that is relevant to practice and
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policy applications, particularly where such applications deal with the intersection
between individuals and their environments. The intent of this study, then, is to
produce knowledge that is both consistent with the mission of social work and
relevant to the lives of the respondents themselves.

This study is fundamentally rooted in a strengths perspective and rests on
the assumption that diversity of family type may lead to unique and positive
family experiences. The following questions provide the foundation for this study:

e What are the characteristics of relationships within lesbian mother
families?
e What are the characteristics of relationships between lesbian mother

families and institutions in the social environment?



Chapter 2

METHODS

This study was a systematic, in-depth exploration of lesbian mother
families’ relationships. Throughout the study, data collection focused on current
interactions, the impact of noteworthy events in the past, and perceptions of
everyday or routine exchanges within lesbian mother families and between
families and their social environments.

A qualitative research design provided the foundation of this study. The
intent of this study was to emphasize differences and similarities among
respondents and to provide a glimpse of reality as experienced by a particular
group of women (Reinharz, 1992). This study aimed for complex and detailed
understanding of the perceived stressors and supports experienced by a
particular group of women in a unique geographic, socio-political and historic
location, as articulated by the women themselves. In reporting the data, themes
and issues derived from the analysis were illustrated by direct quotes and
paraphrases. Where quantitative data were collected, descriptive analyses were
used to summarize the characteristics of the respondent sample in order to
provide a context for the interview data. No attempt was made to generalize the
results of the analysis, nor were comparisons attempted between these
respondents and other groups. The following sections detail the process by

which this project was accomplished.
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Human Subjects Clearance

The University Committee on Research Involving Human Subjects
(UCRHIS) approved this study. All respondents were asked to read and sign a
written statement of informed consent before completing either a survey
questionnaire or a face-to-face interview. Participants were informed of the
voluntary nature of the study, the project’s purpose, confidentiality protections,
and the researcher’s contact information. See Appendix A for UCRIHS
documents.

In order to assure that no one except the researcher had access to the
identities of the interview participants, questionnaire respondents were assigned
identification numbers and interview patrticipants were given pseudonyms.
Quantitative data from this study are presented in aggregate form. Qualitative
data were carefully edited for identifying information before direct quotations
were used in the final report.

Recruitment and Sampling Procedures

Respondents for this study were recruited using a modified snowball
sampling method. That is, potential clusters of participants were identified and
contacted for the purpose of completing questionnaires. Women who were
approached in this way were also encouraged to contact other lesbian mothers
known to them and to distribute additional questionnaires.

Outreach and questionnaire distribution began in December 1998. In-
depth qualitative interviews took place between March and June 1999. Initial

attempts to engage respondents for this study consisted of direct distribution of
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survey questionnaires to lesbian mother support groups, advertisement in a
statewide publication aimed at the lesbian community and recruitment by word of
mouth. The initial response to questionnaire distribution was very low (return
rate less than 10%), probably because the timing of the initial effort coincided
with the winter holidays. Shortly after the New Year, | renewed distribution
efforts by making telephone and/or email contact with lesbian community
centers, lesbian and lesbian mother support organizations, women’s bookstores,
and religious communities identified as welcoming to lesbians. These initial
contacts were focused on distributing information about the study, explaining its
purpose and requesting permission to send questionnaires for distribution to
potential respondents. A packet of questionnaires was then sent to each
organization, with a cover letter describing the researcher and the project.
Organizations then distributed the questionnaires directly to lesbian mothers.
(See Appendix B for sample cover letter.)

In addition to telephone, electronic, and regular mail contact, | attempted
to distribute questionnaire through more traditional methods within the women’s
community. For example, | set up a table to distribute questionnaires at a
women'’s music concert, and | wrote a brief newsletter article focusing on lesbian
mothers for an organization working for civil rights for lesbians and gay men.
Approximately two hundred questionnaires were distributed in participant packets
at a conference for lesbian and gay activists sponsored by a major university. In
addition, an advertisement was placed in a major metropolitan alternative

newspaper’s on-line classified section. Appendix C contains a sample press
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release. Each of these activities generated respondents directly and through
word-of-mouth following the events. Telephone and email requests for
information about the project and for questionnaires increased after each effort at
recruitment.

All distribution efforts included attention to recruitment of single mothers,
racial / ethnic minorities and economically disadvantaged lesbians. To this end, |
made outreach to agencies and organizations in both metropolitan and rural
areas where groups of poor women and women of color were likely to be found.
In addition, | worded recruitment and outreach literature to include women who
were single. These attempts were not always successful. Multiple efforts to
partner with the state’s largest gay and lesbian community center, for example,
were met with disinterest and reluctance. On the other hand, | successfully
coordinated questionnaire distribution with a large metropolitan university’'s
annual conference on lesbian and gay rights with a significant attendance by
African American women.

| did not expect or intend to secure a truly representative sample by race,
ethnicity, class, or any other variable. Nearly all studies of lesbian mothers are
characterized by respondent samples that are disproportionately white and
middle-class (Parks, 1998). While representative studies are needed, the
resource constraints of this project prevented me from successfully pursuing
respondents who are less likely to volunteer for the study.

All questionnaires, except those distributed at the concert and conference,

had stamped, return-addressed envelopes attached. For the concert and
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conference, a sealed box was provided for return of completed questionnaires,
and stamped envelopes were available for potential respondents to pick up from
the return table. In all, approximately 530 questionnaires were distributed. A
total of 125 (23.8%) questionnaires were returned. All were usable for this study.

In all, 102 (81.6%) included contact information indicating the respondent
was willing to participate in a face-to-face interview. Potential interviewees were
sorted into groups according to the age of the oldest child living in the home, then
21 women were selected for contact based on family type (for example, intact vs.
blended or adoptive vs. birth), location of primary residence, class, and race /
ethnicity of mother(s) and children. All of the women contacted were willing to be
interviewed, and every interview attempted was completed.

A detailed description of the sample and of the interview sub-sample is
provided in Chapter 3.

uestionnaire

The survey questionnaire distributed to respondents gathered
demographic data about the individual respondent and her family. The
questionnaire asked about race / ethnicity, age, income, occupation, education,
religious affiliation, partnering and living arrangement with partner, and
geographic location of the respondent’s primary residence. In addition, data
about respondents’ children were collected, including sex, age, race / ethnicity,
grade in school, childcare and living arrangements. In addition, information on
how each child became a member of the lesbian mother family (e.g. birth,

adoption) was collected. Appendix D contains the questionnaire.
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Each individual completing a questionnaire was given the opportunity to
volunteer for a face-to-face interview by indicating her interest and furnishing
contact information on the returned questionnaire. Each volunteer wrote her
name, address, and telephone number on the final page of the questionnaire,
which was numbered and separated from the questionnaire upon receipt to
preserve the anonymity of respondents.

Interview Procedures

A sub-sample of 21 women participated in face-to-face semi-structured
interviews. Each interview followed a protocol which focused on the completion
of a family / support system eco map for the respondent (Figure 1). Appendix E
contains the protocol. The eco map and interview protocol were adapted from a
study of heterosexual-parent families (Harold, Mercier & Colarossi, 1997), in
which parents were interviewed for information on their relationships with
environmental supports.

For this study, a list of interview questions and probes were developed
from the literature and revised based on initial questionnaire responses.
Interview topics included:

e A description of the relationships between the respondent and her primary
family (partner and child/children)
e Respondent'’s reactions to or feelings about the relationships within the family,

including relationship satisfaction
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¢ A description of the relationship between the respondent's family and each of
several identified social systems (family of origin, work place, school, religion,
medical, court / justice, social services, child care, friends)

o A description of the relationship between the respondent’s family and any
other social systems identified by the respondent, including relationship
satisfaction

o Respondent’s reaction to or feelings about the relationships with social
systems and institutions, including relationship satisfaction

Interviewees were asked to focus on both sources of stress and sources of

support in the relationships described during the interviews.

Dr. Rena Harold and | conducted all of the interviews for this study. At the
outset, we were familiar with the methodology employed for this study because
we patrticipated in an earlier study with heterosexual-parent families that used an
eco-map interview methodology very similar to the one utilized here (Harold,
Mercier & Colarossi, 1997). For that study, we participated in extensive research
and training related to qualitative interviewing, completed exercises designed to
increase skills in conducting interviews, and received peer feedback on
interviews conducted in the field. Such experience has resulted in our familiarity
with the fundamentals of qualitative research techniques, including the use of
rapport-building, open-ended questions, directed probing of core material, and
flexibility in interview style. When the lesbian mother research project was
conceptualized, we jointly revised the eco-map and interview protocol to improve

its relevance for the lesbian mother population.
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All interviews were face-to-face. Interviewer — participant matches were
primarily made on the basis of geographic proximity and schedule. In a few
cases, an interviewer — participant match was made in order to avoid a dual
relationship, as when one of the participants had a pre-existing instructor/ student
relationship with the researcher. Most of the participants elected to be
interviewed in their homes or work places, although five of the 21 (23.8%)
volunteered to be interviewed at the university for reasons of convenience or
confidentiality.

Typically, interview respondents were highly motivated to participate and
easy to engage, so rapport building was simple. In about half of the cases,
participants offered a tour of the family home. Such tours usually included a look
at all rooms of the house, including bedrooms and bathrooms. Most also
included an explanation of the family’s home improvement projects; painting,
furniture refinishing, and organizational projects were common with these
families. In addition, most participants showed the interviewers photographs of
their children if the children were not present. Several participants asked if the
interviewer was a lesbian mother (both interviewers answered in the affirmative),
and this area of common experience was used to build rapport in the interview
process.

For interviews that took place at the university, care was taken to include a
rapport-building phase into the process. Participants were offered coffee or soft
drinks. In every case, a period of informal conversation preceded the recorded

interview.
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After initial introductions and rapport building, the interviews moved into a
more formalized phase. The interviewer and participant sat at a table, most often
in the dining room or kitchen of the participant’s home. At the university,
interviews took place in a private office. In most cases, interviewer and
participant sat relatively close together, sometimes side-by-side, so that the
participant could see the eco map and other materials as she spoke. Interviews
lasted between one hour and three hours, with an average length of nearly two
hours. Breaks were taken as requested by the participants.

Before beginning each interview, the participant was asked to read and
sign a statement of informed consent. A separate, additional signature indicated
her consent to be audio taped. All respondents signed consent forms.

During each interview, the respondent completed an eco map by selecting
and drawing a series of lines, chosen from a key printed on the eco map. The
lines, which depicted the primary characteristics of the interactions in the
respondent’s relationships, are labeled ‘relationship types’ throughout this study.

The interviewer began each eco map by drawing a genogram of the
respondent’s family in the ‘household’ circle on the eco map. For the genogram,
lines selected by the participant connected each member of the household with
all other members. No interviewee had more than four children, so the maximum
number of relationships within the household circle was 15. For the remainder of
the eco map, lines depicting relationship type connected the household with each
system in the social environment. Some respondents did not have relationships

with every type of system printed on the eco map, and so did not indicate line
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types for those systems. Similarly, some respondents added systems to the eco
map and so indicated additional lines.

In addition to naming types of relationships, each interview participant was
asked to choose a number on a 7-point anchored scale to reflect their current
satisfaction with each relationship described. Scale values ranged from one
(very dissatisfied) to seven (perfectly satisfied); the number four was labeled
‘moderately satisfied’ on the interview materials. Throughout the remainder of
this study, numbers selected by the respondents in this way are labeled
‘satisfaction levels.’

Each eco map, then, yielded a concise summary of perceived
relationships within and around the respondent's family. In addition to simplified
measures of relationship type and satisfaction levels, in-depth information about
the respondents’ relationships was explored. Data from the interviews were
documented directly onto the eco maps, as well as by the interviewer's notes and
audio tape recordings. Written notes of the interview focused on themes
articulated by the respondents, examples of stress or support in the environment
and rich descriptions of relationships within and around the families.
Interviewers' notes included content summaries, verbatim recording of
statements, notes on non-verbal communication, and key words or phrases used
during the interviews. These notes were checked with and verified by the
respondents during the interviews, and in one instance, by telephone after the

interview.



As expected with any qualitative study, some refinement of the interview
questions and probes occurred during the interview phase of the project. In
addition, because of the qualitative nature of the study, the protocol guided the
interviews but many other topics and issues arose and were addressed with
respondents. For example, many participants provided historical data, particularly
about coming out as lesbian, which was peripherally related to the study, but not
directly covered in the protocol. The flexibility of this approach conformed to
feminist research methods that privilege interviewees’ determinations of relevant
material and emphasizes respondents’ guidance of the research process
(Reinharz, 1992).

Data Analysis

This entire research project, from the design of the questionnaire to the
analysis plan, was guided by principles of feminist epistemology. Such principles
address issues important to an understanding of women in the social world, and
then to move from understanding to planning for social change as an integral part
of the research process (Fonow & Cook, 1991). Data analysis emphasized
material that has meaning in the everyday world. Conclusions are focused on
applications of new knowledge for the benefit of the respondents themselves.

Data were analyzed in two phases. First, data from the questionnaire
were encoded and entered into a computerized database program (Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences 8.0.0 for Windows 95) to facilitate reporting
aggregate demographic information for the entire sample of questionnaire

respondents. When analyzing family-level data, it was necessary to control for
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duplication of responses by partners in families where both members of a couple
had completed surveys. Family-level analysis was performed on data from one
member of each couple who had been randomly selected to represent the family.
The results of quantitative analyses are reported in Chapter 3.

Although the demographic data reveal important information about the
questionnaire respondents, the focus of this study was on the rich descriptive
material gathered during the 21 intensive individual interviews. The second
phase of data analysis was qualitative, and focused on organizing and
understanding this information. The first part of the qualitative analysis involved
analyzing the diagrammed eco maps. For the sub-sample of interview
respondents, the relationship types and satisfaction levels selected by
respondents for the eco maps were coded and entered into a database program
(SPSS). Frequencies and means provide an overview of selected areas of the
interviews, and are presented in both Chapters 4 and 5.

The plan for analyzing the narrative data in this study replicated a process
developed in a similar study with heterosexual-parent families (Harold, Palmiter,
Lynch, Freedman-Doan & Eccles, under contract). This process utilized an
interactive model of analysis, in which deductive and inductive approaches to
analysis work together to produce richly detailed descriptive data, as well as new
concepts and hypotheses (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Initially, interview data were
coded into classifications determined by the major divisions on the eco maps
(e.g. relationships between respondents and their partners, or relationships

between households and school systems). Categories, or sub-classifications,
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were then derived from the content of the material within each classification. The
categories were based on the comments of the respondents themselves, as well
as on themes suggested by the social science literature. Finally, themes within
categories were identified by examining the meanings of interviewees'
responses.

For example, all data related to relationships within the household circle
were coded into the family classification. Categories within family data were then
determined by examination of the data and by review of the social science
literature. One such category in this study was the relationship between the
respondent and her partner. Themes between partners included the women's
focus on communication and the perceived importance of couples’ shared
interest the family.

Because of the volume and complexity of the qualitative data gathered in
the interviews, in-depth analysis of selected relationships within and around
respondent families was limited. Following initial examination of the data, |
identified three classifications on which to focus analysis of the qualitative data.
The classifications included the intra-family relationships and two types of
relationships between the respondent households and their social environments
(children’s schools and parents’ work). These classifications were selected for
their relevance to social work practice and policy, and because of my interest in

the areas. Several other classifications of data would have yielded important

results as well.
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Results from the qualitative analysis of the intra-family data are presented
in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 describes the results of the analysis on the relationships

between lesbian mother families and the social environment.
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Chapter 3

DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE

The lesbian mothers who responded to the survey questionnaire provided
a great deal of information about their personal identities, family compositions,
and personal backgrounds. They shared a variety of important characteristics, as
well as having divergent histories, resources and personal circumstances. This
summary highlights participants’ individual diversity, as well as trends in the data
that suggest group characteristics and sample limitations. In general, the
following sections summarize the descriptive data so as to provide a framework
for the interview data presented in Chapters 4 and 5.

General Overview of the Respondents

The 125 women who returned questionnaires for this study ranged in age
from 24 to 58 years, with a mean age of 41.5 years (SD=7.18). All had children,
although not all respondents had children currently living in their homes. Some
of the women who returned questionnaires were partnered with each other
(n=70); thus the number of families represented in these data is 90.

Nearly all of the women (99.2%, n=122) reported their sexual orientations
as mostly or exclusively lesbian on a seven-point anchored scale. (One
respondent reported her orientation as closest to bisexual. She was included in
this analysis because she also reported being in a partnered relationship with a
woman for more than ten years.) Similarly, nearly all of the respondents (97 %,

n=121) reported that they did not consider themselves to be transgendered.
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(One respondent identified as transgendered and was included in the analysis
because she described herself as exclusively lesbian and was actively parenting
with her female partner of several years.)

Race, Education and Income

While most women in this sample were Caucasian, ten percent (n=13) of
the respondents were women of color. Racial / ethnic minority respondents
included women who were African American (5.6%), biracial (4.0%), and Asian
American (0.8%). Most respondents had very high levels of education and
household income. Table 1 summarizes data on race, household income and
highest level of education achieved for the overall sample. It also highlights
these demographics for the interview sub-sample discussed in detail in Chapters
4 and 5.

Closer examination of their social demographics highlights the unique
characteristics of the survey sample. For example, while less than 20% of adults
in Michigan have completed a four year college degree (State of Michigan Office
of Management and Budget, 1990), nearly three-quarters (74.4%, n=93) of
women completing questionnaires reported education at the Bachelor degree
level or higher. Of those with college degrees, 54 women (43.2%) had graduate
degrees.

Similarly, household income data reveal that these respondents enjoyed
higher levels of household income than the state median of around $31,000 per
household (State of Michigan Office of Management and Budget, 1990). In the

survey sample, 31 families (34.8%) had household incomes ranging from less
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than $12,000 to $50,000 per year, while 58 families (65.2%) had incomes over
$50,000. Most of the families represented in these data (70.0%, n=63) had two
or more sources of income. Only a quarter of the families (25.6%, n=23)
received child support, and less than 7% (n=6) received any type of public
assistance.

Occupation

The maijority of the women who responded to the questionnaire worked
full-time outside of the home, although a sizeable minority (29.0%, n=36)
reported work schedules that diverged from the standard 40 hour per week job.
Only 10 women (8.1%) described themselves as stay-at-home mothers. Table 2
summarizes the data on participation in the work force and career fields for
questionnaire respondents and interview subjects.

Respondents reported their current primary occupations or their career
fields if they were students or were not currently employed. Occupations varied
considerably within the group. Fields of employment included those considered
to be ‘traditional’ for women, such as nursing and clerical work, as well as fields
thought to be ‘non-traditional’ for women, such as construction and law
enforcement. In addition, as might be expected with such an educated group,
professional and managerial work careers were well represented.

Analysis of occupation data included sorting reported occupations into
categories by career field. While meaningful categorization of occupations could
have occurred in a number of ways, all methods of sorting used in this analysis

resulted in high numbers of women in the human services or social services field.
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In fact, more than half of the 115 women who reported their occupations could be
considered to be involved or interested in careers associated with helping others,
regardless of their levels of education or professional training. A total of 75
women (65.2%) reported occupations in the human services, health, education
and law fields, areas that require high levels of interpersonal interaction and often
involve special skills in providing client support. Further discussion of
respondents’ employment and occupation data is covered in Chapter 5.

Geographic Distribution

Respondents’ primary residences were located throughout 22 different
counties in Michigan. Figure 2 shows primary residence of respondent families
by county. While geographic distribution of the sample was primarily in the
southern half of Michigan's Lower Peninsula, respondent families lived in diverse
community environments. That is, lesbian mothers from urban, suburban and
rural areas responded to the questionnaire and volunteered to be interviewed. In
general, most respondents were in urban or suburban areas, although many
families lived in areas with no formal or organized lesbian community. As
indicated in Figure 2, more than 40 percent of respondents (n=52) lived outside
of the Ann Arbor, Lansing, Grand Rapids, and Detroit metropolitan areas, and
thus had limited access to the bulk of gay and lesbian resources in the state. For
some families, such as those living in Schoolcraft and Clare Counties, there are

no services within county borders targeted specifically to lesbians.
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Religion

The lesbian mothers who participated in this study reported diverse
religious affiliations. Table 3 summarizes data related to respondents’ religious
affiliations and levels of participation in churches, synagogues, and other
religious organizations. While about a quarter of the women (n=32) cited no
religious affiliation, more than half identified as Protestant. Catholic and Jewish
women also responded to the survey questionnaire. Interestingly, six
respondents (4.9%) identified with pagan/Wiccan, earth-centered or Native
American traditions and three others mentioned these spiritual traditions as
secondary affiliations.

Level of religious participation also highlighted respondent diversity.
Approximately one third of the respondents (n=40) reported attendance at
religious activities once or twice per year or less, one third (n=41) participated
once per week or oftener, and one third (n=42) fell in between these extremes.
Relationship status

Nearly all of the women in this sample (n = 115, 92.0%) were currently in
relationships with female partners. Figure 3 summarizes length of relationship as
reported by partnered respondents. The reported lengths of relationships ranged
from 6 months to 20 years, with the mean length of relationship around 8 years
(M=7.89, SD=5.50). Variance across this variable was high, and reflected the
respondents’ diverse ages, as well as suggesting variability in life histories and

relationships. Forty percent (n=32) of partnered couples reported being together
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five years or less, 30% (n=24) had been together between five and ten years,
and 30% (n=24) reported relationships over ten years in length.

Most of the 117 partnered women responding to the questionnaires (n =
109, 87.2%) lived with their partners. Table 4 summarizes data on relationship
status for respondents and the interview sub sample. Two of the eight women
listed as ‘partnered but living separately’ explained that they had lived with their
female partners for several years in the past, but now lived separately out of
necessity; one respondent’s partner took care of an elderly mother during the
week, and another respondent’s partner was away at school. Finally, one
woman described herself as a widow, since her female partner had died after
many years in a committed relationship.
Level of Support for Respondent Sexual Orientation

The women responding to the questionnaire were asked to mark
categories of people representing those who knew about the respondent's
identity as lesbian or bisexual. Table 5 shows categories of people to whom
respondents had disclosed sexual orientation. Overall, respondents reported
being quite open about sexual orientation. In fact, all respondents indicated that
they were out about their sexual orientation in at least three areas of their social
environments (or to at least three categories of people). Most women (84.8%)
named 10 or more categories of people. The mean number of categories named
was 12.5 (SD=3.13).

In order to measure the extent to which respondents had access to social

support, as well as the potential for discrimination based on sexual orientation, |



analyzed data on persons to who knew that respondents were lesbian. A
composite index of ‘outness’ was created for each respondent. Only those
categories applicable to each respondent were counted in the analysis of survey
data. For example, if a woman indicated that she did not have a brother to come
out to, that woman was not included in the category-specific analysis for
brothers. For each woman, | determined the proportion of her applicable social
network to whom she was out as lesbian. The composite value was a mean
proportion for the sample of 69.5%, with proportions ranging from 15% to 89%.

For each category, more than 65% of the respondents indicated that
someone in that role knew that the respondent was lesbian or bisexual. Friends,
children, sisters and mothers were particularly likely to be named as categories
of people to whom the respondents had come out.

Respondents also were asked to indicate which people in their social
environments were most supportive and least supportive regarding their sexual
orientation. The respondents indicated that they received support and
acceptance about sexual orientation from many people in their environments. All
but one respondent reported at least one person who was supportive; the
number of categories of supportive people ranged up to 16. The mean number
of ‘most supportive’ people reported was close to five (M=4.78, SD=3.94).
Several women noted on the questionnaires that they felt supported by everyone
to whom they were out of the closet. Friends, sisters, mothers, religious leaders,

and children were most often named as ‘most supportive’ by the respondents.

55



Interestingly, friends, sisters, mothers and children were also named as most
often aware on the respondents’ sexual orientation.

The data on ‘most supportive’ people contrasted with results on categories
of people who were identified as ‘least supportive.” The mean number of ‘least
supportive’ categories was close to one (M=1.25, SD=1.12). The total number of
‘least supportive’ categories of people cited ranged up to five. Thirty respondents
indicated that no one in their environments was unsupportive enough to be
named on the questionnaire. Children’s fathers and respondents’ fathers were
chosen most frequently as ‘least supportive’ (28.6% and 25.0% respectively).
Table 5§ summarizes data on ‘most supportive’ and ‘least supportive’ persons
selected by the respondents.

Overview of Respondents’ Children

The women responding to the questionnaire reported a total of 197
children. Males represented 53.1% of the sample and females represented
46.9%. Table 6 shows sex, age and grade in school for all children reported by
respondents. The children ranged in age from 2 weeks to 40 years old. The
greatest numbers of children were in the youngest age groups, and nearly three
quarters of the children reported (n=144) were age 18 or younger. Figure 4
shows the age distribution of the respondents’ children.

The interview portion of this study sought to identify families with children
in three age ranges corresponding with early childhood (0-5 years), elementary
or middle childhood (6-12 years), and adolescence (13-18 years). Substantial

numbers of children were reported for each of these age groups. About half
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(n=92) of the children were enrolled in kindergarten through 12" grade. Nearly a
quarter (n=48) were not yet enrolled in school, while the rest either attended
coliege (n=15) or were adults and no longer in school (n=39).

Children’s Race

Data on children’s racial and ethnic identities provided an interesting
glimpse into issues of family composition for this sample of respondents. Table 7
summarizes the racial / ethnic data reported for respondents’ children. As a
group, the children were more racially diverse than were the lesbians raising
them. That is, questionnaire data showed a larger proportion of children of color
(27.9%) as compared with adult respondents of color (10.4%). Specifically,
much higher percentages of African American (10.7%) and biracial (12.2%)
children were reported than were found in the sample of mothers (5.6% and
4.0% respectively). In addition, seven children were identified as Hispanic and
Native American, although none of their mothers identified themselves as
members of these racial / ethnic groups.

The unexpected and disproportionate ethnic / racial diversity in the sample
of children prompted several questions for analysis. More than half (57.1%) of
the 21 couples who described themselves as ‘white’ reported raising children
belonging to racial / ethnic groups other than ‘white. An additional four families
(19%) that were raising children of color were headed by mixed race / ethnicity
couples in which only one of the women was identified as white. Partners who
were both women of color headed five families (24%) that were raising children

of color
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Respondent Family Size and Living Arrangements

The lesbian mothers in the survey sample reported raising from one to
seven children in their families. The average number of children reported per
family was two. Overall, family size was moderate, although household size for
the sample ranged from one to eight individuals. More than 40 % of the families
in the sample reported that a total of three people lived in their home at the time
of the survey.

Children’s living arrangements varied widely, as is suggested by their age
range and the data on household size. Table 8 details living arrangements for all
children in the sample. Each respondent reported on the number of her children
who lived in various arrangements at home and away from home. Most
households (81%, n=73) reported at least one child living with the lesbian mother
full time, thus accounting for a total of 123 children (62.4%) who lived with their
lesbian mothers full time. Markedly fewer families reported children who lived out
of the respondents’ homes. Eleven percent (n=10) of families reported at least
one child who lived with someone else half time. These 10 families included 12
children who lived half time with their lesbian mothers and half time with their
(children’s) fathers. Also included in this group is the grandchild of a lesbian
grandmother who is cared for half of the time by her grandmother and half of the
time by the child’s father (the respondent's son). Six families (7%) reported
having children who lived with them less than half time. These families included
six children with a variety of living arrangements, including shared custody with

former female partners. Twenty-five families (27.8%) included children who did
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not live with the respondents at all. These 52 children were mostly adults, but
the group also included five children who lived with their fathers full time, and one
child living in an out-of-home treatment facility.
Child Care Arrangements

Respondents reported using a variety of methods to assure care for their
children (see Table 9). Not surprisingly for this mostly middle and upper-middie
class group of mothers, access to child care did not appear to be a challenge. Of
the 101 children reported to need child care, 43.6% (n=44) were in some form of
group care, such as preschool or commercial day care. More surprising is the
number of children who were cared for by the mothers themselves. One fifth of
the children who needed care received it primarily from the respondent or her
partner, often because one of the partners was voluntarily unemployed, was able
to work at home, or had fixed her schedule in order to be home before and after
school. In addition, written comments on the questionnaires revealed a variety of
other child care arrangements. For example, one mother reported taking her
infant to work with her each day. Another respondent wrote that she and her
partner “split” their work schedules to be available to their son before and after
school. A single mother mentioned that she relies on friends and neighbors for
all of her child care.
Methods of Creating Family

Respondents reported that their children were introduced into their
families in diverse ways. Table 10 summarizes data on timing and methods of

family creation. More than half (n=113) of the children lived with either the
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respondent or her partner before the respondent'’s current relationship. That is,
57% of the children reported in this survey have a lesbian step parent. The
second-largest group of children were those who had always lived with one or
more lesbian mothers. More than a third (n=74) of the children joined the family
after the parenting couple’s relationship began. The remainder of the children
(n=10) lived in single parent families.

Data on the various methods used by respondents to add children to their
families suggest that the respondents’ histories were complex and diverse. More
than half of the children reported by respondents (n=109) were the products of
heterosexual marriages or liaisons, while 45 children (23.2%) were conceived
through donor insemination. Other pathways to parenthood cited by respondents
included adoption, foster parenting and guardianship.

The uniqueness and intricacies of these families may not be adequately
assessed by the questionnaire format, especially in families where previous
lesbian relationships produced children currently parented by a respondent. For
example, one couple, whose child is reported as “birth child by donor
insemination,” reported they were raising the biological child of a third woman,
who conceived while in a relationship with one of the currently parenting women.
Another respondent reported a child not living with her who she raised from

infancy with a former partner, and now has no access to as a non-biological

parent.
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Children’s Responses to Mothers’ Orientation

As noted in the earlier discussion of data on level of support for
respondents’ sexual orientation, these women were open about their lesbianism
with their children. As Table 5 shows, 91.9 % (n=113) of the respondents said
that their children knew about their sexual orientation and, of these, nearly half
(46.9%) said that their children were supportive of them. Other data support the
notion that the respondents were quite open with their children. Nearly all of the
women completing questionnaires (92.8%, n=116) reported that they display
affection toward their partners, such as hugging and kissing, in front of their
children. About three-quarters (76.5%, n=91) reported that they had discussed
their sexual orientation with their children, and a sizable minority (41.9%, n=49)
reported that others had discussed their sexual orientation with their children.

Children’s reactions to their mother’s disclosure of sexual orientation were
overwhelmingly positive. Of those respondents who were out to their children
and had children old enough to react, 94% (n=94) reported that their children’s
reactions were neutral or positive (M=5.9, SD=1.4). Children’s reactions were
reported on a 7-point scale, where ‘1’ indicated ‘very upset / rejecting,’ ‘4’ was
‘neutral / no response,’ and ‘7’ meant ‘very accepting / supportive.” Written
comments on the questionnaires supported this finding, and indicated that
reactions varied over time and by developmental age of the child.

Interview Participant Descriptions
As the above analyses indicate, lesbian mothers who responded to the

questionnaire shared a number of important characteristics. In general, they
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were well educated, well employed, and most were financially well off. Most
were in relationships of five years or longer. They were quite open about sexual
orientation within their immediate and extended families and with others in the
social environment. Most indicated that they experienced support from several
people regarding their sexual orientation, and nearly all of the women indicated
that their children’s reactions to their lesbian identify were either neutral or
positive.

In many ways, however, these women exhibited considerable diversity.
They lived in many areas of the state, worked at various occupations and
reported diverse religious affiliations and practices. Their children were of all
ages and diverse racial / ethnic backgrounds. The lesbian mothers reported that
children were added to their families in a variety of ways and lived in various,
sometimes-complex arrangements with the mothers.

The sub-sample of interview participants reflected the larger sample’s
characteristics in terms of income, educational achievement, and participation in
the workforce. They also highlighted respondent diversity in terms of age,
religious affiliation, county of residence, and length of relationship. Since six
partner-pairs were interviewed, the 21 women interviewed represented 15
families. All but one of the interview respondents were partnered, with
relationships ranging in duration from a few months to 18 years. While most of
the interview subjects were white, three of the women (14%) were African
American. Their children, who were more racially diverse than they were, ranged

in age from six months to 17 years old. All methods of family formation, including
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heterosexual conception, donor insemination, adoption, foster care, and
guardianship, were represented by the families. Table 11 provides a pseudonym
for each interviewee, along with a synopsis of personal data for each woman
interviewed.

As noted in Table 11, the interview sub sample was divided into three
groups based on the age of the oldest child living in the home. For each group,
seven women were interviewed. Thus, the sample includes five families in the
early childhood category, six families in the middle childhood category, and four
families in the adolescence category. Selecting interviewees into these
categories was intended to increase diversity within the interview sub-sample by
ensuring interview responses from mothers with a variety of experiences along
the family / child development continuum.

Importantly, most families outside of those with their eldest child in the 0-6
year old category included children in more than one category. Because of this,
data from the interviews often reflected experiences across a span of family and
child development achievements. As the Chapters 4 and 5 show, differences
between families were evident, as was variance within family categories.

For purposes of conveying the individual characteristics of the women who
were interviewed in this study, the following section provides a brief sketch of
each participant. The information included here was gleaned from interactions
during the face-to-face interviews, and is meant to supplement the synopsis of

information provided on each participant in Table 11.
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Lisa: At 24, Lisa is one of the youngest of the interviewees. She was a
casually dressed woman with a calm manner. Initially hesitant about her
responses in the interview, she was eventually able to relax, and was quite
articulate and enthusiastic in describing her family life.

Lisa lives in a duplex located in an urban center, with her partner of 18
months, her preschool-aged daughter, and an adult male friend who works with
her partner. Lisa and her partner are white. Her daughter and the adult male
friend are biracial (African American / white).

At the time of her interview, Lisa was enrolled full-time in a teacher
education program at a major university. Her partner, an outreach worker for a
local health promotion agency, has considerable flexibility in work schedule. Lisa
and her partner share childcare responsibilities with their roommate and various
friends. She described several gay male friends who provide significant support
to her family.

During her interview, Lisa related that she had known that she was a
lesbian as a teenager, but had experienced such a negative reaction to her
sexual orientation that she had “tried to be straight.” Her daughter is the product
of a heterosexual liaison with an African American man, who dropped out of her
life shortly after the baby was born. Before moving in with her partner, Lisa and
her daughter lived with Lisa’s parents and siblings. She was the only interviewee
in the infant / early childhood group with a partner who joined the family after the

child.



Amy: At 50, Amy is the oldest of the interviewees. She is white. Dressed
in jeans and a tee shirt, she appeared younger than her stated age. She was
quiet, serious, and thoughtful throughout the interview, taking time to carefully
compose her answers before speaking.

Amy lives with her partner of 6 years and their four-year-old son in a rural
mid-state area. Her home, in which the interview took place, was filled with
photographs, drawings, toys and games belonging to her son.

Amy works as an administrator with a large non-profit social service
agency, a position that gives her moderate flexibility in her schedule. She
reported that she provides more than half of their son’s financial and direct care
needs, since her partner is a full-time graduate student. Amy is heavily involved
in her church, serving on its board of directors and acting as an advocate for gay
and lesbian issues within the congregation.

Amy is the non-biological parent of her son, and thus has no legal
relationship to him. The couple have made efforts to pursue a second-parent
adoption in another county, but postponed the effort because of time and
financial constraints. Amy related that, although she became a parent late in life,
and despite the financial burdens of parenthood, her experiences had been so
positive that she would like to have another child.

Carolyn: Another older parent, Carolyn was 47 at the time of her
interview. She is a stay-at-home mother, after working in skilled trades for many
years. She was reserved, but welcoming, offering coffee and indicating a space

on the dining table prepared for the interview.
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Carolyn lives with her partner of 12 years. Both women are white. Their
two pre-school aged daughters, both adopted internationally, are Asian. The
family lives on the outskirts of an urban center with significant resources for
lesbian mother families. Second parent adoptions have been completed for both
girls.

Carolyn'’s partner, an attorney, provides almost entirely for the family’'s
financial needs, while Carolyn provides the majority of child care. Carolyn
indicated that she and her partner consider this arrangement ideal for their
family.

Julie: Julie, 30, presented as gregarious, open and eager to participate.
She was the first of the women to be interviewed and tolerated a few minor
procedural problems, such as a too-short extension cord for the tape recorder,
with humor and patience.

Julie lives with her partner of more than seven years, Joan, and their two-
year-old son in a duplex in a conservative suburban area. She and her partner,
both white, adopted their biracial (African American / white) son at birth. He is
the birth child of her partner’s relative, thus theirs was an open independent
adoption.

Julie’s son was born with a developmental disability. As primary caregiver
and stay-at-home mom, Julie related considerable material about her son'’s
special needs and reactions from service providers. She iterated that her son’s
race and ability were often more important than her sexual orientation in

interactions in the community.
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Joan: Joan, 31, is Julie’s partner. She was a willing and articulate
participant in the interview, often volunteering information beyond the topics
covered in the protocol.

As noted above, Joan lives with her partner, Julie, and their two year old
disabled son. She is the legal parent of their son, since they have not been able
to complete a second-parent adoption in their county.

Joan works as a service provider with disabled adults, and so brings a
great deal of knowledge and experience with resources for disabilities to her
parenting. She expressed frustration with her rigid work schedule, however,
complaining that she was unable to accompany her partner and son to
evaluations and other appointments. This family is significantly involved with
groups for families with developmentally disabled children, citing these groups as
a major source of support. In addition, both Julie and Joan said that they
experience considerable financial stress because of living on one income.

Bonnie: Bonnie, 40, presented as energetic and extroverted. She is a
bright and articulate woman whose quick responses set the pace for her
interview. Throughout her interview, Bonnie expressed wonder and joy with the
notion of motherhood and with her role as parent.

Bonnie lives with her partner of 15 years, Connie, and their three
daughters. The girls, a three-year-old and 18-month-old twins, are Bonnie’s birth
children by donor insemination. Bonnie, who is white, used a biracial donor

(African American / white) to achieve her pregnancies. A biracial donor was
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chosen because Bonnie and her partner wanted to have children whose racial /
ethnic characteristics reflected both women's backgrounds.

This family lives in an urban area with substantial services for lesbian
mother families. Second-parent adoptions have been completed for all three
children.

An attorney, Bonnie provides the primary financial support for her family.
She expressed some frustration with the necessity of being away from her family
every day. She is looking forward to a new position at work, a change that
means she will be able to begin telecommuting from home one day a week in the
near future. Currently, Bonnie's partner is a stay-at-home mother who provides
the maijority of child care for the family.

Connie: Connie, 40, is the partner of Bonnie. Her communication style
is deliberate and thoughtful; thus her interview had a markedly serious tone and
an unhurried pace.

As noted above, Connie lives with Bonnie and their three young children in
a liberal urban area. Connie is African American, Bonnie is white, and their
daughters are biracial (African American / white). Although theirs was one of the
most racially-mixed of the families interviewed, race and ethnicity were not
considered a major factor in their interviews.

Connie gave up her position as a social worker to be a full-time, stay-at-
home mother when the twins were born. She stated that she has enjoyed being
at home, but is looking forward to returning to work, both for the salary and for

the adult contact.
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Although this couple's personal styles are very different, both are effective
with their children. Connie and Bonnie seem to make a deliberate effort to be
equal in their parenting roles, a value that is reflected in their interactions with
each other and the children.

Chloe: The only single respondent to be interviewed, Chloe, 38, also has
the smallest income. She was the most solemn of the interviewees, rarely
smiling. Nevertheless, she was clearly invested in the research project, providing
extensive personal information, and thoughtful reactions to each of the interview
questions.

A full-time graduate student, Chloe lives with her 10-year-old daughter and
seven-year-old son on the campus of a large university. All are white. Although
her relationship with her ex-husband was described as extremely negative, her
children visit their father, who lives ih another state, each summer.

Chloe is involved with a support group for single parents on the campus of
her university and described this a major source of her support. As the sole
provider for her children’s financial and direct care needs, she reported struggling
with finding adequate time and energy for all of her responsibilities.

Jocelyn: Jocelyn, 31, is an outgoing woman who presented as youthful,
enthusiastic, and engaging. Her responses were marked by a focus on her
interest in holistic health and spirituality.

At the time of initial contact, Jocelyn identified herself as living separately

from her partner. Shortly before her interview, she and her partner of 9 months
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purchased a home, where they currently live with Jocelyn’s 11¥2-year-old son.
Jocelyn's relationship is the newest of any of the interviewees'.

Jocelyn noted that she continues to have friendly interactions with her
son’s father and his new wife. She described her ex-husband as one of the first
people to whom she disclosed her sexual orientation and described his reaction
as very supportive. Jocelyn also described her relationship with her son as
close, describing shared interests in many issues and an ability to talk about
many topics.

Sheila: Sheila, 39, was self-confident, articulate, and engaging in the
interview. As did many of the participants, Sheila led the interviewer on a tour of
her home and introduced her children before beginning the interview. During the
second half of the interview, she held one of her sons in her arms, occasionally
stopping to soothe him as he fell asleep.

Sheila lives with her partner of 12 years, Marla, who was also an interview
participant. They share their two-story frame house with their four children, aged
nine months through 7 %2 years. Both women are white. Three of their children
were placed with them as infants and later adopted. Another child is Sheila’s
biological child by donor insemination. All the children are African American or
biracial (African American / white). Second parent adoptions have been
completed for the three older children, and the process is underway for the baby

as well.
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Sheila is employed as a teacher for a public school system. The family
lives in an urban area with significant support for lesbian mother families, and
belongs to a support group for same-sex couples with adopted children.

Marla: Marla, 36, is the partner of Sheila. Her presentation in the interview
was marked by slight anxiety related to her desire to “get things right” in her
responses. She was a willing participant, whose responses provided a unique
perspective on her complex family.

As noted above, Marla lives with Sheila and their four children, who range
in age from nine months to seven years. They live in a liberal urban center,
where they are well connected with the women'’s community.

Marla is both a stay-at-home mom and an entrepreneur, since she runs a
successful day care business out of her home. She is the primary caregiver for
the two youngest children because of this arrangement.

Both Sheila and Marla reported significant involvement in their church,
where they participate in workshops and seminars on feminist spirituality, in
addition to attending regular services. In addition, they attend cultural and social
activities in the community on a regular basis. They seemed to be among the
most successful of the parents with young children in achieving a balance
between child-related responsibilities and adult socialization.

Tamara: Tamara, 37, is the only foster parent interviewed for this project.
She was talkative and direct in her responses, exhibiting considerable humor

about her experiences with parenting.
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Tamara lives in an urban area with her partner of 5 ¥z years. Both women
are white. Their three foster sons, all African American, are a modified sibling
group, having lived with each other before being placed in Tamara’'s home. The
children are nine, ten, and eleven years old.

A case manager for a medium-sized non-profit agency, Tamara was in the
midst of reducing her work hours to half time at the time of the interview. Her
partner, who works in a professional capacity for the state, has a flexible work
schedule that sometimes takes her away on overnight trips. Both women provide
direct care to their sons.

Tamara has been active in community athletics and her church choir,
commitments that she has been trying to continue by organizing her time more
efficiently. Although Tamara and her partner are fairly new to parenting, having
had their sons for only 6 months, they are noticeably immersed in the
experience. The couple hopes to adopt the boys if they are released by the
courts for adoption.

Kerry: Circumspect and soft-spoken, Kerry, 34, provided a marked
contrast to some of the more gregarious interviewees. Speaking in the kitchen of
her rural farmhouse, she was reflective and displayed a quiet humor.

Kerry lives with her partner of three years and her partner’s two biological
children. All are white. Despite her relatively recent entry into this family, Kerry
is now the primary care provider to the children, since her partner is enrolled in a

full-time program at a local college as well as working full time. Her positive
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relationships with her 10-year-old step son and 7 Y2-year-old step daughter were
evident when the children arrived home at the end of the interview.

Kerry's children live in her home half time and half time with their father,
alternating weeks in each home. This arrangement provokes considerable
frustration in Kerry, who spoke in detail about the logistical difficulties inherent in
the arrangement.

Alyce: Alyce, 38, presented as one of the most self-assured of the
participants, responding thoughtfully and directly to each interview question. Her
attitudes seemed to reflect a remarkable comfort with her self and her values.

Alyce lives with her partner of 18 years, whom she met when both
attended a local university. Also in their home are their two children, ages 11
and 2, and an adult female friend. All are white. The woman friend living in
Alyce’'s home takes an active part in family life, and is responsible for child care
at least one day each week.

Alyce is the birth mother of both children by donor insemination. A
second-parent adoption has been completed on the older child, but Alyce stated
that she resented the intrusiveness and expense of the home study process. She
and her partner do not plan to pursue an adoption for their younger child “until
the laws change.”

The co-owner of a small retail business that caters to the women'’s
community, Alyce is immersed in lesbian culture both personally and

professionally. She reported, however, that her work is often difficult and
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financially unprofitable. Her partner, a project manager for a technology
company, provides the greatest part of the family income.

Kelsie: Kelsie, 39, is an emotional woman, who spoke with passion about
her relationship with her partner and her recent divorce from her husband. Her
affect, while intense, was appropriate to the content of her interview. She
appeared to be quite invested in the research project, making considerable effort
to arrange an interview around her unpredictable work schedule.

Kelsie lives in an apartment with her partner of 2 years, Candace, and her
13-year-old daughter. Her son, aged 11, lives with his father. All members of
this family are white. They live in a suburb of one of the state’s largest cities.

Kelsie's story is unique in that her relationship with Candace was “a
surprise” to both women, who considered themselves heterosexual before
meeting each other. Kelsie reported that her change in sexual orientation has
been a major focus of her life in the past few years.

Candace: Candace, 24, is the partner of Kelsie. Along with Lisa, she was
the youngest of the interviewees. She presented herself with considerable
maturity, responding with poise to the interview questions. Her responses were
thoughtful and direct throughout the interview.

As described above, Candace lives with Kelsie and Kelsie's 13-year-old
daughter. Candace spoke at length about her role in the family as a new step
parent and new partner. A part-time psychology student, she appeared to have

very good understanding of the issues inherent in blended families.
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A significant focus for both Kelsie and Candace at the time of their
interviews was their age difference. The 15-year difference in their ages was not
unique in the larger sample or in the sub-sample of interview participants. (For
example, Terry's partner was 14 years younger, and Lynn and Cara had a 13
year age difference.) However, the difference in their developmental stages,
along with criticism from friends and family, may have contributed to the
perceived discrepancy.

Lynn: Lynn, 33, is an active, outgoing woman. She spoke at length on
each of the topics presented, rarely requiring encouragement or input from the
interviewer. Her infant daughter, who was present throughout the interview,
provided frequent distraction.

Lynn lives with her partner of 10 years, Cara. Their six-month-old
daughter, Lynn’s biological daughter by a known donor, also lives with the couple
full-time. Cara’s two teenagers, whose physical custody is with their father, are
in the home frequently. This family is white. They live in a double-wide mobile
home set on a large lot in a mixed suburban-rural area.

Lynn works as a municipal department manager, a job that requires a
great deal of outdoor activity and variable hours. She takes her infant to work
with her every day. Her partner's hours are quite flexible, but Cara has been
reluctant to provide direct care, an issue that has become a focus of negotiation

for this couple.
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Cara: Cara, 46, is the partner of Lynn. One of the most talkative of the
participants, Cara provided ample background and detail for each of her
responses.

As described above, Cara lives with her partner, Lynn, and their six-
month-old daughter. Cara’s son, 15, and daughter, 12, are frequently in the
home as well, in spite of the fact that Cara reported that she voluntarily
relinquished physical custody of her children when she came out as lesbian.
Although difficult at the time, she commented that she feels she made the right
decision for her family. Because of the custody arrangement, both Cara and
Lynn have regular contact with the children’s father, and Cara reported that she
has developed a friendly relationship with her ex-husband’s new wife.

Cara'’s work involves doing home visits with ill or homebound persons, so
her schedule is often unpredictable. A talented amateur artist, she stated that
she hopes to quit her job in order to work on her art full-time. Both Cara and Lynn
are active members of a Wiccan spiritual circle, an affiliation that both provided
segregation from the mainstream spiritual and social community, and assisted
integration into a group of like-minded others. Cara described the pagan group
as her ‘family of choice.’

Terry: Reserved and pragmatic, Terry, 35, was the most taciturn of the
participants. The interviewer used frequent probes in an effort to further explore
the interview topics. In spite of her reserved presentation, Terry appeared to be

fully willing to participate, as she completed the interview without hesitation.
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Terry lives with her partner of six years, Joni, another interviewee. Terry's
half-brother, 17, who is her legal ward, also lives in the household. She has
parented him for more than six years, since she was appointed his legal guardian
by the courts. In addition, Joni's eight-year-old son by donor insemination
resides in the house. Terry and Joni are African American. Her brother and her
partner’s son are biracial (African American / Hispanic). They live in an elegant
restored home in an historic district of a metropolitan area.

Terry works in the financial industry, a job that entails regular hours and a
substantial salary. While she has limited flexibility in her work schedule, she
does provide the majority of interaction with her brother’'s school and other
systems. She reported that she has taken a minor role in parenting her partner's
son, since she sees herself as his step parent rather than a primary care
provider. Recently, she has expressed interest in pursuing second-parent
adoption for the eight-year-old.

Joni: Joni, 41, is Terry's partner. With her direct, eloquent, and
expressive speech, she possessed one of the more powerful personalities
among the interview participants.

As noted above, Joni lives with her partner, Terry, and Terry's 17-year-old
ward. Joni's eight-year-old son, conceived by donor insemination while Joni was
in a prior lesbian relationship, also lives in the home. Joni's son has minimal
contact with his ‘other mother.’

A successful sales representative for a professional supplies company,

Joni has considerable flexibility in her job. She reported that she is able to be
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available whenever her son needs her to participate in his school, medical
appointments, or other activities. Joni assumes primary care for her son,
although Terry’s full participation in his parenting is a goal for this family.

Joni described herself as an activist. She was instrumental in founding
her church, which serves the African American gay and lesbian community in her
area. In addition, she has held leadership positions in various mainstream and
lesbian community organizations. At the time of her interview, she was involved
in a court appeal for a second-parent adoption. If granted, her family’s would be
the first successful second-parent adoption case in her county.

Chandra: Chandra, 35, is an attractive and vivacious woman whose
interview was marked by her extreme distress over perceived threats to custody
of her children. Initial contact with Chandra was during a face-to-face interview.
The immediacy of Chandra's worries at the time of this first interview resulted in
partial coverage of some aspects of her relationships. Therefore, two additional
contacts were made by phone in order to offer ongoing support and to augment
interview data that were incompletely covered in the original contact.

Chandra lives with her partner of 3 ¥z years and her three children, ages
13, 11, and six years. The family lives in a modest suburban home in a
notoriously conservative area of the state. All members of the family are white.

Chandra works as classroom aide in a local school district. She reported
that she quit her previous position to accept this one, in spite of substantial

reductions in pay and benefits, because it offers her the ability to be available to
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her children each day after school. Her partner, who works for a large
corporation, is the primary breadwinner in the family.

As noted above, Chandra’s interview was dominated by her anxiety over
an impending court hearing, which Chandra perceived as a threat to her physical
custody of the children. She reported that, although her relationship with her ex-
husband was originally amicable, he is now suing for full custody of the children,
and has introduced her sexual orientation into the case as an argument against
her. Initial media coverage has already exposed her to her employer, co-workers
and other associates. In addition, stress from the case has impacted Chandra’s
relationship with her partner and children, resulting in increased conflict in their
home.

The following chapters report on the interviews with these participants.
While the analyses of the interview data are necessarily fragmented, every effort
has been made to retain the richness of the individual personalities of the women
by inclusion of their own words in the discussion of themes revealed in the

interviews about their experiences within their families and communities.
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Chapter 4

RELATIONSHIPS WITHIN LESBIAN MOTHER FAMILIES

Feminist research is grounded in “an understanding that many aspects of
women's experience have not yet been articulated or conceptualized within
social science” (Jayaratne & Stewart, 1991, p. 89). One way to understand
women more accurately is to use research methods that integrate women's
voices directly into the study of women'’s lives. In the case of lesbians, this re-
conceptualization of methodology is even more important, since lesbians
continue to be largely marginalized by the dominant culture and by the practices
of mainstream science.

As noted in Chapter 2, qualitative analysis is particularly useful for
exploration of conditions and experiences that are not easily accessed by
conventional, quantitative research methods. In this study, qualitative analysis
offered an opportunity to ‘give voice’ to lesbians whose experiences as women,
as partners, and as mothers, may be ove<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>