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Abstract 

Existing research on children with lesbian parents is limited by reliance on volunteer or convenience 
samples. The present study examined the quality of parent-child relationships and the socio-
emotional and gender development of a community sample of 7-year-old children with lesbian 
parents. Families were recruited through the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children, a 
geographic population study of 14,000 mothers and their children. Thirty-nine lesbian-mother 
families, 74 two-parent heterosexual families, and 60 families headed by single heterosexual 
mothers were compared on standardized interview and questionnaire measures administered to 
mothers, co-mothers/fathers, children, and teachers. Findings are in line with those of earlier 
investigations showing positive mother-child relationships and well-adjusted children. 

   

Studies of the development of children with lesbian parents date back to the 1970s when lesbian 
women began to fight for custody of their children when they divorced (for reviews, see Falk, 1989; 
Golombok, 1999; Patterson, 1992, 1995). At that time, lesbian mothers were losing custody solely on 
the basis of their sexual orientation on the grounds that it would not be in the children's best 
interests to grow up with lesbian parents. From a theoretical perspective, it is well established that 
children's social and emotional development is fostered within the context of parent-child 
relationships (Baumrind, 1989, 1991; Bowlby, 1969, 1988; Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Maccoby, 
1992). In predicting the outcomes for children of growing up in a lesbian-mother family, difficulties 
would not necessarily be expected unless lesbian mothers differ from heterosexual mothers with 
respect to the parenting processes that are associated with children's psychological adjustment. 
However, relationships between parents and their children do not take place within a social vacuum. 
The wider social environment can have a marked impact on the quality of family life and children's 
psychological well-being. The expectation that being raised in a lesbian-mother family would 
increase the likelihood of psychological problems in children stems from the assumption that they 
would be teased about their mothers' sexual orientation and ostracized by their peers. There is wide 
agreement in the psychological literature that satisfactory relationships with peers are important for 
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positive social and emotional development (Coie, 1990; Ladd, 1999; Parker & Asher, 1987). Thus it 
has been predicted that children will experience psychological problems if growing up in a lesbian-
mother family interferes with the quality of their relationships with peers. 

It has also been argued that children with lesbian parents would show atypical gender development, 
that is, that boys would be less masculine in their identity and behavior, and girls less feminine, than 
their counterparts from heterosexual homes. Whether or not children of lesbian mothers will differ 
from children brought up by heterosexual mothers will depend on the extent to which it is possible 
for parents to influence the gender development of their children. Insofar as gender development is 
biologically determined, for example, through genetic influences (Iervolino, Hines, Golombok, Rust, 
& Plomin, 2002) or through the action of prenatal sex hormones such as testosterone in the 
developing fetus (Collaer & Hines, 1995), the way in which parents raise their children will make 
little difference. Similarly, from the perspective of cognitive developmental theory (Bem, 1981; 
Martin, 1989, 1991; Martin & Halverson, 1981), which emphasizes the importance of gender 
schemas in guiding behavior and the active role of children in seeking out information about gender 
from the world around them, the role of parents is a minor one. Furthermore, it is increasingly being 
accepted that peers play an important part in children's acquisition of gender-typed behavior. 
According to Maccoby (Jacklin & Maccoby, 1978; Maccoby, 1988, 1990, 1998), children segregate by 
gender largely because of behavioral compatibility with children of the same sex as themselves, and 
in this way distinctive male and female cultures are established and maintained. 

Traditional psychoanalytic theorists, on the other hand, stressing the importance of heterosexual 
parents for the successful resolution of the Oedipal conflict, have argued that the combination of an 
absent father and a lesbian mother is likely to lead to atypical gender development (Socarides, 
1978). Classic social learning theorists also believe that parents play a key role in the gender 
development of their children, both by differentially reinforcing their daughters and sons and by 
acting as models of gender role behavior (Bandura, 1977; Mischel, 1966, 1970). More recently, a 
social cognitive approach has emphasized the interaction between social factors and complex 
cognitive processes such as self-regulation and self-efficacy in the acquisition of gender-typed 
behavior (Bandura, 1986; Bussey & Bandura, 1999). From the perspective of social learning and 
social cognitive theories it could be argued that different patterns of reinforcement may be 
operating in lesbian than in heterosexual families such that children with lesbian parents may be less 
likely to be discouraged from engaging in nonconventional gender role behavior. Also, because of 
their mothers' atypical parental roles, the sons and daughters of lesbian mothers may hold less rigid 
stereotypes about what constitutes acceptable male and female behavior and may engage in less 
conventional gender role behavior themselves. Thus psychological theory gives no clear expectations 
regarding the gender development of children with lesbian parents; different predictions arise from 
the different theoretical perspectives. 

The early investigations of lesbian-mother families focused on women who had become mothers in 
the context of a heterosexual marriage before adopting a lesbian identity, and the children studied 
had lived with their fathers during their early years. Regardless of the geographic or demographic 
characteristics of the samples studied, the findings of these early investigations were strikingly 
consistent (Golombok, Spencer, & Rutter, 1983; Green, Mandel, Hotvedt, Gray, & Smith, 1986; 
Hoeffer, 1981; Huggins, 1989; Kirkpatrick, Smith & Roy, 1981). First, with respect to the children's 
socioemotional development, children with lesbian parents did not show a higher incidence of 
psychological disorder, or difficulties in peer relationships, than their counterparts from 
heterosexual homes. Second, there was no evidence of gender identity confusion for any of the 
children studied, and in terms of gender role behavior, no differences were found between children 
with lesbian and heterosexual parents for either boys or girls. A longitudinal study of adults who had 
been raised as children in lesbian-mother families found that these young men and women 
continued to function well in adult life and maintained positive relationships with both their mothers 
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and their mothers' partners (Tasker & Golombok, 1995, 1997). More young people from lesbian-
mother families than from heterosexual families had experimented in same-sex relationships, 
although the large majority identified as heterosexual in adulthood (Golombok & Tasker, 1996). 
Regarding the parenting ability of the mothers themselves, it has been demonstrated that lesbian 
mothers are just as child-oriented (Kirkpatrick, 1987; Miller, Jacobsen, & Bigner, 1981; Pagelow, 
1980), just as warm and responsive to their children (Golombok et al., 1983), and just as nurturant 
and confident (Mucklow & Phelan, 1979) as heterosexual mothers. 

More recently, studies have been conducted on children raised in lesbian-mother families from 
birth. An increasing number of women are becoming parents after coming out as lesbian, either as 
single mothers or as couples who plan a family together and share the parenting role. The findings of 
these studies are of particular interest because the children, often conceived by donor insemination, 
are being raised by lesbian mothers in the absence of a father from the start. To the extent that 
early family experiences are important influences on later development, the findings of research on 
children in lesbian-mother families who lived with their fathers during their first years of life cannot 
necessarily be generalized to children raised in lesbian-mother families from the outset. However, 
comparisons between these children and children in two-parent heterosexual families again failed to 
find differences with respect to gender development or psychological well-being (Brewaeys, 
Ponjaert, Van Hall, & Golombok, 1997; Chan, Raboy, & Patterson, 1998; Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua, 
& Joseph, 1995; Golombok, Tasker, & Murray, 1997). The only clear difference to emerge was that 
co-mothers in lesbian-mother families were more involved in parenting than were fathers in two-
parent heterosexual homes. 

In a review of studies of children with lesbian parents, Stacey and Biblarz (2001) criticized 
researchers for downplaying any differences that have been identified between children in lesbian-
mother families and their counterparts from heterosexual homes; these authors concluded that 
children with lesbian parents do differ, particularly in relation to gender development. However, by 
classifying studies as showing a difference even in cases where this difference was true for only a 
small number of variables out of many and by failing to consider the spurious differences that result 
from chance effects when large numbers of individual variables are studied, Stacey and Biblarz 
(2001) have overemphasized the differences that have been reported between children with lesbian 
and heterosexual parents. In addition, they made no distinction between core aspects of children's 
gender development, such as gender identity and gender role behavior, on the one hand, and 
children's attitudes, such as occupational preferences, on the other. Instead, the authors treated 
children's attitudes toward gender-related issues and their gender identity as equally important and 
meaningful indices of gender development. It is well established within the psychological literature 
that gender identity and gender role behavior are relatively fixed and central to children's well-being 
and self-esteem (Egan & Perry, 2001), whereas attitudes are more open to parental influence and 
change (Jodl, Michael, Malanchuk, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2001). Moreover, the psychological processes 
involved in these different aspects of gender development are not the same (Golombok & Hines, 
2002; Maccoby, 1998). 

A genuine limitation of the existing body of research is that the majority of studies have relied on 
volunteer or convenience samples because it has not been possible to obtain a representative 
sample of lesbian-mother families. Although it is not known how, or to what extent, the samples 
studied have been biased, lesbian mothers whose children show atypical gender development or 
psychological problems may have been unlikely to volunteer, particularly because lesbian-mother 
families are so often the focus of prejudice and discrimination. Exceptions are the studies by 
Brewaeys et al. (1997) and Chan et al. (1998), both of which examined systematic samples of 
lesbian-mother families with children conceived by donor insemination through a fertility clinic. 
Brewaeys et al. (1997) examined a consecutive sample of all 30 women who conceived a child at the 
Fertility Department of Brussels University Hospital over a 5-year period, and Chan et al. (1998) 
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investigated 55 lesbian-mother families who conceived a child at the Sperm Bank of California, 
representing 100% of the lesbian couples and 62% of the lesbian single mothers who were invited to 
take part. An advantage of these studies is that they avoided the potential bias associated with 
volunteer samples. However, they focused solely on lesbian mothers who conceived their children 
through a sperm bank. 

The Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC), a geographic population study of 
almost 14,000 mothers and their children beginning in pregnancy (Golding & the ALSPAC Study 
Team, 1996), has provided a unique opportunity to study a representative sample of lesbian-mother 
families and thus to determine whether the findings of existing investigations will be replicated in a 
general population sample. Additional advantages of this data set were that extensive background 
information was available on the families and that matched comparison groups of two-parent 
heterosexual families and single heterosexual-mother families could easily be obtained because of 
the detailed information available on the parents' history of cohabiting relationships from the time 
of the child's birth. This latter comparison group allowed the effects of number of parents in the 
family home to be examined alongside the effects of parental sexual orientation. The aim of the 
present investigation was thus to examine the quality of parent-child relationships and the socio-
emotional and gender development of a representative sample of children with lesbian parents. 

Method 

Participants 

The lesbian-mother families were obtained through the ALSPAC. The ALSPAC enrolled any woman 
expecting a baby between April 1, 1991, and December 31, 1992, who was resident in Avon, a clearly 
defined area of southwest England (Golding & the ALSPAC Study Team, 1996; Golding, Pembrey, 
Jones, & the ALSPAC Study Team, 2001). The study area has a population of 1 million and comprises 
the city of Bristol (with a population of 0.5 million), moderate-sized towns, and rural areas. The 
demographic characteristics of the families in the study are closely comparable to those of families 
in the United Kingdom as a whole with respect to the type of area in which they live, the educational 
level of the parents, housing, and mobility (Baker, Morris, & Taylor, 1997). The children in the study 
are similar to children in the rest of the country with respect to the prevalence of preterm delivery, 
low birth weight, physical and mental disability, physical illness, and psychological disorder. Women 
were recruited to the study soon after the confirmation of pregnancy, and they completed 
questionnaires at various time points from pregnancy onward. 

The present investigation was initiated when the ALSPAC children were around 7 years old. The 
lesbian-mother families in the ALSPAC were identified through responses to questions relating to 
maternal sexual orientation in routine postal questionnaires sent to parents until the target child 
was 85 months old and through letters about the present investigation sent to all mothers in the 
study. Mothers who identified themselves as lesbian were contacted by telephone and asked to 
participate in the present investigation. Eighteen mothers agreed to take part, representing 90% of 
the lesbian mothers who were identified from the ALSPAC sample and 0.22% of the ALSPAC mothers 
who remained in the study when their children were 7 years old. This latter proportion is somewhat 
lower than Patterson and Friel's (2000) estimate of the proportion of lesbian-mother families in the 
United States from the National Health and Social Life Survey (NHSLS; Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & 
Michaels, 1994). Of the 1,749 women in that survey, 1,277 were mothers, 7 of whom identified 
themselves as lesbian. Thus the proportion of lesbian mothers in relation to all mothers in the NHSLS 
sample (the appropriate comparison because all ALSPAC participants were mothers) was estimated 
to be 0.55%. 

Because lesbian-mother families who had moved into the Avon area after the birth of their children 
would not have been identified by the ALSPAC, snowballing procedures were used to identify other 
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lesbian-mother families living within the geographical boundaries of the study area. Snowballing is a 
widely used procedure for sampling hidden populations (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Heckathorn, 
1997; Morrison, 1988; Spreen & Zwaagstra, 1994), particularly in situations where members of a 
population are difficult to locate or may be reluctant to participate in research because membership 
in the population involves stigmatized behavior. In order to maximize the sample size, the age range 
of eligible children was extended downward to include children aged 5–6 years. The snowballing was 
carried out by asking all ALSPAC mothers to approach other lesbian-mother families in Avon who 
met the study inclusion criteria. Contact was also made with a local lesbian mothers' support group 
and the local branch of a national lesbian and gay organization, and advertisements were placed in 
community centers and in the local and national press. This resulted in the recruitment of a further 
21 lesbian-mother families. 

Of the 39 lesbian-mother families in the study, 20 were headed by a single mother and 19 were 
headed by a lesbian couple. All identified themselves as lesbian, and all had been involved in a 
lesbian relationship at some point since the birth of their children. Twenty-eight of the children had 
been born into a heterosexual family. The average age of these children when their mothers entered 
into a lesbian relationship was 4.1 years (range = 0–108 months). The remaining 11 children had 
been conceived by donor insemination, and all of them had been raised since birth without the 
presence of a father in the family home. 

The lesbian-mother families were studied in comparison with two control groups selected from the 
total ALSPAC sample: (a) 74 two-parent heterosexual families in which the children had lived with 
both the mother and the father since birth and (b) 60 families headed by single heterosexual 
mothers in which the children had lived with only the mother since the age of 18 months or younger. 
The cut-off point of 18 months meant that the children had not experienced the potentially 
confounding effect of either a father in the home or parental separation in the 6 years prior to the 
study. The control groups were matched to the lesbian-mother families according to (a) the mother's 
highest educational qualification during pregnancy and (b) the number of children in the family 
when the ALSPAC child was 47 months old. A greater number of both two-parent and single-parent 
heterosexual families than of lesbian-mother families was obtained in order to enhance statistical 
power and the matching of demographic variables. 

Socio-demographic information for each group is presented in Table 1. There were similar 
proportions of boys and girls in each family type. The age of the mothers did not differ between 
groups, and the mean age of the mothers was 37 years. No group difference was found for social 
class as measured by either mother's occupation or mother's educational qualifications. However, 
children's age differed significantly between family types, F(3, 169) = 9.84, p < .01. Children with 
lesbian parents were younger on average, and the range of ages was greater because of the 
inclusion of younger children in the non-ALSPAC sample to increase sample size. The number of 
siblings in the family also differed significantly between family types, F(3, 169) = 6.54, p < .01, with 
fewer siblings in the lesbian-mother and heterosexual single-parent families than in the heterosexual 
two-parent families. Matching was based on data obtained when the children were 47 months old 
because this was the most recent age for which such information was available. It was found that 
more of the heterosexual couples than the single heterosexual mothers or the lesbian mothers had 
increased their families during the intervening years. Because significant differences between groups 
were found for child's age and number of siblings in the family, these variables were entered into all 
of the statistical analyses as covariates. 
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Table 1  Socio-demographic Information by Family Type 

Researchers trained in the study techniques visited the families at home. Because the ALSPAC 
children were born over a 21-month period, the assessments of both ALSPAC and non-ALSPAC 
children were carried out over approximately 2 years. Data were collected from the mothers and 
their current live-in partners (i.e., the fathers in two-parent heterosexual families and the co-
mothers in lesbian-mother families) by interview and questionnaire. Information obtained by 
interview was rated according to a standardized coding scheme, and regular meetings were held to 
minimize rater discrepancy. Interviews were conducted with 99% of mothers, 79% of co-mothers, 
and 62% of fathers, and assessments were conducted with 99% of the children. Questionnaire data 
were obtained from 98% of mothers, 84% of co-mothers, 80% of fathers, and 96% of teachers. All of 
the mothers in the study gave permission for their children's teachers to be contacted. In order to 
maintain confidentiality and minimize bias, the teachers were not informed about the precise nature 
of the research. Instead, they were told that the child was participating in a study of child 
development. The exceptionally high response rate for mothers and teachers resulted from their 
involvement and commitment to the ALSPAC generally. Regular newsletters were sent to parents 
describing interesting and valuable findings arising from the study, birthday cards were sent to the 
children, meetings were held with schools, and publicity about the research frequently appeared in 
the local media. 
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Measures 

Parental Measures 

Parent-child relationships. 

The mothers were interviewed with an adaptation of a standardized interview designed to assess 
the quality of parenting (Quinton & Rutter, 1988). The interview lasted from 11/2 to 2 hr and was 
tape-recorded. This procedure has been validated against observational ratings of mother-child 
relationships in the home and a high level of agreement has been demonstrated between global 
ratings of the quality of parenting by interviewers and observers (concurrent validity: r = .63). 
Detailed accounts were obtained of the child's behavior and the mother's response to it, with 
reference to the child's progress at school, use of spare time, peer adjustment, and relationships 
within the family unit. 

Overall ratings of the quality of parenting were made according to strict coding criteria that took into 
account information obtained from the entire interview, as follows: (a) Expressed warmth was rated 
on a 6-point scale from 0 (none) to 5 (high) and was based on the mother's tone of voice and facial 
expression when talking about the child, spontaneous expressions of warmth, sympathy, and 
concern about any difficulties experienced by the child, and enthusiasm and interest in the child as a 
person. (b) Emotional involvement was rated on a 5-point scale from 0 (little or none) to 4 
(enmeshed) and measured the extent to which family life and the emotional functioning of the 
mother were centered on the child and the extent to which the mother was overconcerned or 
overprotective toward the child. (c) Overall parenting quality was rated on a 5-point scale from 0 
(very poor) to 4 (very good) and measured the extent to which the child and mother enjoyed each 
other's company and showed affection to one another and the extent to which the mother took 
responsibility in terms of discipline. 

In addition to these overall ratings, the following individual variables were rated from the interview 
material: (a) Enjoyment of motherhood was rated on a 4-point scale from 0 (none) to 3 (a great deal) 
and took account of expressed enjoyment as well as reservations about motherhood. (b) Frequency 
of disputes measured the number of disputes that had occurred in the previous week between the 
mother and the child. (c) Severity of disputes was rated on a 4-point scale from 0 (no confrontations) 
to 3 (major battles) and assessed the intensity of disputes during conflict with the child. (d) 
Frequency of smacking was rated on a 7-point scale from 0 (none) to 6 (more than once per day). (e) 
Supervision of outdoor play was rated on a 5-point scale from 0 (not allowed out) to 4 (no specified 
territory). (f) Overall supervision was rated on a 5-point scale from 0 (not allowed out without an 
adult) to 4 (generally poor) and took account of the mother's age-appropriate monitoring of the 
child's activities. (g) Chaperonage of child was rated on a 7-point scale from 0 (not allowed to play 
with other children) to 6 (allowed to play with unknown children in unrestricted territory). 

The frequencies with which the mother engaged in the following types of play with her child were 
rated on a 5-point scale from 0 (none) to 4 (more than once per day): imaginative play, 
constructional play, drawing/writing/reading, watching television, rough-and-tumble play, and 
domestic play. In addition, the mother's enjoyment of play was rated on a 4-point scale from 0 (little 
or none) to 3 (a great deal). 

Fathers and co-mothers were separately administered a shortened form of the interview that 
focused on the partner's relationship with the child. Ratings were made of expressed warmth, 
emotional involvement, overall parenting quality, frequency of disputes, severity of disputes, 
frequency of smacking, imaginative play, constructional play, drawing/writing/reading, watching 
television, rough-and-tumble play, and domestic play. 

   



8 | P a g e  
 

 

In order to calculate interrater reliabilities, a second interviewer coded 35 randomly selected 
mothers' interviews. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients for the overall ratings from 
the mother's interview for expressed warmth, emotional involvement, and overall mothering quality 
were.96, .86, and.95, respectively. Interrater reliabilities for the individual variables were all greater 
than.80 with the exception of that for enjoyment of play, which was.78. A second interviewer also 
coded 12 randomly selected partners' interviews. Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients 
for the overall ratings from the partner's interview for expressed warmth, emotional involvement, 
and overall parenting quality were.94, 1.00, and 1.00, respectively. Interrater reliabilities for the 
individual variables ranged from.73 to 1.00. 

Children's socioemotional development. 

The child's psychiatric state was assessed with a standardized interview with the mother, with well-
established reliability and validity (Graham & Rutter, 1968). Detailed descriptions were obtained of 
any behavioral or emotional problems shown by the child. These descriptions of actual behavior, 
which included information on when the behavior was shown, severity of behavior, and frequency, 
precipitants, and course of behavior over the last year, were transcribed and rated by an 
experienced child psychologist unaware of the family type. Psychiatric disorder, when identified, was 
rated according to severity and type. 

The presence of behavioral or emotional problems was also assessed with the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ; Goodman, 1994, 1997), which was administered both to the 
mothers and to the children's teachers. The SDQ produces an overall Total Difficulties score and 
subscale scores for Hyperactivity, Emotional Symptoms, Conduct Problems, Peer Problems, and 
Prosocial Behavior. Each scale has a cutoff point above which the child is classified as showing 
abnormal behavior, with 10% of children in a community sample expected to obtain a score above 
cutoff. The questionnaire has been shown to have good interrater reliability, with correlations 
between parent and teacher Total Difficulties scores reported to be.62. Evidence for validity comes 
from the high correlations between the Total Difficulties score on the SDQ and the total scores on 
the Rutter Parent Questionnaire (r = .88; Rutter, Tizard, & Whitmore, 1970) and the Rutter Teacher 
Questionnaire (r = .92; Rutter, 1967), which are designed to assess child psychiatric disorder. In 
addition, the SDQ discriminates well between psychiatric and nonpsychiatric samples. 

Parents' psychological state. 

The short form of the Parenting Stress Index (PSI/SF; Abidin, 1990), a standardized assessment of 
stress associated with parenting, was administered to mothers to produce a Total Stress score for 
the level of parenting stress they were experiencing at the time of the study, as well as subscale 
scores for Parental Distress, Dysfunctional Interaction, and Difficult Child, with higher scores 
reflecting greater parenting stress. Test-retest reliability for this instrument has been shown to be 
high over a 6-month period. Concurrent and predictive validity has been demonstrated for the full-
length questionnaire, and the short form has been reported to correlate highly with the full-length 
version. 

The Trait Anxiety Inventory (Speilberger, 1983) and the Beck Depression Inventory (Beck & Steer, 
1987) were completed by the mothers to assess anxiety and depression, respectively. In addition, 
the mothers and the co-mothers and fathers completed the Golombok Rust Inventory of Marital 
State (Rust, Bennum, Crowe, & Golombok, 1988, 1990), a questionnaire measure of the quality of 
the partner relationship. All three of these instruments, for which higher scores represent greater 
difficulties, have been shown to have good reliability and to discriminate well between clinical and 
nonclinical groups. 
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From the interview with the mother, the following ratings were made regarding her current 
psychological state: (a) Medical consultations, rated on a dichotomous scale (0 = no, 1 = yes), 
indicated whether or not the mother had consulted a doctor for psychological problems since the 
birth of her child, and (b) psychotropic medication, also rated on a dichotomous scale (0 = no, 1 = 
yes), measured whether or not the mother had been prescribed anxiolytic or antidepressant 
medication since the birth of her child. 

Child Measures 

Each child was administered the Pictorial Scale of Perceived Competence and Social Acceptance for 
Young Children (the Harter scale; Harter & Pike, 1984), which was read out loud to children by the 
interviewers. This scale measured children's perceptions of their cognitive competence and physical 
competence and their perceptions of maternal acceptance and peer acceptance, all of which have 
been shown to be associated with the development of self-esteem in later childhood. For each 
subscale, the higher the score, the greater was the child's endorsement of the construct. Satisfactory 
internal consistency has been demonstrated, and the scale has been shown to discriminate between 
groups of children in predicted ways, indicating that it is a valid measure. 

An adaptation of the Children's Peer Relations Scale (Crick, 1991) was used to assess children's 
perceptions of their peer interactions. This scale produced five subscale scores, Engagement in 
Caring Acts, Isolation From Peers, Negative Affect in Peer Group, Perceived Peer Acceptance, and 
Relational Inclusivity, with higher scores indicating higher levels of the construct. Internal 
consistencies for the subscales ranged from.66 to.76. 

Gender role behavior was assessed with the Activities Inventory, an adaptation for 7-year-old 
children of the Pre-School Activities Inventory (PSAI; Golombok & Rust, 1993a, 1993b). A particular 
advantage of the Activities Inventory with respect to the current study is that in addition to its ability 
to show differences between the sexes, it was designed specifically to identify variations in gender 
role behavior within each sex, allowing “masculine” and “feminine” boys and girls to be 
differentiated. The Activities Inventory produces an overall score of gender role behavior, with 
higher scores representing more masculine and less feminine behavior. 

The original version of the PSAI is a psychometrically constructed instrument that has been 
standardized on more than 2,000 subjects, predominantly in the United Kingdom, but also in the 
United States and the Netherlands. Split-half reliability is.88 (N = 2,330) and test-retest reliability 
over a 1-year period is.64 (N = 33; Golombok & Rust, 1993b). The inventory has been validated on 
boys and girls attending day care in five different centers. Significant correlations were found 
between inventory scores as completed by mothers and teachers' ratings of gender-typed behavior, 
showing the inventory to be a valid measure of gender role. The modified version used in the current 
study contains 24 items and is divided into three sections: toys (7 items), activities (11 items), and 
characteristics (6 items). Children are read a list of statements about what two types of children like 
to do and are asked to decide which group of children they are most like and whether the statement 
is really true for them or only sort of true for them, according to the format developed by Harter 
(Harter & Pike, 1984). For example, the experimenter may ask, “Some kids play with jewelry and 
other kids don't play with jewelry; are you more like the ones who like playing with jewelry, or are 
you more like the ones who don't like playing with jewelry?” After the child answers, the 
experimenter then asks, “Is that really true for you, or is that only sort of true for you?” The same 
procedure is carried out for each of the 24 items, which are then summed across “masculine” and 
“feminine” items, and an overall score of gender-typed behavior is calculated. 
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Results 

Two-way analyses of covariance were carried out for each variable. The between-subjects factors 
were mother's sexual orientation (lesbian vs. heterosexual) and family structure (two parents vs. 
single parent). The covariates were child's age and number of children in the family. Because 
research on lesbian-mother families has been criticized for the underreporting of differences 
between lesbian and heterosexual families (Redding, 2001; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001), non-significant 
trends are presented in addition to statistically significant effects. 

Parental Measures 

Mother-Child Relationships 

Warmth. 

With respect to mother's warmth toward the child as assessed by interview with the mother, no 
main effects were found for expressed warmth or emotional involvement. Significant main effects 
for overall parenting quality, F(5, 166) = 5.15, p = .03, and enjoyment of motherhood, F(5, 166) = 
4.70, p = .03, were found for family structure, but not for mother's sexual orientation, reflecting a 
higher quality of parenting and greater enjoyment of motherhood by mothers in two-parent families 
(see Table 2). 

 Table 2  Means, Standard Deviations, and F Values for Comparisons of Warmth, Conflict, 
Supervision, and Play Between Family Types 

Conflict. 

As shown in Table 2, no significant main effects were found for frequency of disputes with the child. 
However, a significant main effect for severity of disputes was found for family structure, F(5, 166) = 
5.29, p = .02, but not for mother's sexual orientation, with more severe disputes reported by single 
mothers. A significant main effect was also found for frequency of smacking. Lesbian mothers 
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reported smacking their children less than did heterosexual mothers, F(5, 166) = 9.37, p = .003. 
There was no difference in frequency of smacking according to family structure. 

Supervision. 

With respect to supervision of the child, there was a non-significant trend toward less supervision of 
outside play by single mothers than by mothers in two-parent families, F(5, 166) = 3.00, p = .09. No 
difference in supervision of outside play was found between lesbian and heterosexual mothers. 
There were no significant main effects for overall supervision or chaperonage of child (see Table 2). 

Play. 

Significant main effects were found for both mother's sexual orientation, F(5, 166) = 8.04, p = .005, 
and family structure, F(5, 166) = 5.99, p = .02, with respect to imaginative play, with lesbian mothers 
engaging in more imaginative play with their children than heterosexual mothers, and single 
mothers engaging in more imaginative play than mothers in two-parent families. Regarding domestic 
play, a significant main effect was found for mother's sexual orientation, F(5, 166) = 6.79, p = .01, 
and there was a non-significant trend for family structure, F(5, 166) = 3.19, p = .08. The interaction 
was also significant, F(5, 166) = 4.27, p = .04, showing that domestic play was most frequent among 
lesbian mothers in two-parent families. No significant differences were found for constructional 
play, drawing/writing/reading, watching television, or rough-and-tumble play (see Table 2). 

Partner-Child Relationships 

Comparisons of variables relating to warmth, conflict, and play were carried out between the two-
parent lesbian-mother families and the two-parent heterosexual families (see Table 3). With respect 
to warmth, no group differences were found for either expressed warmth or overall parenting 
quality. However, a significant difference was found for emotional involvement, F(3, 57) = 5.62, p = 
.02, with a greater proportion of fathers than co-mothers showing raised levels of emotional 
involvement with their children.i 

Table 3  Means, Standard Deviations, and F Values for Comparisons of Partner-Child Relationship 
Between Partner Types 
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Regarding conflict, the frequency of smacking was greater among fathers than among co-mothers, 
F(3, 57) = 10.09, p = .002. In addition, there was a non-significant tendency for the frequency of 
disputes with children to be higher among fathers than co-mothers, F(3, 25) = 3.04, p = .09, although 
fathers did not differ from co-mothers with respect to the severity of disputes. 

The amount of domestic play with children also differed between fathers and co-mothers, F(3, 57) = 
5.23, p = .03, with co-mothers engaging in more domestic play than fathers. There were no 
differences between co-mothers and fathers for imaginative play, constructional play, 
drawing/writing/reading, watching television, or rough-and-tumble play. Neither did co-mothers 
differ from fathers in their enjoyment of play. 

Children's Socio-emotional Development 

Mothers' reports. 

As shown in Table 4, no significant differences were found between children in lesbian-mother 
families and children in heterosexual families with respect to the proportion who obtained scores 
above cut-off for abnormal behavior on the Total Difficulties scale or on the Hyperactivity, Emotional 
Symptoms, Conduct Problems, or Prosocial Behavior subscales of the SDQ as completed by mothers. 
However, there was a non-significant trend, [chi]2(1, N = 169) = 3.20, p < .07, toward higher scores 
on the Peer Problems subscale for children of lesbian mothers. No differences in SDQ scores were 
identified between children in single-parent and two-parent families. 

Table 4  Chi-Square Values for Comparisons of Children's Socio-emotional Development Between 
Family Types 
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Teachers' reports. 

Teachers' ratings on the SDQ showed no significant differences between children in lesbian-mother 
families and children in heterosexual families with respect to the proportion who obtained scores 
above cut-off for abnormal behavior on the Total Difficulties scale or on the Hyperactivity, Emotional 
Symptoms, Conduct Problems, Peer Problems, or Prosocial Behavior subscales. However, teachers 
rated a significantly higher proportion of children in single-parent than in two-parent families as 
showing conduct problems, [chi]2(1, N = 164) = 7.71, p = .005, hyperactivity, [chi]2(1, N = 164) = 
5.43, p = .02, and total difficulties, [chi]2(1, N = 164) = 9.38, p = .002, and there was a non-significant 
trend in the same direction for emotional symptoms, [chi]2(1, N = 164) = 3.15, p = .08 (see Table 4). 

Psychiatric ratings. 

No differences were identified between children in lesbian-mother families and children in 
heterosexual families, or between children in single- and two-parent families, with respect to the 
proportion who were rated by a child psychologist as showing psychiatric disorder. Five of the 38 
rated children in lesbian-mother families (13%) were classified as showing psychiatric disorder (1 
with conduct disorder, 1 with conduct and emotional disorder, 2 with attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder, and 1 with developmental disorder) compared with 12 of the 134 children in heterosexual 
families (9%; 4 with conduct disorder, 3 with emotional disorder, 2 with conduct and emotional 
disorder, 2 with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, and 1 with developmental disorder; see 
Table 4). 

Mothers' Psychological State 

As shown in Table 5, scores on the PSI/SF did not show a main effect for mother's sexual orientation. 
In contrast, a main effect for family structure was found for the Total Stress score, F(5, 154) = 4.52, p 
= .04, and the Dysfunctional Interaction subscale, F(5, 154) = 5.71, p = .02, and a nonsignificant trend 
was found for the Parental Distress subscale, F(5, 154) = 3.87, p = .05, representing higher levels of 
parenting stress among single mothers than partnered mothers. However, single mothers did not 
perceive their children to be more difficult than did mothers in two-parent families. 

Table 5  Means, Standard Deviations, and F Values for Comparisons of Mother's Psychological 
State Between Family Types 
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No significant main effects were found for mothers' anxiety or depression as assessed by the Trait 
Anxiety Inventory and the Beck Depression Inventory, respectively. For two-parent families, there 
was no difference in relationship satisfaction between lesbian and heterosexual mothers as 
measured by the Golombok Rust Inventory of Marital State. The lesbian mothers were no more 
likely than the heterosexual mothers to have been prescribed anxiolytic or antidepressant 
medication since the birth of their children. However, a higher proportion of lesbian mothers than 
heterosexual mothers, [chi]2(1, N = 172) = 5.38, p = .02, and a higher proportion of single mothers 
than mothers in two-parent families, [chi]2(1, N = 172) = 4.52, p = .03, had consulted a doctor for 
psychological problems since the birth of their children (see Table 5). 

Child Measures 

Harter and Peer Relations Scales 

For the Harter scale, no significant differences were found between children in lesbian-mother 
families and children in heterosexual families for any of the subscales. However, a non-significant 
trend was found between children in single-parent families and children in two-parent families for 
peer acceptance, F(5, 159) = 2.96, p = .09, with less peer acceptance reported by children of single 
mothers. This trend was also identified with the Perceived Peer Acceptance subscale of the Peer 
Relations Scale, F(5, 163) = 2.76, p = .10. There were no other significant effects for the Peer 
Relations Scale (see Table 6). 

Table 6  Means, Standard Deviations, and F Values for Comparisons of Children's Socio-emotional 
Development Between Family Types 

   

Activities Inventory 

With respect to gender development as assessed by the Activities Inventory, no significant main 
effects were identified for either boys or girls according to mothers' sexual orientation (see Table 6). 
A significant effect for family structure was found for boys, F(5, 84) = 4.70, p = .03, but not for girls, 
with boys in single-parent families showing less gender-typed behavior than boys in two-parent 
families. However, sample sizes for this comparison were very small because the sample had to be 
further subdivided by sex, and the significant difference was accounted for by the atypically feminine 
score of 1 son of a single lesbian mother. The Activities Inventory data were re-analyzed using 
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separate t tests for mother's sexual orientation and family structure in order to increase cell sizes. 
No significant differences were found between lesbian-mother families and heterosexual-mother 
families for boys, t(88) = -0.98, p > .1, or girls, t(76) = -0.63, p > .1. In addition, there were no 
significant differences between single-parent and two-parent families for boys, t(88) = -1.51, p > .1, 
or girls, t(76) = -0.46, p > .1. 

Family Processes 

In order to examine the relationship between parenting and children's psychological adjustment, 
correlations were first computed between three parenting variables (expressed warmth, frequency 
of disputes, and mothers' Total Stress scores from the PSI/SF) and two child adjustment variables 
(mothers' Total Difficulties scores and teachers' Total Difficulties scores on the SDQ) for all of the 
families combined. These parenting variables were chosen to represent a positive (expressed 
warmth) and a negative (frequency of disputes) variable from the interview with mothers as well as 
a maternal self-report variable (Total Stress score on the PSI/SF). The Total Difficulties score on the 
SDQ was chosen as a reliable and valid measure of children's emotional and behavioral problems 
that had been completed independently by mothers and teachers. 

As shown in Table 7, significant correlations were found between each of the parenting variables 
and the mothers' SDQ scores, reflecting fewer emotional and behavioral problems among children 
whose mothers showed greater expressed warmth (r = - .29, p < .01), fewer disputes (r = .29, p < 
.01), and lower parenting stress (r = .57, p < .01). Similarly, teachers' SDQ scores indicated fewer 
emotional and behavioral problems among children whose mothers showed greater expressed 
warmth (r = - .20, p = .01), fewer disputes (r = .16, p = .05), and lower parenting stress (r = .21, p = 
.01). The significant correlations between the parenting variables and the teachers' ratings of 
children's emotional and behavioral problems validated the mothers' reports. 

Table 7  Pearson Correlations Between Mother-Child Relationship and Children's Socioemotional 
Development   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Simultaneous multiple regression analyses were then carried out to evaluate the relative 
contribution of the parenting variables to mothers' and teachers' SDQ scores. Mother's sexual 
orientation and family structure were each included as independent variables. The age of the child in 
months was also entered as an independent variable to control for child's age. As shown in Table 8, 
mothers' Total Stress score on the PSI/SF and child's age were significant predictors of children's 
psychological adjustment as measured by mothers' SDQ scores. Mother's sexual orientation and 
family structure were unrelated to children's psychological adjustment. The overall variance 
accounted for by these variables (adjusted R2) was 35%, F(6, 146) = 14.34, p < .01. When the 
multiple regression was repeated with teachers' Total Difficulties SDQ scores as the dependent 
variable, no significant effects were found for any of the independent variables, adjusted R2 = 6%, 
F(6, 140) = 2.60, p < .05. 
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Table 8  Summary of Simultaneous Multiple Regression on Children's SDQ Scores 

 

Discussion 

The findings of the present investigation are largely in line with those of earlier studies of lesbian-
mother families that pointed to positive mother-child relationships and well-adjusted children. No 
significant differences were identified between lesbian mothers and heterosexual mothers for most 
of the parenting variables, although lesbian mothers reported smacking their children less and 
engaged more frequently in imaginative and domestic play with their children than did heterosexual 
mothers. Regarding the children, no significant differences in psychiatric disorder were identified by 
a child psychologist who was unaware of family type or by mothers or teachers using the SDQ. 
Although there was a non-significant trend toward greater peer problems among children in lesbian-
mother families as rated by mothers on the SDQ, the children themselves did not report greater 
problems with peers. With respect to gender development, there were no differences in gender-
typed behavior between the children of lesbian parents and the children of heterosexual parents for 
either boys or girls. 

In contrast, the co-mothers in lesbian-mother families were less likely to show raised levels of 
emotional involvement with the children than were the fathers in heterosexual families; the co-
mothers also smacked the children less and showed a tendency toward less frequent disputes with 
them, which suggests that they may have had less involvement with child discipline. It may be that 
men and women react differently to the co-parent role or that genetic relatedness is a factor. A 
further possible explanation relates to the fact that almost half of the co-mothers were 
stepmothers; only 8 (53%) co-mothers had been actively involved in the decision to have the child 
and had raised the child from birth. However, larger samples of birth co-mothers and step co-
mothers as well as the inclusion of an additional comparison group of stepfather families would be 
required to test these hypotheses. It should be stressed that co-mothers were just as warm and just 
as involved in parenting as were fathers and that co-mothers reported a similar or higher level of 
involvement in all aspects of play. The lower level of smacking by co-mothers than by fathers is also 
noteworthy because smacking is associated with aggressive behavior in children (Eamon, 2001; 
Straus, Sugarman, & GilesSims, 1997). 

It seems, therefore, that even with a general population sample it remains the case that children 
reared by lesbian mothers appear to be functioning well and do not experience negative 
psychological consequences arising from the nature of their family environment. Although the 
possibility cannot be ruled out that the lesbian mothers in the present investigation presented 
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themselves and their children more favorably than did the other mothers, multiple measures 
(standardized interviews and self-report questionnaires) and multiple respondents (mother, co-
mother/father, child, and teacher) were employed to minimize this problem. It is particularly 
noteworthy that the teachers, who were independent observers, did not report a higher incidence 
of psychological problems among the children of lesbian mothers, thus confirming the mothers' 
reports. The multiple regression analyses also suggest that the sexual orientation of parents has little 
impact on the psychological adjustment of children. 

In order to consider further the meaningfulness of the significant results, we carried out Bonferroni 
corrections of alpha levels separately for the mothers' measures, the partners' measures, and the 
children's measures by dividing alpha levels of.05 by the number of comparisons. For the 
comparisons between lesbian-parent and heterosexual-parent families, the only finding that 
remained significant after correcting alpha levels in this way was greater smacking of children by 
fathers than by co-mothers. The finding that lesbian mothers smacked their children less than did 
heterosexual mothers also approached significance. Thus the lower frequency of smacking by 
lesbian parents appeared to be a genuine effect. 

In addition to the control group of two-parent heterosexual families, a control group of families 
headed by single heterosexual mothers was recruited to allow a comparison between children in 
one-parent and two-parent families. Because half of the lesbian-mother families were headed by 
single mothers, it was important to examine whether any differences identified between lesbian-
mother families and heterosexual families were associated with single parenthood rather than with 
maternal sexual orientation. Although the comparison between single-mother families and two-
parent families was not in itself a focus of the present study, it is interesting to note that single 
mothers reported more negative relationships with their children than did the mothers with 
partners. In addition, the children of single mothers showed a higher incidence of psychological 
problems as assessed by teachers on the SDQ. The higher Total Difficulties scores for children of 
single parents remained significant after Bonferroni adjustments had been made. This finding 
corresponds to the results of other studies of the psychological adjustment of children in single-
parent families (Amato, 1993; Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, O'Connor, & Golding, 1998; 
Hetherington, Bridges, & Insabella, 1998; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999; McLanahan & 
Sandefur, 1994) and thus provides validation of the measures used in the present investigation. 
Although boys in single-mother families obtained significantly lower (i.e., less masculine) scores on 
the Activities Inventory than boys from two-parent households, this finding resulted from the 
atypically feminine score of 1 son of a single lesbian mother and was not confirmed in a study of a 
larger sample of ALSPAC children specifically designed to address this question (Stevens, Golombok, 
Beveridge & the ALSPAC Study Team, 2002). 

A key issue in the current investigation is the representativeness of the sample of lesbian mothers. 
At the outset, ALSPAC recruited 85%–90% of the eligible population of pregnant women living within 
the boundary of Avon, and the retention rate at 47 months was 78% (Golding, 2000). The reduction 
in sample size over time resulted from a number of factors including miscarriage or death of the 
child, the family moving out of the Avon area, and natural attrition. 

A related issue concerns the proportion of the lesbian mothers in the ALSPAC sample who were 
recruited to the present investigation. Although a cooperation rate of 90% was achieved among 
those who declared a lesbian identity, it remains possible that not all of the lesbian mothers were 
open about their sexual orientation. As Patterson and Friel (2000) have pointed out, lesbian women 
may be reluctant to disclose their lesbian identity because of the prejudice experienced by the 
lesbian community, and a tendency toward secrecy may be even greater among lesbian women with 
children. It is not possible to establish the proportion of mothers who declined to state their lesbian 
identity. However, the snowballing procedures used to find other lesbian mothers in the Avon area 
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did not identify any lesbian mothers involved in the ALSPAC who had failed to disclose their sexual 
orientation. Moreover, no lesbian mothers were found who had been eligible for recruitment to the 
ALSPAC but had declined to take part, which suggests that lesbian mothers did not tend to opt out of 
the initial ALSPAC sample. This may have been due to the ALSPAC mothers' high level of trust in the 
confidentiality of the study. 

The representativeness of the non-ALSPAC lesbian mothers cannot be determined. However, the 
process of snowballing is most effective when initiated from a representative sample (Heckathorn, 
1997; Rollnick, Butler, & Hodgson, 1997), as was the case with the ALSPAC. Comparisons were 
carried out between ALSPAC and non-ALSPAC lesbian mothers for all of the study variables to 
determine the nature and extent of differences between them. After age was controlled for, 
significant differences were identified for only 5% of the variables, the proportion that would be 
expected by chance, which suggests that the non-ALSPAC families were closely comparable to those 
recruited directly through the ALSPAC. The few differences that emerged reflected higher 
occupational status and fewer psychological problems among the ALSPAC mothers. There were no 
differences in parenting other than greater supervision of their children and less 
drawing/writing/reading by the ALSPAC mothers. The only difference identified with respect to 
children's socioemotional development was that the ALSPAC mothers reported fewer emotional 
symptoms on the SDQ. This contradicts the view that lesbian mothers who are experiencing 
problems are less likely to volunteer for research. Although the families investigated in the present 
study cannot be deemed truly representative of the general population of lesbian-mother families 
because of the supplementation of the sample through snowballing, the study constitutes the 
closest approximation achieved so far. Whereas the investigations by Brewaeys et al. (1997) and 
Chan et al. (1998) benefited from systematic samples, only 28% of children in the present study 
were conceived at a fertility clinic, which suggests that only around one quarter of lesbian-mother 
families, in the United Kingdom at least, are created in this way. 

Research on lesbian-mother families not only is of interest in its own right but also has broader 
implications for increasing theoretical understanding of the role of parents in children's 
psychological development in general. For example, the findings of the present investigation suggest 
that the presence of two parents irrespective of their gender, rather than the presence of a parent 
of each sex, is associated with more positive outcomes for children's psychological well-being than is 
rearing by a single mother. That is, it may be the involvement of a second parent rather than the 
involvement of a male parent that makes a difference. 

It also appears that maternal sexual orientation is not a major influence on children's gender 
development because boys and girls in lesbian-mother families were not found to differ in gender-
typed behavior from their counterparts from heterosexual homes. This finding, obtained from a 
representative sample of children with lesbian parents using a measure that was specifically 
designed to assess within-sex variation in gender role behavior, is of particular interest given the 
suggestion by Stacey and Biblarz (2001) that possible differences in gender development among 
children of lesbian mothers may be underemphasized by researchers in this area. From a theoretical 
perspective, this contradicts the view that heterosexual parents are essential for children's 
acquisition of gender-typed behavior. Instead, it lends support to theoretical explanations that 
emphasize the importance of either prenatal or cognitive processes in children's gender 
development and to explanations that focus less on the role of parents and more on the role of 
peers. Alternatively, lesbian mothers may reinforce gender-typed behavior in the same way as do 
heterosexual mothers and may closely resemble heterosexual mothers in terms of those aspects of 
gender-typed behavior that influence children's gender development. 
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i
 A comparison between the 8 lesbian co-mothers involved in the birth of the child and the 7 lesbian step co-
mothers showed no significant difference in level of emotional involvement. All 8 birth co-mothers and 5 step 
co-mothers obtained a rating of 2 (“moderate emotional involvement”), and the remaining 2 step co-mothers 
obtained a rating of 1 (“some emotional involvement”). 


