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Gay and Lesbian Adoptive Parents: Issues and Concerns

It is critical to address a few issues and concerns -- both founded and unfounded -- unique to gay and lesbian adoptive

parents, so that social wor kers can examine their own personal biases to make infor med decisions and gay and lesbian

adoptive families can receive the support they need to thrive.

"What is Sexual Orientation?"

The American Psychological Association defines sexual orientation as "one of four components of sexuality and is distin-

guished by an endur ing emotional, romantic, sexual or affectionate attraction to individuals of a particular gender. The

three other components of sexuality are biological sex, gender identity (the psychological sense of being male or female)

and social sex role (the adherence to cultural norms for feminine or masculine behaviors)."

For most people, sexual orientation emerges in early adolescence without any prior sexual exper ience. Sexual orientation

is different from sexual behavior because it refers to innate feelings and self-concept and may not be expressed in behav-

ior. Understanding the source of sexual orientation depends on which side of the nature versus nur ture debate you fall.

Some theories point to genetic or inborn hor monal factors; others to early childhood life exper iences. Many believe sexual

or ientation is shaped at an early age through a combination of biological, psychological and social factors.

"Will Children Be Molested by Homosexual Parents?"

There is no legitimate scientific research connecting homosexuality and pedophilia. Sexual orientation (homosexual or

heterosexual) is defined as an adult attraction to other adults. Pedophilia is defined as an adult sexual attraction or per-

version to children. see In a study of 269 cases of child sex abuse, only two offenders where found to be gay or lesbian.

More relevant was the finding that of the cases involving molestation of a boy by a man, seventy-four percent of the men

were or had been in a heterosexual relationship with the boys mother or another female relative. The conclusion was

found that "a child’s risk of being molested by his or her relative’s heterosexual partner is over one hundred times greater

than by someone who might be identifiable as being homosexual."

"Will Children of Gay or Lesbian Parents Be Teased or Harassed?"

Children of gay men and lesbians are vulnerable to teasing and harassment, particular ly as they approach adolescence,

when any sign of difference is grounds for exclusion. How much of a problem is it? Is it likely to cause lasting psychologi-

cal damage?

Gay and lesbian parents are well aware of the difficulties that a child may face - many have dealt with prejudice all of their

lives. Most see it as an opportunity for ongoing discussion that will help their children grow as people.

In custody cases involving a gay or lesbian parent, courts have considered the fact that a child might be teased as con-

trar y to the best interests of the child. They argue that the stigma attached to having a gay or lesbian parent will damage a

child’s self-esteem. This has been refuted in many studies. Research has found that although children of gays and les-

bians do report exper iencing teasing because of their parent(s), their self-esteem levels are no lower than those of chil-

dren of heterosexual parents.

Nonetheless, social wor kers and even some gay men and lesbians considering adoption wonder if it is in the best interest

of a child to be raised by homosexual parents. "It can be too hard a transition for some children, especially those who are

older and have already for med preconceived notions about homosexuality," explains Abby Ruder, a therapist, lesbian, and

adoptive mother. "Younger children usually have an easier time adjusting to a gay and lesbian parented home. They

haven’t learned the societal biases against gays and lesbians yet." When a gay person is being considered as a potential

adoptive parent for an older child, the child should be told about the person’s sexual orientation and asked his feelings

about it. If the child is comfor table with the infor mation, the caseworker can proceed to the next step.

Gay and lesbian adoptive parents must also think about how they will explain to younger children, in age-appropriate lan-

guage, not only how and why the child was adopted but also about the parents’ sexual orientation. Both are complex
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subjects that should be addressed a number of times as the child grows and matures, each time adding new infor mation

as the child asks and is able to absorb and understand more. Then both topics become accepted facts of family life.

"Will Children Raised in Homosexual Households Become Gay?"

The bulk of evidence to date indicates that children raised by gay and lesbian parents are no more likely to become homo-

sexual than children raised by heterosexuals. As one researcher put it, "If heterosexual parenting is insufficient to ensure

that children will also be heterosexual, then there is no reason to conclude that children of homosexuals also will be gay".

Studies asking the children of gay fathers to express their sexual orientation showed the majority of children to be hetero-

sexual, with the proportion of gay offspr ing similar to that of a random sample of the population. An assessment of more

than 300 children born to gay or lesbian parents in 12 different samples shows no evidence of "significant disturbances of

any kind in the development of sexual identity among these individuals."

"Will Children Develop Problems Growing Up in a Homosexual Household?"

Cour ts have expressed concern that children raised by gay and lesbian parents may have difficulties with their personal

and psychological development, self-esteem, and social and peer relationships. Because of this concern, researchers

have focused on children’s dev elopment in gay and lesbian families.

The studies conclude that children of gay or lesbian parents are no different than their counterpar ts raised by heterosexual

parents. In "Children of Lesbian and Gay Parents," a 1992 article in Child Development, Char lotte Patterson states,

"Despite dire predictions about children based on well-known theories of psychosocial development, and despite the accu-

mulation of a substantial body of research investigating these issues, not a single study has found children of gay or les-

bian parents to be disadvantaged in any significant respect relative to children of heterosexual parents."

Psychiatr ist Laur intine Fromm, of the Institute of Pennsylvania Hospital, agrees with that finding. "[The] literature...does

not indicate that these children fare any worse [than those of heterosexual parents] in any area of psychological develop-

ment or sexual identity for mation. A parent’s capacity to be respectful and supportive of the child’s autonomy and to main-

tain her own intimate attachments, far outweighs the influence of the parent’s sexual orientation alone."
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