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Abstract 

 Same sex adoption and foster care are an increasingly important issue in American 

politics and society. Adoption in the United States has a rich and complex history, and 

historically many groups have faced discrimination in the process. Currently, same sex couples 

face barriers of homophobia in the adoption process. This discrimination exists in all steps of the 

adoption process, and can make it very difficult for adoptive children in same sex headed 

households to achieve permanency. Despite the importance of this issue in the United States, 

there is limited research available pertaining to same sex adoption, foster care and parenting. The 

current research suggests that the practice is healthy for parents, children and society, and the 

difference in family functioning is minimal to none.  

Introduction 

A growing topic of debate within the past decade has been the family rights of lesbian, 

gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) families. This has been a common topic not only among 

politicians, but also in research and pop culture. Most recently, the majority of this debate has 

been focused on same sex marriage, and there has been a recent “explosion” in the legalization 

of same sex marriage, with Connecticut, Vermont, and Iowa all having successfully legalized 

marriage in 2008 and 2009 (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). 

Although marriage is the main topic of debate, also gaining growing attention in the 

media and research literature is the issue of same sex parenting, adoption, and foster care. In 

2008, Arkansas passed laws making it nearly impossible for same sex couples to adopt, so while 

same sex couples are gaining rights to marry in some states, they are loosing the right to parent 

in others. Even in states where same sex couples have the right to adopt, or the laws are neutral 

regarding same sex adoption, same sex couples must deal with prejudice from adoption agencies, 
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birth parents, and the courts in order to adopt children, and in some cases, to keep the foster 

children that they have raised since infancy.   

History of Adoption in the United States 

Adoption has a rich and complex history in America. In colonial America, there was no 

“formal” adoption. Early colonists did not believe in adoption due to the desire to pass property 

to a true blood relative, a tradition taken from British culture. Adoption during this time period 

was based on apprenticeships, in which children who were without parents, or perhaps were 

abused or neglected, were placed with another family to learn a skill and perform work. As 

American culture shifted in the early 19th century to include formal education, apprenticeships 

were no longer necessary and adoption became about adding a child to the family. This differed 

from apprenticeships and indentured servitude because adoptive children were treated and 

regarded as members of the family. Most early adoptions were informal, and were not tied to the 

legal system until legislation was passed making them so. Massachusetts is regarded as having 

the first formal set of laws regarding adoption, the “Act for the Adoption of Children” passed in 

1851. This act created a legal base for adoption, placing prospective adoptive parents up for 

judicial review to ensure their fitness before a child was put in their care (Hawes, 2004).  

From 1854 to 1929 the New York Children’s Aid Society created what later became 

known as “Orphan Trains”. These trains were designed to bring poor children out of urban 

environments and into the middle class country side. The children were left at train stations and 

claimed very informally by families. These trains were the cause of the formation of some of the 

first private adoption agencies due to outrage of Catholic and Jewish communities at the 

discovery that young Catholic and Jewish children were being placed with Protestant families. 

Newly formed private, religious based agencies ensured that religion was maintained in 
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placement. While these trains transported as many as 250,000 children, most children did not 

actually loose ties with their families or communities. The adoption trains served more of an 

economic purpose than a placement for orphans, and families used the service to allow their 

children to have better lives or apprenticeships during hard times, but children were still 

considered part of their original family and maintained family connections (Herman, n.d.).  For 

this reason, the orphan trains are often regarded as the beginning of foster care in America 

(Children’s Aid Society, 2009) 

 By the end of the 19th century, legislature allowed adoption to become more formalized, 

leading to many advances in adoption at the beginning of the 20th century. In 1917, reformers in 

Minnesota created a “children’s code” which provided guidelines for adoptions. These guidelines 

allowed adoptions, to be similar to today’s adoptions, by regulating the confidentiality of 

adoption files for adoptive and biological parents, investigation of prospective adoptive families, 

and including a social worker in the process of child placement. These guidelines did not become 

a national standard immediately and were not widely followed until the 1940’s when social work 

became professionalized, and strict policies regarding who could adopt and who could be 

adopted were created (Hawes, 2004).  

 In postwar America, the changing statuses of women lead to further changes in adoption. 

The birth of the “American Dream” of a family with a mother and a father, two kids and a dog 

created a stigma about single motherhood, and married women not having children. Single 

motherhood was viewed negatively, while married women were expected to have children. This 

change in social structure, led more single mothers to put their children up for adoption and 

infertile mothers sought to adopt. Confidentiality laws during this time aided both biological 

mothers and adoptive mothers, protecting them from the negative consequences of the stigmas 
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surrounding their roles (Hawes, 2004).  

  By the 1970’s America’s social culture begin to change and the number of adoptions 

began to drop.  There was new acceptance of single motherhood resulting from the civil rights 

and woman’s liberation movement. Moreover, Roe v. Wade was passed during this time, offering 

women the opportunity to determine whether they wanted to have a child. The combination of a 

new acceptance of single motherhood and abortion lead to less children being available for 

adoption, which naturally lead to fewer adoptions in the 1970’s than during postwar America. 

The 1970’s were also a time of advancement in the legal issues surrounding adoption. Adoptive 

children began to fight for their right to have access to their birth records. African American and 

Native American groups also issued arguments against trans-racial adoption. (Hawes, 2004) 

 In the 1990’s, legislation prohibited denying adoptions because they were trans-racial. 

There was also legislation that allowed adoptive children to access information about their birth 

parents. By this time many types adoption had emerged, creating different types of families. 

Types of Adoption 

In the United States, children are adopted either through a public/ private agency, an 

arrangement between parents, or are adopted by step parents or “second parents.” (Kreider, 

2007a; Placek, 2007) Public agency adoptions are generally adoptions through the foster care 

system. Within this category of adoption there are several scenarios including: (a) foster parents 

choosing to adopt the foster child that has been in their care, or (b) children removed from their 

homes are adopted by extended family members. Second parent adoptions are the result of 

marriage of a biological parent, and may also be called stepparent adoptions. These adoptions are 

not always simple as the current laws generally require that a child have one mother and one 

father. This means that if both biological parents have parental rights, a stepparent will not have 
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rights to adopt unless the biological parent relinquishes their rights. 

 Private adoptions are done through a variety of private agencies including faith-based 

and international adoption agencies. These agencies are generally non-profit; however, they can 

be very expensive when compared to public adoptions. Private domestic adoptions allow 

families to adopt a baby or child from the United States through an agency that is privately 

funded. These agencies may link a pregnant biological mother with an adoptive parent before a 

child is even born and allow both biological parents and adoptive parents to have greater control 

over the placement of their child. Private adoptions also include international adoptions, in which 

parents adopt a child from another country to be raised in the United States. Private adoptions 

can also be “open adoptions,” where the birth parent and the adoptive parents maintain 

relationships throughout the life of the child, and the child may maintain a relationship with their 

birth parents.  

Adoption varies from family to family and not every adoption fits neatly into one of these 

categories. Each of these types of adoption requires different steps and financial obligations for 

prospective adoptive parents, and therefore, different types of adoption may better fit different 

families. Each adoption case is different even within these categories and every adoptive family 

faces unique challenges and has unique characteristics.  

Adoption today 

 Adoption has changed since the birth of America, but the process is still very complicated 

and faces many challenges. Due to the inconsistency and cost of adopting domestically, more 

and more people seek to adopt internationally; however, international adoption has been 

complicated by stricter and more complex immigration laws. Public and Private adoptions are 

complex and may be costly depending on a variety of factors including legal representation 
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required and agency fees.  

Public adoption 

 Problems in public adoption tend to stem from the fact that children in the public system 

are often from abusive or neglectful homes, and many children are older and have physical and 

mental health challenges (Horn, 2007). Because of this, public adoption agencies often find it 

difficult to recruit couples/individuals who want to adopt. There are many national programs to 

recruit couples/individuals to become adoptive parents, and these at least aid in generating 

interest in adoption in the public (National Council for Adoption, 2008). The problem with 

public adoption remains that there are more children looking for adoptive homes than there are 

adoptive parents looking to adopt publicly.  

 Parents may also face challenges when adopting from foster care because the children 

may already have attachment to their parents and may have been through a very traumatic 

severance with their parents. Children may have trouble developing a secure attachment with 

their caregivers, and may feel a lack of trust, or not at home or wanted in their current foster care 

arrangements (Pew Commission on Children in Foster Care, 2007). This can be difficult to 

navigate as an adoptive parent, particularly with older youth and adolescents.  

 Children who find themselves in the foster care system not only are coming from difficult 

home lives, but may find that their experiences in the foster care system compounds the physical 

and emotional challenges they are experiencing. This may result from the many inconsistencies 

in the American foster care system. Children in the foster care system are often moved from one 

foster home to another, and are never able to develop a secure attachment to a caregiver (Pew 

Commission on Children in Foster Care, 2007). This combined with high rates of abuse in foster 

care, particularly among children with special needs contribute to the developmental and 
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behavioral problems that may discourage parents from wanting to adopt publicly. 

International Adoption 

 Many parents choose to adopt internationally because the process is normally faster than 

adopting domestically with a higher likelihood of receiving an infant or toddler. There are, 

however, many hurdles to international adoption. International adoptions can cost anywhere 

from $7,000- $25,000 (Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2007) which is a substantial 

amount of money, particularly for low and middle income families.  

 International adoptions are also difficult because the health and development of a child 

adopted from another country may not be well monitored or encouraged. There is no 

international standard for healthcare, and care in other countries, particularly for orphans, may be 

minimal. Once in an orphanage, there may be no money for regular check ups, vaccinations, and 

evaluations of development (Grotevant & Kohler, 1999). Conditions in these orphanages may 

also prevent children from developing properly. In orphanages that are understaffed, children 

may not get the attention that they need to develop language skills, social skills, and emotion 

regulation. Attention is particularly important in infancy, when infants need stimulation to 

encourage proper brain development. Prenatal care may also be minimal in some countries, and 

some children may be born with delays or disabilities caused by a lack of prenatal care.  

 Parents may choose to adopt internationally as there is little danger of a biological parent 

coming forward and claiming rights to a child that has been adopted. Adoptive parents who 

choose to adopt internationally usually do not know much about their child’s biological families, 

including an accurate medical history. This lack of records and history may make identity 

development harder for the adoptive child later in life. If  a child cannot locate their birthparent, 

the child may feel confused as to their ethnic or cultural identity (Grotevent& Kohler, 1999). 
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Interracial Adoption 

 Interracial adoption has been an area of concern for many groups since the practice was 

started. Not only have interracial adoptions been controversial in the past, but also adoptions by 

parents of different faiths.  This was particularly evident when of Catholic children or Jewish 

children to Protestant families. In the 1970’s, interracial adoption was an area of conflict for 

policy makers. The conflict is particularly evident in cases of African American and Native 

American children being adopted by white parents. The frequency of adoption of African 

American children to white parents grew in the 1970’s due to the lower availability of healthy 

white infants. The practice was socially discouraged in the 1970’s, and the National Association 

of Black Social Workers issued a statement that black children were not healthy in white homes, 

and that the practice was offensive. This statement influenced the practice of many social 

workers and adoption agencies, but laws were never passed prohibiting the adoption of African 

American children to white families (Herman, n.d).  

 This is not the case for Native American adoptions. Native American children were 

adopted by white families in large numbers in the early 1970’s in an attempt to integrate them 

into society. While there were no negative side effects found for the individual children studied, 

the Native American culture suffered from this practice. In 1978 the Indian Child welfare act was 

passed. This law makes it nearly impossible for white parents to adopt Native American children 

(Indian Child Welfare Act, 1978). While there are now state laws that prohibit prejudiced in 

adoption based on race, they cannot conflict with the federal law, and have exceptions to allow 

for the Indian Child Welfare Act. 

 In the United States today, 17% of adopted children are of a different race than their 

adoptive parents (Kreider, 2007b). The National Association of Black Social Workers still 
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supports its 1972 position, stating that black children should stay with their families or be 

adopted by other black families. (National Association of Black Social Workers, 2003) 

Open Adoption 

 Some agencies now offer what is known as “open adoption.” In an open adoption, the 

birth parent(s), or biological parent(s) maintain a relationship with the adoptive family and their 

biological child. The goal of this type of adoption is to reduce guilt and stress felt by biological 

parents who surrender their children. There is some debate about whether the practice of open 

adoption is best for families. There is fear that in open adoptions, birth parents may try and take 

control over their biological child’s life, and adoptive parents may feel as though the adoption is 

unstable. There is also fear that a child may not know who their real parent is, and may get 

confused in family relationships (Grotevant & Kohler, 1999). Research, however, has shown the 

opposite of these fears. Biological parents in open adoptions do feel less guilt about surrendering 

their child, and they are able to maintain a comfortable relationship with adoptive parents, where 

the adoptive parents and the biological parents are able to discuss what is best for the child. The 

adoptive parents also feel less fear that they are going to loose their child than parents in closed 

adoptions (Grotevant & Kohler, 1999).  

Foster Care  

 Today’s foster care system has been tremendously modified from its origins in the orphan 

trains, however, there are still many problems that face children and youth who are taken from 

their nuclear families and placed into foster care.  

 Foster children may develop behavioral and emotional issues due to being moved from 

place to place so often and due to histories of abuse or neglect. Foster children face an average of 

three placements before finding a permanent home or “aging out” of the system. On average, 
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children wait 2 years before finding a permanent home, and this wait may be longer for 

adolescents and African American children (The Pew Commission on Children in Foster Care, 

2007).  

 The delayed placement of children in permanent homes can lead to an overwhelming 

number of cases for caseworkers, causing the job to have high turnover rates. This is problematic 

both because it may allow children to slip through the cracks or “get lost” in the system. It may 

also lead children to feel further abandoned or insecure if both their family and their caseworker 

are changing continually and they feel that they don not have anyone they can rely on.   

Aging out. 

 Each year, approximately 20,000 adolescents “age out” of foster care, or hit the age at 

which the state no longer provides foster care, and the child is discharged to care for him or 

herself. These adolescents generally have very little preparation for being left to care for 

themselves, and often have financial problems. In a recent study, 12-13% of youth who aged out 

struggled with homelessness, 32-40% were forced to rely on public assistance and 25-55% were 

unemployed. Along with financial difficulties, former foster youth also face challenges with 

health care, arrest and incarceration, and young pregnancy (Children’s Aid, n.d). Many of these 

problems would be alleviated if foster youth were better prepared for the work force when they 

leave foster care. 

 To meet the goal of better preparing youth for the workforce and for life outside of foster 

care, the United States passed the Foster Care Independence Act (1999) to allow youth 

transitioning out of foster care to continue to receive the services they need as they make their 

transition. This law allows states to provide foster youth with job training, mentoring, and 

housing assistance, as well as financial management skills. The bill also helps youth in foster 
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care obtain high school and college educations. These services allow youth to become better 

prepared to enter the work force when they age out of foster care, which should, in turn, help 

transitioning youth with financial difficulties. 

 Health services are also provided by the Foster Care Independence Act (1999). Under 

this bill youth continue to be covered by Medicaid to age 21, allowing them to have access to 

proper mental and physical health care. The law also allows them access to preventative health 

services such as pregnancy, smoking and substance use preventative services, allowing youth to 

maintain healthier lifestyles once they leave the foster care system.   

Same Sex Adoption and Foster Care 

 Same sex adoption is becoming more and more important to American culture as same 

sex couples are fighting for, and in some states, earning the right to marry. With the right to 

marry, same sex couples have equality in marriage, and therefore have the full rights of a married 

couple, including the right to adopt children. If marriage is not defined, however, laws may be 

biased or unclear as to the rights of same sex couples. Although this topic is gaining importance, 

there is still surprisingly little research on the adoption process for same sex couples and their 

children. The current literature on same sex adoption focuses mostly on legal, and social service 

issues instead of on implications for the family, so relatively little is known about how parents 

and children navigate the adoption process.  

2008 Elections 

Same sex issues including adoption and marriage were a topic of much debate in the 

2008 elections. While Florida’s Supreme Court overturned laws prohibiting same sex adoptions 

in November of 2008, Arkansas passed new laws in the same month which prohibits same sex 

couples from adopting legally (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). These issues were not just the 
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focus of state elections, but also of the presidential elections.  

Although both major candidates in the 2008 elections opposed gay marriage their ideas 

on rights for same sex couples differed greatly. Senator John McCain voiced his objection to 

same sex adoptions, saying in a July New York Times interview “I think that we’ve proven that 

both parents are important in the success of a family so, no I don’t believe in gay adoption” 

(New York Times, 2008). While McCain’s Campaign later clarified that Senator McCain would 

leave same sex adoption laws in the hands of states instead of taking federal action, (Facing 

criticism, 2008) his actions could have potentially been harmful to same sex couples looking to 

adopt. President Obama voiced a different opinion on a Human Rights Campaign survey, saying, 

“I believe there are too many children who need loving parents to deny one group of people 

adoption rights. A child will benefit from a healthy, loving home, whether the parents are gay or 

not.” (Human Rights Campaign, 2008a). 

Politicians are not the only ones noticing the growing importance of LGBT issues and 

concerns about same sex headed households. Proposition 8, a proposition that amended the 

California constitution to eliminate same sex couples’ rights to marry, immediately faced 

opposition from the public nationwide when it was passed in November of 2008. Proposition 8 

continues to draw attention from both the public and the media, appearing in news stories 

regularly. Although Arizona and Florida also passed constitutional bans on gay marriage in the 

2008 elections, California’s Proposition 8 drew the most public attention due to the fact that the 

California Supreme Court ruled same sex marriage legal in California only months earlier. 

(Archibold & Goodnough, 2008)   

Because the fight for same sex families’ rights to marry and parent is ongoing, the laws 

are changing at a very rapid pace. While some state court systems have taken cases regarding 
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same sex marriage and equality, other state courts will not hear the cases, and the federal 

government and court system has, thus far, not gotten involved in the issue.  

Currently, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Iowa, and Vermont are the only states that 

recognize same sex marriage. California, New Hampshire, New Jersey, and Oregon currently 

recognize civil unions or domestic partnerships, which allow same sex couples to have similar 

rights as heterosexual married couples (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). 

The election of President Obama may lead to changes in the LGBTQ community. 

President Obama has shown support for the LGBT community’s right to have a relationship 

recognized by the government and to parent, however, with the laws currently in the hands of 

individual states, President Obama may not be able to have the impact that many supporters of 

same sex marriage seek.  

Statistics of Same Sex Parenting 

 It is difficult to determine the exact number of children living with same sex parents. Gay 

and lesbian parents often feel that they must hide their identities because of discrimination, 

particularly as foster and adoptive parents. It is also difficult to estimate this population because 

it shows potential to change over time, with many young couples either planning to adopt or 

considering adoption in the future (Patterson, 2003). 

Because of these challenges, researchers disagree about the number of children living 

with same sex parents in the United States. The estimated numbers range from 65,000 to 250,000 

children living with same sex parents in the United States (Badget, Chambers, Gates,& 

Maccomber, 2006; Lambda Legal, 2009). Four percent of all adopted children are adopted into 

same sex households, and an estimated 14,100 foster children were living with same sex foster 

parents as of 2006 (Badgett, Chambers, Gates & Macomber, 2006). Because of the size of this 
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number, the decision to make same sex adoption and foster care illegal on a national level would 

be a large burden, not only on the same sex couples, but also on the children that they care for.  

Financial cost of illegalization. 

 With the recent recession upon us and weighing heavily on both individuals and the 

government, State and National finances are a major concern to American citizens and leaders 

(Obama, 2009). A national ban on same sex adoption could cost the federal government an 

estimated $87 million to $130 million dollars each year. This cost is based on the need created by 

the loss of same sex foster parents to expand the system, including a staggering estimated $4,160 

to train and recruit each new foster family to replace a same sex headed foster family that has 

already been trained (Badgett, Chambers, Gates & Macomber, 2006). Even if a federal ban on 

same sex foster care was not put in place, individual states choosing to ban same sex foster care 

placements could face additional costs of $100,000 to $27 million a year (Badgett, Chambers, 

Gates & Macomber, 2006). An economist’s analysis of a Texas law to ban gay adoption 

estimated the cost of the bill to the state of Texas over a 5 year period could be as much as $76 

million (Cooper & Cates, 2006). 

 A national ban on same sex adoption could also reduce the amount of federal funding to 

individual states. The elimination of adoptions by gay parents would cause total adoption 

numbers to go down, and the federal government offers a financial incentive to states for every 

child adopted to increase adoption rates. This means that for every same sex couple that is denied 

an adoption, the state looses money (Cooper & Cates, 2006). 

 

Cost of illegalization to children in foster care. 

 Making same sex adoptions illegal in the United States would have the cost of denying 
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children parents, and removing some children from the only home they have ever known 

(Cooper & Cates, 2006) If 14,100 children are in same sex foster homes, all of these children 

would loose their current families should same sex foster care become illegal. The illegalization 

of same sex adoptions would also cause children to be less likely to be adopted due to lack of 

available families. In states where laws or court rulings are “gay friendly” adoption rates from 

foster care were almost double those of states where laws prohibit adoption by same sex couples 

or LGBT individuals. States with neutral laws, that neither encourage nor prohibit it, had higher 

adoption rates than those who prohibited it, but lower rates than “gay friendly” states (Kayne & 

Kuvalanka, 2006). Children in states where same sex adoption is illegal will therefore stay in the 

system longer and are more likely to age out of the system, leaving them with a number of 

disadvantages.  

Professional Practices  

 Research on same sex foster care and adoption means very little if it is not put to use by 

adoption professionals. While the laws in some states dictate what can and can’t be done by 

adoption professionals, most states have neutral laws about the subject, and therefore, same sex 

couples encounter problems in dealing with prejudices within an institution such as an adoption 

agency, a birth family, or a court of law.   

 There are currently many barriers that prevent agencies from working with same sex 

couples. The first, as mentioned earlier, is the state specific laws which may ban adoption to 

same sex couples, “homosexuals” (Florida) or any couple living together that is not married 

(such as Utah) (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). State laws may also be helpful to same sex 

couples looking to adopt.  For example,  Connecticut, Massachusetts and recently Iowa and 

Vermont all allow same sex marriages, and therefore, married same sex couples in these states 
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have the same rights as married heterosexual couples and cannot legally be discriminated against 

in the adoption process (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). 

 In states where laws are neutral, same sex couples must find an agency, a social worker, 

and a lawyer that are willing to work with them, as well as a judge who is open to the possibility 

of same sex adoptions. Although many agencies will accept applications from same sex couples, 

many still have prejudices against working with same sex couples and will not place a child with 

them. 

 Birth families may also cause a barrier to adoption for same sex couples. Birth families 

often have an impact on the family that will adopt an infant, particularly in private adoptions. 

While Birthparents do sometimes choose same sex adoptive couples, in a national survey, only 

15% of participating agencies had ever had a birth family choose or request same sex families for 

their children (Brodzinsky, 2003).  

 Same sex couples may also experience discrimination based on the religious affiliation of 

the adoption agency that they apply to. Jewish agencies, public agencies, and Lutheran agencies 

were all much more willing to work with same sex couples than were Catholic or Methodist 

agencies (Brodzinsky, 2003). 

 In order to adopt, therefore, a same sex couple must be in a state where the laws are 

supportive or neutral, they must find adoption professionals and legal professionals who are open 

to same sex adoptions, and they must gain the approval of birth families. Because there are so 

many more challenges to working with same sex couples, it is important to address some 

common issues for professionals who may be working with adoptive parents or children to help 

ensure that their unique needs are met. 

 Although the National Association of Social Work is one of the organizations that 
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supports same sex adoption, homophobia is still very common among social workers. In a 

nationally representative sample, 60% of agencies agreed to accept applications from same sex 

parents, however, only two in five actually placed children in homes with gay or lesbian parents 

(Brodzinsky, 2003). Since social workers are instrumental in the adoption process, their 

resistance to work with same sex couples is a large barrier to adoption. Even when social 

workers do work with same sex couples, it is sometimes difficult for them to evaluate same sex 

couples as potential parents because adoption agencies tend to use hetero-normative evaluation 

practices. 

 In order to open adoption agencies to same sex couples, extensive training and resources 

need to be provided. Training is the most important step an agency can take to becoming more 

open to same sex couples (Ryan, Pearlmutter & Groza, 2004). In order to be effective, training 

must take place both among administrators and caseworkers. This training must teach about 

appropriate practices, policies, and evaluation techniques. In addition to trainings, staff must also 

have access to current research regarding same sex parenting, foster care and adoption. Staff 

should also be aware of the laws and restrictions in their state, as many adoption professionals in 

states where laws are neutral believe that adoption by same sex couples is illegal in their state 

(Ryan, Pearlmutter & Groza, 2004).  

 In addition to this information, it is important for changes to occur within the structure of 

the organization. The policy of the agency should be changed to include a statement specifically 

identifying a willingness to work with same sex couples and individuals in states that allow it 

(Human Rights Campaign, 2008b). This will eliminate any question as to the practices regarding 

same sex adoption in that agency and make it easier for same sex couples who are looking to 

adopt to find agencies that will be accepting of them. Staff should have exposure to LGBT 
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individuals if there is a high level of homophobia in the agency. These should be positive and 

open interactions, allowing both parties to feel a sense of comfort and understanding. 

Homophobic attitudes and practices must also be discouraged in the workplace, as homophobia 

is reinforced by peers (Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004).  

Same Sex Parents and Their Children 

 A common argument against same sex adoption and foster care is that the children raised 

by same sex parents will be in some way damaged by the experience, and that same sex couples 

are somehow incapable of parenting.  

Although there is extensive research in the field of same sex parenting (see Patterson & 

Chan, 2003). There is very little known about adoptive and foster care parents. Most research on 

same sex couples who choose parenthood within the context of a same sex relationship seems to 

be done with lesbian mothers who conceived their children via donor insemination (DI). There is 

also a fairly strong body of research on children conceived within a heterosexual relationship, 

where one, or perhaps both, parents later identify as gay or lesbian. This is estimated to be the 

largest population of children being raised by same sex parents (Patterson & Chan, 1999), 

however, when focusing on adoption and foster care issues this research is not very useful, 

except in the cases of parental identity and their struggles with raising children. These parents do 

not face the same discrimination in the decision to have children, and as a child’s “natural” 

biological parents, they have more legal rights and stability in the custody of their child.  

 This section includes research on both adoptive and foster care families, as well as 

parents who choose some version of reproductive technology (DI, surrogate mothers, fertility 

treatments) to conceive biological children within a same sex relationship, to demonstrate family 

functioning, parenting, and child development outcomes within same sex headed households.  
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Parenting and Heteronormitivity 

“Heteronormitivity” is a concept in queer theory that in western society, heterosexual 

behavior and gender expression are considered the norm for society. Because of this view, the 

behavior and culture of LGBT individuals and couples is often viewed as wrong or compared to 

the behavior of heterosexual individuals or couples (Hicks, 2000). Because this concept is so 

central to queer theory, it is involved in most studies on same sex parenting in one way or 

another. The idea of heteronormitivity brings up several main “concerns” in research, and while 

they all share a common theme, they differ slightly on reasoning. 

Heterosexual parents are the “gold standard.” 

Literature shows that within American, British, and Australian societies, adoption 

professionals and society at large, and perhaps even same sex couples themselves, view 

heterosexual parenting as the natural order of things and as the best way to raise a child. This 

view shows up in two main ways in the literature, as a form of discrimination against same sex 

couples, preventing them from adoptions, foster care, or taking custody of their children, or as an 

organizing factor, in which adoption professionals or others classify the roles of same sex parents 

to fit the “typical” family. 

When used as a form of discrimination, adoption professionals often state that children 

should have both a male and female role model in their life, that this would create more 

balanced, healthier and better adjusted children (National Council for Adoption, 2008). While 

there is no evidence to support this, many lesbian and gay parents strive to ensure that their 

children have gendered role models (Turner, Scadden & Harris, 1990).   

Hicks (2006) describes the second type of using heterosexual parenting as the golden 

standard. He explains that in his research on gay foster carers and adopters, he found that social 
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workers tended to assign male caregivers feminine roles or compare them with mothers when 

talking about them in terms of successful parenting. Research has also found that social workers 

will try to assign a member of each couple to a more traditional “male” and more traditional 

“female” role (Hicks, 2006) making this comparison allows society to have a better 

understanding of the relationship, and to attempt to understand how these families work.  

Women should want to have babies; men should not be “maternal.” 

 The abundance of research on lesbian mothers, with a fairly limited selection on gay 

fathers is an indicator of the proportion of men who choose to parent compared to women. While 

women are socialized to want to raise families, men often have their motives questioned if they 

show an interest in parenting or caring for young children (Hicks, 2006). Social workers 

sometimes solve this dilemma with the mechanism mentioned in the previous section, by 

assigning a female role to a male caregiver to validate the role.  

The idea that women should be mothers is so strongly embedded in society that it has 

been argued that lesbian motherhood is a “developmental imperative”, or an important part of 

development to womanhood. This idea is derived from psychoanalytical theory, and reflects 

women’s “intrinsic desire” to mother, along with the ideas that motherhood will ease the 

transition to identity formation both as a woman, and as a lesbian (Glazer, 2001). However, 

while motherhood may aid in the identity formation, and some of the steps in psychoanalytic 

theory, it is not an imperative step towards a positive identity as either a woman or a lesbian.   

Same Sex parenting and identity. 

 The identity of a gay or lesbian parent requires the merging of two identities which are 

considered separate by society, “gay” or “lesbian” and “parent”. Often in society, “parent” is 

considered a positive identity that is embraced. However when “parent” is paired with gay or 
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lesbian, it becomes negative and same sex couples may face rejection from both heterosexual 

parents and LGBT peers, who may feel that same sex parenting is somehow not “gay” or 

“lesbian” (Bozett, 1981; Thompson, 2002). This idea is common even among same sex parents, 

who say things like, “I had assumed that as a lesbian, children were out of the question for 

me…” (Crespi, 2001, p.10). This woman clearly had trouble matching the term “lesbian” with 

mother, she didn’t even consider motherhood an option until her partner brought it up, and even 

at that point, she remained resistant to the idea. 

Early work on identity was done on men who had children in the context of heterosexual 

relationships and identified as gay after their children were born. These studies found that men 

who had displayed an interest in men before their marriage adapted better to the merging of the 

identity of gay and father than did those who started feel same sex attractions during their 

marriage. This relates back the ideas of heteronormitivity in society, as fathers felt that their 

same sex desires made them bad fathers. (Bozett, 1981). Men in this study also felt alienated by 

the gay community, which at the time of the study, was more centered around single life, or 

transient relationships. This sort of life is not an option for a father who must maintain a stable 

environment for his children (Bozett, 1981). Although this early work has been somewhat 

disputed in later literature (Hicks, 2006) the problem of dual identity is reoccurring, even in 

literature specifically addressing gay and foster care as opposed to biological parenting (Hicks, 

2006) 

The idea of two identities is also discussed in terms of lesbian relationships throughout 

the literature. In the book “Mommy Queerest” by Julie Thomson, Thomson expresses her 

experience of discussing her research with her lesbian friends, who rejected the idea of being a 

lesbian mother. She explains that one friend argued that “ lesbians who raise children are not 
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“really” lesbians because they have either participated in heterosexual intercourse, or had access 

to the requisite sperm through artificial insemination (2002, p. 4).” the argument, Thompson 

continues, was based on the theory that “real” lesbians were never connected with men in any 

way at all. Therefore, lesbian mothers must face a dilemma between the desire to mother and the 

threat of being rejected by both lesbian and heterosexual peers (Thompson, 2002).  

Same Sex Parents’ Relationships 

While the family relationships of same sex couples are not identical to those of 

heterosexual couples, they are more similar than different. Same sex couples fight about the 

same things that heterosexual couples fight over, for example, the top five causes of arguments 

are “finances, driving style, affection/sex, being overly critical, and the division of household 

tasks” (Patterson, 2000). In addition to this, same sex couples may also fight about revealing the 

status of their relationship to the family and friends (Patterson, 2000).  

Lesbians may also experience conflict when becoming parents. Although they fight about 

many of the same things that heterosexual couples fight over, such as whether or not they want to 

become parents to begin with, who is going to get up at night to care for the baby, and the 

distribution of other household tasks, they may also have more trouble navigating these 

arguments because they don’t have the social norms and constructs that heterosexual couples 

have such as social ideals that mothers provide most of the childcare while fathers do most of the 

yard work. Lesbian couples must also decide how they want to have a child, who should carry 

the baby if they are going to have a biological child, or if they should adopt (Crespi, 2001).  

Gay and lesbian couples also experience similar difficulties as heterosexual couples in the 

balance of power in a relationship. Similar to heterosexual couples, the lesbian partner who is 

less reliant on the relationship has more power in it. Lesbians with higher resources such as 
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education and income also had more power in the relationships. These finding are also consistent 

with findings in heterosexual couples (Patterson, 2000). 

Parenting 

 Very little is known about how same sex couples parent their children, and even less is 

known about gay parenting than lesbian parenting (Meezan & Rauch, 2005). The current 

literature suggests, however, that same sex parents show very few, if any, differences from 

heterosexual couples in the United States (Turner, Scadden,& Harris, 1990). Same sex parents 

have been shown to have close and warm relationships with their children, and their children are 

able to develop secure attachment to their parents. Lesbian mothers especially tend to have very 

warm relationships with their children and be very involved in their children’s lives (Patterson & 

Chan, 1999). Same sex parents also strive to maintain a positive and stable environment for their 

children (Turner, Scadden, & Harris, 1990).  

 There are still many important issues in the area of same sex parenting that must be 

addressed in research. Although literature shows basic overviews of parent child relationships 

and child outcomes in same sex families, very little is known about parenting styles and concerns 

for same sex parents. More research needs to be done to address important issues in same sex 

families to provide a better understanding of parenting, particularly in families headed by gay 

men (Patterson & Chan, 1999) and adoptive families.    

Children of same sex couples  

 Concern over the well-being of children raised in same sex headed families is a main 

focus in research literature; however, same sex parents and their children have proven to be 

similar as heterosexual parents and their children.  

 One main concern in research is that the biological or adopted children of same sex 
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couples will grow up to be unable to maintain “normal” relationships or to be LGBT themselves 

(Hicks, 2005). Although Stacey and Biblarez (2001) discuss findings that adolescents raised by 

lesbian mothers may experiment more with same sex relationships, and may not adhere to gender 

norms within relationships, more recent studies have shown that adolescents with same sex 

parents are no more likely to be LGBT than children of heterosexual parents (Wainright, Russell, 

& Patterson, 2004).  

 Another main concern in research is that children raised by same sex parents will not 

adhere to gender norms. As mentioned earlier, Stacey and Biblarez (2001) did find a difference 

in gender expression in children raised by same sex parents, however, they suggest that these 

differences may be positive and actually help adolescents in relationships. There is no evidence, 

however, that children growing up in same sex headed households will not understand gender, or 

not subscribe to a gender identity, and while some literature finds that these children may be 

more androgynous, they are always just as aware of their gender as children raised by 

heterosexual couples (Meezan & Rauch, 2005)  

 Children of same sex parents have also been shown to be similar in psychological 

adjustment, mental health, anxiety, depression, cognitive abilities and emotional development. 

All in all, there is no strong evidence to support that children raised by same sex couples are 

different from children raised by heterosexual couples, and there is certainly no evidence that 

these children are worse off than children raised by heterosexual parents (Hicks, 2005).  

Conclusion 

 Current research on same sex parenting, adoption and foster care in the United States 

indicates that the practice is healthy for children and families; however same sex couples 

continue to face discrimination in the adoption process. Social workers, lawyers, and other 
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adoption professionals must be trained to be sensitive to the needs of same sex couples looking 

to adopt. They also must be trained to properly evaluate and support these couples after 

placement. Making small changes like these will allow more children to permanently become a 

member of a family, which is best for the children.  

While current research is positive, it is limited and more research needs to be done to 

expand our knowledge about same sex headed adoptive families. This research should include 

more about parenting styles and family functioning in same sex headed adoptive families.  
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Opening Adoption Agencies to Gay and Lesbian Families 
A fact sheet for professionals 
 
Why should I open my agency to same sex couples? 
  

Agencies need to be open to same sex couples because American families are changing. Same 
sex marriage is becoming legalized in more states every year, and is currently legal in Connecticut, 
Iowa, Massachusetts, and Vermont (Human Rights Campaign, 2009). Same sex couples are also 
raising up to 250,000 children in the United States (Lambda Legal, 2009). Research has shown that 
children raised by same sex couples are very similar to children raised by heterosexual parents, and 
are no more likely to be lesbian, gay bisexual or transgender (LGBT) than other children. (Wainright, 
Russell, & Patterson, 2004).  

 
 Adoption agencies should first consider the best thing for the child (Ryan, Pearlmutter & Groza, 
2004). Same sex adoption may help foster children find a “forever home” by increasing the amount of 
potential adoptive parents (Cooper & Cates, 2006). This is important both because it is healthier for a 
child to grow up in a permanent home than in foster care, and it reduces the risks associated with 
“aging out” of the foster care system (Children’s Aid, n.d.).  
 

The illegalization of same sex adoption could also be costly to the government. An estimated 87 
to 130 million dollars would be lost per year for services such as training and recruiting new foster 
parents, and supporting foster children in the system longer (Badgett, Gates, & Macomber, 2006). 
Because of this, same sex adoption is also important for the financial stability of the government. 

 
Same sex adoption’s legality, however, does differ on a state to state basis. It is important that 

you check the laws in your state to see if same sex adoption is legal in your state. You can find a 
current overview of your state’s laws on the Human Rights Campaign Website (2009) at 
http://www.hrc.org/your_community/index.htm.    
 
How are same sex couples discriminated against? 
 

Same sex couples experience homophobia and discrimination by adoption professionals at all 
stages of the adoption process. A couple looking to adopt a child must first live in a state where same 
sex adoption is legal. They must then find an adoption agency, social worker, lawyer and judge who 
are open to same sex adoption. Even once a couple finds an agency that will accept their application, it 
may still be difficult for them to get a child placed with them. In a national survey, 60% of adoption 
agencies accepted applications from same sex couples, however only two in five actually placed a child 
with a same sex family (Brodzinsky, 2003).  

 
Social workers may also have trouble evaluating same sex homes due to poor understanding of 

same sex families and biased evaluation tools (Ryan, Pearlmutter, & Groza, 2004). This discrimination 
makes it difficult and stressful for same sex couples to adopt, and it is important that adoption 
professionals learn about same sex parenting and adoption to help open their agencies to same sex 
couples.  
 
What can we do? 
 

The most important thing an adoption agency can do is train their staff (Ryan, Pearlmutter & 
Groza, 2004). Staff needs to understand the facts surrounding same sex parenting and adoption, 
including child outcomes and parental mental health and relationships. This information may be 
provided through current research, or through meetings and discussions with LGBT families, and may 
help staff to have a better understanding of same sex couples and modify homophobic attitudes. Social 



 
 

 

 

workers must also be trained to use non-biased evaluation tools, so that same sex couples have the 
opportunity to be treated equally when they are being considered for placement (Ryan, Pearlmuttter & 
Groza, 2004). 

 
It is also important that Adoption agencies modify their mission statements and adoption policies 

to make it clear that they do not discriminate based on sexual orientation (Human Rights Campaign, 
2008). This will allow the staff of the agency to have a better understanding of how to handle same sex 
couples, and will make the agency more welcoming to same sex couples looking to adopt.  
 
What other resources are available? 
 

• The Human Rights Campaign: http://www.HRC.org 
The Human Rights Campaign provides resources for LGBT rights. This website provides a good 
overview of marriage and parenting, and has an easy to understand guide for the laws in your 
state 

• All Children, All Families: Promising Practices in Adoption and Foster Care: 
http://www.hrc.org/issues/parenting/adoptions/8941.htm  
This is a comprehensive guide for opening adoption agencies to same sex couples and is 
available for free from the Human Rights Campaign  

• Lambda Legal http://www.lambdalegal.org/ 
Lambda Legal is a good resource for legal professionals working with LGBT populations  

• Adoption by Lesbians and Gays: A National Survey of Adoption Agency Policies, Practices and 
Attitudes: http://www.adoptioninstitute.org/whowe/Gay%20and%20Lesbian%20Adoption1.html  
A study from the Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, this is a good overview of attitudes of 
adoption agencies in the United States 

• Adoption and Foster Care by Gay and Lesbian Parents in the United States: 
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/411437_Adoption_Foster_Care.pdf 
A study by the Williams Institute and the Urban Institute, this is a good resource for adoption 
practices in the United States 
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